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CHAPTER ONE
After 16 long years of waiting, a teenage girl would free a dragon…
 
MORGAN COULDN'T STAND IT. If she had to sit through another miserable lesson about the Greco-Roman pipe organ, she would take her violin bow to her ears. 
When she had signed up for, "History of Music," at the beginning of her junior year, the name had inspired images of early pop music culture. Poodle skirts and that sort of thing. Throw in some lessons on early jazz since jazz violin was much more fun than the stuff she usually had to rehearse. All of the rebel musicians played jazz, right? Now that the school year was half over, she still hadn't learned a single thing that anyone alive would care to know.
As the teacher droned on about the 13th century breakthroughs in pipe organ technology, Morgan's best friend, Sadie, passed a note back to her.
"Are you going to the dance?" it read. This was the third time this week that Sadie had asked her about the upcoming winter formal. Morgan hadn't responded, and didn't want to answer it this time either because the answer was complicated. She wanted to go with a guy from kickboxing named Brian King, but Brian didn't go to their high school. Morgan wasn't sure if he went to any high school. She had spent countless hours swapping punches and kicks with him at kickboxing and loved it, but she still didn't know how old he was. Or what he did outside of class. Or anything that you could define as, "personal." It was complicated.
If she talked to the right people, she could probably get a special pass for him to come to the dance, but those kinds of things always caused a lot of gossip, which was something that she had too much of already. It came along with having a single dad that had to move states at least once a year, which meant she was always the new girl in town. And it always seemed to be a small town where everyone knew everyone, except for her. Why couldn't they move to a town with a population with more than 20,000 for once? A place where an Asian girl could blend in a little more?
She wrote her response, "I don't know, maybe," and handed the scrap of paper back to Sadie while the teacher was turned away, writing on the whiteboard. Whiteboard writing usually consumed at least half of class, which meant that she and Sadie passed lots of notes.
Sadie scribbled a quick response and turned back with the paper again before the teacher was finished, with a glare to go along with it.
"Maybe what? You're not thinking about asking that guy from your Kicky class, are you?” Sadie had already made it well known that she didn't like Brian for the simple reason that he wasn't around. How would Sadie tell him secrets about Morgan? Morgan and her dad had arrived in the small town of Okoboji, Iowa eight months ago and right away Sadie had welcomed her to school by sharing with her all the latest gossip that Sadie knew. Morgan had been a brand new listening ear, and therefore an ideal instant friend. Morgan didn't like to gossip. She knew how much it could get her into trouble, but she was thrilled that for once she didn't have to spend weeks making friends in a new town.
Morgan responded, "What if I do want to take Brian?" She added a couple of hearts around Brian‘s name just to frustrate Sadie and handed the note back. Seconds later the note was returned to Morgan again and all the hearts had been turned into skulls with crossbones.
"I thought he was the guy that gave you a black eye. Why can't you just date a normal guy from school?" She was right about the black eye. He had given it to her by accident in class a few months ago, but that's what was funny about Brian. While the other guys in class seemed to treat her like something fragile, Brian wasn't afraid to rough her up. On more than one occasion sparring with Brian, she had come home with some serious bruises. Instead of getting upset, her dad had just told her to move a little faster next time. If anything, her dad encouraged her to go to kickboxing because he knew she would get roughed up a little.
Her dad had been teaching her how to fight ever since she was a little girl, and sometimes he reminded her that a person needed to get into a real fight find out what they were really made of. Kickboxing was closest she was going to get to a real fight for a while, she hoped. Sure, being the new girl in school meant that there were always a few people who wanted to give you a hard time, but you learned to ignore that stuff if you didn't want to spend half of your high school life in detention. High school already sucked, she didn't need to make it any harder.
She dreamed of graduating in another year, maybe from this very school. She could beg her dad to stay in the same place for once and finish high school in a place where she had some real friends. Or at least one real friend, Sadie. Or, she could just leave right now and go work out. Kickboxing always seemed like a better option than anything else in this town, but right now it was like something within her mind was pushing the idea.
'Come outside, outside of the school,' rose to the top of her thoughts like a faint suggestion. Was that really her own thought? She had never skipped school before, but what if she did? She would trade the best day at school for the worst set of bruises at the gym any day. Especially if they were from Brian. And she wouldn't be surprised if her dad just gave her a high-five instead of scolding her when he found out. In that way, Brian and her dad were a lot alike. Okay, comparing Brian to her dad was too weird.
She turned her head to look out the window and saw several small blinks of light. Fireflies in April? And in the middle of the day? She had memories of catching fireflies when she was a kid, but it was always in the warm evenings of summer. Still, she couldn't shake the weird feeling that she should go outside.
'Come out and play,' invaded her thoughts as she tried to focus on the teacher. 'Come out if you dare, and die.' For a moment, she pictured herself standing at her own funeral as her dad cried during the burial, and then it was gone. Now that was disturbing! She had no idea where these thoughts were coming from, but she wasn't going to go outside.
The conflict in her mind was interrupted when the classroom door opened and the assistant principal walked in. He looked immediately to Morgan, and she knew it wasn't good. Great, what did he want her for?
The assistant principal whispered something to the teacher and then called Morgan to the front. Everyone turned to look back at her as she stood up and began to walk to the front.
"Bring your things," the assistant principal said with a tone that didn't hide his frustration. She grabbed her books and continued to the front, racking her brain for a reason why she was in trouble. She tried to look at him with the most inquisitive look that she could muster, but he met it with his usual stone-like gaze and opened the door for her to walk out ahead of him.
"I'll follow you to the office Miss Rossi," he said as he closed the door behind them.
 



CHAPTER TWO
COMPARED TO THE VICE PRINCIPAL, the office attendant, Mrs. Bansley, was a complete pushover. You could get her to run errands for you if you could make them sound important enough. Kids would bet each other about how many copies of something they could get made and then laugh as they tossed them in the garbage as soon as she turned her back. Sadie claimed that the current record was more than 300. Today Mrs. Bansley looked very serious.
"The guy just went to the bathroom, he should be back in a minute. Are you sure you've never heard about this tutor before? He seems pretty young. Are you sure?" She seemed insistent.
"No, I've never had a tutor, and my dad has never talked about one before. Neither have any of the teachers." Morgan wasn't completely surprised. She knew that she was close to failing at least one class. She had to get her act together soon if she wanted to go to college when she graduated.
"I want you to be careful around him,” said Mrs. Bansley.
"Why?" Morgan couldn't help smiling at Mrs. Bansley's mothering.
"There's just something about him that makes me concerned." She leaned in a little closer and put her hands in front of her mouth like they were sharing a secret. "He made me feel funny," she said it with a grin.
"Mrs. Bansley, do you have the hots for this guy?"
"No dear, I don't know what else to call it. He just made me feel funny."
"Okay, I'll be careful.” She wasn't sure how seriously she should take Mrs. Bansley, but a second later she was just as perplexed when a tall boy walked into the office. At least she thought he was a boy, but he carried himself differently than other teenage boys. He wore black jeans and a gray button-down shirt that should have seemed awkward on someone his age, but it wasn't. The thought that came to mind was dignified, almost like a man. A man that didn't look happy to see her.
"Morgan Rossi?" asked the tall boy. He was giving her a strange look like he was concentrating on her.
"Yes?" She didn't sense anything funny like Mrs. Bansley had suggested. He did look super cute, or at least he would have if he hadn't been scowling. After staring at each other for a moment, he turned towards the hallway door.
"Let's go," he said.
"Are you sure you don't want to use a study room in the library?" asked Mrs. Bansley.
"No, I still have no use for that," he said. Morgan jumped up quickly and followed him out the door. What was going on? She looked back at Mrs. Bansley who was staring at the tall boy as they walked away. What was that look on her face? Morgan usually saw that look on girls fawning over jocks at high school sports games. Mrs. Bansley did like him! Morgan looked back at the boy who had raced ahead of her. She jogged to catch up to him.
"Excuse me, I didn't catch your name," she said.
"That's because I didn't give it to you."
"Okay, aren't you supposed to be a tutor?"
"Yes, I am." Whoever he was, Morgan had dealt with worse. She would show this prep that she had a backbone. They had just stepped out the front doors when she tried to assert some authority.
"Slow down or I'm not going anywhere with you." Instead of slowing down, he walked even faster. That was it. She didn't deserve to be treated like this. She stopped right in the middle of the parking lot and stood, waiting for him to notice. He took two more steps before he spun around and walked right up to her. He didn't stop until he was close enough to make her want to step back, but she resisted.
He still had the scowl on his face as he whispered "Listen, I already know that you are not any happier about this than I am. Let's just make this easy and get it over with."
"Get what over with? Is this for Bio? Or French?" He stepped back and gazed at her with that same searching look that he had used before.
"Is that a joke?" He continued to stare at her for another moment, but now with a puzzled look. Then he turned around and continued walking. "I don't believe it. Not only is this the worst recruiting assignment in history, but she doesn't even know why I'm here." He was turning out to be a huge jerk. Morgan was surprised when he pulled out a key fob and unlocked the doors to a sleek, black Audi. Even worse, he was a big jerk with rich parents. She couldn't get away from this guy fast enough, and there was no way that she was getting into this car. She stood with her arms crossed and gave him her best frown.
"Get in."
"No way." He paused just for a moment. "Didn't your father send you a text saying that it was okay?" She pulled out her cell phone and saw the text that she had missed.
"Morgan, a guy is going to come to school and pick you up. Don't worry, I already spoke to him. He will bring you home, and we can talk about the trials. I will leave work early and be there as soon as I can." She looked back at The Tutor.
"The trials? What's that?"
"So you did get his text." He opened his door and got into the car.
"How do I know that you didn't kidnap him and send that text from his phone?" She knew that it sounded far-fetched, but a girl had to be careful. Plus she wasn't going to make it easy for this snob. He rolled down the passenger door window and held something out to her.
"Here, maybe this will change your mind." It was a big ring, like a class ring.
"What's that for?" Did he think that he could persuade her like this?
"Just take it and look at the inscription." She reached in and took the ring from him. It did look familiar. She saw a name written on the inside of the band.
"Who's Morrigan Hunt? It's not mine."
"I know, it was your mothers." Several things clicked into place at the same time. She realized the ring looked familiar because she had seen one just like it on her dad's dresser on numerous occasions. Her dad had told her that she was named after her birth mom, but she didn't know much about the woman besides that. Her mother had left her dad for her career in the military when she was just a baby, and good riddance. Since then, it had just been Morgan and her dad, and their pet rat, Gregors. Morgan knew that her dad still missed her mother just by the way that he looked at the college pictures on the wall from when they were younger. He usually looked like he was going to cry. As far as she was concerned, Morgan didn't share anything with her birth mother other than a resemblance. Anyone that could hurt her dad that much didn't deserve her acknowledgment.
She read the name on the ring out loud again, "Morrigan Hunt." She had never known her mother's last name and didn't care. "I don't want it," she said as she offered it back to the boy.
"It's not yours to keep," he said as he took it. As it left her grasp, she noticed the large letters, "HH," on the ring.
"What does, "HH," stand for?"
"The school that's recruiting you. Are you getting into the car? Or not? There's not much time." Obviously, they had the wrong girl. Any school that wanted to recruit her wasn't worth attending, but for now, her curiosity had been peaked.
"You had better not be an ax murderer," she said as she got into the car.
 



CHAPTER THREE
THEY WERE SEVERAL BLOCKS down the street before the tall boy began to overwhelm Morgan with information.
"I'll tell you what I can, but it's the responsibility of the parents to prepare their children for the trials, so I'll try to leave most of it for your father to tell you."
"What did you say the name of the school was?"
"Miss Rossi, let me do the talking."
"And what are the trials?"
"If you would wait please, I'm getting to that. The trials are the entrance exam to confirm that you're eligible for the school that's recruiting you. It's somewhat redundant since your blood has already confirmed that you're eligible, but eligibility is also about desire." That raised several of Morgan's red flags, but she would ignore the thing about her blood. For now.
"Desire?"
"Yes, it shows that you have the will."
"The will for what?"
"The will to take action. The will to do what is needed." Maybe he wasn't trying to get a rise out of her, but why else would he have such cryptic responses? It wasn't working, but this was getting too weird, even for her. She had seen some strange stuff while moving around, but none of it compared to this.
"I feel like I’ve already asked this, but why won’t you tell me your name?"
"As tutors, we don't give our names. It helps to keep things fair at the trials."
"Don't you think that's a little silly?"
"There's nothing silly about the trials." He took a second to give her a serious expression before returning his attention to the road. She expected that these scare tactics would work on most girls, but she wasn't most girls. She wouldn't be intimidated that easily. This guy was keeping something from her and she was going to find out what it was. She had a ton of questions, but she wanted to ask the right question.
"How did you know my mom?"
"I don't really know her on a first-name basis, if that's what you mean."
"So how did you get her ring then?"
"The ring is a school artifact. It's on loan to me in case I needed it to persuade you." It had worked. At least he wasn't a long-lost sibling. She couldn't stand the thought of being related to someone so arrogant. Either way, she still wasn't any closer to understanding why a school would want to recruit her for anything.
She wasn't a great student or a great athlete. The only activity she really excelled at was combat, and a school would be nuts to recruit her for that. Just the number of times she had gotten into fights because she was the new girl at school should have landed her in suspension for life. If anything, fighting always seemed to cause more damage in her life than good. She had grown up a lot since then, but maybe all those trips to the principal's office were catching up to her. Now she was sure that she knew what was going on here.
"This school is some sort of military academy, isn’t it?" His eyes widened as she finished her question.
"Oh no, it's too early!" His response was almost fearful. Had she struck a nerve?
"What do you mean?"
"We need more time!" He looked shaken, and then she could see why. A block ahead in the middle of the street stood a woman in some kind of long dark coat, like a cloak. She was looking straight at them as the boy sped up instead of slowing down.
"What are you doing? You're going to hit her!" The speedometer said that they were now going 45 on a 25 mph street. Now they were going 55. Morgan couldn't watch, but she also had to watch. Just as they should have ran right into her, she was gone. Not like in a puff of smoke, but like someone had just shut off the light on a movie projector. The problem was that it was the middle of the day and there wasn't a screen in the middle of the street.
"Did you just see that?" she asked, but the boy just kept driving. They were beginning to slow down, but he looked even more shaken than before. "Was that a trick? What just happened?"
"That, Miss Rossi, was your trial."
"You mean my test was running a woman over?"
"No, I'm sorry, but I've told you more than I should already. Your father will have to answer the rest of your questions." Morgan was beginning to hate him.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
THEY PULLED UP to her house and her father was already there, sitting on the front porch steps. The front door was ajar behind him. She jumped out of the car and ran up to him, but stopped short when she saw why the door was wide open. It wasn't even on its hinges. It lay on the front porch next to her dad. She stood and stared for a second before she could think of what to say.
"Dad, what happened?" He looked up at her with a frazzled look on his face.
"Did you have an intruder?" asked The Tutor as he approached them from the car.
"It was an adze," said her dad.
"No, an adze wouldn't have done that."
"Actually I'm the one that knocked the door down. I guess I'm not as fast as I used to be," said her dad.
"Where is it now?"
"It got away. It wasn't here for me, you know. It was for her," her dad said as he looked at Morgan.
"Well, I thought it was going to end up in the back seat of our car. She was right in front of us on the street over by the high school." The flustered look returned to her dad's face.
"Over by the school? How long ago was that?" asked her dad.
"About five minutes ago," said The Tutor.
"It couldn't have been, it was here five minutes ago. They don't move that fast."
"Does that mean that there's two?" Morgan needed to get a handle on what they were talking about before she got even more confused.
"You're talking about that woman in the street, right? The one that we should have squished in the road, but disappeared? I'm not going crazy, right?" She looked back-and-forth between the two.
Her dad looked to the tall boy and asked, "How much did you tell her?"
"Very little, that's your job." Her dad looked down at the ground and shook his head.
"Right, I guess I already knew the answer to that one. Morgan, give me a hand with this door." Morgan walked over and helped her dad lift the door up and set it back into place in the doorway.
"You hold it here and I'll grab some screws," he said. She didn't want to wait, but right away she recognized the change in his voice that meant they were shifting to student-teacher time. It was usually reserved for combat practice. The tone commanded respect, which meant that he was preparing her for something serious. Her father had raised her as a single parent and taught her combat from a young age. He had always claimed that it was the only thing that he had to pass on to her. She was grateful for it, but lately the practice bored her. She spent much of her time thinking about her next four years of college. Sure, she might get the chance someday to use it if a drunk guy at college decided to put his hands where he shouldn't. Most of guys that she would choose to date found her too intimidating, and the rest were the kind that she wouldn't give a second look.
Her dad returned from the garage with some tools and a minute later he had secured the door in place with a screw at each corner.
"How are we going to use the door like that?" she asked. Her dad used the same commanding tone as he picked up a black duffel bag from the front porch and began walking to The Tutor's car.
"Right now it doesn't matter. We don't want to be anywhere near this place. Let's go." She jumped up and followed.
"Do you have anything that will take us out on that lake in the middle of town?" asked The Tutor.
"We have a boat at a dock. It should have enough fuel to give us plenty of time to talk."
"I hope so, or this is going to go down real fast.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
FROM THE HOUSE TO THE MARINA, Morgan barely said a word. She was trying to make mental sense of everything she had learned, including the death wish woman that had just stood and stared at them in the middle of the street. She couldn’t see how the woman was supposed to be her entrance exam, like The Tutor had said.
She strained to see if she could hear some nugget of information shared between her dad and The Tutor, but there was nothing. Sometimes her dad would mumble something and The Tutor would swerve down a different street. They seemed to be taking a completely indirect route to the marina. She began to ask why they were even going to the marina, but she was interrupted by her dad, telling her to be quiet so that he could concentrate.
"Concentrate on what?" she asked.
"The thing behind us." Alarmed, she turned around and looked behind the car. After a minute of seeing nothing, she turned back around. It was beginning to feel like a practical joke. Morgan looked at her phone and saw a text message from her friend, Sadie.
"Are you in trouble? Or just in detention?"
Morgan texted back, "Neither, I think I'm being recruited for a different high school. I'm supposed to take a test."
"No way, where at?" was the response. She wanted to tell Sadie about the woman in the street and the hot jerk driving the car. Mostly she wanted to tell her how helpless she felt right now, but she just replied, "I don't know yet". Morgan had to pay attention in case her dad said something that would begin to fill in the dozens of gaps.
 
They arrived at the marina without running into any more women in the street and took the ski boat out towards the middle of the lake. Just when she had decided that she couldn’t wait any longer for them to fill her in, The Tutor turned to speak to her.
"Now, where were we?" he asked.
"You were about to explain what the hell is going on!" She wanted to shock him into telling her something, but he just looked to her dad.
"Maybe your father should take the first turn." Her dad lowered the speed on the throttle control and then shut off the motor completely. They were now near the center of the lake.
"I didn't exactly get the parent's guide on introducing your daughter to monster school," said her dad.
"When you've been hiding her from us for so long, how could we send you one?"
"I was being facetious," said her dad.
"Me too."
"What is monster school?" asked Morgan. She hated the thought of moving to another school again. And the name sounded silly, or unbearable if it was a hint at what the teachers there were like.
"The school deals with monsters," said her dad. She knew it. She had crossed the line too many times. She stood up in the boat.
"Dad, don't send me to a military academy! I can clean up my act! I haven’t been in detention once this year!" 
"I was afraid that she was completely in the dark about this," said The Tutor.
"Oh, don't you make things worse," said her dad to The Tutor as he sat down on the bench seat next to Morgan. "Monsters aren't the students, they're the subject."
"What do you mean?" Her dad put his arm around her and pulled her into a tight side hug.
"Dear, it's a special school for people that learn how to fight monsters."
"What?"
The Tutor cut in. "Listen, this is nice, but can we speed things up a little? Obviously her blood is too strong to make hiding her impossible. Now you can just explain to her how to forfeit the trial, and we can be done." Her dad's smile faded, but Morgan just felt more confused.
"Yes, her blood is a blessing and a curse. Even if her mother thought that I could hide her forever, I still took it upon myself to prepare her."
"What is it about my blood?" asked Morgan.
"Tell her, since you haven't been honest with her yet." Her dad stood up, causing the boat to rock.
"Don't tell me how to parent. I've been as honest as I could. I've hidden some of the truth from her for a good reason." The Tutor sat back in his seat and stared off towards shore.
"I'm sorry, but I just don't understand how you thought she could stay hidden forever." Her dad sat back down next to Morgan.
"It's what your mother would have wanted. Listen, it's likely that everything happening right now was bound to happen once I started dating your mother."
"There isn't any record of you dating her. She didn't date anyone," interrupted The Tutor.
"I know. We did it in secret."
"If you two ever had been in a relationship, that would have been a smart idea."
“Thank you, it was mine,” said her dad. "Your mother and I attended a special school unlike any other, for people with special blood."
"Why do we keep talking about blood?” asked Morgan.
"I think what he's trying to say is that your parents didn't want you to be stuck with the same decision that they had to make," said The Tutor.
"Don't make it sound like we had any decision. Back then, there was only the University and once you were enrolled, it was too late. The only decision left was to survive." Her dad was making it sound like a reality TV show.
"True, but you must have known what you were getting yourself into."
"Sure. The glamorous life of hunting monsters. You really can't understand what it's all about until you're in. And then there's no way out."
"Obviously there's a way out. You managed to finish the University and still never made a real career of it."
"You'll understand in a couple of years. Some graduates managed to stay out of the mandatory service when I was young, and I expect that it's even more common now.”
"On the contrary. There are more recruits than ever, which means higher standards. Usually, it's only the weakest blood hunters that turn and run after graduation." Her dad became tense again, and The Tutor added, "Not the strong hunters, like you.”
“I was discharged in my first year, actually. That's something that you won't find in the files.” Her dad turned and took her hands. "We've been able to keep away from this our entire lives, and you can still stay out for good. I can teach you how." Morgan couldn't hide her feelings of intense confusion from showing on her face. "Ugh, if we only had more time. This isn't how I imagined telling you."
"Regardless, the clock is ticking. When we head back, she is going to have to make a decision."
"What decision?" asked Morgan.
"You have to decide if you want in or out of the school," said The Tutor. She looked at her dad and felt silly just asking the question.
"Does he mean to fight monsters?"
"Yes, that's what he means," said her dad. Her stomach dropped to the bottom of the lake. After all of her years of wishing that she could give her combat training a test, she now wished that she could rewind her life by a few hours and avoid The Tutor completely. Nothing could have prepared her for this.
"If I don't want to go to the school, what do I have to do?"
"You have to cut yourself and let a drop of your blood hit the ground. Then the school will know that you forfeit your invitation."
She hoped that there was another way out of this.
"What if I don't cut myself?"
The Tutor responded, "You have to defeat the monster, or monsters in this case. Usually, there's just one, but I guess you're special." The Tutor gave her a pretentious grin and she was flooded with a desire to fight. She had never backed down from a real challenge before, and she didn't want to now, but she couldn’t let her emotions get to her. Most of all she just wanted her normal life back.
"I don't want to force you in any direction,” said her dad. “If you think that you might want to go for it, we can discuss things in the next few minutes on the way back to shore," said her dad. Morgan didn't have to think about her answer.
"I can spare a few drops of blood if it will end this nightmare."
"So be it," said her dad with a smile as he gave her a tight squeeze from the side. He switched to the driver's seat and started the motor. Soon this would all be over.
 



CHAPTER SIX
HER DAD TURNED to smile at Morgan. "I'm not sorry that I hid this from you, but I'm sorry that this has to be such a rash and emotional decision. I thought that we would have more time," he said, and then paused.
He turned to The Tutor. "We need more time, so let's think for a minute. We both know that the adze will be waiting on the shore for her to come back."
"Yes, she'll have to make the decision, one way or another," said The Tutor.
"She does have a decision to make, but does she have to make it this minute? Am I allowed to help her put off the trial for a couple of hours, to give her some time to think?" The Tutor got a confused look that made him appear less like a man, and more like a young boy for once.
"I don't know. It's very unusual for a parent to be involved with the trials."
"That's good enough for me.” Her dad's smile got bigger. "Okay listen. It's still your decision, but what we can do is run for a little bit. Maybe go home and talk over some swordplay." It was common for them to practice while having conversations.
"What are we going to do when we see those women?" asked Morgan.
"Believe it or not, they're only impossible to defend against if you're human."
"What do you mean? We are human, right?"
"Sort of. You're Benandanti, like your mother and I," he said as he drove the boat with one hand and unzipped the duffel bag with the other. He pulled out a sword that Morgan didn't recognize. By the look of the handle, it was an old samurai-type sword. It had a small design with three golden leaves surrounded by a circle on the side of the black scabbard. They had several prop swords like this one that they sometimes used to clear brush. They weren't good for much else.
"If you were going to bring a sword, why didn't you bring one of the good ones?" There were several highly polished swords at home in a locked cabinet that made her swoon whenever they got them out to clean.
"This is one of the good ones. One of the best, actually."
"That couldn't have been your graduation sword, the crest is infamous,” said The Tutor.
"It was her mother's. She would have wanted me to pass it along to her."
"She only used the best blades. Does that mean that it's actually a sword from the master?"
"It sure is. It was her first, I think," said her dad.
"So if I decided to fight, then I could use that sword?" asked Morgan. She had been dreaming about fighting with a sword all her life. If she actually got a chance to use a sword in combat, this day might not be so bad after all. If she could keep it after this was all over, she could pretend that it didn't come from her mom.
"Hold on. It's not that I don't believe in your ability. I first put a sword in your hand when you were two years old and you've never wanted to let go. But this isn't practice, and you should at least have a chance to learn what you're up against. Remember rule number two."
"You've taught her the rules of combat, at least," said The Tutor.
"Of course. I said that I prepared her, just in case today ever came." Like letters and numbers, she had been raised with the three rules of combat. Rule number two was, 'Know thy enemy'. The only rule more important was rule number one, 'Know thy self'.
They were approaching land and Morgan could feel The Tutor's gaze on her.
"So, what is your answer to the challenge?" She looked at her dad and said, "We've moved so many times, why can't we just take off?"
"Honey, those things that are chasing you, they won't stop. You may get free for a time, but they will keep coming until either you kill them, or they kill you. Or you can forfeit."
"I don't even know what these things are. Do you think I should forfeit?"
"It's not up to me. This has to be your decision, but we can carve out some time to clear things up for you."
"If we're really talking about fighting monsters, doesn't that make it an easy decision?"
"It wasn't for your mom and me, and because of who you are, you shouldn't take it lightly either." She wrapped her arms around herself and stared out into the lake.
"I don't know what to say. Right now my head just hurts." Her father nodded to The Tutor.
"That's fine. You can take a short break, considering that you should have been notified of your entrance trial three years ago on your thirteenth birthday and had months to prepare." The Tutor opened up a small bag and took out a long knife. "Your father and I should be able to help you get past two adze without a problem. After that, you can take an hour to decide your final answer to the challenge."
She felt both relieved and scared, not knowing what her father would be facing. All she had seen in the street was an old woman with a disappearing act. What kind of a monster was she? Morgan didn't have the slightest clue who or what her enemy was.
They approached the shore and her father slowed the boat. Nobody was on the long dock and there were no other boats. It was still early in spring and very few people had put their boats into the water yet. She strained to see if there were any cloaked women waiting for them on shore. Her dad was also looking as they bumped into the dock and he stepped out to tie up the boat.
"I don't see anybody here," said Morgan.
"Oh, they're here. I can feel them. You wait here while The Tutor and I distract them. Then when I yell for you to come, you run to the car and we'll follow," said her dad. "It will be a piece of cake, right?"
"Sure," said The Tutor as he stepped out of the boat. Morgan waited while her dad and The Tutor began down the dock. She looked at the bare shoreline and wondered how anything could be hiding. A tiny flicker of light caught her eye at the end of the dock, and she remembered the weird lightning bugs that she had seen just outside of her classroom window earlier that day. There were several more small blinks of light on shore, and her dad and The Tutor stopped in their tracks, half-way down the dock. That's when it happened.
She couldn't see where it came from, but suddenly there was a brighter flash from one of the lightning bugs, and then there was a cloaked woman standing at the end of the pier. She hadn't, "materialized," she was just suddenly there as quickly as the one in the street had disappeared. Now Morgan could see a couple more lightning bugs blinking faintly behind the woman as she stared at them. Her dad and The Tutor turned back towards her, and she could see alarm on both of their faces as they began to run back towards her.
"Start the boat! Start the boat!" said her dad. She turned the key in the ignition and the motor came to life.
"What could it mean?" said tutor as he reached her end of the dock and turned to take a second look. Her dad jumped into the boat and, instead of untying the mooring line, he used the sword to cut it. Several quick saw-like strokes and they were free. The Tutor jumped in after them.
Morgan was still staring at the cloaked woman but now there was a small swarm of lightning bugs blinking behind her.
"There's more than a dozen," said The Tutor.
"Hold on!" said her dad as he sat down in the driver's seat and pulled the throttle back into full reverse. As the boat revved backward and Morgan caught herself from falling into the lake, she saw another one of the extra bright flashes. Then another, and another. Now there were four cloaked women standing on the shore, and then five, and then Morgan couldn't see how many as her dad swung the boat around and slammed the throttle forward.
"I don't know what's going on. Maybe The Demon has lost his mind,” said her dad. As the boat shot into the lake, Morgan turned to see a crowd of more than a dozen cloaked women standing on the shore, staring straight at them.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
THEY DIDN'T STOP the boat until they had arrived at the shore on the opposite side of the lake.
"See you guys later," said The Tutor as he jumped from the boat to the dock before the engine was even shut off.
"Where are you going?" asked Morgan.
"As far away from you as I can. Give me a call when you have a plan." Morgan hopped up to the dock also and began to chase after him.
"But what if I need your help?"
"At this point, I'm not supposed to help. Your dad can help you to make up your mind."
“Are you running away?”
"Let him go, he's done his job for now," said her dad as he found another rope and tied the boat up. "Hey, what if The Demon made a mistake?" he yelled at The Tutor.
"The Demon never makes mistakes," said The Tutor as he continued his quick walk away from them.
"What's the demon?" asked Morgan.
"He's the go-between for our kind and his. He decides on the appropriate monster for the entrance exams. It's been that way for a while now." That was a bit too much for Morgan who already felt overwhelmed. They had stopped at the East Park dock, far away from their house, and Morgan just wanted to be home.
Her dad grabbed the duffel bag with the sword and they walked down the pier to dry land.
"I don't know what's going on. I can see one adze for the trials since you're almost seventeen, and two adze seems pretty extreme, but a whole horde of them? I can't understand how the demon could have approved that." Her dad wasn't making things better, so she tried to tune him out for a minute while she checked her phone.
The Tutor had sent his phone number, but there was also another text from Sadie.
"I'm guessing you don't need a ride home today?" said the text. Sadie drove her parent's car to school, so she usually gave Morgan a ride home at the end of the day, which would normally be right now.
Morgan sent a quick reply, "No, I'm over in East Side park." She looked back out across the water in the direction of the adze. "Those women don't look like a threat, but I'm guessing that's part of their defense.” Her dad laughed.
"They may look like they're ready for a picnic, but give them just a second to distract you and your mind will belong to them," said her dad. Morgan shivered. She hadn't realized how much danger they had really been in.
"We're lucky we made it this far," said Morgan while trying to be optimistic.
"Yeah, if the engine didn't overheat in the next couple of minutes, we would have run out of gas. We'll have to get moving before they catch up to us, so let's go and talk over some practice.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
THE PARK BEYOND THE BOAT PIER had a beach, a shelter house, and several play areas. These parts were all separated by several large grassy fields that were perfect for sword exercises. The only other people in the park were a couple of boys playing soccer. Morgan’s dad took the samurai sword out of the bag and handed it to her.
“I want you to keep this with you at all times. Not because the sword was your mom's, but because of what it’s made of.”
“What's so special about it?”
“The blade contains a tiny percentage of silver, which is the one element that will actually hurt monsters. Not all, but most of them. Remember that. To some it's painful, to others it’s deadly.”
“What if I use my other sword from home?”
“Any other sword would pass right through the adze, but that one will slice them up like butter.”
“Just like in the movies?”
“Just like it was one of the sharpest blades in the world, because it is. Silver bullets will do the same thing.” Her dad stepped out into the center of the closest grassy area and began to yell, “All right boys, we’re taking the field.“ The two boys stopped in their tracks for a moment, dumbstruck. Then one boy spoke when they realized that her dad wasn't joking.
“Yeah right, we were here first.”
“Okay, can I see that ball?” One of the boys tossed the soccer ball toward him. While leaving the sword scabbard in Morgan's hands, her dad grabbed the handle and pulled the sword out. It sliced a clean cut into the oncoming ball.
“You guys are done, take your ball and go home,” he said as he returned the sword to its scabbard and kicked the flattened ball back. Both of the boys turned and walked away, looking back at them in frustration.
“That was a bit rude.”
“We don’t have time for manners right now. Death is coming for you, Morgan, and he’s not going to show manners either.” Her dad took the sheathed sword back from Morgan and swapped it with two wooden practice swords, dropping the bag down on the edge of the field.
“Keep your eyes on that bag.”
“I will,” she said as she marked the spot in her mind.
“Good,” said her dad as he tried to catch her off guard with a swing from his practice sword. It didn't work.
“Cheap,” she said.
“Not cheap enough, I guess. Let’s begin with the warm-up exercises.” Her father had taught her to do everything while holding a sword. From simple stretches to eating at the dinner table, a sword was supposed to be an extension of her body. In some cases, it was a weapon. In others, it was a utility tool. In every instance she strove for perfection.
She was trying hard to clear her mind, but all she could think about were the endless questions that needed answering. Even though practice was a time meant for her dad to do the questioning, maybe she could get away with one. Or maybe two.
“Can I ask you a couple of questions while we stretch?”
“Considering our limited time, that would be ideal. The adze can’t move very fast, that’s one of their weaknesses, but just remember rule number three anyways.” Rule number three was, 'Know the truth', and it included everything. The terrain, the other people around, the weather, and anything else that could make a difference during a confrontation. If the adze challenged her here, she wouldn't have many natural advantages besides a level field of grass.
Her dad smiled at her, trying to help her relax. She always seemed to get hurt during practice whenever she couldn’t relax. This seemed to be another one of those times. She closed her eyes and was surprised by the first question that came to her mind, but she asked it anyway. Her dad had always told her not to hold back, so she wouldn't now.
“Dad, did you lie to me?” she tried to loosen up her shoulders while she braced herself for his response. She was afraid that the question might make him angry, but he just gave a little laugh.
“A little, yes. So I guess I owe you another apology. Get used to those in the immediate future. I should have known that we were running out of time.”
“So you really did know that this would be happening?”
“Your mom and I knew that it was very possible. She had been optimistic that you could stay in hiding indefinitely, but I wasn’t so certain. That’s why I took it upon myself to train you. Like I’ve always said,” she finished his sentence for him.
“It's all you ever had to offer me. Yes, I know.”
“And now you know why. If I ever see your mother again, I can tell her that I was right.”
“Well, I still don’t like it. This feeling that you’re hiding things from me.”
 “Just wait, you might thank me if you stick with your decision to forfeit. Assume position one.” Morgan stepped back with her left foot and raised her practice sword in front of her. Her dad stepped back into the same position and she breathed out, clearing her mind. Sometimes her dad would try to distract her somehow before he attacked, or maybe he would just let her wait for a distraction that never came. Then he would attack when he hoped she wasn’t paying attention.
“Now before you make your final decision, let me tell you what you’re up against.” He flew at her with a flurry of three attacks to her head, which she blocked and then waited for more. “The adze are both physical and spiritual, meaning that they can take both forms. They won’t ever knock on your door because when they look like fireflies, they don’t need doors. They can pass right through them, and almost anything else that they want to.”
“What if the door is made of silver?” she asked before attacking with several strikes of her own. He parried and stepped back again.
“Good thinking. The only two things that will help you against the adze are silver and water, and water is only helpful if you have enough to put between you and them. They can’t fly over it.”
“Why not?”
“Nobody really seems to know.” As he spoke, her dad led with several more attacks to the head, followed by another down low and then one more to the head. She blocked them all. Her dad continued, “I suspect that there are so many adze because you must take after your mother. The demon's job is to decide how resilient recruits are based on their blood.”
“Are blood records open to the public?”
“No, but that doesn’t stop the demon. He has people all over the place.”
“At the hospital?”
“Who knows?” Her dad attacked low this time, and nearly caught the back of her leg as she was trying to figure out how anyone could have stolen a sample of her blood. This year in Biology they had figured out their blood types. Could someone at school have swiped a sample and given it to this Demon? She wanted to laugh as soon as she thought the question. She needed to focus and this idea was ridiculous.
“So attack them with the sword?”
“Yes, if you can get close enough. They won’t just stand there for you. But that’s not even the real problem. Their real weapon attacks your mind.”
“What do you mean?” As she asked, her dad feigned a step backward before switching directions and lunging forward with his practice sword pointed straight at her. She stepped to the side and swung low, barely missing his legs as he pivoted out of her range. He continued talking as if nothing had happened.
“They can control your actions. When they’re in the form of a woman, they can take control of your body and once they have a firm grip, they can make you do whatever they want.” She took a couple of steps back.
“That’s pretty nuts. How do you fight against that?”
“You don’t. They have to decide to release you. Even after they turn into fireflies, they can continue to control you.” She thought for a moment about rule number three and the big picture of what they were discussing.
“This isn’t about the adze, is it?” Her dad smiled.
“No, you’re right. This is about the school.” He swung his practice sword as he leaped at her. She parried and pivoted out of the way as he went past.
“Do you really learn to fight monsters there?” she asked.
“Yes. Everything there is focused on monsters. Biology isn’t just biology anymore, it becomes biology of monstrous creatures.”
“That sounds pretty cool.” The way her dad talked about it, the school would be much more interesting than regular high school.
“It is cool, but it’s hard to really understand how much you have to give up until you’re actually there. It changes you. Everything from your basic hopes and dreams to your world view is molded into whatever will make you a more effective weapon.” Becoming a weapon of any kind was an exciting thought, it meant really being able to use her skills. Plus she had never seen a horror flick that could make her squeal in her seat. Maybe this could work after all.
“You would probably get to meet your mother.” That was something she had absolutely no interest in.
“She’s not a teacher there, is she?”
“No, but she’s had her hand in things at the school.” Her dad took advantage and swung wide at her exposed head. Morgan didn’t even attempt to block it and he delivered three quick taps with his practice sword. She didn’t care. Her dad had said the, “M,” word, and this high school was losing its appeal if it had anything to do with her mother.
“I wouldn’t be alone though, right? You would move with me to wherever the school is?”
“No, It’s the type of school where you live on campus, and anyone that isn’t a student or a faculty member isn’t allowed anywhere close. It goes along with the whole secret thing.” So she would have to say goodbye to her dad and be around her mother? That was a big fat no. She didn’t think that any school would be cool enough for her to move away from him. Her dad lowered his practice sword.
“None of the stuff is supposed to be easy, Morgan. Everything is a part of the challenge, including your decision today, but isn’t that the same with any important decision? A year from now, you will probably be getting ready to move away to a college somewhere.” She knew he was right, she was already researching the schools that she would begin applying for in the fall. Even though it seemed like her senior year would take forever to get through, she knew that it would go by just as fast as this year had. Or faster. Then she would have to move away from her dad. Still, right now every sense was screaming at her to forfeit. Her dad had been everything to her, so how could she trade him for her worthless mother? To Morgan, it was an easy decision, but she wasn’t sure her dad would be able to understand.
“When you were my age, was it hard for you to decide?” she asked him.
“Yes, of course.”
“You see, it’s an easy decision for me. What would you do if you were in my shoes?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure that anything could have kept me from going to the University. The same goes for your mom. She may have ended up there, no matter what.”
“I don’t care what mom would’ve done.”
“But you should. You’re like her in more ways than you know. If there's anything that you've been robbed of while moving around with Gregors and I, it's understanding what family really is. Your mother didn't understand it either, and it cost her.”
“I hope she at least knew about this test more than a day before it was supposed to happen.” Now her anger was rising. Talking about her mom usually did that.
“Yes, she probably did from birth, but even if she hadn’t, you both have the same kind of fighting spirit.” She was getting angrier every second. How could he compare her to her worthless mother at a moment like this?
“I think this test requires more than just spirit, dad.”
“Maybe, unless you have the spirit of a dragon inside you.”
“Come on. You’ve been using that crap to motivate me since I was a little girl. This is serious. Or is it just some prank?”
“No, this is very real, and you need to take me seriously when I say that you have the spirit of a dragon. Take away all the training that I’ve given you, and you were still already born with everything that you would need to pass this trial.” She wanted to take him seriously, she really did. The ‘dragon spirit’ thing had motivated her when she was a kid, but that was a long time ago. Too long for its magic to work on her anymore. Just when she was sure of her decision to forfeit, the expression on her dad’s face changed from consoling to scary panic.
“Turn around!”
 



CHAPTER NINE
MORGAN WHIPPED HER SWORD up as she spun around. She looked back over her shoulder and all around. She couldn’t see anything unusual, what was her dad on about? Then she saw the tiny flicker of a firefly coming out of the trees on the edge of the grassy field.
“Fireflies!”
“We waited too long! We should have moved by now!” he said as he dropped the practice sword on the ground. Morgan turned and saw more fireflies approaching. There must have been 15 or 20. Enough to surround them. They weren’t flying at the lazy speed common with fireflies, it was much faster. Then like a coordinated attack, there were a series of brighter flashes all around them and the fireflies were replaced by women in long, dark cloaks. She noticed for the first time that their eyes were milky white, like they were blind.
“Dad! What do we do?” She held her practice swords up for battle, but she knew it wouldn’t matter. She looked past the ring of adze closing in on them and saw the black duffel bag on the ground. It was already too far away. They weren’t playing fair. She wanted to end this, but she couldn’t without dripping some blood, and it had to be done with that sword.
“It’s too late, remember what I said! Remember that you’re like your mother,” were her dad's last words before his face relaxed and his shoulders slumped. It was like all the fight had gone out of him.
“Fight it! You have to fight it!” she screamed, but her dad just stood there. This was wrong. They were supposed to be there for her, not for him. Desperate to bring him back to her, she shoved her dad hard on the shoulder. He stumbled forward for a second like he was half asleep, but then he stopped and turned back to look at her. The expression on his face was completely foreign, like he wasn’t her dad anymore. Shocked, she stepped back as he turned to face her. They had complete control of him.
She felt paralyzed. If they had control of her dad, how could she leave? Everything was happening too fast. The ring of adze were still approaching and her dad was stepping towards her like a rabid dog, ready to pounce. For the first time since she was a little girl, fear gripped her. Then somewhere from deep inside of her, like her survival instincts had found a voice, she heard a command.
Run!
She decided to obey. She turned and took off for the black bag. One of the adze was directly in her path, so she veered around it. She had been waiting for them to grab control of her mind, and then she felt it. 
'Stop running, join us.' Like a soft massaging of spices into a piece of meat, it came as a gentle suggestion for her to slow down and relax. She wasn't going to stop for anything.
She raced between two adze and reached the duffel bag, dropping the practice sword as she grabbed the bag by the handles. Now that she had the sword, she still had no idea what to do. They had her dad. Would shedding her blood and forfeiting free him? Or would he be stuck as their slave forever?
She didn’t feel the massaging of her mind anymore and looked behind her as she ran. The adze were still pursuing her at a quick walk, but her dad had begun to chase after her at a run. She needed an exit, and she saw it. Just down the block, there was a Greyhound bus beginning to pull away from the curb. She didn’t care where it was going, she had to get on it.
She tried to run faster, waving her free hand, but it quickly sped away down the street. It was too far away for her to yell, and she couldn’t run any faster. She had lost it.
She looked back and saw that her dad was still coming. He wasn’t moving as fast as her, but the look in his eyes sent a chill down her spine. Another wave of panic hit her when she couldn’t see the adze anywhere, but then she saw the lightning bugs blinking behind her dad. They had changed forms again.
She flinched to the right when a car came to a screeching halt at the curb next to her. She recognized the car right away. It was Sadie.
“Hey Dork, where are you running to?” asked Sadie through the open car window. Morgan grabbed the car door and jumped into the empty passenger seat.
“Go! Go!” yelled Morgan, and Sadie drove away. Morgan turned around in her seat to watch her dad getting smaller in the distance as they drove away.
“Why were you running so fast?” asked Sadie.
“Did you see my dad running behind me?”
“No, I just saw you running like you were getting chased by the devil. Should I pick him up also?”
“No, keep going. What are you doing here?”
“You said that you were at the park, and I thought that you could use a cheerleader for the test.”
“For the test?”
“Yeah, did I miss it?”
“No, your timing was perfect.” It was probably better that Sadie hadn’t seen her dad, there would be less to explain. Besides her white knight, Sadie, she was all alone now. She was going to have to figure out a way to free her father, even if it meant killing all of the adze.
 



CHAPTER TEN
SO WHAT'S UP with this new school, Morgan?” Sadie asked as she drove. This wasn't the time or the place. Or was it? In a stroke of brilliant luck, her best friend had shown up just in time. She had to trust somebody, and she didn't have anyone else now that her dad was being controlled. Except for just one other person.
“Hold on, I've got a call to make,” said Morgan.
“Well, where are we going?”
“I don't know, just drive.” Morgan found the number that The Tutor had sent her, and pressed the call button. It only rang once.
"Hello, did you make a decision? Or did you already make a mess on the ground?"
"They have my dad." There was a pause on the other end of the line.
"That's unfortunate. I’d had hopes that you would change your mind and talk him into coming back with you. Sort of a two-for-one deal. A happy family reunion?"
"Can you help me? I need to set my dad free."
"I can understand why you may feel guilty, but the only way that you can set him free is by killing the adze. Do you have a plan yet?"
"No, not yet. I was hoping that you could help me with that."
"Sorry, but that's completely out of the question. Even if I did know how you could defeat more than a dozen adze, I still wouldn’t be allowed to tell. You're on your own for this one, kid."
"Who are you calling kid? You seem pretty young for a tutor. How old are you anyway?" She was getting desperate. If she made him mad, he might tell her something useful by accident.
"That's still not any of your business. You've got about 20 hours to either win or forfeit."
"You didn't say anything about a time limit."
"I’m overseeing this trial, so it’s my rules. I hope that you take after your mom. It wouldn't hurt you to ask yourself what she would do in this situation." Morgan ended the call and tossed her phone on the dash of the car. She wanted to throw it out the window. No, she wanted to drive over it with the car. That guy made her so angry
"Who was that? Your boy, Brian?"
"No, that was The Tutor."
"The Tutor for what?" She would have to be more careful about what she said. Even if Sadie was her best friend, she was still the town gossip queen.
"He's supposed to be helping me with the entrance exam for the school, but so far he's been a waste of time."
"You didn't sound very happy. Did he tell you how old he is?"
"No."
"Is he cute?"
"You would think so until five seconds after you met him."
"Cute and a bad boy? And he gave you his number? What's his name?"
"He wouldn't tell me, stop asking questions."
"How mysterious!" This was so classic Sadie. If she wasn't careful, the whole school would be talking about her date with the mysterious tutor that never happened.
"He's not interested in dating and neither am I. Listen, I've got a real problem. I need a place to think."
"Like the library?"
"No." The boat wasn't an option anymore either. Even if she could figure out how to fill the gas tank, she didn't trust the boat to not die in the middle of the lake. It had done it to her dad plenty of times. They drove past the ice rink.
"We could go skating," That was actually a good idea. Even if it was frozen water, it was still water.
"Yeah, let's go to the rink." Sadie was still her white knight.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
MORGAN, can you explain why you're skating around with a sword?" It wasn't a bad question, but she wasn't going to tell Sadie that her dad had told her to keep it with her at all times.
"It's good to practice without some of your natural advantages. Here on the ice, I can't rely on balance," said Morgan as she half-skated, half-shuffled around the ice skating rink.
"Well, you're definitely at a disadvantage here. You suck on those skates," said Sadie as Morgan almost fell to the floor during a quick turn that Morgan hadn't even intended.
There were only a couple of other people at the rink, girls practicing after school. She didn't plan to stick around for long but just in case the adze made it there first, then there would be minimal casualties. No, that wouldn’t work. Those girls could be used against her. This was all so ridiculous. She hoped that she didn’t become the joke of the town after what she was about to do. Raising her sword in front of her, she veered over towards one of the other girls.
"Morgan, what are you doing?" asked Sadie.
"Okay, practice is over," said Morgan to the girl that looked about her same age. She tried to sound authoritative by using her, “tough girl,” voice that she used at kickboxing. Talking like that always made Brian smile. She wished he was here. The girl just skated past her. Morgan said it a little louder this time, “Practice is over.”
"No way. I have reservations every day at this time," said one of the girls. The other girl was still ignoring her. Why did everything have to be so difficult? She didn't have time to play around. She looked to the admission office and saw no one at the window. Like her dad had done on the soccer field, it was time to dial things up a notch.
She put her fingers to her mouth and gave her loudest whistle. It echoed throughout the large building.
"Anyone not off the ice in thirty seconds will get this sword across her bare butt!" She yelled as loud as possible, almost turning it into a scream. The two girls gave her the biggest death-looks that she had ever seen, but they both exited the ice at the far end of the rink.
"Yea, and leave your lunch money too!" added Sadie. "I didn't know you had that in you Morgan."
"You too Sadie. You had better go also." Sadie's face turned confused.
"I thought we were going to talk about this problem."
"Yes, but I can't involve you. It's too complicated." Sadie would just be a liability here. Even Brian wouldn't be any help here unless he happened to have a sword with a blade laced with silver. Sadie crossed her arms and pouted as she skated up close to give Morgan a hug.
"Hey, we're best buds, right? You can tell me whatever it is. I told you all my secrets a long time ago." Morgan rolled her eyes as she tried to turn the sword blade away from Sadie during their awkward embrace.
"Okay, but you're going to think that I'm nuts."
"You mean confirm."
"Whatever. So this tutor, he's more of a recruiter for some sort of secret school."
"What school is it?"
"Didn't I, say that it's secret? They won't even tell me what it's called. All I know is that the entrance exam is some kind of test where I have to fight someone."
"Oh, is this a martial arts school? You’re dropping out of high school to become a fighter? That's crazy Morgan!"
"No, it's not like that. I have to fight these weird women that have taken my dad hostage." At first Morgan thought that she was doing an okay job of explaining it, but then all the excitement drained from Sadie's face and was replaced with complete skepticism. There was no way that Morgan was going to tell her that the women she had to fight were actually monsters.
"Okay Morgan, you don't have to make stuff up."
"I'm not. I have to fight a bunch of weird women to release my dad."
"And this is how you get into the fight school?"
"It's not a fight school, but yes. It's a stupid test that my dad knew about forever ago, but didn't tell me about."
"That sounds like a pretty good story, Morgan. So why don't you just tell them that you're not interested?"
"Because they would still have my dad."
"Right, because they kidnapped your dad and he's being held hostage? So it's blackmail too?" Sadie turned and began skating away from her. Morgan tried to follow, but couldn't keep up.
"I told you it was complicated. Why do you think that I didn't want to tell you?" Sadie kept skating.
"Sorry, you're going to have to do a better job than that if you want me to believe you." Why hadn't she just listened to her instincts and threatened Sadie to leave with the other girls? At least then she wouldn't feel so stupid.
"Fine!" yelled Morgan and she began to walk-skate toward the gate to exit the ice. Sadie circled around to cut her off.
"Okay, okay, I don't believe you, but I'll still be your friend even if you are crazy." Morgan shoved Sadie out of the way. She was getting out of here.
"I've got enough to worry about, so stay out of my way if you're not going to help."
"I'll help, really. Let's go back out on the ice and finish talking about this. Maybe we can come up with some ideas together," said Sadie as she pulled Morgan's arm. Morgan yanked it free and continued towards the lockers. She was done talking to Sadie and she knew that the adze had to be getting closer. She was beginning to feel like a rat caught in a big trap. She had to get out.
"I promise to not pick on you again, Morgan. Just come back out and skate." Morgan ignored her and sat down to yank off her skates and slip on her shoes. It was fine if Sadie wanted to stay. Better than fine since Sadie would stay safe. It would just be Morgan and her mom's sword. She left the skates laying on the floor as she walked out the exit door into the dark parking lot.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
MORGAN STOMPED from the parking lot to the sidewalk. She wished that she had worn boots so that she didn't feel like a pansy when she stomped. A second later, Sadie followed her out of the rink.
"Morgan, come back. We can go somewhere else and talk."
"Go away, Sadie." Seriously, she needed to get rid of her so that Sadie didn't become another slave to the adze.
"I want to help you save your dad." She stopped her stomping and turned around. That was the most meaningful thing that Sadie had ever said to her. She didn't want to involve Sadie, or anyone else, but she didn't know how she could do this on her own. She began to walk back towards the parking lot but stopped short. There were blinking lights down the street. It was the fireflies. Just like before, her survival instincts gave direction in her head.
Get to the car!
Morgan began to walk and then run back towards the ice rink. She looked around for more but saw none. They were all together, blinking randomly as they came down the sidewalk towards them.
"The car!"
"What?" asked Sadie. As Morgan got closer, she could a figure leading the group of fireflies, and it wasn't a cloaked woman. It was her dad. If they didn’t hurry, Sadie would be just like him. She didn't have any idea what they might make her dad do to them.
"Don't ask questions, just get in the car!" said Morgan as she grabbed Sadie's arm and pulled her along. Sadie unlocked the doors to the car and they both jumped inside.
"Drive!" said Morgan as she craned her neck around to watch for her dad in the parking lot. Sadie backed the car out of the parking spot and stopped to put the car into drive. That’s when they saw Morgan's dad in the headlights. His eyes were crazed like an angry animal. He ran up to the front of the car and slammed both of his fists down on the hood. Sadie jumped in her seat.
"What is your dad doing?"
"I don't know, go backward!" Sadie turned to look as she backed the car through the parking lot and out into the middle of the street. Another car was coming, but Sadie shifted to drive and tore down the street before they were hit. For the second time today, Morgan turned to look at her dad out the back window as they drove away. This time Morgan felt more terror than anger. What would her dad have done if they hadn't made it to the car? Or even worse, what if the adze had taken control of Sadie? She needed to figure out a way to end this.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THEY WERE DRIVING REALLY FAST.
"You're going 50."
"Right," said Sadie and began to slow the car down closer to the 30 miles per hour speed limit. Morgan panicked for a second until she saw her mother's sword laying against the car seat. She mentally began to slow her heavy breathing. She needed to keep a level head, or one of these close-calls would end up too close.
"What was your dad doing?"
"I told you, he's being held hostage."
"Yea, but I thought that meant in handcuffs with a blindfold. Why did he hit my parents car?"
"Well, he's possessed or something." That quieted Sadie down. Neither of them spoke for a minute until Morgan broke the silence.
"What do we do now?"
"Why are you asking me? This is your thing, I'm just the driver. Listen, did you see the look on your dad's face? It was like he was a different person."
"I know."
"So what are we doing now?"
"They've taken my dad hostage. I have to figure out a way to get him back."
"With the help of the police, right?"
"I don't know."
"What do you mean? I can't understand how anyone could make him act that way. Where were his captors?" That was a question that Morgan didn't want to answer. A part of Morgan told her that she needed to accept the loss of her dad, but she knew it was the fear talking. Fear was a manifestation of the unknown, but it wasn't reality. She wouldn't let it become reality. She wouldn't let fear manipulate her decisions, and she wouldn't lie to her friend.
"Did you see the fireflies?" Morgan asked.
"No, what fireflies?"
"They were behind my dad, controlling him." That look of extreme skepticism returned to Sadie's face mixed with exasperation.
"Come on Morgan, don't joke about it."
"I'm not." She knew that she couldn't stop now. She had to talk through this. "I don't understand any of this either, I just learned about it today. The last thing that my dad told me was to remember that I'm like my mother, but I don't know what that means."
"I thought you said that you never met your mom."
"Exactly, so I don't know why it matters."
"Is that all that he said?"
"I can't remember, everything happened so fast." It felt like there was more, probably much more, but they had been taken by surprise by the adze and she had already forgotten most of what he had told her. The last thing that she remembered was feeling like he was still treating her like she was a little girl again and talking about having the spirit of a dragon. What had he said about her mom?
"Maybe he told you to get a fly swatter?"
“What?”
“For the flies.” Morgan ignored her.
"I don't know why, but it definitely has something to do with my mom."
"Do you know where she is?"
"No, but something about being related to her is supposed to help me with the test."
"This isn't a test, it's a suicide mission. Can't you just take off? You're practically an adult. Just go to Hawaii and change your name."
"I don't have to keep running, I could forfeit the challenge."
"Are you serious? Then what are you waiting for?"
"They have my father, and," started Morgan, but she was cut off by Sadie.
"And what? Do you have a plan of some kind that you're hiding from me? Some secret weapon?" Morgan didn't have a plan, but she knew that she couldn't run from this.
"I never wanted to have anything to do with my mom, but now I have a chance to find out where I came from. And I've seen things today that I'll never be able to forget." Morgan looked at Sadie, knowing that she looked sad. "You're the best friend that I've ever had, but now that I know about this school that my parents went to, I don't think that I could just forget about it all and go back to my normal life." Realizing these feelings as she spoke them aloud, Morgan almost couldn't believe what she was saying. Sadie put a hand on Morgan's shoulder.
"You've always been too serious, but I'll give you a free pass tonight. Should I remind you that you have a boyfriend here in Okoboji."
"Brian isn't my boyfriend." She wondered what he was doing. At this very moment, he was probably at kickboxing. Was he wondering where she was?
"Whatever you want to call him, it's something that I would consider if I were you. Are we going somewhere or not? We're almost to the other side of town." Morgan looked out the window and she saw the lights of Castle Hill Park glowing at the top of the bluff.
"Let's go to The Hill."
"That's better than going back to the ice rink. We're probably banned there for life anyways. Maybe we can get kicked off of the hill as well." Morgan smiled, but she would have to be faster. She would keep better track of the time, and everything else. Nothing would surprise her this time.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CASTLE HILL, better known as, "The Hill," by the locals, was a molehill compared to any of the real mountains that Morgan had been to. It was the highest point in the county and had a great view of the town at night. Sometimes she liked to go there and think. Tonight it would be perfect since there was a road up the front of the hill and another in the back. Of course, if they were surrounded again like in the park, they would be stuck. They just had to move locations again before that happened.
Thinking back to that moment in the park, she wondered why they hadn't possessed her like they had possessed her dad. He was the one with actual experience with monsters. Again, just the thought of her dad fighting monsters made her want to both revel and laugh at the same time. Now she knew that the stress was beginning to get to her. She had to stay focused.
"I usually park right over there," said Morgan as they reached the parking lot.
"How often do you come up here?"
"Just when I need to think."
"When you need to think with Brian?"
"No dork, I've never done anything with him outside of kickboxing."
"Some boyfriend," said Sadie with a grin. She had a point, but now wasn't the time to think about him. They got out of the car and heard a loud whistle come from their right. A group of guys were standing around some playground equipment.
"There's something about girls being in a group that excites guys," said Sadie.
"I've seen them here before, but they usually leave me alone."
"I understand. They're just whistling for me."
"Ha. You think that you bring the wild out of them?"
"I told you, it's girls in a group. Together we're intoxicating." Morgan laughed again and looked at the group of boys, just to look away as fast as her head would turn. In the dim light, she could see that one of the boys was wearing a jacket she had seen a hundred times. A jacket that shouldn't be there. It was Brian's, "Kim Yee's Kickboxing," jacket, and Brian had been smiling right at her. Why was he here instead of at kickboxing?
"Are you blushing?" asked Sadie with a smile. This time Morgan was going to lie.
"I just thought of a funny joke."
"I could use a good laugh," said Sadie.
"I'll tell you later, let's get moving." Morgan began to pull Sadie along by her arm, but it was too late. Sadie had become much heavier. Morgan looked to see Sadie being pulled the other way by Brian.
"Well, hello there tall, dark and wait a minute." In the lamplight, Morgan saw understanding dawn on Sadie's face as she looked at Brian's jacket. "Is this tall, dark and beat-your-face-in?"
"Sadie, this is Brian. Brian, meet my best friend, Sadie." A coy smile and a handshake were exchanged before Morgan began to tug on Sadie again. This time Brian didn't try to stop them.
"Nice to meet you. Hey Morgan, I thought you would be at kickboxing tonight," said Brian.
"Yeah, why aren't you there?" asked Morgan.
"I didn't see you, so I wanted to make sure you were okay."
"Oh boy!" said Sadie.
"Right, and we just happened to end up on this hill at the same time," said Morgan.
"It must be fate, right?" said Brian as he stood with his hands up in the air.
"Sure, I'll get back to you later," said Morgan as she pulled harder on Sadie, who was resisting on purpose now.
"There's no rush, I've only been waiting months to meet this guy," said Sadie with a loud emphasis on the word, "months". Brian snickered, but Morgan just pulled harder until they were walking away towards the edge of the bluff. It was strange running into Brian here, but was it more than that? It felt like it was.
 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THEY REACHED THE END of the trail and walked out onto the bluff overlooking the town. When Morgan came here at night, she would often interrupt a happy couple, or sometimes a prayer group spreading prayers out over the landscape. Tonight was no exception. A guy and a girl were at the railing that kept kids and drunks from going over the edge. As soon as Sadie and Morgan joined their private moment, the couple left to head back down the trail to the parking lot.
"Are we allowed to be here this late?" asked Sadie.
"The sign at the parking lot says that the park closes at 10 pm."
"Okay, I just don't want to lose my opportunity to talk to that boy. Morgan, I'm starving. Couldn't you think while we let him buy us some food?"
"Shhhhh, I need to think." Morgan didn't have time for distractions right now. Unless she was supposed to be distracted by Brian. She still couldn't decide if it was just a coincidence that he was here, or if he was somehow tied to everything else that was happening today. She didn't want him to be involved. A part of her still hoped that somehow this was all a huge practical joke, and tomorrow everything would be back to normal. But if Brian was involved, it changed everything.
Sadie leaned against the railing and sighed. "I hope you're coming up with something, because if we need to get away, there's only one other way off this cliff." Sadie finished with an, "Ahhhhh!" that was both comical and horrible. Morgan rolled her eyes.
"I said shut up. Just watch for fireflies," she said as she looked out over the town. She knew that she wouldn't be able to see them coming from this high up, but she looked for them anyways. The town lights always looked beautiful. As much as she detested little towns like this, they always had a charm that was undeniable.
She tried to think back through the different conversations of the day. The Tutor had mentioned that the trial was specific to the student. So why had she been able to withstand the adze when her dad hadn't? 'Remember that you're like your mother,' had been his last words before losing self-control to the adze. The problem was that she had no idea what her mother was like. If she was going to be honest with herself, she had pretty much villainized her mother since she was a young girl. Everything that she thought she knew about her mother was probably a misconception.
"I need to learn more about my mother's background."
"There's that Ancestry website," said Sadie. She was right, everything was online these days. Everything, except for secret schools. But what if she knew someone else that worked at the same school? She pulled out her cell phone and hit redial.
"I hate to call him again, but The Tutor may know something useful about my mom."
"Oh great, Mr. Worthless again." Morgan had no doubt that The Tutor knew a lot more about her mom than she did, but would he be any more helpful this time? The phone only rang once.
"Hi, you're still alive? Have you freed your daddy?" He just had to poke at her. It was almost like putting up with him was half of the challenge. Since it seemed like everything was against his rules, getting him to reveal anything useful would would be tricky. He was snobby, so poking back at him could work to her advantage.
"No, I haven't freed him yet. I need some help."
"Sorry, I'm not allowed to provide anything that could help you or hurt you during the trial."
"Yes, I know. I was just looking for a distraction. Something to get my mind off of things for a minute."
"Isn't that why they invented social media?"
"I thought that you might be able to tell me a little about my mom since I know very little about her."
"She's only your mother if your father was truly married to her, which I seriously doubt." This was the opportunity that she had been looking for, and she didn't even need to pretend to be angry.
"How dare you say something like that? We were just fine before you showed up. Now my dad is gone and it's all your fault." There was only a slight pause before The Tutor responded.
"I'm sorry. What I should have said was that if she really is your mother, it would be truly amazing. I suppose it would explain why the demon has sent so many adze after you. If you did have the spirit of a dragon, like your mother, then he could send as many adze as he wanted and it wouldn't matter." The Tutor continued on about her parents relationship, but Morgan couldn't think about anything else. She tried to etch the exact words of his last statement into her mind.
"Thanks for talking, I've got to go now," she said and ended the call. Was it really that simple? She wasn't affected by the adze because of something weird with her spirit? Was it really the, 'spirit of a dragon,' like her dad had always told her?
"So did he tell you anything?" asked Sadie.
"Yes, he actually did."
“What did he say?” There was no way that she was going to tell Sadie anything that he had said.
“He told me to get moving before you get cornered again.”
“Oh come on, it's so romantic up here. Maybe Brian would like to come and have a minute with you?” Sadie said with a huge grin. The thought was tempting.
“I'm sure he would, but we need move,” said Morgan as she took one last look at the town before turning to run towards the parking lot. They had to get out of here before the adze caught up to them.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
WHERE ARE WE GOING NOW? A cave to hide in?" asked Sadie as she jogged after Morgan.
"Maybe, are there any around here?"
"Not that I know of." That would be a quiet place to finish this. They reached the parking lot and went straight to Sadie's car. The boys were still commandeering the playground equipment. "Are you going to kiss Brian goodbye?" asked Sadie.
"Let's get out of here before he sees us." She didn't want to get him involved. They backed the car out of the parking spot, but before they could drive away, there was a rap at the driver side window. It was Brian. Sadie lowered the window a crack.
"Hey, where are you girls going?"
"To go do girl stuff. It's none of your business, of course," said Sadie with a smile that was both friendly and ferocious at the same time.
"That's what girls do, right?" said Brian. He was trying to look in at Morgan through the small opening. She felt bad that they weren't being very nice to him, especially since it could be the last time that she saw him.
"We're going to go and loiter somewhere else," said Morgan, wishing that she could invite him along.
"It's a nice night out for loitering, where are you two headed?” asked Brian.
"We need to go somewhere quieter, with fewer people, so we can talk about you," said Sadie. Morgan wished that she could talk with him more and maybe get his take on fighting a bunch of monsters. Like that would go over well. It was better to cut things off clean if she was going to leave soon for the mystery school. Besides, he would think she was nuts.
"There aren't many quiet places like that here, except for the cemetery, and that's already crowded," said Brian with a grin.
"Well, then maybe we'll go there," said Morgan.
"Wonderful," said Sadie.
"Hey, if your friend here decides not to go, at least you won't be all alone there," said Brian.
"Funny, bye," said Sadie as she punched the gas and they sped out of parking lot.
"Your boy has a sense of humor. Are we really going to the cemetery?" asked Sadie.
"Yes, I think so." Morgan wondered if she would ever see Brian again. If she had misunderstood The Tutor, and the adze had just been toying with her, then she might not see anyone ever again. At least, not in this life.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THEY ARRIVED at the town cemetery and drove down the weaving road past dark gravestones. There were a few strategically placed street lamps to light the way, but most of the light was provided by the April half-moon. Neither of them spoke until they had reached a large mausoleum near the back of the cemetery.
"Kinda creepy Morgan. So, what's the plan?"
"I'll wait here until they find me."
"How will they know where you are?"
"I don't know, they're monsters. They just know," said Morgan. There, she had gone ahead and said it. Sadie might think that she was losing it, but there wasn't any reason to hold back at this point. Sadie could leave whenever she wanted. "So you're not going to ditch me like Brian predicted?"
"Me? Pass up a chance to see you do some slicing with that sword? It should be fun," said Sadie as she typed into her phone.
"Yeah, fun in a cemetery. What are you doing now?"
"I'm texting someone to let them know where we are. Just in case we both die horrific deaths out here."
"About that, you should probably leave before they get here, Sadie. No offense, but I don't think you would be any help."
"Hey, watch it. You know, maybe they will possess every dead person in this cemetery and raise them up out of the ground."
"Shut up," said Morgan, trying to block the image from her mind.
"No, seriously, what makes you think they won't possess you too?"
"I've got a hunch."
"You're betting everything on a hunch? It's a good one, right?"
"I don't want to say. You'll laugh."
"Well yeah, I always laugh at you, but why should that stop you now?"
"Why do I hang out with you again?"
"Just tell me. You know that you can't hide anything from me." It was another good point. She often told Sadie things because she could point out the obvious flaws that Morgan missed. If her plan was missing something important, now would be a good time to find out.
"You're right. So my dad has always been my instructor, and he made a habit of telling me that I had the spirit of a fighting dragon. I always took it as a dad's encouragement, but I think there's more to it." She thought that she must sound stupid to Sadie, but she caught a look on Sadie's face that looked genuinely interested.
"Really? What makes you think that?"
"When I talked to The Tutor, he told me that my mother also had the spirit of a dragon. I'm pretty sure that it's the key to winning."
"Did he tell you how to use it?"
"No, I was lucky to get that much out of him." Just then, some car lights began to shine through the cemetery. "Hide!" said Morgan as they ran to hide behind a large gravestone that seemed big enough for them both, until they got behind it. "Maybe we should run into the woods back there."
"No, it wasn't a cop car. What else did The Tutor say about the dragon spirit?" asked Sadie. Morgan was more concerned about getting caught than answering her question. The car turned down the road they were on and they heard the engine shut off.
"Great, should we run?" whispered Morgan.
"No, it's too late," said Sadie. Morgan had tied the sword scabbard to her belt loop, but she didn't plan to stab first and ask questions later. What were the chances that the adze had made her dad take a car to chase her? Morgan noticed Sadie peeking around the side of the gravestone.
"Oh, it's just you," said Sadie. Morgan stepped out to see a boy standing by the car.
"Brian, you scared the crap out of us. I thought you might be a cop."
"I wanted to see if you were really going to the cemetery."
"Everyone's just dying to get in," said Sadie.
"Good one. I didn't like the idea of you out here by yourself."
"She's not by herself, she's got me," said Sadie. Morgan was beginning to lose track of time and wasn't sure how long they had been here. It was important that both Brian and Sadie leave.
"Actually, some of us were just getting ready to leave, so you can just go, if you want." Morgan couldn't have made that sound more awkward if she had tried. Forcing him to go would just make him suspicious. Maybe he already was. She wanted to keep shoving down the thought that seeing him tonight wasn't just a coincidence.
"Listen, I don't know why you two are out here, but I'm guessing that it's not for stargazing." Morgan looked up at the sky and noticed how many more stars she could see out here on the edge of town.
"She just wanted to not be bothered, so why don't you piss off!"
"Sadie!"
"Seriously, I thought I told him at the park to mind his own business."
"This is my business, witch," said Brian. Morgan looked at him in amazement. Sadie and Brian were staring at each other with clear hate on their faces. Why were these two at each others' throats? They were interrupted when the sound of loud truck mufflers and several pairs of bright headlights turning their way in the cemetery.
"Shut up, we have more company," said Morgan as she turned and ran towards the far side of the mausoleum. She didn't wait for Sadie and Brian to follow, but had to catch herself from falling on the ground when they both ran into her. She had expected it to be dark enough behind the mausoleum for them to hide. What she hadn't expected was that she had led them into a trap.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
IN THE PITCH BLACK, she had all been grabbed and lifted off the ground.
"Let me go!" screamed Morgan. Her sword was still on her side, but she was helpless as someone lifted her sideways in a tight hug from behind, while someone else held her legs. As they were being carried along the side of the mausoleum, Morgan could see people in high school letter jackets. Everyone was chanting in unison.
"Bring out the wenches! Bring out the wenches!" As they reached the front, she was blinded by the headlights of several trucks. Morgan could just make out the faces of several of the high school football players. She had been here less than a year, but you learned to recognize everyone in a small town.
"Can you put us down now?" asked Sadie. Nobody answered, but they were put down on their feet anyways.
"What were you guys doing back there?" asked one of the boys.
"Naughty! Naughty!" yelled another.
"Why were you back there waiting for us?" asked Morgan. Somehow this night had become even more confusing.
"Sadie texted us," said the first boy.
"Yea, she said that there were two girls behind the mausoleum, looking for a good time," said one of the boys that had carried Morgan out. Laughter broke out all around them and Morgan looked to Sadie in horror.
"Why would you do that?"
"It's true, right? If you're going to die, you might as well have some fun first," said Sadie with a huge smile. Laughter broke out again and Morgan couldn't believe what Sadie was saying. "I'm just joking. I thought that you could use some muscle, and who better than the high school football team?"
"I told you that I didn't want anyone around." Sadie laughed and the team began laughing for the third time. Morgan turned to look at Brian who just shrugged his shoulders. This was out of control, and Morgan didn't see how it could get any worse. "You all need to leave right now! Leave!" Morgan shouted, but no one was listening. Sadie laughed even louder, like she was trying to make things worse.
Without any warning, there is a distinct change in the volume as nearly half of the boys stopped laughing all at once. Even though her eyes had adjusted, the headlights were still blinding and Morgan couldn't see what was happening. Then the rest of the laughing cut off, including Sadie. Everyone seemed to be staring, like in a daze. Brian pulled her by the shoulder and looked her in the face.
"Morgan, you've got this. It's time to meet your challenge," he said to her with visible pain on his face. Shocked, she pulled away from his grip and ran out of the bright beams of the headlights. Even without giving her eyes time to adjust, she could see several flickers of light just past the trucks. And then she saw people standing right next to the trucks. Women in cloaks. Instead of a whisper, this time her survival sense screamed through her entire mind.
Run!
As Morgan turned to flee, she felt a tug from her side. One of the football players had grabbed the sword scabbard, but he still had a blank gaze on his face. She had to act fast. She brought her fist down hard on the boy's arm, breaking his grip. As she took off for the back of the mausoleum, the last thing she saw was anger on the boys face. A chorus of quick footsteps followed. They were all chasing her.
Even if she could start swinging her sword at the innocent boys behind her, she had no real training against so many opponents. As an exercise, she had practiced against two opponents several times, but anything more was laughable.
As she turned the rear corner of the mausoleum, she plunged into darkness again. What if some of them came from around the other side? She drew her sword and kept running.
When she turned the next corner, she both saw and felt her opponent. Several women in dark cloaks were waiting for her in a single file line. She couldn't count the number of them, but like before, she felt a gentle suggestion.
"Give up."
She raised her sword, but dropped to her knees when she sensed a bombardment of mental shoves.
“Stop! Give up! Drop the sword! Give up! Give up!”
It was a shock to her mind and body. The adze had been waiting for this moment to combine their mental attacks. At the same time her survival instinct gave her an even stronger message with just one impulse.
Win!
All of her anger at what they had done to her dad came out as she rose to her feet and swung her sword at the first adze. After the first disappeared, she struck the second. Each one disappeared like one she had seen on the road. Like her dad had said, they didn't try to fight back physically, but they began to step away from her sword while still pushing her mind to stop. She continued to push back.
As more of them disappeared at the touch of her silver-laced blade, several more lightning bugs were becoming cloaked women at the end of the line. She continued swinging her sword, continued driving forward as they stared at her with their milky-white eyes. When she finally reached the end of the line and the final adze was gone, she yearned for some sort of satisfaction, but only found something that she had never felt before. Righteous hatred.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
SHE FOUND HER DAD lying unconscious on the ground at the front of the mausoleum. She dropped to her knees, thankful that she hadn't had to confront him, but also worried. As she had killed the adze, they must have released him from their control. Was he just unconscious? While shaking him, she turned to look behind her for the football players. Several were lying on the ground, but most of them were standing around, looking dazed again.
"Dad, wake up."
"He won't wake up. He was under their control for too long." It was Sadie's voice. Morgan looked up and could barely see her standing next to one of the trucks through the bright headlights. Morgan realized that since day one in this town, she had been fooled by her best friend.
"You got the sample of my blood from biology."
"Ha, you made it so easy. I tried to change your mind, but you were so stubborn. Now that you have begun the war, you'll be the destruction of your kind." Morgan had no idea what she was talking about, but she could worry about that another time. She had to ensure her dad's safety.
"Come here and tell me what you mean," she said as she stood up.
"Not a chance, Morgan. I think our friendship is about to take a turn for the worse." A bright fire burst up between her and Sadie, and began to fly through the air at her. Again her survival instinct screamed in her mind.
"Down!" She felt a gust of wind and ducked down to cover her head. Then something else, something solid that she knew was also connected to her survival instinct, crossed right in front of her. It was gray and it felt hot to the touch when its leathery skin rubbed against her. The approaching fire hit the thing in front of her and then dissipated as the night air became dark again.
Woosh! After another huge gust of wind, she looked up to see what it was, but it was gone into the air as quickly as it had appeared. She continued to feel its presence, but the voice said no more, and Sadie was also gone.
In the sudden silence, she heard footsteps behind her. Still grasping her sword, she spun to her feet again, ready to strike. Brian stood with his hands up.
"Don't kill me!" he said with a smile on his face.
"Who are you!" she yelled. Why was he smiling at a time like this?
"It's me, Brian, and you did it. You killed over 20 adze."
"Brian! My best friend just tried to kill me, and then there was that thing!"
“It was The Dragon.”
“A dragon?”
"That was your, 'Protezione spirituale,' your spirit animal.” Brian knelt down on one knee before Morgan. “And yours appears to be The Great Dragon.
See what happens next in book 3, Dragon Spirit, Bond of Vengeance.
Get The Dragon vs The Witch, bonus story for free and find out what happens when the dragon challenges The White Witch.
Click HERE to get the story.
 



DRAGON SPIRIT HUNTRESS HIGH SERIES
Huntress High 1: Cry of Revenge
Huntress High 2: Will to Act
Huntress High 3: Bond of Vengeance
 
 
 
 



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
 
 
CORY REYNOLDS: I began the Dragon Spirit series with the desire to make a long series with shorter episodes every few weeks, instead of long installments every few months. That way the reader would hopefully remember some of the last book when they read the new one.
I also had the hopes of incorporating some of my quirky personality and martial arts training. Whether in dreams or in real life, I’ve experienced some things that are just too inspiring to keep to myself. Finally some of it comes out in this series.
A big thanks to my in-laws who have probably wondered for years what I’m working on while they watch our kids. Also thanks to the beta readers who have helped and most importantly my wife for being supportive as I write into the night. Thank you my love!
 
 



Table of Contents
Dragon Spirit
FREE BONUS STORY
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN
DRAGON SPIRIT HUNTRESS HIGH SERIES
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


cover.jpeg
CORY REX[:IO'LDS

@WILL TO ACT
HUNTRESS HIGH 2





images/00001.jpg





