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CHAPTER ONE
MORGAN OPENED HER EYES and didn't know where she was. Everything was dark. It was a car. That she knew, but why was she laying in the backseat of a car? She looked at the floor and saw Audi floor mats. Then she remembered the cemetery.
The memories gripped her like a cold hand around her throat. Sadie had disappeared after trying to kill her, and then Brian had disappeared too. Then she and The Tutor had carried her unresponsive dad into the front seat of the car. They stopped to grab a few things from the house, fed their pet rat, and then she had crashed on the back seat of the car. She could see from the faint lighting coming from the dash that her dad was still there. Also, ‘It,’ was still there. Somewhere, out in the night was the dragon, but it was also with her now, in the back of her mind. It had been there during her trial against the adze, but it hadn’t went away. And she had taken it for her survival instinct.
She didn't want to move or even stay awake. Going back to sleep would detain the inevitable for now. Soon she would have to face her new reality, but not right now. She closed her eyes and drifted off again.

 
“We're here,” said The Tutor.
There was the familiar orange morning glow now showing through the back window of the car. She sat up and saw lots of trees. They were driving through a forest.
“Where are we?”
“The school,” said The Tutor. Even if it was just the driveway, it didn't look anything like a school. There should be some signs along the road. The kind that warn you of kids in the street.
“What time is it?”
“Nine. We drove all through the night and I'm tired so just don't bother me with any questions. You'll find all the answers you want in just a little bit.” Regardless of what had changed from passing the trial, he was still a jerk. At least she could depend on that.
They were approaching a small building just off to the side of the road. The sign attached to the front of the building said, “Kentucky Animal Association”. Kentucky was one of the few states that she and her dad had never been to. Then she saw the men with guns standing next to it.
Three tall men had stepped out of the small building with rifles. They were wearing black clothing and had frowns on their faces. Not the welcome she was expecting. The Tutor rolled down his window as he came to a stop. All three of the guards were glaring at her.
“Hey Bill, what's with the guns?”
“You didn't hear? Last night was a mess. None of us got any sleep,” said one of the guards. She hadn't noticed it before, but standing next to the guard was a bright white tiger. It looked her direction and she ducked her head down. She had heard of guard dogs, but guard tigers?
“Why? What happened?” asked The Tutor.
“You'll never believe it. I can't talk about it now if that's a recruit in your car.”
“Okay, can you let us in?”
"Sure, but you won't be able to get back out. The whole place is on lockdown until further notice." Morgan felt a tinge of fear. What if she changed her mind about this school? If she remembered correctly, the only real reason why she had fought the adze was to free her dad. That hadn't gone as planned since he was now in some kind of coma. Now she hoped that someone here could get draw him out of it. The Tutor turned in his seat to look at her.
“This is where you get out. Normally I would see you in, but I've got a meeting off the grounds that I can't miss.”
“What if I don't want to get out? I don't want to be stuck here.”
“Trust me, if the witches have an interest in you, then this is the best place for you right now. For both of you,” he said as he nodded toward her dad in the passenger seat. That wasn't the most comforting pep talk that she had ever heard. Even though The Tutor had driven her crazy, now she was afraid to leave him.
“Can I call you if I need you for anything?” He smiled and she figured that he was taking the question the wrong way, but she was surprised by his answer.
“Listen, I know that everything is scary right now. If even half of what you described to me really happened last night, I would say that you're the most resilient girl that I've ever met. Remember that your trial was created just for you, and you passed it with flying colors. Your first week here will be a new experience, but it will be a walk in the park compared to the last 24 hours.” Instantly she felt more at ease. Why couldn't he have been a little more like that during the trials?
“Okay, if you say so.”
“Just one word of caution, watch your back. Your arrival may be a surprise to a lot of people. The tale of the Dragon Huntress is just an urban legend to most of the students.” Her fading worry came back even stronger but before she could say anything, another presence filled her emotions with confidence and she heard a thought come clearly into her mind.
You can do this.
Then The Tutor was motioning for the guards and she got out of the car as two of the guards opened the passenger door and lifted her dad out onto a stretcher that they had produced from the guard building. The third guard with the white tiger was gone, but she felt like she had to step carefully in case it was hiding behind a tree.
They carried her dad to a van on the far side of the building and lifted him into the back. She looked down at the uneven pavement and saw something pointy and metallic running the width of the driveway. Right away she realized that they were for puncturing the tires of cars. Tigers and tire spikes, like they were guarding a foreign dignitary instead of a school. Unsure of what to do, she looked at The Tutor who was smiling at her.
“Don't worry. Just follow my advice again and you'll be fine.”
“When did I follow it before?”
“When I told you to think about what your mom would do. Make decisions like she would.” That should have set her off but it didn't. After last night, her entire perception of the world had changed. Right now she was just thankful for any advice she could get. She grabbed the duffel bag filled with clothes and her mom's sword and closed the car door.
“Is it still against the rules to tell me your name?” she asked.
“No, that time is over. I'm Ryan. See you around, Morgan,” he said with another grin as he rolled up the window to the Audi and turned the car around. Now it was just her and her dad and the two guards. And a hiding tiger.
 



CHAPTER TWO
MORGAN AND HER DAD rode with the two guards in the van. The short ride didn't change her opinion of the so-called school. Just a little further into the woods, she saw a lake as well as a big red barn with cows milling around outside. It reminded her of a farm that she and her dad had lived across from when she was in fourth grade, and it had the same terrible smell.

They reached a two-story building that looked much more like a farmhouse than a school. There were even a few chickens walking around the front yard to complete the look. Nothing suggested that this was anything more than a country farm.

They got out and she followed the two guards as they carried her dad through the front door. Inside, there was a long counter and a waiting area. They set her dad down in an adjacent room before heading back out.
“Should I wait here?” she asked.
“Yeah, we have to get back to the entrance. Someone will be with you soon.” She sat down to wait on a chair against the wall. The clock on the wall said that it was now 9:10am and she wondered where everyone was. Five minutes went by. She stood up and looked over the counter. She couldn't see much of anything besides a couple of large desks and the doors to several more rooms. If nobody realized that she was there, she could be waiting for another hour.
There was a small bell in the middle of the counter. She tapped the top of it and then quickly stepped back. She could have sworn that she had she heard a quick growl when rung the bell. After seeing the tiger just a few minutes ago, a part of her wanted to walk right back out the front door but right now she was feeling more confident than she had ever felt before. Ever since she had heard the voice in her head again.

She stepped back up to the counter and peered down at the floor. What she saw was unbelievable. Lying on the floor was a male lion with a huge mane, and it was staring back up at her.
This time she did turn and take several long strides to the door. Enough was enough. Just as she reached it, she heard a woman's voice.
“Hello, can I help you?” Morgan turned and saw a tall woman coming out of one of the other rooms. She had a multicolored dress on and a matching hair tie holding up long black dreadlocks. She looked and sounded like someone native to Africa, not Kentucky.
“Hi, I'm here to register, I think.”
“Are you sure? You look older than a first year.” She had a friendly enough smile, but she didn't know what would happen if she said the wrong thing. Whatever the wrong thing would be in a place like this.
“Yes, I just finished my trial last night.”
“Where's your tutor?”
“He left me at the gate. He didn't want to get stuck here.”
"All right, here's an entrance form for you to fill out. The principal will probably talk with you when he's out of his meeting." The woman left a clipboard on the counter and Morgan slowly approached. As she took the clipboard, she snuck a peek at the lion that was still lying on the floor on the other side of the counter. "Don't mind Leon, he had a long night. Snoring is the only thing he plans to do today."

The woman stepped back into the room that she had stepped out of and Morgan returned to the chair to fill out the form. It had the regular questions that you would expect on a school entrance form, but then she came to one that stumped her:
“What is your spirit animal?”
Something in her memory flashed back to the previous night when Brian had mentioned something about a dragon. She still didn't know what he had been talking about, but she knew that it had something to do with the new voice in her head. She began to write a ‘D,’ but changed her mind and erased it. She decided to skip the question and move on to the next.
Again she was stumped when she was supposed to list her parents. The conversations between her dad and The Tutor made it seem like there was some controversy about her parent's relationship. She decided to skip that one too.

She slumped in her chair. She didn't want to answer any more questions. If the stress of last night wasn't getting to her, the new stress from today definitely was. She looked to the door of the room where her dad laid in a coma. She just wanted to close her eyes and fall asleep again. It was an odd feeling, knowing that there was a sleeping lion just several feet away and feeling so tired.
 



CHAPTER THREE
MORGAN BOLTED UPRIGHT in her seat when a door at the opposite end of the large room opened and a girl that looked her same age walked through and plopped down in the chair next to her. She had spiky, rainbow colored hair and a jean jacket that said, ‘Rebel,’ on the chest pocket. The woman from the other room stepped out again.
“Miss Livingston, what are you here for this time?” asked the woman.
“The usual. I'm here to see the principal.”
“You'll have to wait in line. He's in an important meeting right now.”
“After last night, he will be in important meetings all day. Will I have to miss breakfast?”
"I think we’re all missing breakfast today," said the woman with a smile as she returned to the other room. The girl turned and looked Morgan up and down.

“Are you a transfer? I heard that they started another school in Italy like this one.”
“No, I just passed my trial last night.” The girl leaned back for another look at Morgan.
“You look older than me. How old are you?”
“I'm almost 17.”
“I thought so. You couldn't have had your trial last night.”
“Well, I did.”
“Where's your proto?”
“My what?”
"Your spirit animal." Morgan didn't know how to answer. She was getting tired of this conversation, so she didn't reply. "That's what I thought, you don't have one." Morgan kept silent. She wasn't going to start her stay here as the school joke because she claimed to have a dragon that she had only vaguely seen once before. Sometimes silence was the best policy.

The door to one of the rooms past the counter opened and several people came out. The first one was very tall and had a flannel shirt that reminded her of a lumberjack. The astonishing thing was that he had a bright red cardinal resting on his shoulder like he was a tree in the forest outside.
Next, there was an older man wearing a suit with patches on the elbows. In his arms, he carried a large raccoon that he dropped gently to the floor. He smiled and winked at her as he and the raccoon rambled past them.

Last out of the room was a woman with dark pants and a purple shirt that turned and walked the other direction. She didn't look happy. As she reached the door on the opposite end of the room, she stopped to glare back at Morgan. That's when Morgan noticed the black leopard standing alongside her. In the back of her mind, Morgan felt the presence of the dragon change from confident to defiant. The exact opposite of what she should have been feeling in the presence of a panther. Just being in the room with a lion should have been enough to make her curl into a ball and weep.

The tall woman stepped out and said, “Miss Livingston, you can go in to see the principal since you're in such a big rush.” The girl next to her stood up and turned to Morgan.
“Welcome to Huntress High, Wannabe,” she said as she turned and walked into the principal's office. Morgan looked for the woman with the panther but she was already gone. She looked down at the questionnaire again and tried to read the next question. Her vision was getting blurry as she fought to keep her eyes open. She let her eyes close.
This time when the door at the other end of the room opened, she was surprised to see Brian come through and sit down next to her.
“You did it, Morgan. You finished the trial.” He looked excited.
“Yes, but how did you know about it? What happened to you at the cemetery?”
“Shhh, there’s a sleeping lion on the other side of that counter.”
“I know.”
“Where’s your spirit animal, Morgan?”
“I don’t know.” Brian was acting really weird. Suddenly the lion jumped up on the top of the counter and began to stare at her. She jumped up, but Brian stayed in his chair.
“Where’s your spirit animal, Wannabe?” She wanted to look at Brian, afraid he would leave her again, but she was afraid to look away from the lion. She knew it would pounce on her. She turned her head to the side and looked at Brian for a split second, but he had disappeared again. That's when the lion leapt at her.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
“WAKE UP, WANNABE.”
She awoke to the distinct feeling of her chair being kicked. She dropped the clipboard and saw the other girl walking past the counter. She had fallen asleep again and had a really weird dream.
“Are you coming?”
“I think I’m supposed to talk to the principal.”
“You’re on the same level that I’m on, so he told me to show you around. I bet he thinks it’s punishment but I think it’s going to be a fun, so try to keep up.” Morgan grabbed her bag and picked up the clipboard, placing the unfinished questionnaire on the counter as she tried to catch up. The door to the principal’s office was closed and she wasn’t going to barge in. At this point, she was just happy to get past the entryway.
They walked to the door on the far side of the room and she expected to find a classroom, or a stairway leading to more rooms. What she found was an elevator door.
“Rule number one, don’t let anyone down here that isn’t supposed to be down here. Got it?”
“Got it,” said Morgan. The elevator opened and it was huge inside. Large enough for a tank, or something bigger if it could have fit through the previous door. The door closed and the girl hit the first button.
“Rule number two, don't ever look like this again. You look terrible.” The girl took a sniff. “You smell terrible too. You need a hose down.”
They descended, and when the door opened, the real surprises began.
The other girl walked out of the elevator, but Morgan just stood there speechless. The door began to close and she had to stick her foot in to stop it. It opened again and she stepped through into a giant cavern.
She couldn’t call it a cave. Those were dark, quiet holes in the ground that you could pay a tour guide to walk you through. This was like an underground village. There were doors set into the rock walls all around the cavern and a metal railing all around the perimeter. 
She approached the railing and saw a deep hole in the ground. A basketball court could have fit across it and the drop was hundreds, or maybe even thousands of feet deep. It was hard to tell. It was all lit up and she could see more railings on levels further down, but it was too far down to recognize anything at the bottom. There was faint smoke coming from several different parts of the humongous hole. She couldn’t believe that this place even existed.
“Where are we?”
“We’re still in Kentucky, it’s just underground Kentucky. Come on, Billy.” A duck waddled past Morgan as the girl took off down the walkway. “What’s your name, Wannabe?”
“It’s Morgan.”
“Yeah, I know. I just wanted to see if you lied about that too.”
“How do you know my name?”
“I looked at the questionnaire you were filling out. Come on.” Morgan was still feeling too much shock to feel insulted.
They walked down a sloping path that began as stone but became concrete. They reached the next level down, another landing full of doors that snaked around the entire perimeter of the hole.
“This is the first year classroom level. There are many different levels on the way to the bottom, but we only have access to some of them.” Morgan stepped over to a door and peered into a room. There were desks and tables, a whiteboard and several bulletin boards around the room. Besides the stone walls, it looked like a regular classroom. Morgan turned to see the girl and the duck heading down the path to the next level and she hurried to catch up.
The next level down was a huge mess. Books were scattered everywhere and several boxes of glass vials had been scattered all over the ground.
“What happened?” asked Morgan.
“The rumor is that a witch got into the school last night and made a huge mess. I’ve never seen a witch in person, but I didn’t know that they could do anything like this. They will clean it up eventually, once the fires are all out.”
“Fires?”
“Yes, can’t you smell the smoke? It was really annoying. The night classes were over and I was in the shower when the fire alarm went off. We all had to head outside until they got it under control. Even with the vents up in the ceiling, there was a lot of smoke in here.” Morgan looked up and saw dozens of large vent screens on the ceiling of the cavern. Then the girl was headed down the next walkway.
“Hey, what’s your name?” asked Morgan as she followed.
“I’m Max, keep up please. Now I could show you the next two levels, but you won't see anything new, so we’ll head down to the student levels.” Morgan gazed around in amazement as they continued downward. They walked past a man with a cat and something hit her.
“Hey, it's midmorning. Where is everyone?”
“Oh, they're probably waking up by now."

“It's after 10. Isn't there class?”
“Classes don't begin until one o'clock, right after lunch. Then there's dinner and then night classes before the midnight meal.”
“What's the midnight meal?”
“It's kinda like breakfast, but it's at midnight.”
“So when is breakfast?”
“There isn't any breakfast here.”
“But I thought you asked the woman upstairs if you would have to miss breakfast.”
“Yeah, I was joking. We're training to be warriors of the dark, right? So they keep us up at night.”
“But we're in a cave, right? Isn't it dark anytime they shut off the lights?”
“Sure, but that doesn't train us to stay alert in the middle of the night. I hear that when you get to the U, they don't begin classes until 6pm.”
“What's, 'the U?’
“The University. Seriously girl, I think you’ve convinced me. You really are a freshman, aren't you?” Morgan didn't reply.
They reached the fifth level down and stopped at an arched double-doorway. There was a large ring engraved into the doors and when she looked closer, she saw that it had fins and a head.
“This is Seaborne level. This is one way in, but there's also another way that most people don't know about.” Max and her duck had turned down the next walkway.
“Your duck seems to be really well trained.”
“Ha, I wouldn't say that again. He'll go after that pretty hair of yours.”
“I'm just surprised that he follows you so well without being told to.” Max stopped and looked back at Morgan.
“You aren't even a freshman, are you Wannabe? What are you doing here?” Morgan chose again to keep her mouth shut. Max began to walk again but Morgan could have sworn that the duck had also stopped to glare at her.
“This is Landborne level. No secret way in that I know of but I’m still looking. Our level is one more down.” As they passed, Morgan noticed that the ring on these doors had a circular wolverine. They reached the seventh level down and stopped just outside the entrance.
“Welcome to Airborne. Your home for the next four years.” The double doors on this level had a large engraved ring with a circular dragon. Perfect. How many other dragons were there around?
“Does everyone in Airborne have a dragon?”
“I wish. No, nobody has a dragon. Why? Did you hear the story about the dragon at the bottom of the school?” Morgan shook her head. “As far as I know, it’s just a story that parents use to scare kids. Nobody has ever seen a dragon anywhere around here. They do keep some animals down there, though. I’ve seen them taking cows and pigs to the bottom." Morgan was intrigued, but before she could ask any questions, one of the double doors opened and she was knocked to the ground by two boys who toppled on top of her.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
“HEY I’M SORRY!” said one of the boys as he jumped to his feet. He extended his hand and helped Morgan as the other boy got up. They both had red shirts with the same round dragon emblem. The boy shook her hand before letting go.
“Hi, I’m Jordan, and this is Frank. Are you a transfer from one of the other schools?”
“I already asked her. The Principal is certain that she’s in Airborne, but for now she’s a Wannabe,” said Max.
"Oh, that sucks. Don't worry, you'll figure it out soon," said Jordan. Frank just shook his head.
“Why do you keep calling me that?” asked Morgan. It was finally getting to her now that she was being insulted in front of two other boys.
“Wannabe? That’s what we call a kid that hasn’t figured out their proto yet,” said Max.
“Maxine, are you playing school guide?” asked Frank.
“Yes Franklin, it’s my sentence for being caught out during curfew.”
“Are you done? Jordan won’t give up the idea of pranking Landborne and I need a shower.”
“This time it’s going to be legendary,” said Jordan.
“Yes, I’ve done my job,” said Max. “I would love to get back at Landborne for the mess they made last week. Count me in, and the Wannabe also.”
“My name is Morgan, and I probably shouldn’t.” Jordan and Max each grabbed one of her arms. “What about my bag?”
“Frank will take it to the girl’s dorm rooms for you. It will be safe there.” Frank scooped her bag up off of the ground and waved goodbye as he stepped back through the doors to Airborne. She thought about her sword in the bag as the doors closed with a sort of finality.
“I think it’s initiation time,” said Max.
“Don’t worry, this will be easy,” said Jordan as they walked Morgan along with them up to Landborne level.
“Really guys, I don't think,” said Morgan before she was cut off by Max.
“Yes, don't think, just act. Plus you won't want to miss your only chance to get past the entrance to Landborne.”
“She doesn't really need to go far past the entrance,” said Jordan.
“Then what are we doing?” asked Max.
“You'll see.”
They reached the closed doors to Landborne and when Jordan approached, they magically opened.
"How did he do that?" asked Morgan. Jordan pulled a small card out from his pocket and then stuffed it back in.

“They got one of ours a couple of weeks ago, and it's been hell ever since. I just got this last night in the frenzy.”
“And you didn't waste any time thinking of a way to use it,” said Max.
“I thought of this a while ago, I just didn't have the card yet. Now be quiet.”
Jordan kneeled down in front of the double doors with a clear piece of string and tied it to the hinges on each side of the door. Then he did it again with a second piece of string.
“Fishing line?” asked Max.
“Tripline. Now we just need someone to trip over it.” The three of them stepped over the twin lines, past the carved wolverine at the entrance, and headed down the walkway. They left Billy the duck waiting at the entrance. Morgan looked over the railing, it was a long way down. Hopefully this would go as planned. Jordan whispered to them.
“Okay, each of you choose a door and follow my lead, and remember to jump over the tripwires.” Morgan and Max crept further down the walkway and positioned themselves in front of different doors. Jordan held up three fingers, then two, and then one.
“Fire! Fire!” screamed Jordan as he pounded on the door. Max copied him, pounding on the door and screaming but Morgan hesitated. Was this really the way that she wanted to begin her time here? She decided that she didn't want to be pushed into a second initiation because she failed to act at the first.
Just as she began pounding and shouting, Max and Jordan turned to run toward the exit doors. She cursed and began running also.
Just as she reached the final door before the exit, it opened and a tall girl with brunette hair ran out. Their eyes met just as Morgan barreled into her. She looked furious. Just like on Airborne level they fell to the floor, but this time Morgan jumped back to her feet and kept running.
“Stop!” yelled the tall brunette from the ground as more people came out. Morgan just had to remember to jump when she reached the doors, but not too high or she would give it away.
She timed her steps and when she reached the doorway, she took an extra big step to make sure she cleared the tripwire. It was too late when she saw Max and Jordan laying on the ground just outside the door. Her foot landed on top of Max and she collapsed on top of her and Jordan.
“What the hell?” she yelled.
"That sucked," said Jordan from beneath Max.
“I think something broke,” said Max while her duck watched from the side.
“Everything except the tripwire,” said Jordan. Morgan recognized a sharp pain in her ankle. She had twisted it. Several students stepped through the Landborne doors and began to laugh.
“Good one you guys. You definitely got us back,” said one of the boys. The girl that she had ran into walked up and kicked Morgan in the knee. It wasn't a hard kick but it still hurt. She got to her feet as another girl grabbed the brunette by the arm and pulled her back toward the door. She hadn't noticed before how tall the brunette really was. She must have been 6'3” and built like an Amazon.
“Tabby, I think she's already had enough,” said the girl using a lot of effort to pull the girl.
“Nobody touches me without getting touched back,” said Tabby. Morgan didn't like it, but this was a moment that she had learned to recognize at many of the schools she had been to. Either she stood up for herself or they would try to push her around for her next four years.
“Tabby? Like, 'tabby cat'? I don't think you have to hold the little kitten back.” It wasn't Morgan’s best line, but it would do. The tall girl just looked confused, like she had never been talked back to. Max was on her feet now, but she shook her head at Morgan with a look of horror.
“Yeah, little kitty. Ha!” said Jordan.
“Dude, are you nuts?” asked Max.
“It doesn't matter. Is she going to sic her little cat on us just for a prank?”
“What if she snaps and she does?” asked Max.
“Who cares,” said Jordan with the same attitude as he crawled to his feet. The prank had completely backfired and he was laughing like it had been a complete success. Tabby and the others began to look more than annoyed.
“Let's get out of here. Can you guys walk?” asked Max. Morgan and Jordan hobbled over to the elevator door in the stone wall. As they limped inside with Billy the duck, Tabby drew her index finger across her throat. Morgan had just made her first enemy at the school.
 



CHAPTER SIX
“SERIOUSLY? Tabby’s little cat is a mountain lion?" Morgan was second-guessing her decision to take a stand against the girl. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. “Where was it?”
“All of the students keep their spirit animals locked up in other rooms. That way nobody can bother them,” said Jordan. Morgan looked at Billy the duck.
“What about him?” asked Morgan.
“I don’t believe in any of that crap. Billy doesn’t leave my side,” said Max.
“I keep telling you that you that he would be in better hands if you left him in the room. They get treated like royalty. My hawk is relaxing right now, waiting for lunch to be served.”
“Yeah, and right now Tabby wants to feed you to her mountain lion for lunch,” said Max to Morgan.
“She’s the head of a gang of Landborne kids that call themselves, ‘The Headhunters,” said Jordan.
“She’s the princess. Not because of her spirit animal, there are tougher animals in the gang. It’s because she’s the toughest in Landborne by far. She wins most of the night fights for Landborne. You definitely know how to make some enemies,” said Max. Morgan sighed and wondered if the day could get any worse.
They reached the office floor and limped their way into the decoy farmhouse. Right away Morgan's attention was drawn to the counter where she saw the lion on the floor, still asleep. The office attendant stepped out of her room to greet them.
“Welcome back Miss Livingston, and Miss Rossi, I'm glad that you came back. Did you realize that you didn't finish your paperwork?”
“We had an accident,” said Max.
“All three of you?”
“Yes,” said both Max and Jordan at the same time.
“Mr. Henley, I haven't seen you up here for a while.”
“I try to stay away as much as I can,” said Jordan with a smile. “But I would make an exception for you.” He was just as dark as the tall office attendant, but he didn’t have her thick accent.
“That's very flattering Mr. Henley, but Mr. Jones probably wouldn't think much of your offer. Well, come into the doctor’s office while I check on Miss Koopersmith.”
“Seriously, is there anyone that you won't flirt with?” asked Max.
"She's a fine African queen, I can't help it,” said Jordan.
“She's taken, bro.”
The woman ushered them through a door next to the room that Morgan’s dad was in. It looked like a regular doctor’s office, complete with a tall medical table. There were doors to the adjoining rooms, one was open and the other, likely to her dad’s room, was closed. Through the open door, Morgan could see that the next room was segmented by a long curtain. As soon as she saw it, she wanted to know what was behind it. The tall woman followed them in and extended a hand to Morgan.
“We never formally met, I'm Mrs. Jones. You put down a lot of addresses on your form, but you never listed where you were born.”
“We moved almost every year. Sometimes twice a year, so I usually stop after five or six addresses. I tell people that I was born in the Bronx, but the truth is that I don't really know where I was born. My dad wasn't there for the delivery, and I've never met my mom.”
“Never?”
“Nope.” Mrs. Jones and the other two were just staring at her. She wasn't sure why she was telling them the truths. She never told the truth about her cumbersome past, but it seemed like the right time to start. Something deep in her mind felt satisfied. She wasn't sure if it was herself or the dragon.
The door to her dad’s room opened and a woman walked in. She had bushy hair and wasn't as tall as Mrs. Jones, but she had a presence of superiority. As the door shut again, Morgan caught a glimpse of her dad lying on a bed. His eyes were still closed. For a split second, her attention was drawn back to the other room with the curtain.
“Hello, who do we have here?” asked the new woman.
"This is Jordan, Maxine, and Morgan. Everyone, this is Miss Koopersmith, our resident witch.” Morgan had been leaning against a wall, but she stood straight up.
“Don't worry, she's a healer. She's here as part of the treaty between the Benandanti and the witches,” said Mrs. Jones. Morgan tried to relax.
“How is my dad?”
“You're the daughter? Oh girl, I'm so sorry. It's going to take some time. I will bring him out of it, there's no doubt, but it will take some time. The adze must have had him for a little while. How many were there?”
“More than 20, I believe. I didn't keep track.”
“20 adze? Where did you find 20 adze?” asked Max.
“There were more than 20 at my trial.”
“Bull. Nobody has to face adze for a trial.”
“I did.”
Max frowned but Jordan looked like he was trying to puzzle something out.
“Yes, that will take some time. A few weeks, at least,” said Miss Koopersmith. “So what’s wrong with you three?”
“My back hurts, right in the middle,” said Max.
“Let's take a look.” Max lifted the back of her shirt for the witch and Morgan turned to step through the open door into the next room. Even if the others were okay with it, she wasn't sure if she wanted to let a witch touch her, or her dad. So far her experiences with them hadn't been favorable.
She stepped carefully, trying to not put much weight on her bad ankle. It was a larger room with an empty bed in the first half of the room and a large curtain across the other. What was behind the curtain? It was eating at her. She wondered, or another part of her wondered. Either way, she was going to look. She reached for where the two halves of the curtain met and felt a sensation of weird excitement.
She pulled the curtain back and saw a sleeping woman lying on a bed. She had dark black hair. Strong feelings coursed through her mind and body, likely from the dragon, and she had to close her eyes and brace herself from falling over. The feelings weakened and when she opened her eyes, she wanted to close them again. The woman was Asian, like her.
It couldn't be. She stepped closer to the woman and knew the face. She had seen pictures of that face on her dad's dresser her entire life. It was her mother.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
MORGAN WAS STILL STARING when Max approached from behind her.
“You’ve met the Woman in White?” asked Max. It took a second for Morgan to respond.
“The Woman in White?”
"Everyone sneaks a peek at her during their first year. She's been in a coma here for a long time." Morgan couldn't breathe. She yearned for more information, but she didn't want to give away that it was her mom.

“But why is she called, ‘The Woman in White?”
“Because she’s wearing a white hospital gown, duh.”
“What caused the coma?”
“I don’t know. It’s another one of those urban legends. Some people say that she was in a battle with the witches and they hexed her. Other people say that it happened while she was fighting the legendary dragon at the bottom of the school.” The place in the back of Morgan’s mind that was occupied by the other presence became rigid.
“You already know that the dragon thing is a hoax, so it can’t be that.” The presence seemed to laugh.
Max looked closely at Morgan’s face, then at the Woman in White, and then back at Morgan again. “Hey, she looks a lot like you.”
“Duh, we’re both Asian.”
“No, seriously. You have a lot of the same facial features.” She was right, but should Morgan tell her the truth? The presence in her mind became confident again, almost proud. It was infectious, and Morgan wanted to feel proud also. Even if she had never thought a single positive thing about her mother, she wouldn’t lie about it to her new friend.
"The reason why we look similar is that she's my mother." Max’s eyes were as big as chicken eggs.
“No way. She couldn’t be your mother. She’s been here for like 20 years. You didn’t even know who she was a minute ago.”
“I knew who she was when I first saw her, but I don’t know how she got here. I’ve never met her before.” Now the presence was sorrowful, and it made Morgan want to feel sad also. In a way, she already did. She had wanted her dad to be present when she met her mother for the first time, and her wish had been granted, sort of.
“Wait, so are you sure that you never knew your mother? Your spirit animal is always the same as one of your parents, at least any parents that are Benandanti. Did you know your father?”
“Yes, but he didn’t have any spirit animals that I know of.”
“It could have died, that happens sometimes in battle. Or maybe he isn’t Benandanti.”
“I know that he and my mother met at the University. He talked about her all the time.”
“Huh, that’s weird that he never mentioned what her spirit animal was. And you can’t ask him now. Stupid adze.” Morgan knew that her spirit animal was a dragon. She had seen it and Brian had confirmed it, but telling Max seemed like a terrible idea. She tried to search her mind for any confirmation that she was making the right decision. A response came right away from the dragon.
She seems to believe the story about the adze now.
Maybe. Or maybe Max was just feeling sorry for her. She felt the same confidence that she had felt about admitting that the woman in the bed was her mom. The dragon was lending it to her. At the moment, it felt like she could do anything she tried. It was a dangerous feeling and she loved it.
Just as Morgan was about to confess that her spirit animal was a dragon, Jordan walked into the room.
“I’m good as new, it’s your turn Morgan,” said Jordan.
Max took one look at Morgan and said, “Do you want me to keep it a secret?” In that one question, Max had just gained her trust.
“No, you can tell him,” said Morgan as she stepped back into the smaller room and sat down for Miss Koopersmith’s examination. Everything seemed more real now. She realized that the entire time she had been here, she had been nervous about turning a corner and running into her mother. Now that it was all over, she only had one thing on her mind. What had happened to put her mother in a coma? The presence of the dragon in her mind seemed to burn with the same question.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
MORGAN COLLAPSED on her bed in Airborne. After her ankle had been healed, Jordan and Max had pestered her with questions about her mother all the way down to Airborne level. They finally stopped when they found the other students in the common room. She lost them on the way to the large, shared bedroom which was thankfully empty. She laid down on the bed they had set her duffel bag on, but she didn't get much of a nap.

“Wake up. You’ll miss class like you missed lunch,” said Max. Morgan rolled out of bed and ran to the shower. “Mrs. Jones had your class schedule dropped off. It’s by your bed.”
Morgan ran back out of the shower a few minutes later and hoped that she hadn’t made her hair worse. She was already late, she just knew it. She grabbed the schedule and realized that she didn’t have a notebook or any supplies. She would have to borrow a piece of paper and a pen from another student.
She found the walkway outside of the room almost deserted, confirming that she was late. She ran out the double doors and all the way up the six floors until she reached the first year classroom level and found the correct room number for a class simply called, “History”. She had never liked history classes.
She was breathing hard when she opened the door and stepped through. Everyone glared at her, including the man standing in the front of the room.
“Hello. New here? Miss?” asked the teacher.
“Miss Rossi.”
“Welcome, Miss Rossi. Are you sure you should be on the First Year floor?”
“Yes.”
“Have a seat then.” Morgan grabbed a seat in the back of the room and tried to disappear. Even though she was two years older than these kids, she felt like she was ten years younger. She felt even smaller when the girl next to her looked exasperated as she gave Morgan a piece of paper and a pen. She tried to look busy, scribbling notes.
“We’ve mentioned many times that there’s a spirit animal for every Benandanti but the truth is that it’s only been in the last fifty years that we’ve attained a 95 percent efficiency at finding them. Does anyone know why?” Several students raised their hand.
“Because we have become more spread out through the world,” answered the girl next to her.
“Yes, the world has become a smaller place, and so our spirit animals can sense us much more easily as we hunt for them,” said the teacher. She frantically wrote down notes. This was going to be an amazing class. She would need more paper.
After having her mind blown while learning about the Benandanti people, she had a very un-awesome math class followed by a fairly boring biology class. They were discussing the biology of frogs, not monsters. Hopefully, she wouldn't have to sit through tons of material that she has already learned for the next three years. She was confident that she could test out of some of the classes if they gave her the chance.

The final hour before dinner was another boring class, Geography. The teacher tried to make it sound very important that they knew the different regions of the world. She almost fell asleep, but she perked up when the teacher stopped her on her way out of class to talk about her dad.
“I’m very sorry to hear about your father. The healer is pretty good up there. She should be able to bring him out of it.” It took Morgan by surprise.
“Yes, I hope so.”
“He and I were friends when we were in the University. He always had a good joke. He and that darn rat of his got into all kinds of trouble."

“What did you say?”
“Your dad and his rat always had an idea and they were usually pretty good. Not unlike his daughter, from what I hear?” She realized that he was talking about the stunt that she had participated in earlier in the day, but all she could think about was their pet rat, Gregors, back at home. Was that the rat that the teacher was talking about? He was an old rat, but still full of life and always ready to run around the house. All along, her dad's spirit animal had been living in a cage in their house. Hopefully, she had left enough food for him, she didn't know how long they would be gone.

“Yes, I got pulled into a prank this morning,” Morgan said.
"Just be careful to not get into trouble right away, unless you don't mind detention. Your dad did a lot of scrubbing of the old floors at the U. It wouldn't be a bad idea to keep a low profile for a while until you're more familiar with things here. My name is Jim Wickstrom. Let me know if you need anything." She shook his hand and tried to imagine her dad as a trickster. A trickster with a rat for a spirit animal.

She felt like it was a piece of her mother’s puzzle, but it was beginning to feel like it had a hundred pieces instead of a dozen. One thing was for sure, she must have missed some clues while she was growing up. As she wondered what else her dad had hidden from her, she could feel the dragon stewing in the back of her mind.
 



CHAPTER NINE
MORGAN WAS STARVING by dinnertime and she walked through the food line grabbing everything that she could get her hands on. At the end of the line, she was relieved when the last server said that all the food was paid for by the school. She walked up and down the rows of benches until she sat down next to Jordan and what seemed to be the Airborne student section. She also recognized Frank from earlier in the morning.
“Hey First Year, did you enjoy your afternoon classes?” asked Jordan. Several of the other students smiled. “We all know that you're older than a first year. Why did it take so long for you to get here?”
“That's a long story, and I don't even know all of it,” said Morgan.
“Gotcha. Has more to do with your parents.”
“Is your mom really The Woman in White?” asked Frank. Morgan tried to not look unhappy with Jordan but it came through anyway.

“What? Max told me, so I didn't think it was a secret.” Morgan looked around and saw that everyone at the table was staring at her. Then she saw that there were a few people at every table in the room looking in her direction.

“How many people did you tell?” she asked Jordan.
“Just a few, but half the school probably knows about it by now.”
“The whole school knows by now. Is it true?” asked a girl from across the table. So much for keeping a low profile.
“Yes it's true,” said Morgan with a grumpy look.
“What's true?” asked Max as she sat down across from Morgan.
“Oh, just the biggest news of the year.”
“You mean you and The Woman in White? Yeah, that's huge.”
“So I've heard.”
“Everyone's talking about it, including your friend from Landborne.” Morgan felt like she had moved from one small town to another.
“Yeah, I heard that she's especially excited to talk to you about it, and challenge you,” said Jordan.
"She already wanted to challenge you to a cockfight, but she knew that you were a Wannabe," said Max.

"What's a cockfight?" asked Morgan.

“A fight between two Benandanti spirit animals, but obviously you don't know where yours is, which is weird, but that's beside the point. Now that you claimed to be the daughter of The Woman in White, she's looking forward to confronting you even more.”
“Don't look, here she comes,” said Jordan. Everyone at the table turned to look except Max and Morgan who both put their heads down.

“She's coming this way,” said Frank.
“Maybe you guys could look a little more inconspicuous?” said Max.
“Too late, get ready,” said Jordan. She felt like a mouse being hunted by a wolf. She straightened up and tried to look like she didn't care.
“Hey there, Wannabe,” said Tabby from behind Morgan. She could tell that the girl was towering over her but she didn't respond.
“I'm talking to you. Everyone wants to know if you're telling the truth, but I'm pretty sure that you're a liar.” Morgan still didn't respond. She just took a bite out of her apple. She had to show everyone that this girl didn't have any power over her and hope that it wouldn't become physical right here at dinner.
“If you're not arguing with me, then I must be right.” Morgan knew that if she didn't respond, everyone would doubt if Tabby had won the confrontation. Tabby didn’t give up.
A hand reached past Morgan and flipped her tray of food up into the air, raining green beans and taco salad all over the table. A bunch of the other Airborne students jumped to their feet, but Morgan just turned slowly to look at Tabby who was right behind her.
Tabby's eyes and smile were huge after finally getting a reaction. Morgan still had an apple in her hand, and she took a big bite out of it before turning her back again on Tabby. This was a key moment. Either Tabby would decide to walk away and confront her again another time, or she would escalate things even more. It was a gamble that she never got a chance to win or lose.
“Miss Agostino, what's going on?” It was the woman in the purple shirt with the panther.
“This First Year spilled her food all over,” said Tabby. Morgan shouldn't have been surprised that Tabby would lie about what happened, but she was. Just when Morgan was beginning to feel some respect Tabby as an opponent, it all went down the drain. She couldn't respect a foe that had to resort to lying, even if she did it herself sometimes.
“Is that what happened?” asked the woman in the purple shirt.
“Yes, I guess,” said Morgan as she felt anger in the back of her mind. She realized that it was coming from the dragon.
“Just be more careful from now on. You're new around here so I'll just give you a warning, but I would be careful about making claims that you can’t prove.” Morgan knew right away that she was talking about her mom and felt her own anger rising. This teacher was trying to push her around and she needed to respond. The dragon encouraged her.
Don't be afraid of her.
She wasn't.
“I don't make claims that I can't prove.” The teacher crossed her arms and grinned at Morgan.
“Alright, we'll see. Come with me. You too Tabatha.”
Max leaned forward and whispered to Morgan as she got out of her seat, “That's Norcross, and she's the head of Landborne. Watch out for her.” Morgan turned to face Norcross.
“Where are we going?”
“To visit the head of Airborne. He can decide what to do with you.” She continued to smile as she turned to walk away. Morgan followed and completely ignored Tabby but she watched her out of the corner of her eye as she sensed the tall girl behind her. She wasn't sure what she was going to do, but the dragon seemed to have an idea.
I'll take care of this.
 



CHAPTER TEN
INSTEAD OF GOING DOWN, the elevator was going up.
“I thought we were going down to Airborne,” said Morgan. Tabby had a knowing look on her face.
“Mr. Jensen is usually out on the grounds, preparing for the evening lessons at this time,” said Miss Norcross. Morgan had felt confident that nothing would happen to her on her own level. Now they were going about as far from Airborne level as they could get at the school.
The elevator came to a halt and a large door in the back opened to the farm house’s rear exit. Great, Mrs. Jones wouldn't even know that she was leaving with Norcross. She looked over her shoulder and saw a video camera. Hopefully, someone saw her go out.

It was getting dark out. As they walked toward the red barn, Morgan could feel Tabby getting closer and closer. Then she stepped on the back of one of Morgan's shoes. Morgan stopped and glared back at her.
“After you, Wannabe,” said Tabby while gesturing for Morgan to go first.
They turned away from the barn and toward the calm lake. The sun was already down, but she could still see some of the trees surrounding the lake blowing in the light breeze. Then a screech from above filled the air as Morgan saw an Eagle drop out of the sky into the water. A second later it was flying back into the air with what she assumed was a fish.
“Mr. Jensen, we have a problem to work out,” said Miss Norcross to a man standing on the edge of the lake.
“Hello, I'm happy to help if I can,” said Mr. Jensen as he turned to face them. He was short with a mustache and hip waders on. “You'll have to excuse my attire, we have fishing plans for Airborne tonight.”
“The issue is with your new student, Miss Rossi.”
“I believe we haven't met yet, Miss Rossi. I'm Mr. Jensen.” Morgan shook his hand, it was cold and wet. “Welcome to the school, where did you transfer from?”
“She's not a transfer, she's a new recruit,” said Miss Norcross.
“She's a Wannabe,” said Tabby with a smile. Mr. Jensen frowned.
“Is she? Well, that won't last forever. Is that the crime?”
“No. I'm afraid she's been making some very controversial claims about Miss Hunt and herself. It's causing problems in the school,” said Miss Norcross.
“What claim is she making?”
“She's claiming that she's the daughter of Hunt.” Mr. Jensen frowned even more.
“The daughter of Miss Hunt? Well, who is the father then?”
“He's the gentleman in the adze coma.” He blinked his eyes and didn't seem to know what to say.
“You're that new girl? Why wasn't I informed of this before?”
“Everything is still a bit chaotic after last night, but it doesn’t matter. At this point, it’s still just a rumor.” Mr. Jensen looked at the ground for a moment before he spoke.
“Well young lady, what do you have to say about all this?”
“It's true,” said Morgan.
“Okay, that's fine. But those are bold claims. Dangerous claims, even. Do you have any proof that she’s your mom?”
“She told me that she can prove it. That's why we came to you,” said Miss Norcross. They all stared at Morgan, waiting for an answer. It was dark now, but Morgan could see a big smile on Tabby's face. Likely that she was already thinking about how she would use this moment to ridicule her for the rest of the year. For the next four years.
“What sort of proof are you looking for?” asked Morgan.
“I don't know, a birth certificate, a confession from Miss Hunt, a similar spirit animal. Solid evidence of some kind,” said Mr. Jensen.
Now would be a good time for your plan, thought Morgan, hoping that the dragon was listening. Miss Norcross began to give a speech.
“You see, it's one thing to spread rumors, but it's quite another thing to…” without warning, something huge dropped out of the night sky and landed behind them, making the ground rumble. Mr. Jensen stumbled back into the water as the other three spun to see the gray dragon standing on his hind legs behind them. He was possibly two stories tall, with smoke rising from his nostrils.
Is this good enough?
Yes, I think so.
The dragon took off almost as quickly as it had landed, leaping into the air and flying upwards. They all just stared as it flew away.
“Is that what you were looking for?” asked Morgan. Mr. Jensen was sitting in the water. Perhaps he had been ready to duck under.
“That's something that I always dreamed of. A real dragon in Airborne. How did it happen?” asked Mr. Jensen.
“I'm not really sure. I just know that he's my spirit animal now.” Tabby was still looking at the sky, but Norcross was the one frowning now.
“Well, I'm happy to have you in Airborne, Miss Rossi. Very happy,” said Mr. Jensen. Morgan turned to ask Miss Norcross if she was satisfied, but she was already headed toward the farmhouse with Tabby in tow. Morgan started to follow her but the dragon gave her a sharp response that began the bond of vengeance.
Let her go.
Why?
She was there when your mother was shot.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
WHAT DO YOU MEAN, when my mother was shot?
There was a pause. Mr. Jensen was trying to ask her a question but Morgan was already walking away.
Are you sure you want to talk about this right now?
When would be a better time?
You're right, there isn't a good time. Yes, your mother was shot.
By who?
That's the question I've been asking myself for 16 years.
Wait, so was she shot just after I was born?
No, it was before.
When she was pregnant with me? How did I survive?
I don't know the answer to that one. It happened during a raid on the witches. There was blood all over. They brought down one of the captured witches and told her to save your mother. She put your mother in a coma and managed to keep you alive inside of her until it was time for you to come out.
Morgan was walking in circles now in the yard outside of the farmhouse.
I'm not following. My mom was pregnant when she was on a raid of some kind? Was she nuts?
She was doing what she thought was right for your people. She was recently pregnant, I believe.
Morgan was trying to decide what to ask next when Max and Jordan ran up to her.
“What happened? When Norcross and Tabby came down without you we figured something bad had happened,” said Max.
“I found my spirit animal.”
“You did? Where is it?” asked Jordan. He was looking around in the sky.
“He’s not around anymore. He's a dragon.”
"He's a what?" asked Max. It occurred to Morgan that she wasn't 100% on it being a male dragon, but it seemed more male than female.

“I said he’s a dragon.”
“A dragon!” screamed Jordan causing several passing students to look their direction.
“Shut up!” said Max as she slapped him in the stomach. “We should get moving. Airborne hour is starting over at the lake.”
They hurried to where Mr. Jensen was standing on shore while kids all around them whispered about a dragon. Birds of all types were flying around in the air and landing on many of the student's shoulders and arms. She realized that she was the only one not wearing a leather guard on her forearm.
“Calm down, we have to get started. We're going fishing tonight so I hope your Airborne animals are feeling hungry.” Mr. Jensen bent low and spoke to Morgan. “It would be best, just for now, if your spirit animal didn't participate tonight. You understand, right?”
“Yes, I get it.” The whispers started up again as Mr. Jensen returned to his lesson. Morgan stepped away from the group to talk to the dragon again.
Are you far away now?
Yes, I'm going to take a nap. And you were correct, I’m a male dragon. My name is Loric.
Nice meeting you, Loric. Where can you sleep?
There are some good places in the nearby mountains.
Morgan remembered seeing large mountain ranges around the school and she looked out but she couldn’t see them in the darkness.
How far away can you go before we lose this connection?
I’m not sure, but it's quite a ways, and it will increase with time.
Why has it taken so long for you to tell me about my mom?
I didn't want to overwhelm you. I understand that your father hid this part of your life from you.
Yes, he did. I want to talk more but I should probably pay attention to the lesson.
I will be close by. If you need anything, just let me know. Just don't ask me to eat fish.
Don't worry, they didn't invite you.
Figures. They always want to put a fence up between them and me.

Huh?
Nevermind, just let me know when you're ready to talk more.
Talk about what?
About how we're going to avenge your mom.
Morgan stopped walking, too shocked by Loric, and saw something out of the corner of her eyes. In a dark shadow under a tree by the farmhouse, there was a pair of yellow eyes staring at her.

Loric, something’s staring at me.
I know. I can see it through your eyes. Step back slowly.
She took one slow step and heard a low growl. She froze, and the eyes began to move toward her. She wanted to move but her legs wouldn’t budge.
I can’t get to you in time, you need to run!
It was too late. A black jaguar jumped onto her chest, pinning her to the ground. The impact knocked the breath out of her, making it hard to scream but she didn’t need to.
Several large birds landed on the jaguar’s back and began screeching loudly. The jaguar growled again but stepped off of Morgan and rolled on the ground to evade the birds. The flock flew back into the air and the jaguar ran off as several students approached with the teacher.
“Rossi, are you alright?” asked Mr. Jensen.
“I don’t know.”
“It was Miss Norcross’s jaguar. You probably got caught while it was doing a security round. It doesn’t know you yet and it found you away from the class. I guess it got a little excited.”
“I don’t feel so good.” She felt like she had just finished a three-on-one kickboxing match in an elevator.
“I’m not surprised. I’ve seen her pounce on kids in practice. I wonder where Miss Norcross is. Can you stand?” Max and Jordan helped her get to her feet. “You two escort her inside, then come back out for the lesson.”
The three of them walked to the front entrance of the farmhouse.
“I told you. Norcross doesn’t play around,” said Max.
“I wonder where she’s at?” said Morgan.
“I don’t know, but I bet your pajamas that her jaguar wasn’t on any security round,” said Jordan.
“You think it was intentional?” asked Morgan.
“Rounds are always done with both proto and person. We train as a team so that we can work as a team.” Morgan wondered where Miss Norcross was. The answer smacked her in the head when they opened the front door of the farmhouse and saw Norcross coming out of her dad’s room.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
ALL FOUR OF THEM froze and Morgan felt like she was being stared down by the jaguar again. The brief moment passed when Miss Norcross turned and began walking toward the elevator. Morgan felt compelled to say something.
“Miss Norcross, can I ask you a question?” She didn’t answer but kept walking away. “Hey!”
"Don't bother. She's a teacher and she doesn't have to answer you," said Max. Morgan stood up straighter and walked to her dad's room. She was afraid of what she would find. Flicking on the light switch, she found her dad laying on the bed as she had left him. She looked closer and saw that he was still breathing. The door to the next room opened and the witch, Miss Koopersmith, stood with her arms crossed.
"Hello, kids. Just here to visit your dad?"

“No, Morgan got barreled over by a big cat,” said Max.
“Come into the room here and let’s see how you’re doing,” said Miss Koopersmith.
“We’re going to get back to the lesson. Marcus has been looking forward to fishing night for a while,” said Jordan. Max and Jordan gave small waves and left Morgan with the witch.
Morgan stepped through into the smaller room and sat down in a chair. Even though both of her parents were close by, nobody would be able to defend her if Miss Koopersmith tried to attack her.
“Okay, hmmm. I don’t sense anything broken. Some bruises but I think you’ll be fine.”
“Just bruises?”
“Yes, light ones. I think I’ll leave them the way that they are as a reminder to watch your step around big cats. Your mother may have wanted it that way.” Morgan was amazed.
“You know all that without an x-ray?” asked Morgan.
“I can see more than you would believe, Miss Hunt.”
“Why did you call me that?”
“I’ve heard the rumors, but I knew the truth from the first time that I saw you.” Morgan wasn’t sure if she should feel insulted or impressed. Being compared to her mom had always angered her in the past, but it was harder to be angry when her mom was in the next room in a coma.
“How did you know that we were related?”
“Besides the resemblance? Like I said, I can see more than you would believe, and it’s obvious that there’s much more of your mom in you than your dad. Did you know that she’s the one responsible for this school?”
“No, I thought that it was created after she had been shot.”
“It was, but it had been her idea, and that’s why it was created in her name, ‘Hunt High.' You could almost say that it had been built for you, Miss Hunt.” Morgan felt a moment of clarity and feelings of sadness came through the bond with Loric like before.
“Thank you for everything you’ve done.”
“You’re very welcome. It’s been a long time, but your mother is a real fighter. I think she could still come out of this. And your father too.” Morgan stood up.
“Thanks, I should get back to the class.”
“Of course. You’re always welcome here.” Morgan gave a sort of head nod and walked back out the front door. It was a little dismaying, but probably a good idea to leave the bruises. She needed the reminder.
She turned to head back toward the lake, but a movement from the other direction caught her eye. In the moonlight, she saw a familiar purple shirt heading in the opposite direction and Morgan wondered where Norcross was going.
She could just be on a security round.
I thought you were sleeping.
I had to know that you were okay. I’ll make sure to stay closer in the future.
So do you really think that she’s on a security round?
No, but she could be.
That’s what I thought.
It might have been coming from Loric, but she was beginning to trust Norcross less with every passing minute. Why had her panther been out without her? Just to scare her?
Or to watch out for you while she did something to your father.
That was the realistic answer. What had she been doing in her dad’s room? She wasn’t sure how far the school grounds extended but if the place was on lockdown, it didn’t sound like the ideal time for a moonlight stroll.
Morgan was pretty sure that she wouldn’t be missed if she didn’t return to class right away. She decided to follow Norcross and her panther.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
MORGAN FOLLOWED slowly while trying to find the line between being close enough to be seen and losing them.
She’s good, don’t let her see you.
I don’t want to lose track of her. It’s pitch black out here.
Actually, I thought that it was a pretty bright night out. The moon is half full, giving plenty of light.
Maybe for you. Do you have night vision like cats?
No, but that panther does.
Morgan froze in her tracks.
Don’t worry, she’s not looking back at you.
You can see her?
Yes, I’m circling up high. I don’t have night vision, but I can still see like a hawk.
Morgan began to follow again until Norcross and her panther reached a clump of trees in the middle of a field. Morgan stopped short by a bush.
I don’t know what’s going on.
They’re in those trees. By the way, don’t scream. There’s someone walking up behind you. 
A bad time to not have her sword. She spun around and saw Max and Jordan sneaking up behind her.
“Get down you guys. What are you doing?”
“We saw, I mean, I saw you going the wrong direction when you came out of the farmhouse. Marcus here spotted you,” said Jordan with his hawk on his arm. 
“I told Jordan that you didn’t get lost that easily, but he wouldn’t listen,” said Max as Billy landed next to them.
“Just be quiet and get down. Norcross is in the trees over there.”
“Why? What’s she doing?
“I have no idea. We need to get closer.”
“Marcus can help with that. He can be our eyes and ears,” said Jordan.
“He’ll tell you what he sees?”
“Even better, I can see what he sees,”
“We do it all the time during hunter games,” said Max.
“This will be a piece of cake,” said Jordan as he closed his eyes. Morgan and Max knelt behind the bush and waited for Jordan to tell them something.
“Well?” said Morgan.
“Patience. There are two figures there, but I can’t hear anything yet.” Morgan couldn’t imagine being in the mind of another animal.
Someday you’ll learn how to do it. It can be a lot of fun.
“One of the figures has a staff, or a rake, I can’t tell,” said Jordan.
“Why would anyone have a rake tonight?” asked Max.
“I don’t know, I’m just tellin’ you what I see.” Jordan threw his hands up in front of his face.
“What are you doing?”
“Um, they looked my way. Wait, it’s a broom. The second woman is a witch, run!”
The three of them and Billy moved as fast as they could while looking over their shoulders, but the witch never flew their way. Marcus landed on Jordan’s arm just as they made it to the farmhouse, and they ran inside to the elevator. Once the elevator door was closed, they looked at each other and laughed.
“What are we doing? We’re supposed to be fishing,” said Jordan.
“I’m starving. I never ate any of my dinner,” said Morgan.
“I would have saved it for you, but I didn’t feel like scraping it off of the table,” said Max.
“To the board room?” asked Jordan.
“I’m feeling bored, sure,” said Max.
“What’s the board room?” asked Morgan.
“It’s our hangout in Airborne. Games, TVs, that kind of stuff. We can talk there.”
“Any food?”
“We should be able to find something,”
“Cool. I just want to change clothes.”
“Why? Did you crap your pants like I did?” asked Jordan.
“You’re sure you saw a witch?” asked Max.
“I was sure when she flew away. I thought she was going to shoot fire when she saw Marcus.”
“How many other hawks are there in Airborne?”
“Four, but Marcus has a distinct crown. I'm sure Norcross could pick him out.” Morgan frowned. She felt terrible about Marcus getting seen. “Hey Morgan, don't sweat it. It’s no big deal.” It felt like a big deal to her. Whatever was going on, it involved a teacher hiding a conversation with a witch that came onto school grounds. It was all making her sweat, and in the elevator, it was obvious that she just plain stunk. 

“I'm going to change quick. I'll meet you in the board room in a minute.” They reached Airborne level and the doors opened as they approached. Morgan remembered that she had to get one of those key cards.
Her room was just as empty as the last time she had been there, and she pulled her bag out from under the bed. She found her clothes and zipped the bag up, then she unzipped it again. Her clothes were there, but the one thing missing was her sword.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“THERE’S NO WAY that she would have had time,” said Jordan.
“She wouldn’t need time. Tabby could have told anyone from Landborne to do it,” said Max. They were headed up to Landborne level, trying to keep up with Morgan. Billy ran after them.
“It doesn’t really matter who did it. I just want it back,” said Morgan.
“You could threaten them with your dragon,” said Max. Loric seemed to laugh in the back of Morgan’s head.
“I’ve got a better idea. We break in right now and find it.” Morgan grabbed Jordan by the arm and pulled him with her to the entrance of Landborne. The keycard in his pocket opened the double doors.
“Where are we gonna look?” asked Jordan.
“Yeah, if we get caught, we don’t have any real proof that they took it,” said Max. Morgan was trying door knobs as she went down the walkway. All of them were locked.
“That’s weird. We don’t even have locks on our dorm rooms,” said Jordan. “There’s something’s going on.”
“That doesn’t prove anything,” said Max. 
“We don’t need proof, we have a dragon. Even if Tabby doesn’t have it, I bet she knows who does,” said Morgan. She had been the new girl enough times to know that she had to deal with this right away, and she was sure that Landborne was behind it. After trying the eighth door without success, she turned around and stormed back past Jordan and Max toward the elevator.
“So what’s your plan?” asked Max.
“We need to get Tabby outside.”
“That won’t be hard. Landborne has the run of the grounds during next hour.”
"Great," said Morgan as she stepped into the elevator and punched the button for the Farmhouse Level. The elevator door had already been open like it was waiting for them. Morgan didn't believe in destiny, but right now it felt like she was supposed to make things right.
I’m not opposed to the good cop, bad cop thing but I'm not sure this is any kind of real plan.
Well, what do you think I should do?
Call me ole fashioned, but I think you should wait it out.
Why? What would I gain?
They’re expecting you to do something rash. They may even be waiting for it. Do the opposite. They won’t know whether you don’t realize that it’s gone, or just don’t care. It will confuse them.
He had a good point. It was counter to what she would usually do.
“So what are we doing when these doors open up?” asked Max.
“Loric thinks that we should wait a little bit. Make them wonder why we don’t respond.”
“Who’s Loric?”
“That’s the name of the dragon.”
"That's not a bad idea. Let them get paranoid like they need to watch their backs. I like it," said Jordan.

“Alright, we’ll head back down and get you some food,” said Max just as the elevator doors opened to Norcross and her black jaguar. They had forgotten all about her.
 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“JUST THE THREE airbornes I was looking for,” said Miss Norcross as she stepped into the elevator and waited for the door to close.
“Can I select a level for you?” asked Jordan.
“Whichever you prefer. Are we going down to Landborne to discuss why you were skipping out of your lesson? Or should we stay here and talk about it with the Principal?”
“The Principal!” said Jordan with too much enthusiasm. Everyone including Billy looked at him.
“Okay, your choice.” She opened the elevator door again and they all stepped out. Morgan wondered why Norcross was inviting the Principal to hear their story. Maybe she hadn’t done anything wrong?
Don’t give her the benefit of the doubt yet.
As they approached the Principal's office, Morgan couldn't resist looking over toward her parent's rooms. Hopefully, that witch knew what she was doing.

“Come in,” said a voice when Miss Norcross knocked on the door.
“Sir, we have a few Airborne students who decided to take an unapproved stroll in the moonlight during their class.”
“Send them right in, I’ll talk with them in a minute.” Miss Norcross watched like an executioner as they entered the Principals office, but she left, closing the door behind them after they were in.
They sat down while the Principal sat facing away from them, across the desk on his phone.
The office was just like any other Morgan had been in. Several pictures of people hung on the wall, but something was very different about them. She looked a little closer at one of the pictures and saw what should have been a very normal family photograph. Everyone was smiling for the camera, but everyone had very bright and vibrant colors of skin. One was blue, one was yellow, and two people had red skin in the picture. The Principal finished his call and turned to face them in the chair.
“Maxine and friends, hello. I’m Mr. D. So who would like to tell me what happened?” He was a very handsome man, but he didn’t have brightly colored skin like in the photo. She couldn’t resist another glance at it on the wall.
“Sir, we were simply worried about one of the teachers,” said Max, but the Principal put a hand up to interrupt her.

“Before we get started, let’s get something out of the way,” said Mr. D. Morgan tore her attention away from the wall just fast enough to see the Principal change from a Caucasian skin tone to bright red with leathery skin, and then just as quickly back to Caucasian. The three of them sat astounded, but Billy just looked indifferent.
“Good, I have your attention now. So why were you worried about a teacher?”
“Um, Miss Norcross was walking around outside,” said Max. She paused, still in shock like the rest of them.
“And we didn’t want anything to happen to her,” said Jordan, finishing her sentence for her. Mr. D grinned.
“Do you believe that she was in danger? Miss Norcross is a very capable woman. That's why she was on the watch.”
“We weren’t sure, but we found her talking to a witch,” said Morgan. No need to skirt around the issue.
“She was talking to a witch. Where at?”
“In some trees on the other side of the property. My hawk saw it happen. The witch flew away when they were done talking,” said Jordan.
“That’s very interesting. Do you believe that she was doing anything wrong?” That was the question on everyone’s mind. Nobody wanted to answer him, and he didn’t wait for an answer. “I can’t decide that myself without talking to Miss Norcross. Perhaps she was receiving the occasional private message from the witches.”
“I thought the treaty with the witches was dissolved,” said Max.
“And why would she be hiding in some trees?” asked Morgan.
“That is the big question, isn’t it? What was she doing? Hmmm.” Mr. D stared at the wall for a moment while everyone waited for whatever he said next.
"Being a demon, I'm very accustomed to misunderstandings. My trick for grabbing people's attention that you saw earlier is something that I began to do many years ago. It works fairly well for answering the awkward questions. I'm faced with the decision to just let people wonder what I look like in my natural state, or shock them. Generally, if you don't mind my coarse language, I'm damned if I do and damned if I don't." Morgan wasn't ever surprised by teachers, but now had just seen and heard it all. None of them responded.
“What I’m trying to say is that we train you here to make tough decisions and hopefully help others in the process. You were faced with two lousy choices, to investigate or not, and you decided to act when some people would have waited for someone else to take the initiative. For that, I commend you.” Mr. D finished with a short applause, leaving them speechless.
“So, we’re not in trouble?” asked Jordan.
“No, I can’t punish you for doing exactly what we’ve taught you to do, though I recommend that you mention something to the teacher before you go off on heroics next time.” He had a grin that Morgan couldn’t read. She felt for a response from Loric but he seemed to be speechless also.
“I won't keep you, I'm sure there's a class somewhere that you should get to.” The three of them got up, Max holding Billy, and started for the door.
“Oh, and Miss Rossi, I heard that you just discovered your protezione spirituale." Morgan turned to answer him.

“Yes, it's a dragon.”
“Congratulations. It's a big moment for any Benandanti, but I think it's especially big for you.” He maintained the same grin that gave nothing away.
“Thank you.” They awkwardly closed the door with the Principal still smiling at Morgan.
“Let's get out of here,” said Max as she and Billy headed for the elevator. There was a loud yell from one of the doctor's rooms and everyone paused to listen. Max started for the elevator again, but Morgan crept in the other direction. Jordan just stood in place.
“Let's go!” whispered Max, but Morgan ignored her. She got close and put her ear up to one of the doors so that she could just barely hear the conversation on the other side.
“I've said no, and I mean it. I don't want to get involved.” It was the voice of Miss Koopersmith, the witch. She could tell that Loric was listening through her ears even more intently than she was.
“But I'm telling you that you're already involved. If something isn't done, everything is going to change around here for the worse. But if we work together, we can deal with both of them." Morgan knew that it was Norcross.

“I'm not going to abandon 16 years of work in one night of haste. I won't be a part of it.”
“We're not asking for direct involvement. We just need you to make a couple of calls. We would do it ourselves, but the lockdown has made it impossible.” She didn't recognize that voice. She might have heard it before, but she wasn't sure. Then she heard Miss Norcross say something that made her blood turn icy cold.
 “Just a couple of calls, and then the girl and her dragon will be out of the way for good.”
“That's enough! Get out of my office.”
Get out of there!
Morgan ran and nearly passed Jordan on the way to the elevator being held open by Max and Billy. Just as the doors were closing, Morgan identified the third voice from the room. Mr. Wickstrom, the Geography teacher was the first to walk out of the doctor’s office.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
AFTER TWO more classes that dragged on forever, Morgan finally got something to eat at Midnight Meal. They spoke quietly at an isolated table.
“You just had to see the Principal,” said Max.
“You know how impossible it is to see Mr. D. I didn't want to miss my chance.”
“I never have a problem getting an audience with him. You just need to break some rules.”
“I do plenty of that.”
“And you need to get caught.”
“He did that thing that everyone talks about. Wasn't it awesome?” Morgan was eating down enough food for two meals when it hit her that she still didn't have her sword.
“Maybe I'll have to get caught for something else just so I can ask him to find my sword,” said Morgan.
“I'm sorry Morgan, we'll find out who did it. Until then, couldn’t we find you another one?” He had a point, but it was funny how even though she hadn’t cared a bit about her mother 24 hours ago, now she refused to settle for anything less than her mother’s sword.
“I don’t see any other swords sitting around, do you?” asked Morgan.
“Good point.”
“Yeah, you're going to need it. Did you think of any reason why Wickstrom and Norcross would want you out of the school?” asked Max.
“Well, I have a dragon. One of the last things that my tutor said to me was to watch my back.”
“He was right about that,” said Jordan.
“At least the Witch Doctor isn't playing along. It should make it harder for them to coordinate with the witches if that's their plan,” said Max.
“That just means that we have no idea what they’re going to do instead," said Morgan.

“So we have to watch our backs,” said Max.
“Not you guys.”
“Oh yes. We're all Airborne. If one of us is in trouble, then we all deal with it.”
“Yeah. You can bet that Landborne is behind Tabby,” said Jordan. The table of students where Tabby was sitting had been leering at them during the entire meal. “You don't think that Norcross would have put other students up to stealing the sword, do you?”
“Why not her headhunters? Or the whole floor? I wouldn't put anything past her,” said Max. Morgan knew she was right and looked to Loric for ideas.
I have a couple, but I'm curious what you think.
To Morgan, it seemed like Norcross was going out of her way to deal with her and Loric, and running into problems. If she wasn't mistaken, it seemed like Norcross was trying to get rid of the girl and her dragon as quickly as possible. But why? It was like they were sparring, and right now all Morgan could do is figure out how to stay a move ahead of her. She could tell that Loric was enjoying her journey for answers.
“If Norcross is behind my sword being stolen, then I bet she has it.”
“You could be right but it doesn't matter. Her office would be tough to break into,” said Jordan.
“And there could be a jaguar waiting on the other side,” said Max.
“I'm not worried about getting in, it's getting out that I'll need help with.” 
“What's your plan?” asked Jordan as he and Max ducked their heads.
“The same as it was with Tabby.”
“You're just going to do nothing?”
“No, I'm going to do what Norcross least expects. I'm going to take the fight to her.” If a dragon could smile, Loric was smiling in her mind right now.
I like your way of thinking. It's better than my idea.
What's your idea?
I could just fly into the cavern and start blowing flames everywhere.
That would get people moving, I guess.
Yes, but your way is the more diplomatic approach. Less carnage.
She didn't feel like she was being diplomatic. She was just trying to stay alive.
We’ll need to do a little prep. Are you any good at leather work?
I've sewn up a leather purse before. Why?

Because for your idea to work, I'm going to need a saddle.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
LORIC had been right. 
My nose is always right.
Morgan had asked Mr. Jensen about a leatherworking shop somewhere in the cave, and she had been surprised when he said there was.
“Many of the spirit animals are fitted with special leather gear. Backpacks, armor, the occasional weapon. I'll show you.”
Two levels below the Airborne level was the armory. When they stepped into the leather room, she was surprised that she hasn't noticed the smell before. The distinct smell of fresh leather filled her nostrils as Mr. Jensen talked to the man at the counter.

“Yes, we can saddle anything. What is it? Another bear? A rhino?” asked the man at the desk.
“A dragon,” said Mr. Jensen with a huge smile.
“You're kidding, right?”
“No. This young lady needs a saddle for her dragon. How fast can you do it?”
“How fast do you need it? I'll have to put all the boys on it. They wouldn't put up with it if I didn't let them all have a chance to work with a dragon.”
“As fast as possible.”
“Alright. We can begin as soon as we have a dragon to outfit.” Mr. Jensen looked at Morgan.
“You're sure it's okay for him to come in?” she asked.
“It's not just okay, it's essential. I've been waiting for a chance to meet your dragon. It's my job to make sure that you're taking care of him or her,” said Mr. Jensen.
“His name is Loric.”
“That's a good, strong name. I bet it would sound good screaming it in battle.”
There was a loud splash from above as Loric emerged from the underground lake entrance into the cavern and flew down to the armory level. Mr. Jensen and everyone from the leather shop jumped back as he landed. Morgan worried that he was going to bang his head on the ceiling of the outcropping.
I hope they can work fast, I'm going to get a cramp hunched over like this.
“I know this dragon. I'd know him anywhere,” said one of the guys from the leather shop.
“You see a lot of dragons?” asked Mr. Jenson.
“No, just this one. I helped to saddle him over 20 years ago. He looks a little worse for wear, but he's definitely the same dragon.”
16 years in captivity will do that.
“So you're Hunt's daughter?”
“Yes.”
“I can remember the old saddle's pattern like it was yesterday. We'll have him outfitted in no time, Miss Hunt." Twice on the same day now she had been called by her mother's last name. A small part of her still found it hard to accept the comparison, but it mostly made her curious. Was she really like her mom? Loric smiled and she knew his answer.
“Great. So do you already know enough about how to take care of him?” asked Mr. Jensen.
I don't need much besides a healthy balance of beef and pork. Horse is fine also.
“I think he can tell me if I need to know something.”
“Good, because I don't think we have any books on dragon care.” Already the team of leather workers were grabbing their tallest ladders and beginning to measure up Loric. They must have been accustomed to working through the night, but she wasn't.
“I'm going to head back to get some sleep,” said Morgan.
“Sounds good,” said Mr. Jensen. “I'm going to get some shut-eye myself. Tomorrow evening we can do some exercises, maybe a race or two.” He turned to look at Loric again. “Finally we have a chance at winning more than just the speed round in the Hunt games.” Loric laughed in Morgan's head.
They’ll probably ban me from participating.
Morgan had a game of her own to worry about. She felt in her pocket for Jordan's key card for Landborne, and then she laughed out loud herself.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
MORGAN'S CELL PHONE alarm went off at 5am, just as planned. Normal for her, but it was the middle of the night for the rest of the school. If Landborne had been upset about getting pranked at 10am, then they would be furious this time.
She got dressed and checked for the key card again. Then she rustled Max.
“Another drill? I hate you,” said Max.
“No, we're going to Landborne. Remember?”
“Oh yeah. I still hate you.”
They met Jordan on their way up to Landborne level. He was carrying a full duffle bag.
“Seriously, this is the earliest I've been up in years,” said Jordan.
“Another reason why it's the perfect time,” said Morgan. “Remember that you can only wait a minute or two before starting part two of the plan. I don't want to be alone with Norcross any longer than I have to.”
“Don't worry, we've got this.” He shook his bag. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to use these all year.”
“Yeah. We’ll give you as much time as we can to find the sword,” said Max. They bumped fists and Morgan approached the entrance to Landborne. The double-doorway opened and she stepped through.
You're sure about this? I could still do the flaming dragon thing.
I thought we were supposed to be the good guys.
Sure. We're just good guys with a bad cough. And we just happen to be coughing fire at Landborne level.
Morgan resisted laughing. If this level was the same as Airborne, then the room for Norcross would be the tenth door down the walkway. It was now or never.
Just like their previous attempt at a prank, she ran down the walkway, pounding several times on each door as she passed it. When she reached door number ten, she stopped and pounded until it was opened by a very angry Miss Norcross.
Morgan stepped back to let the teacher out, and they both looked down the walkway. More than 50 students were looking in their direction, and more were coming out the doors. All of them looked just as angry as Morgan had expected. Morgan heard a growl, but it wasn’t the panther. It was coming from Norcross.
“Rossi, get into my office. Now.” Morgan obeyed. The easy part was over. Now it was up to Max and Jordan, and of course, finding the sword. She looked over the railing toward the bottom of the cavern and felt a shiver as she entered the office door.
Morgan sat down in a leather chair on one side of the desk and Miss Norcross sat down on the other side. She hadn't thought about what she was going to say, she had just planned to wing it. Norcross still looked angry.
“Why is it that you've managed to cause more disruption in your first day at the school than all the other students this year combined?”
“I'm not very good at making new friends. I guess I just want to fit in.”
“Fit in with who? Are you talking about that girl from Airborne? Miss Livingston? She's another trouble maker.”
"As I said, I'm not good at making new friends." She was beginning to wish that she had told Max and Jordan to start part two after counting to thirty. Her eyes scanned the room for any place the sword could be hiding. There were a lot of file drawers and bookcases but no swords.

"We've been tolerant of your trouble so far, but considering your questionable first day here, this is going to call for more than just detention." Morgan stopped looking around the room.
“What do you mean?”
“I think that it would be a good idea to make you my own assistant for a while. That way I can keep a personal eye on you.” Miss Norcross scowled and Morgan began to wonder if she had made a very big mistake. Was Norcross trying to scare her? Or did she have another reason to keep an eye on her? She looked around, afraid that the black jaguar was spying on her, but it was just her and Norcross. Then something caught the corner of her eye.
To the right was a coat rack with a long jacket and a couple of umbrellas. Sitting next to the umbrellas was her mother’s sword with the familiar ring of golden leaves on the scabbard. Just as she realized that she couldn’t hold back her smile, there was a loud bang from outside the door. Part two of the plan had begun. Another growl came from Miss Norcross.
“I’ll be back in a minute,” she said as she got up and slammed the door shut behind her. She knew that the fireworks would give her a minute at the most, but now she only needed seconds.
She jumped up and grabbed her sword. She expected to open the door to a chaotic mess that she could run through to the double-doorway to freedom. What she found was a door that not only locked from the inside, but also from the outside. She couldn’t get out. Before she could curse, Loric asked a question.
Is it time for the flaming dragon?
Yes! I’m stuck!
Stand back from the door.
Morgan stepped back to the far wall, which wasn’t very far.
There isn’t much room in here.
Three seconds later, the door had been forced ajar by a gray dragon snout. Morgan yanked the door open the rest of the way and ran out. There was still a chaotic mess of students but they were ignoring the fireworks and staring at the dragon hovering in the center of the cavern.
“Stop right there!” said Miss Norcross as she turned to look at Morgan.
Jump, I’ll catch you.
Are you serious?
Unless you would rather try that angry mob.
That was enough to convince Morgan. She held tightly to her sword as she ran for the railing and jumped. Loric had already dropped into a dive and was aligning himself with her. She fell for two more seconds before she reached the new saddle and pulled herself onto it. Loric gracefully came out of the dive and began to slow into a controlled drop toward the bottom of the cavern. She shoved her sword scabbard into a leather sheath built into the saddle and grabbed onto a couple of reigns. She knew nothing about riding.
There’s a harness system to keep you from falling off. We can stop at the bottom so you can figure it out.
They reached the cavern bottom and Morgan’s eyes were drawn to an impressive concrete dome with a tall steel door facing them. It looked like a huge bank vault. Loric sighed.
What’s this?
It’s a prison cell.
For who?
For me.
What do you mean?
I spent sixteen years in there, guarding a nasty witch. They built that dome there to protect me.
Why?
Because your mother told me to.
So does that mean my mother was there also?
Yes, before the dome. Your mother said her last words to me down here. ‘Guard the White Witch.' Then after 16 years, I had to let the witch go. I hope to never see her again.
Why did you let her go?
Because you needed me.
She felt her adrenaline rush crash. It had all happened down here. She hadn’t expected her new home to be the place where her mother had nearly been killed. She also didn’t expect to find out that she herself had been the reason why the witch had escaped.
Next to the huge door was a smaller door to the side. She wasn’t ready to go in there and it would seem that neither was Loric.
Ready for a ride?
Morgan slipped her legs into the straps and pulled two more around her shoulders.
Let’s get out of here. 
They flew up toward the top of the cavern, past Landborne where many students were still watching for the dragon.
Hold on, we’re going to get wet.
Loric dove into the cave entrance to the lake and didn’t stop until he was out into the crisp April morning sky. It was still dark and overcast. She couldn’t feel the cold, the experience was too invigorating. She closed her eyes and wondered how much her mother had experienced this before the coma.
Every day for years.
Morgan opened her eyes when she felt Loric dropping.
What are we doing?
We have some visitors following us.
Birds?
No, a couple of witches.
As they dropped to the ground, Morgan looked back and saw two women in robes flying through the air on brooms. One was older with bright white hair. The other was her old friend, Sadie.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
SHE MADE a big mistake coming here.
They both did.
Morgan was feeling a confidence high. Not only was she amazed by the appearance of Sadie, but also by the witch that had been a part of her mother’s undoing. Loric didn’t have to tell her, she could sense it through their bond.
“Welcome back,” said Morgan. Sadie looked confused. “Not you, you idiot. The other witch.”
“You got lucky when I last saw you,” said Sadie.
“Maybe, but I think it’s the other way around. If you don’t leave now, you’ll regret it.”
The witch with the white hair began to laugh.
“You don’t realize that it doesn’t even matter,” said the White Witch.
“What doesn’t matter?”
“Live or die, it doesn’t matter.” Morgan tried to figure out what she meant as the White Witch began to laugh again.
Watch it, she’s quick!
Morgan drew her sword and The White Witch laughed even louder. There was a loud crack and a lightning bolt struck the ground twenty feet away from them. Morgan felt a static shock as she tumbled off of Loric. She hadn’t tightened her harness at all, and now her ears were ringing as she scrambled to her feet. She felt stupid and she had dropped her sword.
The White Witch kept laughing but her attention was on Sadie’s hands as they began to glow the same way that they had in the cemetery. She got ready to hide behind Loric but was surprised when he took a quick breath and shot fire out at Sadie, beating her to the punch.
We can’t mess around right now.
Morgan expected to see a charcoaled mess but before she had a chance, the ground began to tremble and she was pushed away by one of Loric’s legs. Loric dropped until he was half buried into the ground. He flapped his wings, but more dirt rose from the ground to impede their movement.
Shoot her with fire!
Loric was struggling just to keep from being buried alive. Morgan ran around Loric to face The White Witch but only found Sadie still smoking on the ground. She looked up and saw the witch flying in the air. Not on a broom, but just floating about 15 feet up. Morgan grabbed Sadie’s broom and threw it at the witch. It didn’t even reach her, but the witch turned her attention to Morgan.
Watch out!
The witch’s hands began to glow, and Morgan dove away as a ball of fire dropped down at her. She felt a burning sensation on her bare skin as the fire hit the ground ten feet from her. Thankfully it had been enough of a distraction. Loric climbed out of the hole in the ground and launched into the air.
The witch seemed to have a moment of indecision, looking from Morgan to Loric, but then she chose to follow Loric further into the sky.
The air filled with bursts of light as Loric and the witch dueled. The witch sent fireball after fireball, but they couldn’t stand up to Loric’s constant stream of flame. Then the light in the air went out as Loric took a breath.
The witch looked down at the ground, but not at Morgan. Morgan guessed what she wanted and made a run for the witch’s broom, but didn’t have a chance to see what knocked her down until it was already on her. When she opened her eyes, a black jaguar was staring back at her. Earlier she had been too shocked to do anything but this time would be different.
She swung her sword and slapped the jaguar on the head. It broke their staring contest as the panther tried to figure out what had hit it. Morgan forced herself to roll sideways out from under it and scrambled to her feet. 
The jaguar reacted, turning to follow her, but Morgan was ready. As it jumped to knock her down again, it impaled itself on Morgan's sword. It fell to the ground, and then half ran, half crawled away from Morgan.

When she turned to look for the broom again, it was already gone. Loric was still shooting flames but The White Witch was already too far away. She had decided to flee instead of getting caught by the dragon again.
She will be back.
Loric circled down and landed next to Morgan. She tried to ignore her old friend, Sadie, lying on the ground. Loric sensed her sadness.
The White Witch brought her as a distraction, and it almost worked. I’m sorry about your friend.
It’s okay. She stopped being my friend in the cemetery. Were they here for you and me? Or the school?
Neither. The White Witch said that it didn’t matter what happened. I think that they were just a distraction from the real battle.
Then where is the real battle?
See what happens next in book 4, Dragon Spirit, Echo of Chaos.
Get The Dragon vs The Witch, bonus story for free and find out what happens when The White Witch tries to escape from the dragon.
Click HERE to get the story.
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