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      High School can be murder. Welcome to the prestigious Moonrise Academy, where fate is never on your side.

      

      Marrying a slimy ass twice my age was out of the question, so I jumped at the chance to attend the exalted Moonrise Academy, even if it meant leaving everything behind. Friends. Family. My monster hunting side gig. 

      

      But getting beaten on my first day wasn’t part of the plan. Neither was looking like a fool in front of the hottest guys in school – three seniors who rule the school – but I’d done it all royally. 

      

      And now someone wants me dead. 

      

      Hauling me out of bed at all hours and forcing me to fight in an underground fighting ring is just the beginning. Students are showing up dead, and the killers won’t stop until they’ve gotten what they want from me. I just have to figure out who’s behind it all…before it’s too late and the next body they find is mine. 

      

      But there’s a small glitch… of course there is. 

      

      Turns out this school isn’t exactly what I expected— they’re on the hunt.

      

      If you like the magic of Sailor Moon with the bones of sci-fi and the heart of the Paranormal Academy genre, then you’ll devour Jesse Darkling’s sexy, imaginative series. 

      

      – Buy Half-Blood Hunted to leap into the darkly addicting series today! –

      

      Half-Blood Hunted is the first book in the Magic Moonrise Academy series, a medium-burn reverse harem, enemies-to-lovers romance featuring a kick-ass heroine with sass and three powerful gorgeous men who insist she belongs to them.
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        Order Half-Blood Seduced!

      

      

      

      Follow Serena into the deadly world where things are not as they seem and neither is she…
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      “Get out of the way, Serena,” Trekkar barked, shoving me behind him. “I got this one.”

      Cockiness filled the sneer in his voice, and his broad shoulders blocked my view. But my insides sizzled. I nudged him aside, staring at the dark woods ahead, the ground thundering from the approaching beast. Hedgelins were horned beasts on six paws with six-inch fangs and a bad attitude to match. They terrorized the local forest, and those living on the small Nerion moon needed the rogue monster gone after he had killed a local. That was why we were called, to finish this and eliminate the terror.

      “A hedgelin is a nasty piece of work,” I retorted, but my so-called partner pushed me aside farther and laughed.

      “He’s mine. You killed the last one on your own.” Trekkar lifted the crossbow in his hand, already armed with three arrows, and glanced at me with his deep violet eyes, smirking. Dark hair fluttered over his shoulders in the breeze, his skin tanned since he spent most of his days in the sun helping his dad fix cruise ships.

      He’d been my best friend in the universe ever since we’d been kids, ever since we had both been cornered by a venomous Vipton and we’d overpowered the slithering two-headed thing.

      “You couldn’t even make it to the ship on time tonight, so how can I trust you can take one of these down alone?” I gave him a nod and grinned, knowing too well he’d bristle

      On cue, he snorted, his nostrils flaring. “Mom asked so many questions, so I got delayed. We need a better excuse. How about we tell them that you and I are da—?”

      “No. We’re not saying we’re dating.”

      He huffed and stared at me with something behind his eyes, something almost sorrowful, but I brushed it aside. There never had been any chemistry or romantic feelings between us. We were buddies, that was all. Anything more would just be weird. 

      “I told you before,” I said. “Dad will get involved and tell the galaxy we’re getting married and then he’ll insist on an engagement party, and…” I wasn’t getting married now or ever. I’d seen what happened to women when they did, and I had other plans that involved becoming the best hunter in the universe with my own battleship and crew. Steer my own life and not squirt out babies while life passed me by.

      And if my dad found out I was moonlighting as a monster hunter, he’d ground me for eternity for a dozen reasons. I had no license, I was considered underage at seventeen, and well… because I was his daughter and too delicate for such work. He’d have a double heart attack if he saw me now. Nearby, the hedgelin let out a low grumble, coming for the bloody rabbits we’d laid out.

      “You’re not doing this alone,” I declared to my friend, who wasn’t paying attention, instead staring ahead with his ears twitching toward the thick woods.

      The beast cleared the lush trees, escaping the shadows, and burst forward. It growled, pounding the soil, and lunged. Dark as the night, the thing sliced through the air toward us. It was the biggest hedgelin I’d ever seen. Five—foot in height, the beast had a flat snout, tusks sticking up from his bottom jaw, a horn protruding from the middle of his brow. Thick leather the color of midnight gave him perfect camouflage, but up close his hide felt like sandpaper.

      Trekkar moved forward, ignoring me as always.

      I sidestepped to flank the creature because these animals had terrible peripheral vision. They focused on one thing at a time. Which was why we needed to attack as a team.

      “Trekkar,” I hissed, motioning him with my fire blade.

      He swiftly swung his weapon toward the beast and unleashed the arrows. They hit the beast dead center in the chest. Two bounced off his leathery flesh while the third wedged in the soft spot just below his throat. The thing roared, shuddering the night air.

      My stomach knotted. “Now! Tackle on my mark,” I yelled as I charged for the animal from the side, grabbing the two blades from my belt.

      But Trekkar fiddled with reloading his crossbow, darting into the denser part of the woods, his hands reaching for his bolts.

      The hedgelin thundered toward him, dried leaves and dead branches breaking under his weight.

      I hurled myself onto the beast’s back and jabbed my blades into the back of its neck. The slushing sound gave a satisfying pop. Before I could adjust for a better grip, the animal swung around, rearing on its hind legs, my balance swayed and my vision jolted. Suddenly, I flew over the horned head.

      A cry fell from my lips. I slammed onto the ground hard and rolled several times before stopping.

      Breaths knocked out of my chest, I gasped for air, fighting to fill my lungs. The creature charged toward something. I shook my head to clear it, trying to focus.

      Trekkar’s scream pierced the sky. 

      Fear choked me, and I scrambled to my feet. “Shit!”

      Trees and shadows blurred past as I ran, my heart pounding. Up ahead, the grunting echoed. I leapt over a dead log and rushed closer, my breaths racing.

      Please let him be okay. Please.

      Bursting out into a clearing that backed onto a small colony of homes, I rocked on my feet.

      Trekkar lay on the ground, twisted, so much blood around him. Terror slammed into me and my knees threatened to buckle. A strangled cry broke from my mouth. “Trekkar!” 

      The hedgelin stood between us, jolting around to face me. Lips peeled back, blood stained his fangs.

      Those eyes, black as the sky, pierced me.

      Trekkar groaned, coaxing the beast to spin and rush toward him.

      Dread rattled me, and I screamed and darted after the monster. My skin pricked with electricity, but I kept going, needing to save Trekkar.

      I slung myself onto the creature’s back with a war cry and reached for the knives at his neck, my grip sliding over the green hilts. Legs straddled and locked against its ribs, I removed my blades and stuck them into the sides of his neck once again.

      The hedgelin turned with such speed, I slipped from its bulk, my back smacking the ground, inches from his hind legs. A scream wedged in my throat, and I scrambled backward.

      But it was fast, the damn shit, and coiled to face me, its head lowered, pointy horns of hell directed at my face.

      I faced death right then, and it stared at me with fury in its eyes, with my name all over its horns.

      Everything ached.

      He charged. I was too slow. Too freaking slow.

      My life flashed before me, and I should’ve been having fun, but all I saw were… Horns.

      I jerked out of the way at the last second.

      Sharpness stabbed into my arm, and I screamed. Turning, I faced the monster, who had its horn pierced through my arm. My world spun, but with it came a blinding fury I’d never felt before. It coursed through me with thundering speed and down my arms. I jammed my hand onto its face to push the thing away from me.

      Fiery threads of energy zapped across my flesh and into the hedgelin so fast, he shuddered and jerked backward. A sickening pop vibrated through me as his horn slid out, freeing me. 

      I retreated and cried out, clasping my bleeding arm, which hurt like a bitch. Fine lines of power encircled the animal like a lasso, pulling tighter and tighter.

      Knees buckled, it crumbled to the ground with a final grunting expel of breath, not moving, not making a sound.

      I had no idea how I’d done that… where the power had come from, but I didn’t care at that moment.

      I rushed to Trekkar’s side, tears blurring my vision.

      Falling to my knees, I reached out to him. “Trekkar!” Deep blue blood poured from the puncture in his chest.

      “Please don’t die on me. Don’t you dare.”

      With two fingers pressed to his neck, I felt the soft beat of his two hearts. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. All Drexes had them… Not me. I was part Drex, part human… a weakness, most said. Trekkar’s horns weren’t as big as my fathers and angled back, but it wouldn’t be long before they reached their full height of four fistfuls long once he turned twenty-five. While mine would stay their short length of two because of my half-breed status. I looked too human apparently, hardly any color to my skin, hair too light, unlike Trekkar. Too thin… the list went on. But I wanted to show them all they were wrong.

      When I looked down at my friend, my stomach knotted over the realization that I’d made a terrible mistake.

      Our cruiser sat back in town, where we had healing gel and bandages. Anything to help me get Trekkar on the ship and back home. I’d find someone to heal him… anything but take him home to his parents. They’d murder me, then my father would find out, and he’d chase me to the nether reaches of the universe to punish me for breaking his rules and illegally hunting down monsters.

      “I’ll be back. Stay here.” Staggering to my feet, I clasped the wound on my shoulder, the red staining and rolling through my fingers.

      Once I reached the colony, I darted toward the small ship I’d landed near the edge of civilization. I had to focus on Trekkar. If I hadn’t gotten thrown off the hedgelin… I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t lose my best friend. Not today or ever. I would fix this. Everything would be just fine.

      The ache in my arm jolted pain across my back, and I held back the whimpers. Night concealed me, and I sprinted forward.

      Ahead, the black two-seater ship lay concealed in the shadows. Small and dark, it sat there, huddled like a sleeping animal. The image of Trekkar so pale blue and seeing all his blood made my stomach heave. I had to hurry. 

      Up close, I slapped a palm to the panel near the door. A small chime sounded and the door slid open.

      When I raised my head, a dark figure stepped out from inside the vessel, and I shuddered, my head banging so loud, I couldn’t hear my thoughts.

      “Serena!” His voice boomed, leaving me quivering. His face twisted with fury, clenched hands, a nerve pulsing across his temple. The last time he was angry was when I accidently scratched his small space cruiser. He banned me from leaving the house for two months and made me work with the maids about the house.

      But this… after tonight… he was going to kill.

      “Oh, hi, Dad!” Kill me now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          SERENA   - TWO WEEKS LATER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re getting married,” Dad barked, his face reddening, his white horns vibrating like they always did when he got mad. As a child, I used to love holding on to them, and he’d spin me around on his shoulders. Now, they only reminded me of his fury.

      He stood near the entrance to my bedroom, his arms folded across his chest, clear he’d worked himself up to coming into my room to deliver his order. He’d been a warrior once, the best, but with age, he’d moved into the position of dealing with the governing powers across our galaxy. He was one of a dozen commissioners who enforced rules and maintained peace.

      I raised my chin and faced him head-on, even if he stood seven-foot and I was only five-foot-eight. “I’d rather leap off the balcony and float in space for eternity. I’m not marrying that reptilian beast. You know the Vrils expel mucus from their hides. I’ll die before touching one.”

      He grumbled under his breath. “Always so dramatic. You need to grow up. Stop being a child. Your stunt has put all our diplomacy in jeopardy. You broke the rules. Trekkar was lucky the horn just missed his hearts and he survived. Do you realize how many strings I had to pull to stop you and your friend from being locked up? From his family pressing charges against you?”

      For the millionth time, my heart shattered at how close I’d come to losing my best friend. I would do anything to go back in time to change that day and correct what had gone wrong. I stepped closer and reached for my dad’s arm, my fingers holding on to his pale skin. We were the only races with such white skin. Well, aside from Earthlings, but not many of them remained. When Drex had taken over their planet, many had mated with and joined our race, like Dad had with Mom, and now there were fewer true Humans or Drex. The Drex planet had long ago been destroyed when the sun had imploded in our galaxy. Aside from the horns, we looked pretty similar to the humans, which was why the two races came together so easily.

      Mryvin, Dad’s advisor, walked into the room, leaned in and whispered in Dad’s ear. He was younger than my dad, but his connections were out of this galaxy, according to Dad. I took that to mean he was great at spying on other people’s business and reporting back. The man always wore black pressed suits and white shirts, open at the collar. Short, black horns and hair slicked off his face like he meant business around the clock. He was a Draxx like me.

      I imagined Myrvin’s home was spotless and minimalistic with no clutter. Unlike my bedroom.

      Father nodded, his brow furrowing. “I’ll be ready in fifteen. Keep them busy until then,” he ordered, then he turned to me as Mryvin walked out.

      “I promise to be good. Give me another chance,” I pleaded with him. “Just don’t ask me to marry a Vrils.” Or any other secreting beast.

      But Dad heaved a snort. “I love you so much, but you need to learn some lessons. Tonight, you will wed Garrus. He comes from the most powerful house on Vril. Your union will bring peace to so many and will unify our races.” He turned for the door, talking about my marriage like a business deal.

      My heart sank, and desperation spiraled through me. Love? No, if my dad cared about me at all, he wouldn’t do this. He’d remember how he’d married Mom for love, not for political reasons.

      I scrambled after him. “I’ll go to training school,” I murmured, loathing the words as they fell from my mouth and my stomach twisted in knots. “You’ve been trying to get me to go. I’ll do it now.” The place was known for its cruelty, and only those with issues went there. Well, I guessed I had a mammoth amount of problems, like a father who prepared to marry me to a stranger, who’d forgotten how to love his daughter ever since my mother had died ten years ago.

      “It’s too late.” Dad paused in the hallway, shaking his head, but he didn’t face me. His horned shadow darkened the family photos that flicked to different images along the walls. “I’ve given you countless chances. This was the last one—”

      “I screwed up, okay?” I tugged his arm so he’d be forced to look at me.

      His crimson and black eyes stared at me like he already knew what I was going to say. If I’d been born a son, none of this would have been an issue. He’d be proud of my achievements and ability to fight. He’d be so impressed that I’d defeated the hedgelin and kept Trekkar alive, he’d be bragging to everyone, not forcing me into a marriage. 

      I pushed my feelings aside. I had to get him to understand. To agree to anything other than a Vrils or other vile species—never mind the fact that Garrus was nearly twice my age. There had to be something I could still use to gain my father’s approval.

      He wasn’t moved. “Your actions got you hurt and Trekkar nearly died because of your recklessness.”

      “Do you think I haven’t gone over what happened a million times? How I almost lost my best friend?” My voice cracked. I hated showing weakness; I clenched my fists, digging my fingernails into my palms. “If I mess this up, then I’ll willingly do whatever you say.”

      He cocked a bushy eyebrow at me.

      “I swear!” I couldn’t stand the thought of being married, especially not to a Vrils. “I’ve learned my lesson. Let me prove myself.”

      “I can’t trust you.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve already shown me that time and again. The media and my political opponents are trying to use this to rally for my impeachment. How can I govern the provinces when I can’t control my underage daughter? Going out behind my back doing illegal and dangerous stunts for your vanity.”

      I bristled. I was so tired of being thought of as inferior just because of my sex and age, but I swallowed my pride. My future was at stake. I had to appease him. Get him to agree. “I know. But this will be different.”

      When he turned away, my heart squeezed like a borta jellyfish stinging me. “Give me six months. If I don’t change your mind by then, I’ll marry Garrus.”

      His shoulders tightened. “Two and not a day more.”

      Acid bubbled in the back of my throat. I just prayed that was long enough to survive the academy or at least change Dad’s mind.
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      Sixty days. I repeated the mantra as I strode down the hospital wing to Trekkar’s room. My bags were packed and waiting near the transporter ship to Moonrise Academy. I clenched my fists at the compromise I’d made to go there, but at least I had a better chance of convincing my father to call off my marriage in the meantime.

      Trekkar would understand… I’d miss the universe out of him, but we’d keep in touch. The longest we’d ever been apart was eight days when his family had dragged him to Nirva for a family reunion and beach vacation.

      Sixty days.

      I would survive this.

      I pushed open his hospital room door and waved the package of chocolate-covered space-bugs in my hand at him. “You decent?”

      “Never,” he called back with a chuckle. “You almost missed me.”

      “What? I always miss you.” I tossed the offering to him, and he caught it with one hand. “Even when you’re late to jobs and let a hedgelin beat you up.” I smirked, and he broke into a laugh before clasping his bandaged chest, groaning.

      “Don’t make me laugh,” he murmured.

      “You heading home soon?”

      “Medic said I was good enough to go home. Should be ready to go hunting in a couple of days.” He set the candy on the bed, then adjusted his casted arm in the sling. “What’s the occasion, anyway?” He glanced at the candy and back at me.

      “I can’t bring my best friend sweets and come see him?” I teased.

      “Sure. Except you’ve visited me every other day, never brought me anything, and you just saw me last night.” He pushed the blanket off his legs and swung them over the edge of the bed, revealing the blue leggings and a stretchy top all patients wore, then patted the mattress beside him with his good hand. His dark hair sat flat, unlike his usual spiked look, and the shadows under his eyes had almost faded away.

      Instead of accepting his offer, I paced. “Dad agreed to postpone my wedding.”

      “That’s great news.” He sat up straighter, a sparkle glinting in his eyes.

      “No, it’s bad.” I faced him. “The only way I could get him to even consider it was saying I’d join the stupid Academy.”

      Trekkar’s face shifted to a pale blue. “Wha—? Moonrise. Tell me you didn’t offer that as an alternative.” At my nod, he hissed. “Shit, Serena, you might as well ask to join the sewage cleaners.”

      “It can’t be that bad.” I rolled my eyes, but inside, my stomach quaked. “I’m sure the students are just like us. Young adults eager to have fun.”

      “You can’t go.” Trekkar stood, the box of bug delicacies crashing to the floor. “Tell your dad you’ll do the mines or the even the swamp drains on Mercha.”

      “I can’t. I promised that I would do this, and he’s been asking me to go there for so long.”

      “The academy is a snob fortress. Not even my family has the clout they require to gain access or visits. I’ll never see you unless you get kicked out.” Trekkar’s insistence grated on me. I didn’t want to go, either, but it was worth not marrying a reptile.

      “No matter what, I won’t go back on my word.”

      “Tell him you made a mistake.” Trekkar’s voice pleaded, his eyes darkening.

      As much as I wanted to say something to bring back Trekkar’s fanged smile, I couldn’t lie. “As my friend, I thought you’d support my decision. Not lecture me.”

      He sighed. “Serena—”

      “I’m sorry about the hedgelin.” I nodded. “You know I’d have died to keep you safe.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do for you now.” He grasped my hand, his eyes searching mine for something.

      A space cruiser beeped outside. I inhaled a breath, waiting for Trekkar to continue.

      “Run away with me. We can marry in Lambrey and send your dad a notice after the fact. Once a marriage is final, no one can challenge it. You’ll be under my protection.”

      “Trekkar,” I started, squeezing his hand back. All of me wished I shared the feelings his expression showed, but I didn’t. He was a friend, always a friend… “I can’t get you drawn into my mess. I need to do this to get Dad off my back, then things will go back to normal.” Besides, this was my chance to prove myself to my dad. To get him to call off the stupid marriage contract and see what I was made of. That I wasn’t some weak woman who needed a man and protection. That I could safeguard myself and others. Moonrise would give me all that. I just had to excel at etiquette training and show him I could be responsible. I had sixty days to do all that. And running away to marry someone else, even if he was my best friend, wouldn’t give me that. I’d never be able to live with myself if I didn’t try. If I took the easy path.

      “I can’t.”

      He dropped my hand, lifting his chin. “Right. That’s what I thought.” He turned away, and my chest constricted. 

      I took a step toward him, my hand outstretched. I didn’t want to leave like this, but I couldn’t deal with all of this right now.

      “Aren’t you going to wish me a safe trip?” My throat tightened. “Or are you jealous I got accepted on my first try?” I tried to keep my voice light, teasing, aching to go back to our usual banter.

      “Good luck at Moonrise.” He shook his head. “Hope you find whatever makes you happy.”

      His words stung more than I thought possible, and I trembled, hating that he didn’t see why I had to do this. “Thanks. You too. At least you’ve still got friends at school. I’m starting fresh at Moonrise.”

      He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes and his short, spiral horns didn’t brighten. “My dad has grounded me for six months. No flying, no teleporting, or planet-hopping. And no money from monster-hunting.” His gaze lowered, and it broke my heart. His family struggled financially, so the money we made on the side, he gave to his mom to help them. Their dad couldn’t find out as it would bring too much shame to the family, so everything was hush hush. Everything we made, I let him keep to help them out.

      I gave him a hug, but his body was stiff against me. “It won’t be that long. I’ve only got two months to convince my dad to call off the wedding or I’d trade you. Bet you’d have no problem learning the ins and outs of all the planetary decorum. Then I’ll be back and we can kick off hunting again.”

      At his silence, I swallowed down the wad of emotions pressing into my throat and nodded before dragging myself out the door.
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