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          “This is irresponsible!” I said for the third time. 


          “Hush!” Jenna, my best friend, pressed a finger to her lips as she tightened her hand around the hilt of her Queller and peeked over a row of bushes.


          It was past 11 PM in the middle of January, and we were freezing outside of Hades, a popular nightclub in Hell’s Kitchen, which was Skew-exclusive. Stales, regular humans, stayed away from here unless they wanted a vamp to suck their blood or a demon to possess them—not an optimal situation when half of the Summoning class hiding outside the club consisted of Stales like Jenna, Sage, and Benjamin. That we had no quelling experience went without saying.


          What was “Professor Drevan Veneres” thinking?!


          I glanced right and left at my classmates. They were all holding their Quellers, peering at the club across the parking lot, their faces illuminated in the red neon light coming from the huge sign that read “HADES”. The sign had a devil’s tail whipping around it and horns sticking out from the “D”.


          Few of the students had the sense to be scared. Benjamin, to my left, was the only one who seemed to feel the way I did. He shook his head as I met his gaze.


          It was only the beginning of the spring semester, and we’d barely had a handful of lessons with Professor Veneres, the bastard demon. No one was ready for this.


          “Quit worrying,” Jenna hissed. “Drevan won’t let anything happen to us.”


          I huffed as I scanned the club’s door and the bouncers standing next to it. One of them tapped his foot at the rhythm of the muffled music spilling from the club.


          Drevan Morningstar—not Drevan Veneres—couldn’t be trusted. He was a demon, for fuck’s sake. Not only that, he had enemies in high places. What if they decided to have a little fun at the expense of the League of Demon Hunter’s students? I bet the arrogant Prince of Hell hadn’t thought of that. If only I’d seen him before we’d been instructed to come here. I would’ve given him an earful.


          “How long do we have to wait?” Sage Donnelley asked under his breath.


          He was so gung-ho about this that it was ridiculous. On the way here, I’d tried to talk sense into him and some of the others, but no one had listened. They were simply too excited.


          “I don’t know what’s up your butt,” Regina Becker sneered. “It’s clear you don’t like Professor Veneres. What do you have against him?”


          Professor! Gah!


          Every time I thought of Drevan as an LDH academic, I wanted to roll my eyes.


          Regina Becker was the quintessential mean girl, and she hated me. At first, because she liked Sage, and he had a thing for me. And now because, like every girl in the class, she also had a crush on Professor Veneres, and she’d noticed the tension between Drevan and me—a tension that I was sure she was interpreting the wrong way.


          Of course, when she accused me of having something against her dear professor, I absolutely denied it. I couldn’t very well admit that I was working with him to save the world from the apocalypse or that I hated his lying-demon, hideous-monster ass.


          A sudden pop brought me back to the moment.


          In the middle of the parking lot, a plume of smoke rose from the pavement, quickly solidifying into Drevan. He was always performing “magic” tricks like this, so the students thought he was a mage. Fat chance.


          The demon was dressed in gray pants and jacket, a tight vest, white shirt, and silken silver tie. On top of it, he wore a black tailored coat that reached past his knees. Its collar was up around his neck as he stood, hands in his pockets, one leg bent and the other one straight in a casual pose. One of his dark eyebrows was raised and his full lips pursed. His raven hair shone in the light. His entire demeanor was effortlessly theatrical, and to my dismay, it totally worked. He looked like a movie star, a model ready to walk the runway, or a prince, which was actually what he was.


          Damn! The bastard really loved dramatic entrances.


          A collective sigh went through the group, and it didn’t come only from the females. There were a couple of guys who also seemed spellbound by Drevan.


          He blinked at the bushes where we were hiding, his golden eyes glinting with amusement. “What are you doing hiding there?”


          Sage cleared his throat and straightened. “Um, the message said we would be… quelling a demon.”


          “And you hope to do that while taking cover behind shrubbery?”


          Regina stretched to her full height and started climbing over the hedge. “Of course not. It was Lucia who suggested we should stay out of sight.”


          Drevan wrinkled his nose. “Perhaps you should choose a braver leader to follow.”


          She batted the hand not holding the Queller. “Oh, she’s not our leader.”


          Drevan huffed, looking skeptical.


          I sheathed my borrowed sword—it would be unwise to use Blazebringer since there already were rumors I’d stolen it—pushed past the bushes, and stepped into the parking lot, relieved. It seemed there was no demon to quell, and Drevan wasn’t foolishly endangering everyone’s life, but he soon disallowed me of my foolish assumption.


          “We are going to do a stark summoning,” he announced, putting on a huge smile.


          A flutter of excitement went through my classmates, all nine of them. Jenna had joined my side, and she nearly bounced on the balls of her feet at the news.


          “That’s irresponsible,” I hissed between clenched teeth.


          I said it low enough that I hoped only Drevan would hear me, but I forgot that Russell Newman was a werewolf with sensitive hearing. He quickly leaned to speak in Regina’s ear to share what I said.


          Very slowly, Drevan turned in my direction, his eyes narrowed. As his breathtaking attractiveness hit me.


          Nothing ever happened between you two, Lucia.


          If I was allowed to call very intense kissing and groping “nothing.” It could have been worse. It was almost worse. I came to the brink of sleeping with Lucifer’s monster son. It didn’t matter that at the moment he’d looked like a god, beautiful, alluring, and radiant. Or that there was an intense magnetism about him that made me as defenseless as a moth in front of a million brilliant suns. I’d almost slipped.


          I had to remember who he really was. I couldn’t let his otherworldly charm blind me and burn me. I had to remind myself who I was dealing with.


          He was a monster, an eight-foot-tall beast with muscles the size of boulders. He had long fingers with brutal claws and membranous wings with bone spikes at their apex. Not to mention curved horns, a pointed chin, too-high cheekbones, and rows of jagged teeth. He was nothing like what he appeared, and my body had no business tingling all over when his gaze raked its length up and down.


          “Did you say something, Ms. Sunder?” he asked in an acerbic tone that made Regina smirk.


          I cleared my throat, determined not to let him intimidate me. “I don’t think doing any type of uncontrolled summoning is advisable at this stage in our learning. Besides, what about the club-goers? Someone could get hurt. Also, we’re not even certified to wield a Queller outside the league. This isn’t official business.”


          “I thought I was the teacher, Ms. Sunder.”


          Biting my tongue, I held back the words I wanted to spit in his face. He was doing this whole teaching charade to get on my nerves, and he was succeeding. Damn it!


          I glanced around at my classmates, who were all glaring at me, including Jenna and Sage. They knew better and understood how dangerous it could be. The day we tried to summon Phenog in that hotel room, things got terribly out of hand. One false step could cost someone’s life. Only Benjamin seemed to agree with me and met my gaze with sympathy.


          But hey, if all these idiots had no more sense than a barrel of hammers, who was I to get in the way of their eager desire to kick the bucket?


          I shrugged. “My apologies, Professor Veneres. I’m sure you, better than anyone, understand everyone’s capabilities and proficiency at summoning and quelling.”


          “Speak for yourself, Lucia,” Sage put in. “I’m ready for everything and anything.” He took a few steps back and brandished his Queller from side to side, making the air whistle. Since he came from a demon-hunting family, Sage had received sword training for many years. He was good, but he’d never quelled any demons. Not even a level G one.


          Drevan gave Sage a withering glare, then turned back to me. “I assure you that despite your inexperience, you have nothing to worry about. I won’t let anything happen to anyone.”


          Pompous jerk! 


          But, of course, he wasn’t entirely wrong. Any demon we happened to summon would have to obey Drevan, no matter what. He was their boss, after all. Still, something could go wrong. Someone could do something stupid, and he might not be able to prevent an accident. 


          Oh, witchlights! Maybe I was worrying too much. Maybe if our teacher was anyone other than Drevan Morningstar, I would be all over this excursion. I wanted to learn just as much as the next person. At the beginning of last semester, I’d been all about breaking the rules to speed up the pace of my learning, which at the time had seemed terribly sluggish. Maybe I just needed to set aside my personal issues and try to learn as much as I could from him. Because honestly, who could be more knowledgeable about demons than one of their masters?


          Drevan glanced at his students, who had formed a circle around him. “I need a volunteer.”


          Everyone except Benjamin and me lifted their hands up in the air.


          “Pick me. Pick me,” Jenna whispered under her breath.


          Drevan turned in a circle and frowned when he noticed my hand wasn’t up. He shrugged and continued turning, giving himself a casual air. Jenna put her hand down, deflating. At last, Drevan’s attention settled on Regina.


          “Ms. Becker.” He beckoned with one of his long-fingered hands.


          For an instant, I saw his body transform into that beast with his huge hands and terrible black claws capable of tearing through a bus like a giant can opener. I shook my head and took a deep breath, willing the images away.


          Nothing happened, Lucia. You didn’t sleep with a monster.


          “Do you know what a stark summoning is, Ms. Becker?” Drevan asked.


          Regina preened herself like some sort of swan ready to spread her wings and fly. “I do.”


          “Excellent. Could you explain it to the rest of the class?”


          She nodded, her blond hair swinging lightly. “A stark summoning is performed without a summoning circle, and when the demon in question is known to be in our realm already.” She smirked, looking pleased with herself.


          Drevan raised his eyebrows, urging her to go on, but it seemed that was where Regina’s knowledge on the subject ended. Looking disappointed, he glanced around the circle again. His gaze landed on me for the second time. I itched to provide the answer and show my classmates that I knew, but I would not give him the satisfaction.


          Tentatively, Jenna put her hand up


          Drevan turned his attention away from me, though not before a flash of discontent crossed his expression.


          “Yes, Ms. Griffin.”


          “You also need a summoning stone,” she answered, sounding a bit uncertain, but when Drevan smiled and nodded in approval, a wide smile parted her lips.


          “And what else?” Drevan pressed.


          Jenna’s smile quickly disappeared.


          “No one? It was part of the assigned reading material.”


          We had received said assignment only a few minutes before we were directed to come here. The only reason I knew the answer was because I’d been reading ahead in our Summoning for the Ages textbook. Yeah, I had turned into one of those students, and I didn’t know whether to be proud or ashamed of myself. Regina had been reading on her phone on our way here, but clearly, she hadn’t gotten to the end of the chapter.


          “The demon in question has to be within a hundred-yard radius,” I said in a tired tone, “which probably means our target is inside of Hades.” I pointed toward the club.


          I’d been inside once, the night Drevan threw Sage over a balcony thinking my friend was being impersonated by an evil angel. He had brought me here using a demon portal, which was one of his favorite methods of transportation, one that left me feeling ready to puke every time he dragged me along.


          “Very good, Ms. Sunder,” he praised me, his eyes sparkling, just the reason I didn’t like answering questions in his class, which kind of defeated the purpose of reading ahead. Bummer. Still, someone should tell him he wasn’t supposed to play favorites with his students. Maybe I needed to mention something to Director Grant.


          Across the circle, Regina’s mouth turned upside down in exaggerated disgust. Shit! Why couldn’t I learn to keep my mouth shut?


          “What did you do to ingratiate yourself with Professor Veneres?” Regina, the bitch, had asked me yesterday after Drevan praised the precision of a summoning circle I’d drawn in class. Of course, I hadn’t honored her question with an answer, though it had taken a lot of teeth grinding and inner cursing not to fall prey to her taunting.


          Pushing his long coat out of the way with a flourish, Drevan reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a summoning stone, an artifact imbued with a demon’s essence that facilitated the process of calling the creature forth. Drevan tossed it in the air and caught it again.


          “This summoning stone was created by none other than Konrad Striker.” He handed the stone to Sage. “Examine it and pass it around, please, Mr. Donnelley.”


          As the summoning stone exchanged hands and everyone took a close look, Drevan explained who we were about to summon.


          “The essence contained in that stone belongs to a demon by the name of Eisheth. Does anyone know what type of demon she is?”


          I bit my tongue and avoided glancing in Regina’s direction. I knew what type of demon she was, and I didn’t like this one bit. She was a level D creature, even more dangerous than Phenog, which was one level down.


          “Eisheth is a succubus,” Drevan continued, when no one answered. “Her first recorded sighting in our realm was in 300 BC. After that there have been three others, all recorded this week. As you well know, demon sightings have drastically increased in the past few months. It is the reason why first-years such as yourselves are receiving advanced training.”


          The summoning stone finished making its way to me. I turned it over in my hand, puzzled over the fact that it had been created by Striker—the greatest demon hunter of all time who, by the way, also happened to be a demon. According to the Demon Hunter Register, he had been the first one to quell Eisheth and send her back to hell. He even took the time to capture her essence to make the summoning stone I now held, a smooth river rock with no special markings.


          I wondered, not for the first time, what demon dwellers made out of someone like Striker. Also, why he hadn’t used Blazebringer to quell Eisheth since she was still alive. His sword was forged in heavenly fire, which was the only type of weapon that could kill an angel, a Nephilim, and a demon. Maybe he played favorites or maybe he never used Blazebringer to quell because he didn’t want to kill his friends. Now, that was a thought. I made a mental note to read the true version of Striker’s biography. It was something I’ve been meaning to do since I learned what he was after I got my Truesight.


          “A D level demon such as Eisheth has no business being here,” Drevan went on, “so we’re here to summon her and send her back to where she belongs.”


          “Yes!” Sage pumped a fist in the air.


          So far, E was the highest level of demon we’d summoned and quelled in class. Talk about stepping things up.


          “Who wants to do the honors?” Drevan asked.


          Jenna, Sage, and Regina’s hands went up faster than I could say irresponsible.


          Drevan turned to me, and I thought he was expecting to find my hand raised, but instead, he wiggled his fingers, asking for the summoning stone. I dropped it on his extended palm, frowning.


          With a flick of Drevan’s hand, a perfect summoning circle flanked by candles appeared on the blacktop. Smirking, he turned to Regina, offering her the stone.


          “Ms. Becker, your unrelenting enthusiasm is a joy to any teacher.”


          Insufferable.


          She beamed and still had the presence of mind to throw a nasty glare in my direction. I bet she wouldn’t be so eager to please him if she knew what I did. But let her find out the hard way, just as I had. The bitch deserved it.


          Holding her Queller in one hand and the summoning stone in the other, Regina stepped forward and faced the club. Everyone else moved to stand behind her, while Drevan stayed by her side. She squared her shoulders, then leaned down to place the stone inside the candle lit circle. It took her a few beats and several deep breaths to issue the summoning words.


          “From the depths of hell, I command you to come forth. The circle will bind you. The flames will charm you. Eisheth, you are summoned.”


          Everyone seemed to hold their breath, waiting for the succubus to appear. We were used to obscure entrances that included smoke such as Phenog’s, but when the succubus simply materialize on top of the stone, it was clear to see she relied simply on her chosen semblance for her theatrics, which judging by the gasp that rippled through our group, was more than enough.


          Eisheth stood over six-foot tall. She wore an outfit suitable for a fantasy novel warrior. The thing looked like a red one-piece bathing suit that barely covered the important bits. The crotch and boobs were clad in intricately forged metal and trimmed with razor-sharp edges. The suit was accompanied by matching gauntlets and elaborate boots that extended above her knees. Her skin was the color of cream and just as smooth. Her hair was red and shoulder-length, parted in the middle and framing her face like silken sheets. She wore dramatic red eyeshadow and lipstick, which gave her a femme fatale appearance that I was sure few men and women could resist.


          “Holy fuck!” Sage exclaimed breathlessly, sounding as if he was ready to drop his pants to offer himself to the succubus.


          I elbowed him in the ribs and looked him straight in the eye to make sure he wasn’t under some sort of spell. From the way he blinked and shook his head, it seemed he had been.


          Eisheth’s dark gaze flicked to Drevan for only an instant before settling on Regina, who was holding her Queller at the ready.


          “How dare you disturb me, you ugly human? I was in the club, having fun,” the succubus said in a voice that flowed like honey over a warm surface.


          I pressed my lips together, doing my best to stifle a laugh at the way Regina bristled at being called ugly. Though my amusement died when the haughty blonde decided to pay the insult back.


          “Easy for you to call someone ugly when you hide behind an illusion. Everyone knows demons are hideous.”


          I almost choked up at that. One because I’d fooled myself into believing Drevan was gorgeous, and two because the succubus looked pissed.


          Drevan pursed his lips. “Not a smart move, Ms. Becker.”


          Don’t say.


          “Hideous?” Eisheth hissed, her smooth voice acquiring a deadly edge.


          My hand itched to unsheathe my Queller, wishing it was Blazebringer and not the regular Queller Director Grant had given me for the class.


          Abruptly, Eisheth threw her head back and laughed. Her red hair swung like curtains swaying in a gentle breeze. Her laughter was like the sound of tiny bells playing a melody. I swallowed hard and focused on the summoning stone at her feet, forcing myself to remember I was dealing with a high-class demon.


          “My true form is pure elegance and beauty,” the succubus said. “Too much for your weak human eyes to handle, but since you insist…” Smoke started billowing up from the pavement under the demon’s feet.


          “Eisheth,” Drevan warned in a tone a father might use on a naughty daughter. He shifted on the spot, which made me fear things were getting a bit out of hand. 


          Placing a hand on Regina’s back, he gave her an encouraging push. “I think it’s time for you to quell this beast.”


          Eisheth’s black eyes darted to Drevan at the word beast.


          Uh-oh, the spawn was pissed off at daddy.


          The tip of Regina’s sword trembled, revealing how unprepared she was for this.


          Stepping out of the line, I inched closer to Drevan and hissed between my teeth. “Do something.”


          He ignored me and instead frowned at Regina, his expression asking what are you waiting for?


          I was about to yell a clever insult at him when the cloud of smoke that had quickly surrounded Eisheth exploded outward, blinding us for a moment. Everyone gasped, and Benjamin even screamed.


          Adrenaline bursting into my system, I drew my Queller, held it in front of me, and shuffled a few steps back. Desperately, I batted at the smoke, until not one but three shapes materialized in front of our group.


          My heart dropped straight to my feet when I beheld Eisheth’s true shape. But what really shook me to the bone were the two figures standing behind her.


          Jophiel, the angel. And Josephine LeBeau, the former director of the LDH.
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        What were Jophiel and LeBeau doing with Drevan’s demon? It didn’t make any sense. 

The entire tableau was hard to process. Eisheth’s true form was horrifying. She had grown to almost seven feet in height. Her forearms had thickened and grown fur. Two new sets of arms grew from her torso, also fur-covered. All four hands had sharp, pointed claws. A large, lumpy hunchback protruded behind her head. Her skimpy outfit broke into pieces and fell to the ground, revealing veined skin and breasts that ended in sharp spikes. Her legs were obscenely muscled, sinew bulging and webbed with bloated veins.

But the most hideous thing of all was her face. Four new eyes appeared below her original pair, replacing her nose. Thick hairs sprouted from her forehead and cheeks. They looked stiff and sharp, like porcupine quills. And worst of all, a pair of huge pincers had replaced her mouth. She looked as if a gorilla had bread with a tarantula.

Benjamin shrieked at the sight of the monster, wrapped an arm around Jenna’s shoulder, and pulled her away. She protested and tried to get free, but he was intent on dragging her to safety. For which I was grateful.

Most of my other classmates followed suit after Benjamin, Regina included. Only Sage and Zach remained, their Quellers at the ready.

“Sage, get the hell out of here and take Zach with you,” I snapped. I doubted Zach had ever faced a demon outside of class. He might get killed.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Sage twirled his sword once, then held it with both hands, his eyes never flinching away from Eisheth’s multifaceted ones.

Zach dropped his Queller, and it clattered to the ground. I thought he would turn tail and run, heeding my advice, but instead, he echoed Sage’s sentiment.

“I’m not going anywhere either,” he growled, then proceeded to morph into a massive grizzly bear, his clothes ripping as brown fur replaced them.

Holy shit! I had no idea he was a shifter. Dropping his sword hadn’t been an optimal decision, but the bear looked as if it could take a demon or two. I had to trust he knew what he was doing.

Holding my Queller, I stepped forward to form a line with Sage and Zach.

Eisheth made a strange sound that made me think of an army of chittering crabs. Her arms moved in unison as she stalked toward us.

My gaze bounced from the beast to Drevan, then to Jophiel and LeBeau.

Drevan, for his part, seemed completely focused on the angel.

“Drevan Veneres!” Jophiel exclaimed as if he were surprised to see Drevan there.

What the heck? Why would he call him by that name? Why care about the professor’s charade? Was that part of the rules? Grand time to decide to follow them.

The angel was dressed in regular clothes, forsaking the light blue pleated skirt and gladiator-looking sandals he normally wore. His blond hair shone in the moonlight, giving the impression of spun silk. He was very handsome and radiated as if he were full of goodness, which I knew very well he was not.

“We are so fortunate you’re here,” Jophiel continued, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “I would trust no one other than you to keep us safe from this horrific hell dweller.”

Huh?

Jophiel smirked, reached behind him, and unsheathed Swiftglory—that infernal dagger that had almost killed Drevan before. It had also been forged in heavenly fire.

Oh, so the angel was just mocking Drevan. The asshole.

LeBeau’s sharp blue eyes lasered in my direction as she also reached behind her back and unsheathed her Queller. She wore a leather uniform very similar to that of an LDH Demon Hunter, except it was entirely black. I sneered. She had no business trying to look like she was still on our side. She betrayed us, betrayed humanity. She joined our enemies.

Sidestepping around Eisheth, she made her way toward me, her intention to fight me and shred me to pieces spelled on her features. She was clearly holding a grudge.

“You’re a traitor,” I spat. “How can you do this?”

She brandished her sword, slicing it through the air and making it sing. “What are you talking about, little hunter? I’m on the right side of this fight. It is you who has aligned herself with the wrong people.”

I flinched at that, wondering what my classmates would make of her words and the fact that I was fighting the former league director, the woman who had once made me her protégé. But I couldn’t worry about that right now, not when her eyes were sparkling with murderous intent.

Without warning, she charged.

As if LeBeau’s attack was their cue, Jophiel and Eisheth also jumped into action.

LeBeau was fast. She had many years of experience sword fighting, whereas I’d only begun learning last semester. It took all the speed and agility I had to lift my sword in time to block her. Our swords clanged together a mere inch from my face. My arms trembled as she leaned all her weight into me and I tried to hold her back. LeBeau was taller and heavier than me and was quickly driving the sharp edge of my own Queller toward my nose.

Shit! If I didn’t do something, she was going to cut me in half.

There was a growl from Zach, and the sound of metal against metal, but I couldn’t spare a second to see what was happening around me.

LeBeau was only a Stale, and I was a Skew with another weapon at my disposal. Using my telekinetic powers, I focused on one of her boots and yanked it from under her. I expected her to fall flat on her back, but she’d probably been counting on my abilities and had been ready for such an attack. Instead, she dropped to one knee and managed to turn her mishap into an attack, aiming her sword at my middle and slicing across.

I cried out as the blade cut through my jacket. I waited for the sting and warmth of blood, but I’d also been quick and my retreating step had saved me from being wounded.

I had an instant to cast a glance about to see Drevan engaged in battle with the angel, and Eisheth taking a hold of Zach’s bear form by the neck, while Sage did his best to stab her and send her ass back where she belonged. If he didn’t hurry, the demon was going to strangle Zach, or worse yet, possess him.

As my attention swiftly returned to LeBeau, I found her coming at me with her Queller raised above her head.

I parried the blow and jumped back several steps, trying to take a better view of what was happening around us. People had started coming out of the club, drawn by the commotion. Jenna pushed Benjamin down and got away from him. Arms pumping, she ran in to help Sage and save Zach. Drevan was parrying attacks from Swiftglory. Of all of us, he was at the greatest disadvantage because his sword was totally harmless against Jophiel, while the angel’s dagger was mortal against him. Still, he was faring much better than Zach, whose tongue was lolling as his back legs dangled weakly in the air.

LeBeau glared at me, rage contorting her face. Hate seemed to ooze from her. She had tried to further corrupt me, to drown me in my own pride and ego, and it was clear she despised me for letting her down and finding the error of my ways. Drevan said she’d struck a bargain with the man upstairs, and as long as Drevan and I were succeeding in our task of redeeming the subjects, she would not get whatever was promised to her.

“I’m going to kill you,” she hissed between clenched teeth, then ran at me again.

But I couldn’t fight her right now, not when my classmates needed my help, so instead of facing her, I ran. As fast as I could, I skirted around Eisheth, putting the huge demon between LeBeau and me.

Zack’s legs stopped kicking, and his eyes rolled to the back of his head. Sage and Jenna were doing their best to get close to Eisheth in order to stab her, but the demon’s long arms and fast movements were keeping them at a distance.

The good thing was that I didn’t need to get close. Last year, fighting one of the demons Drevan had used in his redemption plot against me, I learned I could quell without touching the sword, so aiming my weapon directly at Eisheth’s middle, I let go of its hilt and propelled it forward.

The Queller flew true, and I was about to whoop in victory when Sage stepped right into the path of my flying sword.

[image: image-placeholder]My heart and lungs stopped.

A collective cry rose from behind the hedges where the rest of my classmates were taking cover.

I was nearly paralyzed with inaction, but just as the sword was a few feet from Sage, I had the presence of mind to redirect it, sending a blast of my telekinetic power under it. The Queller’s tip rose.

Eisheth monstrous figure loomed over Sage, and I saw the opportunity to salvage my attack. I had aimed for her middle because it provided a larger target, but a simple nick in any part of the demon’s body would do. Keeping control of the soaring Queller, I aimed higher. It traveled in its new trajectory, but Eisheth kept moving, avoiding Sage’s and Jenna’s attacks, and I had to keep correcting the course.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of LeBeau rushing toward me once more, her sword prepared to lop my head off. A burst of adrenaline shot through my system as I became aware of the threat. I needed to kill Eisheth and save my life. I couldn’t do both. So I gave my sword a final push, praying to the witchlights it would find its target. Then I ducked and rolled away from my attacker, just as her sword whistled through the air right at the spot where my head had been a second ago.

There was a terrible roar that sounded like a thousand lions crying out in pain and anger. A loud pop followed, then the air filled with thick smoke. My Queller had hit the demon! Blinking at the sting in my eyes, I crawled on all fours under the haze, in case LeBeau came looking for me. Ashes rained around us like snow.

As I scuttled like a cowardly bug, my hand fell on thick fur. I flinched back, then realized it must be Zach. Feeling my way around, I found his head. His pelt was dense and coarse.

“Zach, Zach.” I shook him desperately. “Wake up!”

Please, don’t be dead. Don’t be dead.

I felt around his neck for a pulse, but it was impossible to find one through the breadth of his coat. That or he just didn’t have one anymore. Tears pooled in my eyes. I blinked them away as the smoke dissipated, leaving behind Sage and Jenna, crouching low and coughing.

Behind them, LeBeau stood, batting a hand to dispel the remaining smoke. When it had all cleared, she wasted no time charging in my friends’ direction.

“Look out!” I cried out, jumping to my feet. I thrust a hand forward and blasted the brunt of my telekinetic power between Sage and Jenna.

The blast flew past them and hit LeBeau square in the chest. She grunted as it hit her, her face contorting in pain. She staggered backward several feet. Her arms windmilled as she fought to keep her balance. I thought one blast might be enough to take her down, but the woman was strong. When she fully recovered, she took a deep breath and charged forward again.

Damn!

By now, Sage and Jenna had turned to face her, but they were no match for the former director. I had to help them.

Drawing on the dregs of my power, I prepared another attack. As the energy gathered, LeBeau advanced on my friends. My vision blurred as I panted through my efforts. For a moment, I thought I would fall to my knees, but I managed to stay upright. When I knew I’d siphoned every bit of my telekinetic power to the surface, I released it, hoping to take LeBeau down once and for all. But as the attack hit her, it barely made her lurch back.

Sage stepped in front of Jenna to keep her safe. LeBeau raised her sword to meet his, face twisted in hatred.

My knees wobbled weakly and gave. I collapsed on top of Zach, my head swimming. Before I passed out, I had enough presence of mind to look around for Drevan.

“Help them,” I said in a hoarse voice.

But he and Jophiel were gone. I hadn’t seen them leave, but I imagined them battling high above us, beating their beautiful wings as they rocketed through the clouds, trying to stab each other.

Then I passed out.
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        My mouth felt as dry as cotton and my body weighed a ton. As I opened my eyes, the room swam. It took me a moment to discern the objects in front of me. My brain was as sluggish as a turtle. 

Megan approached when she noticed I was awake. She was a healer like my sister Dani and had tended to me the night we redeemed Solar Hudson, the Sloth Subject. Jophiel had shot me, and Khargon had rushed me here. Megan was in her late thirties and had blond hair cut short. Her gray eyes assessed me and, without a word, she got busy checking my vitals.

She had no need for instruments to do it. She only touched my forehead, placed a finger on my wrist to take my pulse, and stared deeply into my eyes. I knew from experience that she would have an exact reading of my temperature, my heartbeats per minute, my blood pressure, and who knew what else. Dani was the same: a walking vitals machine.

“Spit in this cup, please.” She thrust a plastic cup in front of my face.

I frowned, but knew better than to object. She was stern and didn’t put up with any nonsense. It was hard to build up enough saliva in my dry mouth, but I managed. A trickle ran down the side of the cup as I handed it back.

She left for a few minutes, disappearing through the main door without a word
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