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The first thing I learned about monsters is that they don’t wait for the sun to go down.




I was six years old, sitting on the floor of our kitchen in the Outer Rim, trying to tie my boots. The heater was clanking, a rhythmic metal heartbeat that usually made me feel safe. Outside, the sky was the color of a fresh bruise—deep purples and aching blues. Snow was falling in thick, heavy clumps, the kind that swallows sound and makes the world feel small.




“Lyra, honey, get your coat,” my mother said.




Her voice wasn’t right. It was thin, like paper being torn. She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at the back door, her hand hovering over the heavy iron bolt. My father was already by the window, his rifle gripped so tight his knuckles looked like polished stones.




“Is it the dogs again?” I asked.




In the Outer Rim, we called them dogs. It made them sound smaller. It made the fear easier to swallow. We were told they were scavengers—broken, hairy things that lived in the trash and the trees beyond the city’s kinetic shield.




“They aren’t dogs, Lyra,” my father whispered. He didn’t look back. “Stay behind the counter. Do not move. Do not make a sound.”




Then came the sound.




It wasn’t a bark. It wasn’t even a growl. It was a vibration that started in the soles of my feet and crawled up my spine. It sounded like the earth itself was cracking open. It was a deep, guttural howl that cut right through the clanking of the heater and the whistling of the wind.




The back door didn’t just open; it exploded.




The wood splintered into a thousand jagged teeth. The cold rushed in first—a wall of freezing air that smelled of wet fur and raw meat. I scrambled back, my fingers slipping on the linoleum, and wedged myself into the narrow gap between the fridge and the pantry.




I saw them.




They were massive. Too big to be real. They looked like wolves, but their shoulders were too high, their eyes too human, glowing with an amber light that felt like a physical heat. There were three of them. The lead one was charcoal gray, his fur matted with frozen blood that wasn’t his own.




My father fired.




The crack of the rifle was deafening in the small kitchen. The gray beast didn’t fall. It didn’t even flinch. It just lunged.




I pressed my hands over my ears, but I couldn’t shut out the wet, tearing noise. I couldn’t shut out my mother’s scream—a high, sharp sound that ended far too quickly.




“Run, Lyra!”




That was the last thing my father ever said. His voice was wet, gurgling through the red ruin of his throat.




I didn’t run. I was a child. I was frozen. I watched through the crack in the pantry as the gray monster stood over my father’s body. It didn’t eat him. That was the part they never told us in the stories. It didn’t look hungry. It looked angry. It looked like it was looking for something.




The wolf turned its head. It sniffed the air, its black nose twitching. Its amber eyes locked onto mine through the darkness of my hiding spot.




I stopped breathing. I felt a strange heat blooming in my own chest, a terrifying pulse that matched the wolf’s heartbeat. My vision blurred. For a second, just one heartbeat, I didn’t feel afraid. I felt… recognized.




Then the monster bared its teeth, long and yellow, dripping with the lifeblood of my family. The moment of connection snapped. The hatred took root. It was a cold, hard seed that buried itself deep in my gut.




I am going to kill you, I thought. I didn’t have the words for it then, but the feeling was there. I will grow up, and I will find you, and I will turn you into nothing.




The wolf stepped toward me, its massive claws clicking on the floorboards. It leaned down, its hot, metallic breath hitting my face. I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the teeth. Waiting for the end.




Instead, there was a flash of blinding white light.




The kitchen windows shattered inward. A different kind of sound filled the room—the high-pitched whine of pulse-rifles. The “dogs” let out a series of yelps and snarls. I heard the heavy thud of boots, the rhythmic clank of armored suits.




“Clear! Clear the room!”




I opened my eyes. The wolves were gone, leaping back out into the snow through the wreckage of the door. In their place stood men in gleaming silver-and-white armor. The Lux Academy Enforcers.




One of them knelt in front of me. He pulled off his helmet, revealing a face that was stern but calm. His eyes were a piercing, artificial blue.




“Are you hurt, little one?” he asked.




I didn’t look at him. I looked past him, at the red smears on the floor where my parents used to be. The snow was blowing in, covering their bodies in a thin, white sheet. The blood looked like spilled ink on a fresh page.




“They killed them,” I whispered. My voice didn’t sound like a six-year-old’s. It sounded like something old and broken.




The man reached out and took my hand. His glove was hard, cold plastic. “The beasts are a plague, Lyra. But you are safe now. The Academy will take you. We will teach you how to make sure this never happens to anyone else.”




I looked at the red-stained snow one last time. I didn’t cry. I didn’t scream. I just let the man lead me out of the house and into the waiting transport.




As we flew toward the Inner Circle, away from the ruins of my life, I watched the dark trees of the Dead Zone disappear. I watched the high, shimmering walls of Lux City rise up to meet us.




I made a silent promise to the ghosts of my parents. I would become the sharpest blade the Academy had ever forged. I would learn every way to track, trap, and terminate the monsters that took my world away.




I spent the next twelve years fueling that fire. I became the top of my class. I became the girl who never missed a shot. I became the perfect initiate.




But I never forgot the way that wolf looked at me. I never forgot the heat in my chest that felt like an answering call.




I thought I was training to be a savior. I thought I was the hunter.




I was wrong.




Twelve years later, standing on the stage of the Iron Spire for my Selection, I realized that the monsters hadn’t just been in the kitchen that night.




They had been holding my hand the whole time.




The memory faded, as it always did, leaving me with the cold reality of the present.




I stood in the center of the Selection Hall, my white uniform stiff and smelling of starch. My Best friend, Dante, was standing two rows behind me, his eyes bright with excitement. He thought today was the beginning of our lives. He thought we were finally getting our magic, our Codas, our chance to protect the world.




Up on the high dais, Director Valerius stood with the Coda crystal. It was a beautiful, terrifying thing—a shard of pure, translucent energy that supposedly held the power of the heavens.




“Lyra Thorne,” he called out. His voice was the same one I remembered from the kitchen, though he looked older now. More polished.




I walked forward. Every step was a tribute to the blood in the snow. I reached the dais and knelt, bowing my head. I wanted the magic. I wanted the power to finish what the wolves started.




“For your service, for your loyalty, for the future of Lux,” Valerius intoned.




He lowered the crystal.




I expected a hum of energy. I expected the golden light of the Mages. I expected to finally feel like I belonged to the world of men.




When the crystal touched my collarbone, the world didn’t turn gold.




It turned red.




A jagged, pulsing crimson light erupted from the crystal, mirroring the color of the blood on my kitchen floor. A scream built in my throat—not a human scream, but a roar that felt like it was tearing my ribs apart.




The heat was back. The same heat I’d felt when I was six years old, looking into the eyes of a monster.




The crystal shattered.




And for the first time in twelve years, I smelled the snow. I smelled the fur. I smelled the truth.




I wasn’t the hunter.




I was the howl.
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I have never liked the smell of the sky.




In Lux City, the air doesn’t taste like oxygen; it tastes like ozone, recycled sweat, and the faint, metallic sting of the kinetic shields that hum above our heads. It’s a clean smell, the kind that belongs in a hospital or a morgue.




I stood on the observation deck of the Iron Spire, my fingers gripping the cold railing until my knuckles turned the color of the white initiate uniform I wore. Fifty stories below, the city was waking up. It looked like a circuit board—perfect, glowing, and completely heartless.




Today was the Selection. By sunset, I would no longer be Lyra Thorne, the nameless orphan raised on Academy rations and combat drills. I would be a Magistrate’s Apprentice. I would have a Coda burned into my skin, a frequency that would let me channel the city’s power to hunt down the things that killed my parents.




I should have been happy. I had spent fifteen years training for this. I could strip a pulse-rifle in ten seconds and kill a target from five hundred yards without blinking. But as the sun crawled over the horizon, bleeding a bruised purple across the smog, I felt like a ghost haunting my own life.




“You’re going to fall if you lean any further, Lyra.”




I didn’t turn around. I knew that voice. It was the only thing in this sterile city that didn’t sound like a recorded announcement.




“Maybe I want to see if the shields catch me,” I said, my voice raspy from lack of sleep.




Dante stepped up beside me. He smelled like the peppermint gum he chewed to hide the fact that he’d been smoking behind the barracks. He looked perfect in his white suit—tall, broad-shouldered, and radiating the kind of easy confidence that only comes to people who actually believe the lies they’re told.




“The shields don’t catch people,” Dante said, leaning his elbows on the rail. “They incinerate them. You’d be a pile of ash before you hit the fourth floor.”




“At least ash doesn’t have to take the Coda test,” I muttered.




Dante finally looked at me, his smile fading. “What’s wrong with you? This is it. This is what we survived for. No more communal showers, no more grey protein mush. We’re going to be the elite, Lyra. You’ll be the best Hunter the Academy has ever seen.”




I looked at my hands. They were shaking, just a little. I shoved them into my pockets. “Do you ever feel like we’re just being traded from one cage to a bigger one?”




Dante laughed, but it sounded forced. “A bigger cage with silk sheets and steak for dinner? I’ll take it. Better than being out there.”




He pointed past the city walls, toward the Dead Zone. From this height, it looked like a dark, rotting sea of tangled trees and ruins. That was where the wildlings lived. The shifters. The animals that had torn my world apart when I was five years old. I remembered the heat of the fire that night, the sound of snapping bone, and the yellow eyes reflecting the flames.




I hated them. I had built my entire identity on that hate. So why did my chest feel like it was being crushed by an invisible vice?




“I’m going to miss this,” I said, surprised by my own words.




“The view?”




“No. Being nobody. Once they give us the Coda, we belong to the Magistrate. We’re tools, Dante. Weapons.”




“We’ve always been weapons,” he reminded me softly. “The Academy didn’t raise us to be poets. They raised us to win.”




He reached out and squeezed my shoulder. His hand was warm, a stark contrast to the biting wind of the deck. For a second, I wanted to lean into him, to ask him to run away with me to some corner of the city where the Academy’s cameras couldn’t see us. But there was nowhere to go. The city was a closed loop.




A chime echoed from the speakers embedded in the walls—three sharp, dissonant notes.




The Call.




“Time to go,” Dante said, his eyes bright with excitement. “See you on the other side, Alpha.”




He used the nickname the instructors gave me because I always finished my drills first. It was supposed to be a compliment. Today, it felt like an omen.




I watched him walk away, his boots clicking rhythmically on the metal floor. I stayed for one more minute, looking at the sun. It was the last time I would see it as a human who didn’t have a corporate mark on her soul.




I felt a sudden, sharp ache in my jaw. It had been happening more often lately—a dull throbbing in my teeth and a heat behind my eyes that made the world look too sharp, too bright. The Academy doctors said it was just stress. They gave me suppressants and told me to focus on my target.




I took a deep breath, trying to settle the roar of anxiety in my gut. I smoothed the front of my tunic, making sure the Academy’s crest—a silver sword over a locked gate—was perfectly centered.




I left the deck and headed for the elevators. The interior of the Spire was all white marble and glass. It was designed to make you feel small, to remind you that the institution was eternal and you were temporary.




As the elevator descended toward the Selection Hall, I caught my reflection in the polished chrome doors. My hair was pulled back so tight it hurt. My eyes looked sunken, the grey of the irises looking almost silver in the artificial light. I looked like a soldier. I looked like a killer.




I didn’t look like a girl who was about to have her dreams come true.




The doors slid open to the main lobby. Hundreds of initiates were already lined up, a sea of white uniforms. The silence was absolute. You could hear the hum of the air filtration system and the distant drone of the city’s traffic.




At the end of the hall stood the Magistrate’s dais. In the center was a pedestal holding a jagged shard of obsidian-colored glass. The Coda crystal. It glowed with a faint, rhythmic amber light, pulsing like a slow heartbeat.




That crystal was the key to everything. It was supposed to read your DNA, find your magical resonance, and lock you into the city’s power grid. It was the moment of “Ascension.”




I took my place in line, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. I looked for Dante, but he was several rows ahead. He caught my eye and gave a small, confident nod.




The Magistrate, a man named Valerius with hair the color of industrial ash and eyes that saw everything as a math problem, stepped up to the podium.




“The strength of the city is the purity of the man,” he began, his voice amplified by the hidden speakers. It was the same speech we had heard every year since we were children. “We are the last light in a world of darkness. We are the wall against the beast. Today, you cease to be orphans. Today, you become the fire that keeps the night at bay.”




I tried to listen, to feel the pride I was supposed to feel. But the heat behind my eyes was getting worse. The smell of the room changed. It wasn’t just ozone anymore. I could smell the sweat of the girl next to me. I could smell the stale coffee on Valerius’s breath from thirty yards away. I could hear the blood rushing through my own veins, a rhythmic thud-thud-thud that drowned out his words.




I felt sick. My skin felt too tight, like I was wearing a suit made of lead.




“Lyra Thorne.”




My name sliced through the haze.




I stepped forward. The walk to the dais felt like it took a century. Every eye in the room was on me. I was the star pupil. The one they expected the most from.




Valerius looked down at me as I reached the pedestal. For a split second, his expression shifted. His nostrils flared, and his eyes narrowed, lingering on me with a look that wasn’t pride. It was suspicion.




“Place your hand on the stone, Initiate,” he commanded.




I looked at the crystal. It was beautiful and terrifying. It represented everything I had ever wanted—safety, status, a purpose.




I reached out. My hand was steady now, fueled by a sudden, desperate need to get this over with, to stop the itching under my skin.




The moment my fingers brushed the cold surface of the obsidian, the amber light didn’t just glow. It screamed.




A jolt of agonizing electricity shot up my arm, but it wasn’t external. It felt like something inside me was hitting back. The crystal under my palm began to vibrate so violently that the pedestal groaned.




The amber light flickered, turned a sickly orange, and then deepened into a violent, bruised crimson.




The silence in the hall broke. A collective gasp rippled through the initiates. Valerius stepped back, his hand flying to the holster at his hip.




“That’s not possible,” he whispered, but his voice carried in the quiet room.




I couldn’t pull my hand away. It was stuck to the stone. The heat in my head exploded. I felt a sound building in my chest—not a scream, but something deeper, something heavier.




A crack spider-webbed across the Coda crystal. Then another.




Then, the world turned red.




I heard the sound of my own bones snapping, but it didn’t feel like an injury. It felt like an unfolding. The white fabric of my sleeve tore as my forearm thickened. My vision shifted, the colors of the room bleeding into shades of grey and heat-signatures.




I looked at Valerius. He wasn’t a man anymore. He was a pulse of terrified blood.




The crystal shattered, raining black shards onto the marble floor.




I fell to my knees, my hands turning into something clawed and powerful. I looked up at the ceiling, at the high, perfect spires of the city I had loved, and I didn’t want to be an apprentice anymore.




I wanted to tear the whole building down.




The “Roar” had finally arrived, and it was coming from me.
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I didn’t want to kill monsters today; I just wanted to survive the morning without throwing up.




The air inside the barracks of the Lux Academy smelled like lemon-scented bleach and the metallic tang of fear. It was a sterile, cold scent that had followed me since I was six years old. Outside the reinforced glass windows, the city of Lux was a jagged skyline of chrome and neon, a gleaming middle finger to the dark, overgrown ruins of the world beyond the walls. Today was the Selection. By sunset, I’d either be a Magistrate’s apprentice with a Coda crystal embedded in my wrist, or I’d be a failure, sent to the industrial sectors to scrub the gears of the city until my lungs turned to ash.




I sat on the edge of my bunk, my fingers trembling as I polished the brass buttons on my white initiate tunic. Every movement was mechanical.




“Stop that. You’re going to rub the plating right off,” a voice said.




I didn’t look up. I knew the rhythm of those footsteps. Dante Vane walked into my line of sight, his boots clicking against the polished linoleum. He looked too good in the uniform. His shoulders were broader than mine, his posture effortless. While the rest of us looked like terrified sheep being led to the shearing, Dante looked like he was already born with magic in his veins.




“I like the buttons,” I said, my voice sounding like I’d swallowed glass. “They give me something to focus on besides the giant hole in my stomach.”




Dante sat down next to me, the mattress dipping under his weight. He didn’t offer a platitude. He didn’t tell me I was the best in the class or that the Director loved me. He knew I hated lies. Instead, he reached out and took the polishing cloth from my hand.




“Look at me, Lyra.”




I finally raised my head. His eyes were dark and steady, the only thing in this hellhole that ever felt warm. We had been together since the night of the “Wildling” raids. We were the two pieces of debris left behind after the packs tore our lives apart. He was my anchor, the person who held my hair back when the nightmares made me sick and the one who sparred with me until my knuckles bled and I forgot to be sad.




“We’re getting through this,” he said. His voice was a low, blunt force. “The Magistrates are looking for stability. You’re the most stable person I know. You’re a machine, Lyra. Machines don’t fail.”




“Machines get replaced when they glitch,” I countered. “What if the Coda doesn’t take? What if I’m not… enough?”




The fear wasn’t just about the career. It was about the distance. In Lux, your rank was your life. If Dante was selected for the High Circle and I was sent to the mines, we’d never see each other again. The Academy didn’t permit “social overlap” between the castes. We were orphans; we had no family to fall back on. We only had each other, and the Academy was about to put a scalpel to that bond.




Dante grabbed my hand. His skin was hot against my cold fingers. “Listen to me. I don’t care where they put us. I don’t care if they send you to the North Sector and me to the Spire. I’m not letting go. We made a pact when we were ten. Remember?”




“The Blood Oath,” I whispered, a small, painful smile tugging at my lips.




We had used a stolen kitchen knife to nick our palms and pressed them together behind the gym. We thought it made us permanent.




“I’m holding you to it,” Dante said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out something small. It was a piece of grey stone, smoothed down by years of being rubbed between a thumb and forefinger. He pressed it into my palm. “Keep it in your pocket during the ceremony. When you get nervous, touch it. Think of it as a piece of the world that doesn’t belong to the Academy. Just a rock. Just us.”




I closed my hand over the stone. It felt heavy and real. “You’re supposed to be focused on your own Selection, Dante. Don’t waste your luck on me.”




“I have enough for both of us,” he said, though I saw the slight flicker of tension in his jaw. He was just as terrified as I was. He just wore it better.




A sharp, electronic chime echoed through the barracks. It was the “Final Call.” My heart did a slow, painful roll in my chest. This was it. The Final Rites. We were supposed to go to the chapel, offer a prayer of gratitude to the founders who saved us from the “beasts,” and then march to the Hall of Selection.




We stood up in unison. Around us, other initiates were sobbing quietly or staring blankly at the walls.




“Lyra,” Dante said as we reached the door. He stopped and turned to me, his expression suddenly raw. The mask of the perfect soldier slipped for just a second. “Whatever happens in that hall… whatever they say about us… you’re still Lyra Thorne. You’re the girl who shared her rations with me for three weeks when I had the flu. You’re not just a number in their ledger.”




“And you’re the boy who defended me when the older boys called me a ‘feral’ because I wouldn’t stop crying for my mom,” I said.




I reached out and straightened his collar, my fingers lingering on the stiff fabric. It felt like a goodbye, even though we were walking to the same place. There was a sense of finality in the air, a closing of a door that had been open for eighteen years. I wanted to tell him I loved him. I wanted to tell him that he was the only reason I hadn’t jumped off the city wall years ago.




But in Lux Academy, those kinds of words were considered a weakness. They were “impure attachments” that could interfere with the channeling of magic. So, I kept them locked behind my teeth.




“See you on the other side,” I said instead.




“On the other side,” he repeated.




We joined the line of initiates in the hallway. We marched in silence, two by two, through the white-tiled corridors. The walls were lined with portraits of past Directors—stern men and women who looked down at us with eyes that saw tools, not children. I kept my hand in my pocket, my thumb tracing the smooth surface of the stone Dante had given me.




The chapel was cold. The air was thick with the smell of incense that made my head swim. We knelt on the hard stone floor, our heads bowed. The Chaplain stood at the front, his voice a monotonous drone as he spoke about the “scourge of the shifter” and the “purity of the human soul.”




I didn’t hear the words. I was listening to the sound of Dante’s breathing next to me. It was the only thing that felt honest in the room. I thought about the shifters—the monsters the Chaplain was describing. I’d seen the videos in class: huge, hairy beasts with yellow eyes and dripping fangs. They were chaos incarnate. They were the reason I was an orphan. I hated them with a heat that usually kept me warm, but today, that hate was replaced by a cold, hollow dread.




The prayer ended.




“Initiates, rise,” the Chaplain commanded.




We stood. The heavy oak doors at the back of the chapel swung open, revealing the bridge that led to the Hall of Selection. The “Iron Spire” loomed above us, a needle of glass and steel piercing the grey clouds.




As we walked across the bridge, the wind whipped at our tunics. I looked down. Far below, I could see the slums of the outer districts, and beyond that, the high-voltage fences that kept the wilderness at bay. For a split second, I wondered what it was like out there. If the trees felt as cold as the stone. If the monsters ever felt afraid.




Dante nudged my shoulder with his. A silent reminder. I’m here.




We entered the Hall. It was a massive amphitheater filled with the city’s elite. They were dressed in silks and furs, their faces painted with the latest fashions, looking down at us like we were a theatrical performance. In the center of the hall stood the Coda Pedestal. A single, jagged shard of clear crystal sat on a velvet cushion, glowing with a soft, pulsing light.




Director Valerius stood behind it. He looked like he was carved from ice. His eyes swept over the line of initiates, landing on me for a fraction of a second. He had been the one to bring me to the Academy. He had told me I had potential.




I felt the stone in my pocket. My palms were sweating.




“Dante Vane,” the herald called out.




Dante looked at me one last time. He gave my hand a quick, hard squeeze before stepping forward. I watched him walk down the steps toward the pedestal. He looked like a king. He looked like he belonged there.




When he reached the Director, he bared his inner wrist. The Director picked up the crystal. The crowd went silent. As the stone touched Dante’s skin, a brilliant, golden light erupted, filling the room with a warm hum. The crowd cheered. It was a perfect match. Dante had his magic. He was safe.




He turned back to look at me as he moved to the “Accepted” side of the hall. He was smiling, but his eyes were searching mine, desperate for me to join him.




“Lyra Thorne,” the herald announced.




My legs felt like lead. I stepped forward, the sound of my own heartbeat thundering in my ears. Every step took me further from the girl I was and closer to the thing I was meant to be. I didn’t know then that the golden light wouldn’t come for me. I didn’t know that the stone in my pocket would be the only thing I had left of this world by the time the sun went down.




I reached the pedestal and looked into the Director’s cold, grey eyes.




“Wrist,” he commanded.




I lifted my arm, my skin pale against the white sleeve. I took a breath, closing my eyes, waiting for the golden heat of the Coda to change my life.




I didn’t get heat. I got a scream that started in my marrow and tore its way out.
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The smell of a slaughterhouse is usually blood, but in Lux City, it’s ozone and expensive floor wax.




I stood in the wings of the Great Hall, my palms pressing against the cold fabric of my white initiate’s uniform. Every breath felt like inhaling tiny needles of static electricity. Today was the Selection, the day we would finally be tethered to the Aether and granted the magic we’d trained for since we were children. It was supposed to be the proudest day of my life. Instead, my stomach felt like it was full of lead weights.




Through the heavy velvet curtains, the hum of the elite sounded like a swarm of hornets. The wealthy citizens of the Inner Circle were out there, draped in silks and synthetic furs, waiting to watch the orphans of Lux Academy be “elevated.” That word made my skin crawl. We weren’t being elevated; we were being turned into tools.




“Stop fidgeting, Lyra. You’re going to crease the collar.”




I didn’t turn around. I knew Dante’s voice better than my own. He stepped up beside me, his own uniform crisp and blindingly white. He looked exactly like what the Academy wanted: a perfect, loyal soldier with eyes full of hope.




“I’m not fidgeting,” I lied, my voice sounding flat even to my own ears. “I’m thinking about the Coda. What if the frequency is too high? You heard what happened to the girl in the third sector last year. Her brain fried before the crystal even touched her skin.”




Dante reached out, his hand hovering near my shoulder before he thought better of it and pulled back. Touch wasn’t encouraged here. It was a distraction from the mission.




“That was a fluke, Lyra. You’re the top of the class. Your compatibility scores are off the charts. You’re going to take the heat better than anyone else.” He leaned in closer, dropping his voice so the monitors wouldn’t pick it up. “Think about it. After today, no more rations. No more cold bunks. We’ll be Magistrates. We’ll finally be the ones holding the leash.”




I looked at him, really looked at him, and felt a sudden, sharp pang of loneliness. Dante wanted the leash. He wanted the power. I just wanted the nightmares of the forest to stop. I wanted to forget the sound of teeth tearing through bone and the way the wolves had looked at me before the Academy soldiers pulled me from the wreckage of my parents’ car.




“I just want it to be over,” I said.




The heavy doors at the back of the stage groaned open. A blast of recycled, chilled air hit us, carrying the scent of iron. That was the Coda crystals. They kept them submerged in liquid nitrogen until the moment of the Selection. They said it kept the magic “pure.” To me, it just smelled like the edge of a knife.




“Initiates! Form ranks!”




The voice belonged to Instructor Gault. He was a man made of sharp angles and bad memories. He walked down the line of forty orphans, checking our posture with a telescopic baton. When he reached me, he stopped. His eyes, clouded by years of minor magical enhancements, bored into mine.




“Thorne,” he snapped. “You look like you’re about to vomit. If you disgrace this Academy on the broadcast, I will personally ensure your Coda is tuned to the most painful frequency we have. Do you understand?”




“Yes, Instructor,” I said, my jaw tight.




“Good. Move out.”




The curtains swept back, and the light hit me like a physical blow. The Selection Hall was a massive bowl of glass and steel. Thousands of people sat in the tiered stands, their faces blurred by the shimmering kinetic shields that protected them from the stage. In the center of the room sat the Induction Chair—a throne of jagged metal surrounded by humming pylons.




And there, standing beside the chair, was Director Valerius.




He looked ancient and timeless all at once. His robes were a deep, bruised purple, and he held the Coda staff like it was a part of his own arm. He was the man who had found me in the snow. He was the one who had told me that the world outside the walls was a graveyard, and that only the Academy could keep me safe.




As we marched in a perfect, synchronized line toward the stage, the crowd rose to their feet. They weren’t cheering for us. They were cheering for the power we were about to provide. Every Magistrate was a living battery for the city. Our magic kept the lights on, the shields up, and the “beasts” at bay.




I took my place at the front of the line. The floor beneath my boots vibrated. It was a low-frequency thrum that made my teeth ache. I tried to focus on the back of the person’s head in front of me, but my senses were betraying me.




The smell of ozone was getting thicker, but underneath it, I caught something else. Something foul. It was a heavy, musky scent—like wet fur and old blood. It was faint, drifting up from the vents in the floor, but it made the hair on my arms stand up. I looked around, wondering if a Wildling had somehow breached the perimeter, but the guards were calm. The elite were smiling.




The scent was coming from the stage. From the pylons.




“Lyra Thorne.”




Valerius’s voice boomed through the speakers, vibrating in my chest.




I walked forward, my legs feeling like they belonged to a wooden doll. Every step toward that metal chair felt like a step toward a cliff. The audience went silent. This was the moment they came for. The top initiate, the prize of the Lux Academy, receiving her spark.




As I sat down, the leather straps automatically locked around my wrists and ankles. They told us the restraints were for our own safety, to keep us from thrashing during the surge. But as the cold metal pressed into my skin, I felt like a goat tied to a stake.




Valerius stepped toward me. He didn’t look like a savior up close. He looked like a man who had forgotten what it felt like to be human. He reached into a pressurized case and pulled out a shard of crystal. It was the size of a dagger, glowing with a pale, sickly violet light.




“Don’t blink, Lyra,” he whispered, his voice too low for the microphones to catch. “The city is watching.”




He held the crystal up, and the pylons began to whine. The sound grew louder and louder, a piercing shriek that felt like it was trying to split my skull open. I looked out into the crowd and saw Dante. He was watching me, his face pale, his hands clenched at his sides. He looked terrified.




The ozone smell peaked, thick enough to taste. It tasted like copper and burnt hair.




“With this light, we purge the dark,” Valerius intoned, repeating the Academy’s mantra.




He lowered the crystal. It was supposed to touch my forehead, a quick spark of connection that would bind my DNA to the Aether. But as the shard came within an inch of my skin, the violet light didn’t just flicker. It died.




For a heartbeat, there was total silence.




Then, the crystal began to pulse. Not violet. Red. A deep, throbbing crimson that matched the color of the blood in the snow from my nightmares.




A sharp, stabbing pain erupted behind my eyes. It wasn’t the clean burn of magic. It was a tearing sensation, like something inside me was trying to claw its way out. My heart hammered against my ribs, a wild, frantic rhythm that didn’t feel human.




I looked at Valerius. The mask of the calm Director slipped. His eyes widened, and for the first time in my life, I saw him look afraid.




“Something is wrong,” he hissed, pulling the crystal back, but it was stuck. A tether of red energy had leaped from the stone to my skin, binding us together.




The vibration in the floor changed. It wasn’t a thrum anymore. It was a growl. A sound that started in the foundations of the building and ripped upward through my boots, through my spine, and into my throat.




I tried to scream, but the sound that came out wasn’t a girl’s voice. It was deeper. Rawer. It was a sound I had been taught to hunt.




The elite in the front row leaned back, their smiles vanishing. The kinetic shields began to flicker and hiss as the red energy from the chair lashed out, cracking the reinforced glass of the stage.




“Shut it down!” Valerius yelled, waving his hand at the technicians in the booth. “Cut the feed! Now!”




But it was too late. The pain in my bones was unbearable. It felt like they were being snapped and reassembled by invisible pliers. My vision blurred, turning the world into a smear of red and grey. The scent of the hall changed again. The ozone was gone, replaced entirely by that thick, musky smell of the forest.




I looked down at my hands. The white fabric of my gloves was ripping. My fingernails were lengthening, darkening into something sharp and lethal.




I wasn’t receiving magic. I was changing.




The fear that had lived in my gut for ten years finally broke. It wasn’t a cold weight anymore; it was a fire. I realized in that moment that the Academy hadn’t saved me from the monsters. They had been waiting for the monster inside me to finish growing so they could harvest it.




I looked at Dante one last time. He wasn’t moving toward me. He was backing away, his face twisted in horror, his hand going to the combat knife at his belt.




The last thing I saw before the world dissolved into primal instinct was Valerius reaching for a heavy silver sedative injector.




He thought I was a broken tool. He thought he could just turn me off and dispose of the evidence. But as my jaw elongated and my muscles swelled against the restraints, I knew one thing for certain.




The Selection was over. The hunt had begun.














