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      Blurb

      

      
        All people dream, but the unlucky few are forced to live their deepest, darkest fantasies.
      

      Dawn's life is torn apart when she finds out she's magical. It doesn't matter that a handsome student from the most prestigious magical academy in the country is the one to find her powers. Dawn rapidly finds out this world is one of intrigue, despair, and the blind pursuit for power.

      If that weren't bad enough, she discovers her nightmares will soon become real. Ever since her sixteenth birthday, she's dreamt of the same knight on horseback. He might've kissed her awake every morning, but when it turns out he's real, it becomes apparent he's not her savior in shining armor. He's another nail in the magical coffin that is St Teresa's Academy. And there's nothing Dawn can do to escape.

      ….

      Grail's Dawn follows a new witch and her destined king fighting a twisted magical academy and a worse fate. If you love your magical academies with action, punch, and a splash of romance, grab Grail's Dawn: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Grail's Dawn Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    The hoofbeats thump into me. As the horse races over the green, undulating pasture, I sink forward and grab the knight before me. My fingers slide over his glimmering armor, struggling for purchase.

    I can’t see his face. I never can. But that’s not the point. His touch is the most reassuring thing in the world.

    And if only this were the world and not a dream.

    Even as I open my eyes and glance to my side, I realize there’s no depth to the swaying grass. It’s punctuated here and there by the golden, fluttering heads of wheat, and while one or two look real, the rest just blur off into the distance. But one thing remains – my knight. So I sink harder against him, wrapping my arms even further around his middle.

    He lets out a soft grunt. “Almost there.”

    He’s been promising that my entire life. Because this dream has repeated every single day since my sixteenth birthday. I might be young, but that doesn’t matter. My past withers compared to the intensity of these dreams.

    “Almost where?” I mutter. I can’t count the number of times I’ve asked that. I’ve never received a satisfying reply.

    He leans further over the horse’s reins, grunts, and pushes the beast into a sprint.

    I’m forced to clutch him even tighter.

    He smiles. Don’t ask me how I know that, but I can tell. It’s as if the move spreads warmth down his chest and into my fingers.

    I ground my cheek against his back and close my eyes. That’s a mistake. I can feel myself in bed. I almost rouse, but I clutch hold of that dream at the last moment. Because it’s the only damn thing that’s ever mattered in my life. A life of boredom and loss. Just as I can feel the pillow underneath me, I grab him with all my remaining strength. “Almost where?” I demand again.

    “Just over this rise,” he promises. “But first, the fight will come.”

    His voice becomes grave. This isn’t the first time I’ve reached this part of the dream, though it’s rare.

    I have to squeeze my eyes closed to remember the fight. Creatures – who can’t possibly exist in the real world – will soon pull themselves out of the cracks of this field.

    And I’ll be asked to fight them.

    We power up the rise's side but never reach the top. I hear this fell creature scream from right behind me. The cry is so sharp, I’m sure it’ll drive a hole through my skull. I whip my head over my shoulder, and my long hair fans around my face.

    That’s when I see one of those monsters. They’re tall. They look like they’re stretched-out shadows. But shadows with the sharpest of gazes. The closest one opens its mouth and cries. It almost wakes me up. I’m aware of my rumpled sheets as they stick to my sweaty skin. I can even feel the slight breeze whistling through the window behind my bed. Is that a siren outside? It doesn’t matter. We’re almost there. We have to get to the rise. I’ve never done that before. Come on, I repeat in my mind.

    Those creatures throw themselves, not at the knight, but at me. One even clutches my leg and tries to pull me off.

    “You’ve gotta learn to fight it,” the knight rumbles in a deep voice.

    He reaches around and, while still holding onto his horse’s reins, pulls a long sword out of its sheath. Magic rushes along the tip. It’s so vibrant it plays along my face and sends light reflecting up into my eyes.

    With a cry, he cuts the creature down. It’s dust long before it reaches the ground.

    But they’re not done yet. Another one launches at me from the side.

    He can’t swing the sword around quickly enough.

    This one grabs my other leg. It sinks its claws in hard. It’s so sharp, I scream. It’s bloodcurdling as if I know my life is about to end. But just before it can, my knight reaches around. He locks his gauntlet on my hand and stops me from falling. As his armored fingers snap around mine, I swear I feel something jolt from his skin into me. “You have to wake up, Dawn.”

    “I don’t want to. I never want to leave this dream again.”

    “Not from the dream. You have to wake up from life. That’s the lie. Remember what you are. Grab hold of what’s inside you.”

    Another creature launches itself at my legs. I can feel it dragging me down. As its claws sink into my thigh, I should scream, but instead, all I can do is pay attention to how the knight holds me. I swear I can feel pure potential pushing into me.

    “Wake up?” My lips tremble.

    “Wake up before it’s too late. There’s only so much I can do for you until you rise on your own.”

    Another creature launches itself at me from the other side. Now there are two. While the knight valiantly tries to fight them off, he can’t, and I feel myself being pulled to the left. I’ve never fallen into one of those creature’s waiting arms. I’ve always managed to wake myself up beforehand. I wonder if I can do that now. All awareness of the bed has completely disappeared. All that’s left is this dream and the horror of the pain tearing through me. The pain and yet the promise.

    Just before I can be wrenched free from his grip, I feel a spark igniting in the center of my palm. I don’t know where it comes from. I still know I’m dreaming, so part of me knows this is nothing but the contents of my unconscious mind, yet this feels like it comes from beyond. It plows into me from some infinite source I’ve never been able to reach before. But now as it ignites deep inside me, it can never be thrust back.

    We’re close to the rise. It’s just there.

    But I’ll never reach it if I’m pulled off the horse. So I scream. And for the first time in my life – and for the first time in these dreams – I frigging fight back.

    I open my palm, and a charge of magic blasts out of it. As it spins through the air, I see symbols dancing around it. They are these brightly glowing runes. Each possesses its own infinite power, and as they coalesce and slam into that monster, it doesn’t have a chance. It’s cut down as quickly as when the knight strikes one with his sword.

    I pant.

    “That’s it, you did it. You’re finally ready. Now wake up. We’re almost at the rise.”

    He’s already cut down the monster that grabbed my leg from the other side. So there’s nothing to stop me from pressing forward. I lock my arms around his middle and bury my face against his armor’s smooth, shiny backplate. “I don’t want to. I don’t ever want to wake up again. I’ve never come this far.”

    “Not from this dream,” he says again, his voice rumbling. “You have to wake up from reality. Before it’s too late. You have to wake up, Dawn.”

    We reach the rise. And that’s when dawn – my namesake, not me – blasts over the top of the hill. It’s brilliant. These deep gold and purple rays shine like a star is being born.

    He stops on the rise, and I see a castle down below.

    My heart’s pounding so hard, I swear I’ll wake myself up. I’ve never… I’ve never gotten this far before. I’ve tried with all my heart, but it never mattered.

    If there’s one thing I want to see more than the sunrise and the castle below, it’s his face.

    Still holding onto his middle, I pull my head back.

    He reaches around and grips my hand. He slides off the horse. He pulls me with him.

    I’m in his arms. I tilt my head back. It’s hard to distinguish his features. The dawn suddenly becomes even brighter. As its light plays over my face, reflecting over my cheeks and dancing along my eyelashes, I see a long, strong jawline. I see two pale blue eyes. As he smiles and I see his lips, it ignites even more power within me.

    He presses forward, and the next thing I know, he locks his lips against mine.

    I feel like eternity opens up within me. Sensations I’ve never even guessed were possible rush through me. They start in my stomach. They shiver down to my pelvis, then race up to my lips. I open my mouth further. He locks a hand against my back and pulls me close.

    But that’s when I hear the dreaded alarm. Its blare can cut through anything. It’s far more effective than this knight’s sword, and God knows it has more power than the magic racing through my veins.

    I open my eyes one last time. I desperately stare at his face just as the dream resolves into nothingness. And I see him.

    For the first time in my life, I finally see my knight in shining armor.

  
    Chapter 2

    I bolt out of bed.

    I stare at the alarm. I must’ve overslept the first one because I’m already 10 minutes late. And now the alarm is blaring so loudly, I think it’s a warning there’s about to be a nuclear meltdown.

    I don’t immediately reach over and smash my hand against the top of the alarm to silence it. I just sit there, a little cold but hot, too. The heat’s in my lips and chest. The rest of me tingles like I’ve just jumped into an ice-cold bath.

    “You… you actually saw him, Dawn,” I stammer. It’s dumb and a testament to how empty my life is apart from my dreams, but I brush my fingers down my lips. I try to lock in the memory of that kiss. But it’s nowhere near as important as his face.

    I’m not much of a drawer. I used to have skills, but ever since my life went to hell, I haven’t had the chance to concentrate on them. That doesn’t stop me from launching out of bed. I finally turn the alarm off – not by hitting the button on the top, but by wrenching the power cable out of the wall. It tumbles down onto the plush carpet just as I grab a pen and some paper. I lean against my bed, and I scribble.

    I know this’ll only make me later, but I don’t care.

    It takes me about 10 minutes until I have his likeness. It’s the best drawing I’ve managed in years.

    Reverentially, I place it on my desk. Then I stare up. Judging by the light alone, I won’t just be late – I’ll get in massive trouble.

    I sigh. Locking a hand on my chest, I decide it’s time to face the day.

    I finally dress, but I race over again before I can grab my bag. I stare at him one last time. “I finally found you.”

    I head out. There’s no point in grabbing breakfast. I don’t keep much in the fridge. It’ll be a few days until I can afford to do a proper shop. It doesn’t matter. I’ll grab something from my best friend. She knows about my situation. While I’m forced to live alone and fend for myself, she still lives with her parents. Her incredibly rich parents. She’s always sneaking me food if not money. She’d help me out by buying me a house if she could, but I don’t need one. The apartment roof over my head is the one thing I do have. The one thing my dad left me before he too, incidentally, left me.

    It’s under my name. It’s not the greatest. It’s a piece of junk, but it’s in a good area. It beats sleeping rough.

    My stomach grumbles as I secure my bag higher over my shoulder. I pat down my pleated skirt, run a hand over my blazer, and frown at how frumpy I look. What do I care? One more month of this, and I’ll graduate. Next year, it’s university. Or, more likely, given my situation, a full-time job.

    “Doesn’t matter. Anything’s gotta be better than this,” I mutter to myself. I shove forward. I know I’ve already missed the bus. That’s okay. I’ll just take a detour through the park. Another bus will be arriving soon on the opposite side of it.

    I might’ve called this area okay before, but it has rough patches. Everywhere in the city does. You never know when you might encounter some abandoned little laneway stuck between expensive stores on one of the downtown blocks. Sometimes I wonder if anyone in the city has noticed that or if it’s just me. Technically, those laneways are a consequence of this city being over 500 years old. No planning went into it. Still, you’d think little boutique stores and cafés would buy up the tiny spaces and extract them for all their worth. They never do. So those dark abandoned laneways remain as reminders of the ancient past this city has failed to outgrow.

    I suddenly smack myself in the center of my forehead. I grind my palm in. “Those are some pretty damn stupid thoughts. You should clean up your brain before you get to school. Oh yeah, and you should run,” I mutter.

    I do as I’m told, and I push into a sprint.

    I shove down a little space between two apartment blocks. The park’s just there in front of me.

    If you asked me, it’s the drabbest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s used – only on the weekends – but that doesn’t matter as long as it gives nearby families a glimpse of green grass and fresh air. But when it’s not in use, it looks like it’s out of a horror show. I was once flipping through a book on Soviet history and found a playground that looked almost exactly like it in Chernobyl.

    There are two swings and some climbing equipment, but regardless of the fact the Council only replaced both last year, they still look ancient. The grass is patchy, and while there are a couple of solid stone retaining walls, they’re stained from weather, cigarette butts, and other unquestionable substances.

    I usually don’t like coming through here. Though if I’m really down, I’ve been known to spend hours on the swing, just kicking my legs back and forth and waiting for my life to return to normal.

    It never works, of course, and the park only ever leaves me feeling worse.

    “Just get through it and get to the other side,” I mutter.

    That’s the plan, at least.

    I throw myself forward, my old, slightly worn shoes skidding over the bald patches of grass and tearing up chunks of turf. They splatter over my socks. It must’ve rained last night. I slept right through. In my apartment, it was hot as hell. This summer has been the worst. I always feel like I’m the unlucky one getting smothered while everyone else is enjoying themselves.

    I don’t know about being smothered, but I’m undoubtedly unlucky, which is proven when I take another step and slip right down onto my ass. It’s a hard jolt that travels up through my hip and into my lower back. I curse loudly as my bag slides off my shoulder and slaps into a muddy puddle beside me. It trashes my already frumpy uniform.

    “Dammit,” I snarl.

    I shove up.

    I’ve already passed the swing. It’s dead quiet today. There isn’t even a breeze. But from behind me, I hear this creak. The swing has started to move.

    I frown. I know in closed-off places like this, sometimes you get blasts of wind that affect one thing but not another. All of the tall apartment blocks around me can act like funnels. But this makes the skin along the back of my neck itch. My hair stands on end, and these tingles escape down into my palms, across my wrists, and up into my elbows.

    I turn slowly. By the time I do, I’ve already told myself a thousand times there’s nothing there.

    But that’s when I see a woman.

    She’s older – maybe in her fifties. She’s wearing suit pants, a gray jacket, a red top, and a strange gold necklace. Oh yeah, and she’s dead.

  
    Chapter 3

    There’s a knife right in her chest. Blood’s running down from the wound. It’s more than I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

    I freeze. For about five seconds, I can’t unstick myself. My whole body feels like it’s been cemented in place. The first thing to move is my left hand. It gropes open, then closes into a fist. It’s an involuntary action. It’s as if someone has shoved electrodes into my brain and they’re learning how to move my body independently.

    I close my eyes once. I open them again, but she’s still there. Because this is real.

    I scream. I tilt my head back and open my lungs, giving it everything I can.

    I crumple a hand over my mouth. Still shaking, I leave my bag exactly where it is and rush over to her.

    I reach her. “Are you…?” I begin, my body still shaking, but I never get to place a hand on her.

    There’s another blast of wind. This time I feel it because it rushes into me. It grabs my hair and sends it whipping over my face.

    I’m forced to turn around. I bring up an arm and hide behind it.

    By the time I turn, the unimaginable has occurred. The lady is gone. But the blood isn’t. It’s dripping down the old seat of the swing. It’s formed a little puddle underneath where her limp feet were.

    I scream this time. I jerk back.

    This is impossible. Bodies don’t just appear only to disappear. The only way that can happen is if the mind is not functioning.

    I… I’m hallucinating.

    I squeeze my eyes closed. Maybe I’m still asleep. Perhaps this is just a false awakening. I’ve had them in the past.

    It’s the only thing that could make sense.

    I back off. My eyes are still closed.

    I suddenly tumble down to my ass. My foot struck a stone of some description. As I feel another gust of wind, it comes racing over my shoulder. Then the swing creaks.

    I’m forced to open my eyes. And once more, she’s there. She’s sitting in precisely the same position. Her head is tilted to the side. Her gray-flecked black hair is a mess over her front. I can see one side of her face, though, and her eyes are open. They stare at me lifelessly.

    I clamp a hand on my mouth. I continue to shake so badly, it feels like I’ll pull my fingers out of my palm.

    I shake my head. I close my eyes. I open them, but this time, she’s still there. I scream again.

    There’s no one about, especially not at this time. Plus, though this is a pretty good neighborhood, it’s not the kind of place where people will automatically rush to your aid. Which is evidenced by the fact no one opens a window in the surrounding apartment blocks and calls out to check on me.

    It’s just me. Me and the dead body.

    I… it takes me so long to shove up. When I finally do, I feel like I’m dead.

    I’m cold. Cold all through. But then patches of heat start to build within me. They begin in my hands. That doesn’t make sense. I might not be an ace at biology, but I understand how a person’s circulatory system works. In times of shock, blood is redirected to the core – to the organs and the important infrastructure running the body. The peripheral limbs can go to hell unless you have to run. And now running is the very last thing I can do. I barely manage to walk. I make it over to her.

    I try to place a hand on her shoulder. That’s when my fingers are rebuffed. It makes no frigging sense. The sensation is unlike anything I have ever experienced. It’s as if I have struck some kind of invisible wall – one that’s made out of pure energy.

    I yelp, jerk my fingers back, and stare at them. I almost think I see a few sparks of something charging over them and disappearing into the air.

    I back off again. I keep shaking my head. “This is impossible. Dead people don’t just appear only to disappear.” I close my eyes, giving the body another chance to disappear, but this time, it remains precisely where it is.

    “You must still be asleep. Or if you’re not asleep, then… you’ve gone mad. Turn right around. Call the police on yourself,” I mutter. My voice is as weak as I’ve ever heard it. I open my eyes again. I stare at the body. This time, I can even hear the blood dripping down from that wound. It slides over the metal chains of the swing, reaches the base, then drips onto the patch of dead grass below.

    That last detail really gets to me. Would a hallucination really have such information?

    “No frigging way—” I mutter.

    I’ve been telling myself the woman is dead. There’s no way she’s alive – not with sightless eyes like that. I’ve never seen a corpse before, but there’s something I fancy’s ingrained in every single human being – the ability to recognize death when it stares us right in the face.

    But that’s when she splutters. It’s the barest of moves. I only make it out because I’m paying attention to her with everything I have.

    As soon as she makes a sound, I jolt. I rush over to her.

    I am still shaking all over.

    She blinks her eyes closed, then opens them one at a time.

    It’s the strangest thing, but she’s still got a dead, hollow gaze. There are two tiny flickers of life right in the middle of her pupils. It’s almost as if she’s fighting death off – but only for a few seconds.

    Her lips wobble open.

    I’m forced to get closer. I fall onto my knees in front of her. My uniform is now ruined. “What… what happened to you? Who did this to you? Are you even real?” I can’t help but add that last bit.

    She reaches a hand out to me. Her fingers are dripping with blood. Before they can lock on the side of my face, she reaches that wall of resistance I encountered earlier. There are sparks, and this time, I genuinely see them. They flash around her hand as if trying to stop her in place, but she simply tightens her fingers into a fist and mutters something I can’t catch under her breath. That magical wall shatters. I can see it. Sparks erupt everywhere.

    I scream, but I don’t get a chance to jolt back. She suddenly leans forward and grabs both of my hands. “You’re magical,” she whispers. “A Grail, no less.”

    “Grail?”

    “You need… you need to stay away from them.”

    “Stay away from whom?” I stammer.

    “Stay away from them. They’ll only use you to kill.”

    As soon as she says the word kill, a wash of fear rushes over me. It’s not like I need a reminder this woman is dead or at least on the very edge. But her words nonetheless make for a timely reality check.

    I stare down at the dagger in her chest again. I lurch forward to remove it, but she won’t let me. She continues to hold my hands in a tight grip. She doesn’t just use her strength. Energy collects around her fingers. I’ve never felt anything like it. No, that’s a lie. I’ve felt something like it in my dreams. It’s a power unlike anything else. Modern technologies can’t match it. Nor can robots. Nor can anything save for magic itself.

    She grips my fingers even harder. Her eyes widen. Then suddenly they close in a moment of weakness. When she manages to blink them open again, I swear she’s died once more. All the light has left her pupils.

    I scream and go to jerk away, but she won’t let me, and with her dying strength, she’s still holding onto me. “Stay away from them. Whatever you do. Don’t let them… do to you what they plan to do to the rest of us.”

    “What are you talking about? Who are you?” I demand, but she’s losing the battle against passing away.

    I can tell she’s starting to die. It’s as if something is disappearing through my fingers – like I’ve been foolish enough to cup water in my hands, and now I’m crying that it’s leaking between my weak grip.

    Her head flops to the side.

    I try to grasp it, to hold her up, to give her another chance to rouse, but that’s when I hear something behind me. At first I think it’s the scattering of leaves – then I realize it’s too loud and too pronounced.

    I immediately jerk my head around. That sound reminds me of something I’ve only ever heard in my dreams. Those monsters, to be exact.

    As a rush of terror grips me, I swear I can see something. It’s just around the side of one of the apartment blocks.

    Intense fear I’ve never experienced explodes in my stomach. It ricochets up to my heart then bounces around my chest. It’ll swallow me – will crack me in two.

    I think I see something flitting toward me. It’s moving fast – faster than anything should in this world. I swear I see a glittering yellow gaze, but whatever it is, it never manifests.

    There’s a grunt from behind me. I look over my shoulder to see the woman opening her hand. “I command you,” she screams at the top of her lungs, “to protect all you can.” A blast of yellow magic shoots out of her fingers. It sails forward. It smashes into that creature, and it scatters into dust.

    I scream. I fall to my ass.

    I open my eyes.

    The woman’s still there. Her body has become limp. She has breathed her last breath.

    All I can hear is the sound of her dead form as the swing is pushed back and forth in the wind.

  
    Chapter 4

    I call the police. There’s nothing else I can do.

    I want this to all be in my head. It has to be nothing more than a hallucination, but as I sit there, blinking my eyes open and closed and waiting for her to disappear, she remains. She can’t go away because there really is a dead body on that swing.

    By the time the cops arrive, it starts to rain. Just as the squad car pulls up, the unimaginable occurs. I hear this hissing sound when the first droplet of rain falls onto her body. The next thing I know, she disappears.

    I’m left there, standing in complete shock.

    I want to erase every thing I saw and pretend it’s not real, but her commanding words still boom in my mind. I have no clue if her departing comment was for her spell or for me. But the words protect all just reverberate in my skull.

    The police aren’t happy. They think I’m some foolish kid who’s out for kicks. They take my name and threaten to prosecute me for wasting their time.

    When it’s finally over, I pick myself up and walk away.

    I can’t think of a damn thing.

    My head is empty. My body isn’t. These tingles race around me. It’s like I’ve swallowed a tidal wave that won’t sit still. No matter how many times it crashes against the shore of my mind, it keeps attacking me. By the time I finally make it to school – on-foot, no less – I’m a total mess.

    I expect to be dragged in front of the principal. In my head, the police have already called him.

    Even if I’m not, people are gonna ask valid questions. They’ll want to know why I’m drenched in mud.

    But before I can walk into the school grounds, someone darts forward, grabs my elbow, and pulls me to the side.

    It’s Fiona, my best friend.

    She looks at me, pulls back, and gasps in amazement. “What the hell happened to you? I got worried when you didn’t pick up your phone. I kind of figured that something happened at home. Maybe you had a fight with a neighbor or something. But this?”

    I go to open my mouth, but I have no clue what to tell her, so I simply close my lips.

    I let my gaze slice down and lock on my feet.

    She ducks her head forward. Her blond hair slides over her shoulder. It frames her blue eyes. They just get me thinking about my knight in shining armor. To think, I wasted precious time drawing his face for 10 minutes. I would never have missed the bus if I hadn't done that. And if I hadn’t missed the bus….

    I collapse my arms around my middle. We’re close to the school wall. It’s tall and runs around the entire campus. I turn and lock my shoulders against it and close my eyes.

    “You look like hell. You okay?” Fiona asks as she grabs my shoulder and rubs it.

    I jolt a little.

    “What happened?” she demands now, her voice getting harder. Not with anger, but with the need to know why I’m acting so weird.

    I realize I have to tell her something. The police were pretty pissed this morning. They’ll definitely call the school. So the truth will get out.

    It’s hard to bring it up, though. What should I say? I hallucinated? Or it was a prank?

    I rub my face. “I thought I saw something on the way to school. A… crime. I called the cops. But then… it turned out I didn’t see it. I guess it was… a trick of the light or something.”

    “Oh my God, poor you.” She rushes in and hugs me.

    I try to hold it together and not cry.

    She pulls back. She stares down at my uniform. “Lucky for you I’ve got a uniform in my bag. We don’t even have to sneak back into school to the locker room. But we’ve gotta hurry. The busses are gonna be here shortly.”

    I have no clue what she’s talking about. Every time I close my eyes, all I can see is that woman dead on the swing. I think the sound of it moving will be with me for life. It has become buried in my psyche as if it’s sprouted roots.

    “The excursion,” she says as she frowns at me. “To the new wing of the museum? The Arthurian legends exhibition? You know those artifacts they dug up recently? Is any of this ringing a bell?”

    Yeah, it is. I finally nod. I was actually excited about this excursion. But that was before whatever the heck happened this morning.

    Fiona pulls me down to a nearby public bathroom, and I change into her uniform. Fortunately, it fits me well.

    By the time we get back, the buses are arriving.

    The principal is out but doesn’t scream at me to come over.

    I hope either the police have decided to let it go, or they haven’t contacted him yet.

    I’ll deal with everything when we get back from the exhibition.

    How will I deal with it, though? I always promise myself that. I’m forever telling myself that if I push my problems away, I’ll find a way to overcome them later. Yet while there’s always a later, there’s never a solution.

    I guess that’s how you’re taught to think when you can’t trust anyone or anything.

    Fiona sits right beside me as we travel to the exhibition.

    She tries to engage me in conversation. I can hardly pay attention. My mind’s back with that woman. I go through absolutely everything I saw. I try to tell myself that I was just tired. I saw something that wasn’t there because… because I didn’t sleep well. That’s it. I got overheated last night. It must’ve cooked my brain.

    I can tell myself that all I want, but it doesn’t change the heavy pressure building in my body. By the time we make it to the museum, I feel like I’ll. Fiona is doing her best to distract me. She loops her arm through mine and helps me down the bus's stairs.

    Fortunately the kids are too distracted to notice me.

    I really don’t need any more excuses to get on the bad side of most of the school. That always happens to me, see. I do something weird or someone takes a disliking to me, then I’m kicked right down the bottom of the social heap. Then I’m always forced to move on to a new school. I figure out how to fix my life again and get everything back on track, and I go back to surviving.

    As I look up at the sky, I feel like something’s changed for good. There’ll be no more mere surviving and definitely absolutely no more hiding.

    A jolt travels hard down my back.

    We are in the car park at the back of the museum. The teacher looking after our class starts to do the roll call.

    I get distracted. I turn around. That’s when I watch another bus roll into the museum car park.

    Fiona is staring in the direction I am. She instantly purses her lips and whistles. “Well, damn,” she says, putting all the emphasis on damn she possibly can until her voice shakes. She follows it up by biting her lip.

    “What? Where does that bus come from?” There’s an emblem on the side, but I can’t guess what it means. I might’ve seen it before, but I can’t put my finger on it.

    “It’s only the most elite school in the city. Hell, what am I talking about? It’s the most elite school in the whole country. You can’t just be rich to go there. You have to be special.” She hisses special until it feels like she’s trying to carve it out of the air with sparkling lights.

    I frown at her. This is the first time I’ve managed to be distracted from the incident in the park. “What do you mean by special?”

    “My cousin – you know my cousin?”

    I make a face. “The entire world knows your cousin. Owing to the fact he’s the only son of one of the most famous rock stars there’s ever been.”

    “Yeah, him. He wanted to go to that school,” she gestures to the bus, “but he was knocked back. I know of countless other examples. Money and prestige aren’t enough to get you in.”

    “So what will get you in?” I mutter.

    She shrugs. “I’ve got no clue. All I know is that I don’t have it. They,” she points at the bus just as the doors open and the students start to walk down, “have it in spades.”

    I get stuck staring at them. I’m not the only one. The teacher might still be valiantly doing the roll call, but nobody is paying attention.

    The kids who walk down from that bus look otherworldly. They look a lot older, too. Beyond that….

    Maybe some people might get stuck on their looks. I don’t. Even as two guys walk down who look like they could be models, I ignore them.

    Their looks are irrelevant. There’s something….

    I suddenly yank up my sleeve and start scratching my arm. It’s a violent move like worms are wriggling under my skin.

    No one is paying attention to me – not even Fiona.

    She’s craning her head to get a better look.

    “Pay attention,” our teacher tries.

    Nobody pays attention. It takes until all those kids file in through the museum doors before anyone even bothers to look around.

    Fiona pushes in close. “Did you see that guy with the green eyes? I mean, damn, kids our age can’t really look like that, right? He was like otherworldly or something.”

    I get uncomfortable on the term otherworldly.

    Yeah, that school bus and all its students were a distraction. But now….

    I see that woman again. I see her dead stare.

    I grab my face and run my fingers down it.

    Fiona is with it enough to help me into the back of the museum when the roll call is finished.

    To think, I was actually excited about this exhibition once upon a time.

    It led right back into my dreams, see. Like I said, I’ve been dreaming that same dream ever since my sixteenth birthday. It’s always me on horseback with that knight in magical armor. So when the chance to learn more about knights came up, I was genuinely excited.

    Now….

    I want to find some kind of hole to hide in.

    I don’t want to be seen while I’m this fragile.

    I just want to close my eyes and figure out what happened.

    It had to have been a hallucination, right?

    I nod. Of course I was seeing things. Because what else could it possibly have been?

    Real?

    I’m only half paying attention to where I’m walking. Fiona has just jolted off to the side to an exhibition on jewelry.

    With no one to guide and steer me while I’m in this fog, I walk right into the back of some guy. It’s not one of our students. It’s one from that fancy school.

    The guy has his hands in his pockets. He slowly turns and looks at me.

    I don’t even bother to mutter sorry. I just walk around him.

    I never lift my dead stare.

    “You alright?” he calls after me.

    I ignore him.

    I try to tell myself there’s nothing wrong with me, but why are my arms so itchy? Why does it feel as if there’s pressure building in my chest?

    It’s that last one that really freaks me out. Back when my dad left, I started to suffer from panic attacks. Any kid would. He was my last haven. Everyone else in my life had abandoned me either through sickness or by just walking out.

    I really can’t afford to have a panic attack here. Not in front of all of the kids from my school – and certainly not in front of the kids from that posh academy.

    As my eyes widen, I start to look for the bathrooms.

    I can’t find them, but I soon spy a room cordoned off with tape.

    It’s probably got some kind of new exhibition in it. Or maybe it’s being built. Who cares? As long as there’s no one in there, that’s all that matters for me.

    I duck under the tape.

    I push inside.

    The room is huge and unusually dusty. I thought this was meant to unveil a new wing of the museum?

    Maybe they’ve built onto a particularly old section of the museum or something. That’s the only thing that can account for just how old this room feels.

    It’s got a really high ceiling. Maybe it had a mezzanine level once upon a time, or maybe it was built for acoustics.

    It doesn’t have many windows. The few it does have are high up the wall. They’re right up next to the ceiling. They let in a little light. But it’s not enough to properly illuminate this place.

    It’s full of junk. I don’t know if it’s construction equipment. Most of it is covered in dust cloths.

    Sometimes I suffer from asthma, and the sight of dust cloths is like the sight of a spider to someone with arachnophobia. I instantly clamp a hand over my mouth.

    I turn to leave, but I can’t.

    I close my eyes, and all I can hear is the squeaking of the swing.

    “It didn’t really happen. You have to put it out of your head. You have to move on because it didn’t damn well happen,” I mutter to myself, my hands still clasped over my mouth.

    “What happened?” a deep voice asks from behind me.

    I jolt.

    I turn quickly. I don’t have good balance at the best of times. Especially not now that I’m so rattled.

    I tumble to the side. There’s a pile of dust cloths to my left, and my feet get all caught up in them.

    Before I can fall face-first on this unyielding old concrete floor, a guy reaches in and grabs me.

    His grip is like nothing else. As soon as it closes around my arm, it feels like I’m being held in place by a mountain.

    There’s something more, though. It’s a jolt. It’s precisely the kind of sensation that I felt when that woman grabbed me.

    I freak out. My eyes widen, and I push back.

    That just overbalances me further.

    Before I can pull him down on top of me and we can fall in a tumble of limbs on those dust cloths, he twists me to the side.

    My hair fans around my face.

    I feel it again. Just a little jolt of magic. This time, it pushes into my back, holding me steady until I stand straight again.

    And it takes me approximately three more seconds to realize what I just thought. A jolt of magic?

    I pale.

    It’s the same guy I walked into earlier. The same guy that Fiona noted in the car park. The one with the green eyes. They’re like emeralds – though a shade too pale. But they give me the impression they’re pale so when they choose to shine, they’ll be seen from a mile off.

    And that is a strange impression to have, indeed.

    He frowns at me. “You okay? You realize you can’t be in here, right?” He turns and looks at the place. “This isn’t even part of the real museum.”

    “Not… part of the real museum?” I stammer.

    He looks me up and down. “Where are you from, anyway?”

    I shake my head. I can’t engage in a conversation right now with anyone. I can’t do anything. I… I felt something when he touched me. It couldn’t have been my imagination. He has magic.

    No. I slam the brakes on that thought so fast, it should cause a car crash in the middle of my frigging skull.

    Magic doesn’t exist. What I saw this morning was impossible.

    The only explanation of what is going on is I’m finally cracking. It’s understandable. My life is a train wreck I’ve only just managed to keep together.

    Without a word, I go to turn away from him. I’ll head to the bathrooms. I’ll break down. I’ll cry. Then the teacher will come, and I’ll admit that I need to get out of here.

    I don’t get the chance to.

    He reaches out and grabs my arm.

    He holds it for a few seconds until, once more, I feel that jolt of magic.

    I yank my head around and stare at him.

    He considers the surprise widening my eyes. I can see the suspicion narrowing his. “You felt something just then, didn’t you?” His voice is deceptively quiet. It’s that way so I can’t tell his tone. But I can read his expression.

    It focuses with interest.

    My heart skips four beats. I yank my arm back from his hand. “I don’t know you,” I mutter.

    “That’s not nearly as interesting as the fact that I don’t know you, and I know every single gifted in this town.”

    The way he says gifted… God, it’s horrifying. It does things to me. It shakes up a part of me I didn’t even know existed. I clutch my arms around my middle. I sway a little. I go to run out of the room, but I have another uncoordinated moment. My knees collapse. This time he’s too far away to save me. I fall on a dust cloth. It catches under my feet and sends me tumbling to the left. There’s an old, rough wooden box to my side. I fall on top of it and cut my thumb as I slide down onto the floor.

    I hiss in pain. It’s a long, deep gash.

    He takes a step up to me. “What are you—” he begins.

    I clutch my thumb hard. It’s a really deep cut, I realize with a surprised pang. I’ve already bled all over that box.

    And that would be when the box gives a jolt.

    I’m right next to it.

    I stare at it like any human does when every rule of their once-stable universe is violated.

    The box shakes again. But that’s not all that happens. This yellow light starts to pick up from within it. It’s not an ordinary light. This isn’t caused by diodes. This isn’t even some natural luminescence. This is….

    “There’s a farling in there.” He grabs my arm and pulls me back.

    The box continues to shake.

    I hear this scratching sound. Immediately it brings me back to the park.

    I feel like something is climbing my back. It’s using me as a ladder to pull itself up from hell.

    He keeps a hand secured around my elbow.

    He holds his hand out forward. It’s in a defensive position. It almost looks like he’s holding a sword. But he isn’t. There’s nothing in his grip but air.

    The box continues to shake. Then the impossible occurs. It pushes up and starts to hover a few feet in the air.

    “No,” I stammer. “No way. This is not happening again. This is not happening.”

    I’m way beyond caring that I’m being pathetic in front of him. This just has to stop. I’m not magical. It doesn’t exist. Magic is just something my brain has invented during a period of high stress.

    I’m—

    The box suddenly explodes.

    Wood shards blast out everywhere. By all rights, they should smash into the guy and cut him, but they don’t. He twists his hand to the side, and something appears before him.

    It’s another one of those invisible force fields. As the wood smashes into it, I can see it scattering off. A few shards even catch the light. They’re dust by the time they strike the floor.

    “What?” I stammer. I can’t finish the sentence. I can’t push a thing out of my shaking lips.

    I almost fall to my knees, but the guy won’t let me. He yanks me to the side. “Don’t let it touch you,” he snaps.

    Something suddenly lands down from the remains of the blasted box.

    It takes me no time at all to recognize what it is. It’s one of those elongated, shadowy creatures – precisely like the ones from my dream.

    I freeze.

    The guy won’t let me stand there, though. He shoves into me, pushes me to the side, then slices his hand forward.

    Light blasts out. But it doesn’t smash into the creature. It jumps into the air. It’s seriously lithe.

    It moves like it doesn’t have a body. Because it doesn’t have one, does it? It has the magical approximation of one. It has a force that unites it and brings together the various molecules of its form. That force isn’t muscles. And God knows it’s not bones.

    It’s not constrained by the same range of movement we are. It proves that as it turns its head a full 360 degrees. Then it runs up the wall beside it.

    I can’t scream. I don’t think there’s any shock left in me. It was beaten out of me by that dead body this morning.

    The creature is now running across the ceiling. Its head continues to whip this way and that. As it twists around, it sounds like someone getting ready to flick a rubber band.

    The guy never drops my arm. His fingers sink into my elbow, locking me in place hard without hurting me.

    “This isn’t happening,” I try weakly.

    “Nobody ever got anywhere denying reality,” he mutters. “Now, move.” He shoves me in the side.

    I tumble to the side. It’s just in time. The creature suddenly opens its mouth, and something lances down from its gullet. It smashes into where I was standing. If it weren’t for the fact the guy pushed me, that attack would’ve struck me right on the chest.

    I fall back onto my ass, my skirt up around my knees. Chunks of floor hail down around me. A few strike my cheeks and cut them.

    The guy lets out a roar. He jolts forward. He slices around with his hand again, but while he does manage to attack, the creature is too fast.

    “Dammit. This is an ancient one. What the hell was it doing in this museum?” he mutters.

    I haven’t bothered to pull myself up to my feet yet. What’s the point? If this is real, then there’s nothing I can do. And if this isn’t real – which is the most likely scenario – then this is some kind of hallucination. I should stay exactly where I am.

    The guy has no intention of letting me do that. With a roar parting his lips, he reaches around, grabs me, and pulls me to the side. He starts to back off into me.

    I can tell he wants to head toward the door and back toward the safety of other people, but the creature doesn’t give us that opportunity. It suddenly snaps its head toward the door then leaps. Its body twists around until it’s standing between the door and us.

    The guy swears. The move’s deep, and it shakes through his chest. It pushes into me. It makes this even more real.

    I suddenly squeeze my eyes shut. No way. Magic does not exist.

    As I keep my eyes closed, I’m treated to the sight of my dream, not the murder.

    I feel myself on the back of that horse, my knight in shining armor right in front of me.

    “Fight it,” he whispers.

    At first, I can’t really hear his voice. It’s fading as if someone has thrown a blanket over it.

    But as he says fight again, I feel that rush of energy I did from my dream. There’s an energy inside me.

    It’s an energy I can no longer put to sleep. It has risen and will continue to rise, regardless of whether I want it.

    “This farling is too powerful for me. I need a frigging sword, but I can’t draw,” the guy spits.

    I open my eyes.

    I’m still shaking, but it’s not because I’m doubting everything in front of me.

    I can still hear that voice echoing in my mind.

    I can’t fight it anymore – what I am.

    I can’t fight it because it will rise without me even if I try to push it down.

    I’m suddenly aware that the creature is about to attack. Don’t ask me how I know that. But I’m certain it’s about to unleash an unholy barrage right at the guy. He’s strong and fast, but he won’t be able to withstand it.

    He doesn’t know this, though. He jolts forward, seeing an opportunity that is not there.

    I don’t know how all of these certainties are rushing through me. I’ve got no clue where they come from. But I cannot deny them. All I can do is go with the sensations building and rushing through my body.

    I jolt forward. It’s just as he spreads his hand open.

    I skid down to my knees. I grab his left hand. I pull him back.

    “Don’t—” he begins.

    Magic rushes through me, and there’s no denying it this time. For its power is unchecked and impossible to ignore.

    I don’t know where it starts. Or maybe it has no specific location in my body and comes from everywhere. But the thing I note above all else is its power. As it rushes through me, it opens my eyes. It takes me back to my dream then beyond. It allows me to see my life in a new light. This – what I’m displaying right now – is the true me. The Dawn from before was nothing more than fiction.

    That light is visible. As the magic rushes through me, it appears over my skin as deep green runes. They’re the color of new oak leaves.

    The guy turns around. He becomes slack-jawed as he stares at my hand. Magic is now rushing into his fingers. It’s crackling up his elbows. It’s dancing over the top of his uniform. “You’re a Grail,” he says in a stilted voice so filled with awe, it’s as if he has just chanced upon a wonder of the world.

    That creature screams. It clearly senses an opportunity.

    It slices toward the guy. Magic builds in its gullet. But it never gets the chance to attack fully. Out of nowhere, the guy pulls a sword. He just reaches over his shoulder and grabs hold of something. Then the next thing I know, a blade appears out of thin air. It’s no ordinary sword. It instantly reminds me of my dreams. It’s the same broadsword my knight in shining armor always carries. And, just like that sword, it’s completely covered in magic. It races up the blade, plays along the hilt, and rushes across the guy’s fingers.

    It lights up the side of his face until so much power is playing over his features, he doesn’t look human anymore – nowhere near.

    As he pulls the sword in front of his body, it forms a protective barrier. The creature’s attack lances into it. It’s completely absorbed. The guy isn’t even forced to skid back.

    He lets out a growl.

    “Whatever you do, don’t move. Don’t stop concentrating,” he stammers, that awe still blasting through his tone.

    He throws himself forward. He lets out another scream. I hear the sound of his expensive shoes skidding along the dusty floor. He leaps into the air. He is almost suspended there for a second as magic builds around him. It pushes from the sword into his body until he’s so bright, he could light up the city. Then he slices down. This time, the creature cannot dodge him. The blade cuts right through its middle.

    It screams.

    It tries to fight him, but his magic is too strong. The creature is blasted apart. Its scattered remains strike the walls beforing turning into dust. The dust does not stick around. It quickly disappears into wisps of curling gray smoke.

    It’s… over.

    I stare over at the guy just as he turns, his expression falters, and his mouth drops open. And just as he says something that will shatter my world from now until forever. “You’re a Grail.”

  
    Chapter 5

    I’m still shaking, but my magic is starting to disappear. I stare at my hands. I watch as the light sinks into my body. It doesn’t go for good, though. I can feel it. It’s moving through me. It’s like I’ve swallowed a storm. It isn’t designed to destroy me, though. It’s one that, at any chance, with just a thought, I’ll be able to invoke once more.

    There’s a hiss, and the guy’s sword starts to disappear. He shoves it back over his shoulder, and I hear it grinding back into a sheath. But then it’s gone.

    He drops his hand. It falls weakly to his side. He takes a step up to me. I’m aware of his breathing. It’s unusually heavy.

    As for my breathing, it’s erratic. I’m panting as if I’ve just run a marathon. I even grip my chest.

    “You’re a real Grail,” he says again. I didn’t think his voice could become filled with more awe, but it does. And it’s nothing compared to how he stares at me.

    The last few scraps of my sanity start to catch up to me, and I shake my head. I push to my feet. “This… didn’t….”

    “Happen?” he finishes my sentence, his voice shooting up high with amazement. “You can’t deny what’s right in front of you. It did happen. You’re magical. What’s your name?” he demands quickly.

    I can’t stop shaking my head. “This didn’t happen.” I open my hands wide. I look at him. I look back to where the creature was, but it’s gone. You know what? So is that box I tumbled into. All evidence of what occurred has just disappeared.

    … Which is what would happen if this was a hell of a hallucination, I tell myself quickly. I start to breathe too hard. “Magic doesn’t exist. This didn’t happen. It’s all in my head.”

    “Like hell it is. You’re a Grail. You’re the rarest of all magical breeds. You need to—”

    I shove to my feet.

    Two students from his school have just appeared in the doorway.

    I spy my opportunity. Neither of them is paying attention to me. They’re clearly after their friend.

    “Hey,” he calls after me desperately.

    I don’t allow him to run after me.

    I rush out of the door.

    I know he’ll be hot on my heels. I quickly search for a place to hide. I don’t need to search for long. There’s a door that leads out into the car park. It’s not one for standard patrons, though. It’s some kind of service door. The only reason it’s open is a maintenance guy has just walked through.

    I grab it just before it can close, and I dart through. I slam it shut.

    “What are you doing?” some guy asks from behind me.

    I press my fingers into the door. When that magician doesn’t hammer on it, I realize he has no clue where I’ve gone.

    Sorry. Not a magician. Just a guy.

    Because this is a hallucination.

    I let go of the door. I’m still shaking.

    “Kid,” the maintenance guy behind me says in a strict voice. “What—”

    “I need to throw up,” I stammer.

    The guy gets out of my way and points to a door that leads to the car park.

    I grab hold of it. I push out.

    While it would be tempting to tumble down to my knees, I know I can’t.

    Though I’m certain this was just a hallucination, and I keep repeating that to myself, I know that guy will come after me. Which makes no sense. He would have no reason to follow me if everything that had transpired had only been in my head. But I’m not in any position to think things through.

    I round the edge of the car park, running as fast as I can.

    Then I just keep running.

    My phone’s in my pocket. It takes me a few blocks until I call Fiona.

    I tell her she needs to dream up an excuse for my teacher and that I won’t be back all day.

    She is not happy.

    I hang up while I still can. Then I find an alleyway. I crawl down it. Literally. I can’t even stand anymore.

    I find a dumpster, hide behind it, curl into a ball, and just… collapse. Both inwardly and outwardly.

    This can’t be happening. There’s no way I’m magical.

    All I am is Dawn Cooper – a pathetic screwup with no hope and no power.

    I’m not a Grail, whatever that is.

    And this… this will all be over when I open my eyes again.

  
    Chapter 6

    I don’t know how long I remain behind the dumpster.

    By the time I finally pull myself out, it’s raining. It looks like a good few hours have passed.

    I tell myself that that guy won’t be following me anymore. He would’ve given up. Right?

    I quickly shake my head. I secure my hands around my elbows. “Does that even make the tiniest bit of sense, Dawn?” I hiss at myself. “That guy would not have run after you. He would’ve only run after you if you were a Grail and everything you saw and did back there was real….”

    I shake my head.

    That was a stupid thing to think. That word… it does things to me. Things that a mere word shouldn’t be able to do to somebody. It’s like a key that someone has just thrust into my chest to unlock my darkest secrets.

    I lock a hand on my sternum. I really grind my palm in. I massage until I feel pain. I don’t stop there.

    I squeeze my eyes as tightly shut as they can possibly go.

    “This is not happening. Just… get home. Deal with the police and the principal. And every other problem in your life.”

    As I drag myself away from that dumpster, I tell myself that nothing happened. With every step I take, I believe that more.

    When there are no sirens and no more of those shadowy creatures, I fool myself into believing this was a psychiatric episode. It’s over now, I think hopefully.

    I don’t take the bus back home. I walk in the rain. It’s good for me. It allows me to put everything in perspective.

    I’ll find a way to deal with the police. I know a good doctor, too. I’ll explain what happened. And even if I have to be booked in for treatment, I’ll do it.

    Before my mother died, according to my father, she went mad.

    So I have the genes for insanity.

    Maybe this was just my first taste of what that experience will be like.

    When I finally make it home, it’s raining so hard, I swear it’s a punishment from God.

    I drag myself up to my apartment. I unlock it, open the door, and immediately collapse onto my knees. I shove my hands over my face. I inch my foot behind me and kick the door closed. I go to flop against it, but that’s when I hear something. Someone just cleared their throat.

    Because someone’s inside my apartment.

    My apartment’s small, and the front door leads to the kitchen. The kitchen bench is right in front of me, separating me from the rest of the room.

    I freeze.

    “Who’s there?” I say in a high-pitched, scared voice.

    “Miss Cooper?”

    It’s a professional voice. It’s strict and sharp. It puts me in mind of a teacher and not an assailant, but my heart is still pounding at a million miles an hour.

    I launch up. I go to grab the door, but that’s when I see something shimmering over the surface of it.

    “Please do not try to run. The door is locked. But understand, it’s for your own safety.”

    I scream.

    I beat on the door once then turn around. I finally see two people sitting at my tiny chipped kitchen table. They’re in long rain jackets, but I can see what’s underneath. The guy’s wearing an expensive dark suit. The woman is wearing a blouse and a trim skirt. I can see a hint of a chain.

    The man pushes up. He places his hands in front of himself, and he nods. “I am Revas Archer. This is Suzanne Williamson. We are here to take you to Saint Teresa’s.”

    I just stare at them. I back off until my shoulders strike the door. I start to shake. The old wood rattles with me. “How the hell did you get in here? You’re not the police. You’re—”

    “We are teachers at Saint Teresa’s – the most prodigious school for magic in the country.” Revas nods low.

    I shake my head even harder. “Magic doesn’t exist,” I stutter.

    Revas shares a look with Suzanne. She pushes to her feet. Rather than talk things through, she just opens her hand. A fireball settles in her grip.

    I whimper and fall down to my butt. I grab my face. “Nothing that happened today existed. Go away. It was all in my head.”

    I hear footfall as they near. “Do not doubt what is in front of your eyes,” Suzanne says. It’s similar to that statement that guy said in the museum.

    I just block it out by childishly grabbing my ears and grinding my palms in hard.

    “You need to come with us, Miss Cooper. The paperwork is complete, and your current school knows you are transferring.”

    The suddenness of that comment gets to me, and I drop my hands. “What?”

    “You can keep the lease on this apartment if you wish,” Revas says as he shoots my home a disgruntled glance. “But all students at Teresa’s board there. It’s to ensure that we can control your powers at all times. And with you, that will be doubly necessary. You will not be able to go out without a chaperone.”

    “Chaperone?” I say breathlessly. I shake my head again. “Can you just go away? I need to call the ambulance. I’m having a psychiatric episode.”

    There’s another pause. “While it’s common for late-stage witches to doubt their sanity, this is getting somewhat tiresome, Miss Cooper,” Suzanne says. “You’re clearly magical. John informed us what occurred today at the museum. Without your assistance, he would’ve had quite an incident on his hands. Then again, you did inadvertently cause it by offering up your blood to a farling.”

    “Offering… offering up my blood to a farling?”

    “Grail blood is supremely powerful. It attracts farlings. It’s another reason that you must be controlled. Now, please rise. Take whatever you need and come with us.”

    “I’m not going anywhere with you people. I don’t know who you are. I—”

    “There is nothing left for you here. Grails cannot be left unaccompanied. If you do not come with us, your future will be dark indeed.”

    There’s something about the way she says that that makes me look up at them.

    My heart begins to shake. “What… are you talking about?”

    “Farlings will come after you. And yet, they will be the least of your troubles,” she says, her voice dropping low until it shakes with this menacing pitch no one could ignore. “Many a creature will be attracted to your blood and your power. We offer you protection.”

    “It’s hardly an offer,” Revas says importantly. “It’s a demand. You will risk your community if you stay here. Now, Miss Cooper, please rise to your feet. Take your possessions, and we will accompany you to your new school. There you will learn what you are.”

    “I’m….” I give up.

    I keep waiting for this vision to just crack and disappear. But it isn’t. It’s steadfastly remaining in front of me, refusing to dissipate. It’s almost… like it’s really happening. I rub my face one last time. But as my fingers drop and nothing changes, I finally push up.

    I stare at them warily. For Suzanne’s part, she looks a little bored. Revas looks impatient. He nods at my things dismissively again. “Take whatever you need. That being said, whatever you require will be given to you. Within reason, of course. But you are welcome to clothes and technology – whatever you wish.”

    I stare at them. If this… okay, go with me for a second, but if this is really happening and this is my last chance to gather what I want, then I can’t just stand here.

    I have memories in this place.

    I head into my bedroom. I’m not surprised when Suzanne walks with me.

    I cast a desperate glance toward my window. What I wouldn’t give to rush out. That said, I’m on the twentieth floor, and there wouldn’t be anywhere to go.

    I start to search around.

    I don’t know what to take.

    There are strong memories here, but at the same time, there are bitter ones, too.

    I’ve often thought about throwing all my old stuff away.

    I finally figure out what I want.

    I head over to my desk. I grab up a locket with my mom’s picture in it. I shove it protectively into my pocket. Then I glance down at my drawing of the knight in shining armor.

    I clutch it up without thinking about it. I fold it before Susan can glance at it.

    Then I grab up my drawing gear. I take a few more things and dump them in a bag. Then I just stand there and stare at her. I go to tell her that this isn’t happening. She somehow knows exactly what I’m about to say, and she arches an eyebrow. “Your protestations are getting a little tiresome. Please, my dear, we need to be on our way. As we have said earlier, it’s not safe for you or your community if you to remain here anymore.”

    It’s at the promise that it’s unsafe for my community that I finally move a little faster.

    I stride out. I stand near my kitchen bench. Revas is watching the door warily.

    … They can’t be that serious, right? If… if magic really does exist, and I’m really a Grail, I can’t be that dangerous, right?

    “This way,” Suzanne says. She doesn’t head over to the door. Instead, she turns and heads toward the window.

    Like I said earlier – I’m up on the twentieth floor.

    “You think this really justifies the magical use of a portal?” Revas questions.

    “Can you think of a situation that would better justify one? We’ve already wasted enough time. The board will need to know the second she is in safe custody.”

    “You have a point,” Revas agrees.

    Suzanne grabs the window. She holds it in stiff fingers. Then she starts to mutter under her breath.

    I can feel magic picking up in the air. It snags her short hair and makes it lift up around her face.

    A breath becomes trapped in my throat.

    She opens her mouth, exhales some magical word I don’t catch, and thrusts a hand forward.

    The window suddenly changes. It warps. Magic crackles up until there’s a circle in front of me. It’s large enough that even Revas, with his tall form, can fit through.

    The window itself has disappeared. Beyond, I see a long marble corridor.

    “What the hell?” I stammer.

    “At Saint Teresa’s, you will always be expected to watch your language,” Suzanne demands. “Now, come.”

    I don’t thrust through that portal. I can’t. My knees seize up. It takes until Revas clears his throat from behind me that I finally jolt. That pushes my finger just beyond that magical line. It doesn’t feel like anything. My head promises me that it will feel like I’m being swallowed up, but it doesn’t. There’s only the barest tickling sensation.

    “Come,” Suzanne says, her voice a deep growl.

    I have no option, I guess. I close my eyes and take in a breath that becomes locked in my chest, and I push through. The next thing I know, I feel myself in a whole new place entirely. The smell, the temperature, the sound level, the pressure – everything is different. It’s almost enough that I fall over, but Revas won’t let me. He comes bustling in from behind. He clears his throat importantly, turns, mutters something under his breath, and swipes his hand to the left.

    The portal collapses. And that is probably the last time I’ll see my little apartment. I might’ve hated it, but it was my last haven.

    As I turn around, I shiver. It’s involuntary. Clearly my body knows something I don’t. As I lock eyes on this grand hallway, fear climbs my back. It promises me one thing. Whatever my life was before, whether I loved or loathed it, everything has changed.

    For the worst.

  
    Chapter 7

    “This way, Miss Cooper. Your bag will be taken to your room.”

    I turn and scurry quickly after Suzanne.

    Every step I take in this hallway echoes so loudly, I feel it’ll advertise my position to my enemies. And that right there – a statement about my enemies – isn’t one I’ve ever made in my life before. But I guess it’s one I’ll have to get used to.

    I’m forced to lock another breath deep in my chest as I rush after her. My heart’s now beating hard. It’s thumping around in my sternum, shaking up into my jaw and pushing down into the back of my shoulders. It makes me feel as if I’m now balancing on a pinprick. With the slightest pressure, I’m gonna fall over for good.

    We make it to a set of stairs. If I thought the hallway itself was grand, then it has nothing on the stairs. They sweep around and up to a floor above. They look like the kind of thing you’d get out of a Disney movie. You know, in some kind of proper castle.

    Believe it or not, I’ve never visited a castle in all my life, despite their proliferation in the countryside. I’ve never had the time or opportunity. And frankly, I’ve never had the inkling, either. I always hate seeing how the other side lives. It only ever leads to expectations that cannot be fulfilled.

    I have to place a hand on the banister beside me to steady my shaking body. I know a couple of mental techniques to try to calm myself, from taking big deep breaths, to trying to do complicated math problems in my head. Nothing’s working.

    The further we climb, the more I realize this is real. You see, the castle itself is magical, too. I don’t notice it at first, but when I start to stare up at the light fittings, I see they’re not even attached to the wall. They’re just these orbs of light that are disconnected and hovering a good meter back from the ceiling. There are no power cables going to them. Worse than that, they can move around, and they do. The lights always shine on us, keeping our path up the stairs well lit. As for the stairs themselves, they are way too long. I wouldn’t claim to be an expert on architecture, but I understand some of the fundamentals of building design. Stairs this long could not be supported without thicker walls and struts.

    Worse than that, I swear the stairs just keep getting longer. It’s as if they’re deciding how much we should walk, like they’re vicious personal trainers who want us to get more steps in.

    “Almost there,” Suzanne says. She reaches out and taps a hand on the banister beside her. As she drums her fingers down on it, I see a few symbols leak out of her fingertips. They blast down into the wood then spread like fire.

    You would think that I would have gotten over witnessing strong displays of magic by now, but you’d be wrong. My body is so jittery that it will react to anything.

    I finally hear and see the stairs growing right in front of me. And it’s an unmistakable sight.

    We’ve almost reached the top, but suddenly, more steps grow out of it. They’re multiplying like stairs shouldn’t. They look more like dividing cells.

    “What the hell is this?” I stammer.

    Suzanne reaches around and suddenly smacks the back of my knuckles. “Language,” she mutters.

    I yank my hand back and massage it. It’s the same one that got cut. I tied a scrap of fabric I found around it, but it’s still a little loose. A little of my blood peeks out from underneath.

    “You’re still injured. You didn’t deal with your cut. Foolish child,” Suzanne mutters.

    “She will have to be taken to the nurse’s office after this,” Revas says.

    “Indeed. Now, the principal is waiting.”

    Suzanne walks to the end of another floor. I gasp when I realize the stairs don’t connect to anything. They simply abruptly stop. They drop back down to the floor far below in a fall that looks as if it would kill anyone, even if they had a frigging parachute.

    It’s that sight that really starts to drive home to me what’s happening. If this is still a hallucination, then it’s the most detailed in history. It’s going on for too long. And it….

    “I suggest you get a hold of your nerves,” Revas says quietly from behind me. “I suggest you keep an open mind, too. There is much for you to learn. That is always the way with a late-stage witch.”

    “You… called me a Grail.”

    “Indeed. But you are still a female practitioner, so you belong to the greater category of witch, regardless of where your power comes from.”

    “What… what am I, anyway?” I concentrate on talking to Revas so it can pull my attention off that abrupt drop. I’ve never been good with heights.

    I say that, then I see Suzanne take a step out into nothingness.

    I seize up, grip my chest, and actually yelp.

    Suzanne turns around. She has not just plunged down to her death. She’s standing on… nothing at all.

    As my heart races, she shoots me a somewhat peeved look. If this is Suzanne at her nicest, then I imagine she’ll be a handful when I start to attend classes. She also looks like the kind of person who’ll deliberately go out of her way to keep an eye on me. Which is exactly what she does now. She gives me an irritated up-and-down look. “You will become accustomed to magic soon. But, one hopes, you will not have to become accustomed to visiting the principal’s office. Now follow behind me without missing a step. Put your feet exactly where I put mine. Or we may have another reason to head to the nurse’s office.”

    With that cryptic statement, she starts to walk in the air. That’s when I see that on the far wall, there’s a door. She heads toward it.

    I, suffice to say, do not walk out into nothingness. I told you barely a few seconds before that I have a problem with heights. I have not miraculously gotten over that phobia in the past few seconds.

    My heart pounds even harder.

    Revas clears his throat. “It will not kill you. There is a hidden path to the principal’s office. It’s to ensure that no one can go there without his permission.”

    “What if a student has to see him for something?”

    There’s a long pause. “I cannot think of a single circumstance where that would occur. The principal here is a guiding light. He is the strongest practitioner in the school. He is here to shepherd us. He is certainly not here to listen to petty complaints.”

    “What if the complaint—”

    “Enough,” Suzanne says. She’s already reached the door. She sighs when she realizes I haven’t followed. “Revas, take her by the arm and bring her here.”

    Revas gently clasps his fingers around my arm. Then the next thing I know, he pulls me off the last step.

    My whole body stiffens. I can’t help but think I’m about to plunge down to the floor below. I’ll break every single bone in my body. And hey, maybe that will be better than having to attend this crazy school.

    But something appears under my feet. Something solid. It feels as if it’s something that’s always been there. It’s just… invisible.

    I get stuck staring at my feet.

    “Pull your head up. You don’t want to take a single misstep,” Revas reminds me.

    “Why… why would it be so hard to get to the principal’s office?” I stammer.

    “So nobody disturbs him when he does not wish to be disturbed,” Suzanne says imperiously.

    It doesn’t make any sense. Principals shouldn’t be lauded over students like kings. They should be there to ensure the entire school runs smoothly.

    This guy sounds more like an emperor on school grounds.

    One that is perilously hard to get to.

    Revas doesn’t give me the opportunity to misstep. He carefully pulls me along beside him.

    At one point, however, my foot juts to the side slightly. That’s when I realize there’s absolutely nothing underneath my toes. If I were to push all of my pressure onto them, I would trip, and I would tumble down.

    Judging by everything I’ve heard, there would be no safety net. There’d just be death.

    I haven’t had a chance to think about the school – about what it will be like. I am way too busy trying to come to terms with the fact that I’m magical in the first place and that my life is about to change for good. But what kind of a school has a trap leading to the principal’s office? One that, if you can’t successfully navigate it, will kill you?

    I’ll soon get my answer.

    As we arrive next to Suzanne, she flicks her gaze at me dismissively, flattens a hand down her top, clears her throat, and knocks on the door twice.

    I think I hear something complicated within unlocking.

    There’s a grating sound.

    The door opens.

    As it swings inward, I feel magic.

    I might just be a late-stage witch as they keep telling me, but I clearly have senses. Miraculously, they haven’t been completely tired out by my day. I certainly feel a charge of power. It makes my tongue tickle. It’s almost like I’ve licked electricity.

    I cough, too, and I’m forced to lock a hand over my mouth.

    “It’s simply the magical field disconnecting,” Revas explains from behind me.

    “Magical field?”

    “More protection,” he says without further comment. He gestures me forward.

    We don’t walk straight into the principal’s office. There’s a kind of anteroom before it. It’s full of pot plants, a couch, and a coffee table with magazines on it. I’m grateful to note that it’s the most normal thing I’ve seen in this castle so far. That is until the plants turn around. One of them has a set of eyes, and it starts watching me.

    I scream and jolt back hard into Revas. Fortunately I don’t push him out of the door and send him tumbling down to oblivion.

    He clears his throat. “It’s just a watcher plant. It’s here as the last line of defense to the principal.”

    The watcher plant blinks. It’s the most disgusting thing I have ever seen. I have to clamp a hand as hard over my mouth as I possibly can.

    I edge around it.

    That’s when I realize there isn’t another door out of here. Until suddenly there is. There’s a sound as if someone is industriously building one. This dense vibration shakes up through the wall. Then right in front of me, a door appears.

    Suzanne clicks her fingers, mutters under her breath, gets a preparatory charge of magic over her hand, then leans in and opens the door.

    There’s more magic. It simultaneously makes me feel energized yet sick.

    This is all too much. I just want to crawl back home and go to bed. Even if I wake up in the morning and this is still my world, I’ll deal with it. But for now, I need everything to go away.

    That is not about to happen.

    We finally walk into the principal’s office.

    I don’t know what I’ll find. By now, my imagination has completely given up. I could tell you the craziest thing I could think of, but it wouldn’t be weirder than this magical castle.

    And yet, the principal’s office, at first glance, at least, looks just like an office. It’s a large room. It’s cut on two levels. His desk is down below, while above there’s nothing but bookshelves. There has to be thousands of books in here. They reach right up to the ceiling.

    Down below, he has a series of three desks. There’s his large main desk in the middle. Then there are two other desks. One of them actually has a computer on it. The other is piled high with boxes. I can see colorful potions sticking out of them.

    The principal himself is sitting in a chair with a high back. It’s directed away from us.

    Finally it turns.

    He looks right at me.

    I’m expecting something crazy. All I get is an ordinary man. He looks as if he’s in his mid-sixties. He’s got a gray beard that’s still flecked with a few rays of black.

    He looks right at me for several seconds.

    I don’t know what to do, so I actually bow slightly. “Ah, I’m—”

    “The Grail. A late-stage witch Grail, to be exact. I didn’t think I would ever see one in my time.”

    I just offer him a nod. I lock my hands in front of my middle. I start rubbing my thumbs over and over each other. It’s the only way to deal with my exploding nerves.

    Suzanne shoots me a somewhat peeved look. She also tilts her head back and straightens up. I can tell that’s an instruction to me, but I can’t comply.

    I’m getting sicker and sicker.

    The principal stands. There’s a creaking sound. Sure, he looks old, but judging by the sound, he’s like a tree.

    He looks at me for a few seconds. No one says anything.

    He walks around from behind his desk.

    My stomach just knots with more nerves.

    I don’t like the look in his eyes. I can’t place it. I can’t place anything here. I’m completely out of my frigging depth. He stops about a meter in front of me. “I warn you, your life will be tricky and hard for a while. There is much for you to learn. The realm of magic is a complicated one. However, your every need will be looked after. And you will have a bright future after your time here.”

    “And how long will my time be here?” I stammer. “I’m about to graduate—”

    “Graduation only occurs when you master magic. It could take years. It could take a decade.”

    My lips slide open. “Sorry, a decade?”

    “Do not speak back. Only speak when spoken to,” Suzanne growls.

    I ignore her. I’m stuck on the fact that I could be at this school for 10 more years.

    “It’s very important for a Grail such as yourself not to be allowed freedom until you are capable of defending yourself. Grails are fundamentally dangerous but powerful things,” he says with a strange look in his eyes.

    I’m staring at him – close enough that I won’t miss a thing. I swear I see this curious flicker of a smile cross over his lips. It makes me even sicker. I’m forced to lock a hand on my stomach now.

    Suzanne has given up subtly trying to instruct me how to behave, and she outright growls beside me. “Stand up straight and drop your hand.”

    I try to stand up a little straighter, but my shoulders only hunch further forward. I keep my hand locked exactly where it is. It’s that, or throw up all over this highfalutin principal’s office.

    “Your instruction will begin as soon as your injury and your mild nausea are dealt with. After you head to the nurse’s office, you will head straight to night classes.”

    He might have just called this mild nausea, but it’s starting to peak. I honestly think I’m about to throw up now. I lock the back of my hand against my mouth.

    Suzanne has given up instructing me on how to stand and how to act.

    The principal, despite the fact he’s clearly aware of how ill I am, just continues to stand there. And that smile is still on his lips. If I weren’t suddenly as sick as a dog, I’d get freaked out by that smile. You see, it’s the kind of grin someone gives when they know that you have no clue what’s going on. And people who are out of their depth are easy to manipulate.

    Before my father left, he did impart a few lessons. And not being manipulated was always his number one go-to message. He was a bit of a conspiracy nut. He always believed everyone was out to get him. And he would tell me, until he went green in the face, never to let anyone sink their hooks into me.

    His number one fear was being used for someone else’s dirty work.

    I never thought about it much. Maybe he had a bad experience when he was a kid or something. Maybe he was just mad like my mother. I have no real idea why this is all coming into my head now, but I can’t stop staring at the principal’s crumpled little smile.

    He continues to look at me for a little. He pushes forward. He plucks up my hand. It’s an oddly intimate move. My shoulder stiffens. He looks at my fingers, then up to my shoulder, then across to my face. He suddenly squeezes my hand. I feel a few charges of magic descend from his palm into mine. I yelp and try to jerk back, but he has a strong grip.

    “He’s checking on your magic,” Suzanne growls. “Stay still, and for God’s sake, stay polite.”

    This is impolite? I can tell you what’s not polite: grabbing someone’s hand without their permission and checking their magic by sending sparks into them. These guys know that I’m a new witch. Yet they’re treating me like dirt.

    If I weren’t as sick, maybe I’d get a flicker of defiance in my gaze.

    As it is, I wince and close my eyes.

    He soon drops my hand.

    He turns away before I can check his expression. He nods once at Suzanne then walks over to his desk and sits back in his chair. He actually steeples his fingers. I’m sorry, but has this guy seen too many James Bond movies? He looks like some kind of glorified villain.

    “It may take some time to fit in, but you’ll find yourself being quite popular,” the principal mutters.

    My brow scrunches up. “What does that mean?”

    He chuckles. “You’ll soon find out. Grail’s are rare at the best of times. Now we find ourselves with two. How intriguing. It shall be an interesting school year. Now, good day.” With that, without another word of explanation, he pulls a book out from somewhere and starts writing in it.

    I open my mouth. I have a thousand questions. Who am I kidding? I have a million.

    And the questions are the only thing that can momentarily pull me out of my nausea.

    But Suzanne obviously has absolutely no intention of letting me ask them.

    She clasps a hand on my shoulder and turns me around. The move is pretty rough.

    I might not have liked my previous school, but all the teachers showed basic respect for the students. I suddenly get the impression that won’t be the case here.

    I’m practically manhandled out of the office. When we reach the anteroom, the door closes up. That disgusting plant turns and stares at me. I swear its gaze flicks down and up my body, just like the principal’s stare did moments before.

    “You will learn proper decorum, Miss Cooper. I will ensure that as the head of discipline,” Suzanne says imperiously as she crosses her arms at me.

    Revas just chuckles. “Perhaps you should cut her some slack.”

    Suzanne arches an eyebrow. “Cut her some slack? What are you doing talking like that, Revas?”

    “Our Grail here is clearly ill. Let us do what the principal suggested and take her to the nurse’s office, then introduce her to her first class. Everything else can wait.”

    Why does his voice become far-off on the word everything? Maybe it’s just my nausea talking, but I get the impression that there’s a lot he’s not saying.

    There’s a lot everyone’s not saying. And all of it – all that important mystery – is crammed into one word. Grail.

    Whenever they say it, my whole body tenses up. I feel like someone’s wrapping wire around my gut, back, and cheeks. They’re holding me in place and stopping me from running.

    I squeeze my eyes closed just as the door opens back to the stairs.

    I should’ve run. This morning when I found that dead woman – whether she really existed or even if she was just in my head – I should’ve run.

    I will never get that chance again.

  
    Chapter 8

    I’m taken back down the stairs. We head down a short corridor to a large room that has to be the nurse’s office. And it’s on my way that I finally see my first students. I think I recognize them from the bus and the museum this morning. It’s one girl and two boys. All of them are stunning. I mean, seriously, kids shouldn’t look like that. Not unless they’re photoshopped.

    They’re standing at the end of the corridor. They’re having a conversation, but when I walk past with the two teachers, their eyes lock on me. I don’t think I’ve ever been so thoroughly examined.

    I immediately turn my head and drop my gaze.

    We reach the nurse’s office. The nurse, it seems, is waiting for us.

    The door opens, and he takes one look at me and clucks his tongue. He’s in a long robe. It’s the first robe I’ve seen. Blame it on all of the TV I’ve watched, but I expect witches and wizards and whatnot to be in robes all the time. Everyone else I’ve seen has either been in impeccable blazers or office suits.

    This guy’s robe reaches right down to the floor. There’s silver thread that’s been embroidered with the school’s emblem on both the sleeves. There’s fancy detail around the collar, too. It matches his glasses. He’s roughly in his early forties. He takes another look at me and shakes his head. “Whose idea was it to allow the Grail to walk around with an active wound?”

    Suzanne stiffens up. “I do not—”

    “Your authority starts there,” the nurse points at the floor underneath her feet, “and mine starts here.” He suddenly reaches over, grabs my good hand, and pulls me through.

    I catch a glimpse of Suzanne’s face. Damn, she looks like she’s about to explode. I swear so much blood is rushing to her head, she’ll have a stroke.

    Revas, for his part, simply shoves his hands into the pockets of his large rain jacket and chuckles under his breath.

    As soon as the nurse pulls me in, the door closes behind me.

    He promptly drops my hand. He takes several steps away from me and looks me up and down. He fixes his glasses further up his nose. That’s when I see something shimmering in the lenses.

    I’ve seen a lot of magic, so I have no clue why this particular display gets to me, but I find myself staring.

    His lips kink to the side. He taps the side of his glasses. “It’s a special kind of spell. You ever watch sci-fi?”

    This guy is obviously not good with introductions. Having a conversation with him is like going on a roller coaster. “Ah, yeah, I guess.”

    He taps his glasses again. “Then imagine that these are kind of like a medical scanner. They help me instantaneously diagnose a patient. And you are a new witch with burgeoning powers, a deep gash in her hand, and a nasty case of surprise. Oh yeah, and it looks like you haven’t eaten for a while and you’re dehydrated, too. Have I missed anything out?”

    “I want to go home,” I add dejectedly. I don’t know why I say that. This guy is very much not my friend. I’ve just met him.

    He chuckles though. He certainly doesn’t snap at me like Suzanne would. “Yeah, I can help with everything, but not with that. I take it your situation has been explained to you?” He gestures me over to a bed. I’m happy that it and most of this office looks normal. I can’t see any boxes of potions. And nothing’s floating.

    I walk over to the bed. I pull myself up on it, then pretty much flop. It feels like someone’s deboned my shoulders.

    “Explained to me?” I finally pick up on his question. I palm my face and turn my fingers in. “I’m a new witch. A Grail – whatever that means. And I might have to be here for 10 years.”

    He laughs. “I doubt you’ll be here for 10 years. You’re a Grail – you can learn quickly. That being said….” He turns around, goes to the cupboard, and pulls out a syringe.

    I straighten a little. “That being said what?”

    “You’ll change. Your life will never be the same again.”

    I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve told that to myself ever since figuring out what’s going on here. But having someone else say it is different. I shiver. “What exactly does that mean?”

    “Grails are rare, and they’re very… what’s the word? Precious.”

    I make a face. He turns around and sees it.

    He makes a face too. He is categorically the most normal person I have come across at this school, even if he’s the one who actually looks like a magician.

    “You’re really powerful. And there are a lot of enemies out there who want you. So yeah, your life will be different. Even after you graduate, they’ll monitor you. And for a while, you won’t go anywhere without a chaperone.”

    That’s the second time I’ve heard that. Just being in this office is making me feel a great deal better. My nausea is still there, but I’m managing to tamp down on it. “What does that mean?”

    “It means what it sounds like. If you want to go out, you’ll have to have a powerful student come with you. Don’t worry, though, you’ll have them lining up.”

    I make another face. “Ha?”

    He has a small vial of medicine in his hand, and he’s just drawn it into the syringe. He stops and narrows his eyes at me. “Someone has explained what a Grail is to you, right?”

    I shake my head.

    He spreads his lips over his teeth. He turns and looks at the door and mutters something under his breath that sounds like a swearword. “I don’t know why they sent the head of discipline and the history teacher after you. Literally anyone else would’ve been better.”

    “What’s a Grail?” I ask, my voice becoming fragile.

    “You’ve got a lot of power. But your true power is allowing other people to draw.”

    I tick my head to the side. “You mean, like, pictures?”

    He laughs. He’s got an easy laugh. It doesn’t sound fake. If I close my eyes and listen to it, I could almost fool myself into thinking that I’m not currently in a school for magic.

    “No. I don’t mean draw pictures. I mean draw powerful weapons.”

    I suddenly think of what that guy, John, did back at the museum. He pulled a sword out of nothingness.

    I stand a little straighter. “Why would I be able to do that?”

    “You can channel magic. Not only have you got a lot of it on board, but you can increase someone else’s skills. That’s why you’ll be popular, not just with the students at the school, but,” his shoulders slacken a little, “with your enemies, too. Have you ever played video games?”

    I blink at him. This guy changes topics so quickly, he’s gonna give me whiplash. “Yeah, a little. Why?”

    “RPGs?”

    “I’ve played one or two.”

    “You’re kind of like a fancy talisman or status spell. When you bond with somebody, you instantly increase all of their skills and magic. And the more powerful you get, the more you do that.”

    My lips wobble open. I’ve understood his example, and I don’t like what he means. I’ve never liked sticking out from the crowd. But I’ve only ever stuck out for the wrong kinds of reasons. This sounds worse.

    And there’s one word specifically I have to go back to. “Bonded?”

    “As you get a lot better and stronger, you will pick somebody you’ll want to work with most of the time. You’ll start to match your magic with theirs and vice versa. You will form a strong bond. And it’ll mean you’ll be practically undefeatable when you fight together. And for that reason, you’re gonna be mighty popular. So don’t worry about having to fit in. Hell, you’re even lucky enough that you’re not gonna be alone. You’re not the only Grail on campus at the moment. Which is gonna go down in history books. Two Grails at one time? Unheard of.”

    He’s pretty much just muttering to himself now. It takes me a while to digest what I just heard. “So… what happens now?”

    “Now?” He gestures to the needle. “I stick this in your arm. Then your nausea goes away. After that, I’ll deal with your hand.”

    “I was kind of meaning after I’m discharged.”

    “You’ll head to classes. Then you’ll be taken to your dorm. You’ll get to meet the other people you’re bunking with.”

    I make a face.

    Though this guy could have a conversation with a wall, he’s responsive enough that he clearly picks up on my expression. “Not up to bunking with others?”

    I shake my head immediately. “I just want some time to adjust. Is there… anyone I can petition to get my own room?”

    “Suzanne will frown on it, but I can cook up a medical reason for you. Let’s just say that you have nightmares, shall we?”

    I stiffen as I look at him.

    He’s just become distracted, so he doesn’t see my expression.

    I manage to suck a breath into my chest, and I hold it there. “Sure, let’s say that,” I say in an almost natural voice.

    “Anything else you need to feel more comfortable?”

    “How about you take my powers away from me and let me go back to my ordinary life?”

    He’s been pretty easy going up until now, but he reacts. His shoulders push up high toward his ears. He turns slowly, and his expression is deadly serious. “I wouldn’t wish for that.”

    I’m surprised by his reaction. “Sorry?”

    “I wouldn’t wish for your powers to be taken from you. As a Grail, that would be one of the most painful things you could ever experience. It would leave you even more vulnerable than before. And it would not stop your enemies from going after you.”

    I’m getting uncomfortable at his reaction. I stiffen up even further, and I straighten until I’m like a steel pole. “What?”

    “Never mind. Just be careful what you wish for. There will be forces out there who would love to take your magic away from you.”

    I get really uncomfortable. He finally injects me, and I’m surprised when, about two seconds later, my nausea lifts.

    I shouldn’t be that surprised. Because I suddenly realize he hasn’t injected me with a normal drug. I catch sight of the syringe, and I see a few little sparks of magic flickering over the needle.

    He places it to the side then picks up my injured hand. He pulls off the rag I tied around it. He makes a face. “You got yourself good. I imagine you even left a little bit of your blood all over town.” He clucks his tongue.

    “Is that an issue?”

    “Let’s just say you got lucky. When you ran from the museum like that with a fresh injury and new magic, you could’ve attracted all the wrong kinds of creatures.”

    I suddenly realize something. It’s something I haven’t been holding onto by choice, but something that I simply haven’t thought through.

    “The murder,” I suddenly splutter.

    He leans back and frowns. “Sorry, what? You’re talking about the museum, right? The farling? Not a murder. Technically not alive.”

    “No, the woman on the swing this morning,” I say, my voice shaking. All of the trauma is rushing back in. He might’ve just given me something magical to stop my nausea, but it sure as heck can’t do anything for my nerves. I know that my heart is now beating twice as fast as it should.

    He blinks quickly. “What woman on a swing?”

    “I called the police, but she disappeared when it started to rain.” I know I’m not making any sense, but I have to get this all out.

    “How about you start from the beginning? What are you talking about?”

    “I was late this morning. I had to detour through the park. I was walking through it. Then I heard… I heard the swing. There was a woman on it. She was stabbed through the chest.”

    “What?” He doesn’t immediately tell me that I must be mad.

    “I thought she was dead, but then she woke up. There was this creature. I didn’t really see it. Or maybe it wasn’t there. Maybe it was all in my head. She killed it. Said something about protecting all. Then she died.”

    I’ve finally got my story out. Now I practically crumple.

    I lock a hand on my head.

    Everything comes flooding back in.

    I can still damn well hear the sound of that swing slowly creaking in the wind.

    The nurse doesn’t say a thing. Not for a long while. Then he slowly tilts his head toward the door. “Did you tell anyone else about this?” There’s a real note in his voice.

    I finally drop my hand. I straighten. “What?”

    “Did you tell those teachers about this?”

    I shake my head. “I thought it was all in my head. I didn’t realize that it could be real. It wasn’t real, was it?” I beg.

    “You told the police, right?”

    I don’t know why he’s acting like this. I just admitted that I could’ve seen the equivalent of a magical murder. Why does he care whether I called the human police?

    “Yeah, I told the police. And they threatened to charge me for wasting their time.”

    “I’ll look into it.”

    I blink so quickly, I could lose my eyelashes. “Sorry, but what do you mean you’ll have a look into it?”

    “If I were you, I wouldn’t mention it again.”

    “What?”

    “Especially not to them,” he says as he turns and nods at the door.

    I swivel my gaze from the door over to him. “What the hell is happening? She… wasn’t real, was she?”

    “Yeah, she was likely real.”

    My shoulders just crumple. I lock my hands on my mouth. “I walked away from a real dead person. I….”

    “There was nothing you could do. At the time, you didn’t even know it was real. And calling the police was brave but stupid.”

    “What… who was she?”

    He suddenly looks uncomfortable. He stands straighter. He’s got my bloody home-made bandage in his hands. He turns away, heads over to a metal bench, then sets it down on top. He draws his thumb around it, clicks his fingers, then swipes his open palm over the top. My rag immediately catches light and burns.

    I’m surprised by it, and I jolt back with a yelp.

    He turns quickly. He locks me in a serious look. “Don’t mention it, okay? I’ll look into the police report.”

    “I’m sorry, but what’s going on?”

    “What’s going on is you’ve walked into a very complicated school, Miss Cooper.”

    “I…” I go to say that I don’t understand, but all I think about is the principal. The way he looked at me – that snide little smile. Every single interaction with Suzanne comes flooding back in, too.

    I just stare at the nurse. Complicated is an understatement.

    He suddenly flattens a smile over his mouth. I can tell that he is deliberately changing the topic. He slaps a hand on his chest. “Bradley.”

    “Ha?”

    “Bradley Stanza. That’s my name. I realize I never introduced myself.”

    “But the murder—”

    “Try not to think about it again. There’s nothing you can do, anyway.”

    I shiver a little at his promise that there’s nothing I can do.

    With that, he starts to look at my hand.

    He’s very careful. Whenever he gets a droplet of my blood on anything, he goes back to that metal table, and he burns it.

    It takes a full five minutes for him to deal with my injury. I get the impression that if I were an ordinary person, it would’ve taken five seconds. But he has to be meticulous. It’s almost like I have an infection.

    By the end, while I’m feeling a lot better, my shoulders are still up around my ears and tension is raging through my body like a storm. All I want to do is ask more questions about that murder, but I know that he won’t answer them.

    He stands in the middle of the room and places his hands on his hips. “You’re good to go. Time to head out to the shark tank.”

    I frown. “Ha?”

    “You’ve got a class to get to. Lucky for you, night classes are always the hardest. That’s when defense is usually taught.”

    “Defense?”

    “The magical world is a pretty hard one. You’ll always need to know how to defend yourself. Especially as a Grail,” he adds.

    “I’m free to go?”

    “Into the school, sure. I’ll get onto the school board. I’ll have you your own room by tonight.”

    I slide off the medical bed. I’m surprised when I’m perfectly balanced. There’s no hint of my nausea anymore. And as I flex my hand in and out, the injury feels like it was never there to begin with. I take a little step toward him.

    He turns and locks his gaze on me. He shakes his head once. He clearly knows what I want to ask.

    “I’ve got this,” he promises. “Now don’t tell anyone. And get out there.” His demeanor changes immediately. “Have fun.”

    “But—”

    He turns from me and starts to busy himself with cleaning the last of the instruments he used on me.

    I hover near the doorway.

    When he doesn’t turn again, I reach over, twist the handle, and walk out.

    Suzanne is nowhere to be seen. Revas is still there, but he’s down the corridor talking to some students.

    As soon as I appear, everybody’s attention locks on me.

    Now I no longer feel like I want to throw up, I have to admit how uncomfortable it is to be stared at like that. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been stared at so many times at school that it’s not a new experience. But it’s always been for the wrong reasons. I’ve been the poor girl, the pathetic girl. The kid with no family. The kid with no damn hopes and dreams. Now….

    My skin just wants to crawl off my body. The way those students stare at me, it’s like I’m a solid gold bar someone has left out on the street.

    Revas clears his throat and walks away from them. “Your injuries have been healed. It’s time to get to class.”

    “Defense, right?”

    “I see that Nurse Stanza has explained some things to you. Do not worry. You will not be expected to do anything in your first class. Just watch.”

    “Great.” I fall into step behind him.

    He told me not to worry, but the first thing I do is turn around and stare at the door back to the nurse’s office. How could I not worry? What the hell is going on with that murder? And more to the point, what the hell is going on with the school? Why does Bradly not want me to mention it to anyone?

    That right there is the only thing that can distract me, and I desperately need an adequate distraction.

    Thus far, I’ve only been walking around the back sections of the school. Now Revas takes me right through the middle of it. We head down a set of stairs, and I can hear the noise from here. I glimpse a crowd of people. There’s got to be at least 100 students standing around in a wide corridor. They don’t even range in age. And, judging by what they’re holding and their specific uniforms, they look like they’re from the same grade.

    Just how big is this school?

    As soon as I appear, all eyes are on me.

    I’ve never been someone who likes to hide, but I start walking behind Revas, trying to use him to block me off from those stares. It won’t work. Even a shield wouldn’t help.

    As we walk through, all the conversations just stop. Silence spreads out like a frigging virus.

    I have a few questions I want to ask Revas, but I can’t even bring myself to open my lips, let alone push them out.

    The corridor is large. And, like everything in this castle, it’s as fancy as anything.

    There’s art on the walls, even vases on pedestals. Everything seems to have some kind of magical purpose, too, but I can’t begin to imagine what it is. Because I am way, way out of my depth.

    I haven’t had a panic attack in a while, but I can feel one coming on. Way to go to get even more attention. It’s gonna solidify the memory of me in the minds of every single one of these students. I know how damaging it is to make a bad first impression at a new school. I still can’t stop myself from clutching my chest. My breath becomes shallower and shallower.

    Revas suddenly stops in front of a large open doorway. He turns and gestures to it. “This is the defense hall. Though technically there are many throughout the school. This is the primary one. As I say, you won’t be expected to do anything, just watch—”

    “The expectations of my students are in my hands,” someone says importantly from behind Revas.

    I turn my head to see a diminutive woman walking through the crowd. She has a big voice, though, one that can easily tower over everyone.

    She stops a few meters in front of me. She isn’t wearing a robe or a suit. She’s in active gear. Her hair is tied in a strict bun behind her head. She has sharp features – and a sharp gaze to match. She uses said gaze to look me up and down. I have no clue if she likes what she sees – because her resting expression is one of hating everything.

    Revas straightens. “This is—”

    “Our new Grail. I’ve heard.”

    “She—”

    “Like everyone else, will be engaging in defense class. I don’t need you to tell me what to do with my students. Good day, Revas.” With that, the teacher stomps right past Revas.

    I catch a glance of Revas’s expression. His brow descends a little. His lips thin. But it’s hard to say if it’s a smile or a frown. He holds his expression neutral. He turns and nods at me. “Someone will be ready to take you to your room after classes. Good luck, Miss Cooper.” With that, he turns and walks away.

    I’m glad for that interaction insofar as it took some attention off me. But it doesn’t last. Now Revas is gone, there’s no one to hide behind.

    I’m standing just a few meters away from some students. They just stare at me as if I’m not there – or, rather, as if I’m an object without a mind. Something that wouldn’t care that it’s being gaped at.

    The defense teacher clears her throat. “Miss Cooper, this way. You’ll quickly find that I don’t like people creating a bottleneck at the front of my class.”

    “Ah, yes… Miss.”

    “It’s Professor Twitch. Now, this way.”

    If I were in a different frame of mind, I might smile at that. It’s a terribly cute name. But it certainly does not match her personality.

    I turn and pull myself into the hall. Every footstep echoes. This place is like a chamber for an orchestra. As soon as it starts to fill with students, it becomes cacophonous. That is until Professor Twitch walks into the middle of the room and clears her throat once.

    All sound cuts out as if someone has just hit stop on a recording.

    Twitch starts to push up onto the tips of her toes then back down onto the balls of her feet. Then she strikes a defensive pose. She moves fluidly. She might be small, but her body is undoubtedly strong. Her muscles push against the tight fabric of her pants. She brings her fists up and opens them wide. “I’m not gonna hold back. You’ve only got a few months until exams. All of you will pass them, or you will die trying.”

    There is a nervous muttering of laughter. It’s the kind that tells me no one’s entirely sure if she’s joking or not.

    I’ve had rough teachers in the past. I’ve always just managed to put my head down and disappear into the back of the class. But I don’t think I’m gonna get the chance to do that as a Grail.

    I try to head toward one of the walls, but Twitch clears her throat. “Miss Cooper. You can come up here. I never let a student fall behind. It doesn’t matter how new they are to magic. The further you have to go, the sooner you have to start.”

    I wince my eyes closed. Then I turn. “I don’t—”

    “There’s no don’t in my vocabulary. There’s do or try.” She points beside her.

    I scurry up.

    I’m well aware of the fact that I’m in a trashed school uniform that belongs to another academy. Not only is it a heck of a lot less fancy than what everyone else is wearing, but it’s got a skirt. All the other girls are wearing trousers.

    I sure as hell hope that nothing is gonna get physical. The very last thing I want to do is flash my knickers to everyone.

    I stand there, lock my hands together, and try to make myself look as small as I can. That’s impossible when everybody is staring at me. I could shrink to half of my size, and it wouldn’t change anything. Hell, I could reduce down to the cellular level, and I’d still be getting the same attention.

    And this attention? I’ll never stop. I suddenly realize that. It’s like a slap to the face.

    “The first and most important decider of any battle is your senses. If you want to win, you have to understand the flow of what’s going on. You have to get into your enemy’s mind. You have to know what they’ll do long before they do it. But unfortunately, that sense is usually the last to develop in a new witch.”

    “Not with her,” someone mutters. It’s from behind me, and Twitch doesn’t hear.

    I turn. And just a few meters away is John.

    I haven’t thought about him ever since I got home to see two teachers sitting at my chipped kitchen table. Now I make eye contact.

    He crosses his arms, tilts his head back, and stares at me with such an even gaze, nothing looks like it will be able to disrupt it. You could hit it with a hammer, and it would not shift an inch. A second later, one of his stiff lips twitches up into a smile – of sorts. “Long time no see,” he mouths at me.

    I become a little red-cheeked at his attention. Everyone else is one thing. He’s something different.

    It’s not just the fact that Fiona ogled him this morning. It’s that John, unlike everyone else here, actually knows me. Or if not knows me, then knows how I scream. He knows how I fall down and freak out during a fight. He’s seen me at my worst.

    “Pay attention,” Twitch says with a snarl. “As I said, the first thing you need is unfortunately the last thing to develop—”

    I tune out just a little. I don’t know why. My head just kind of expands. It’s like someone has taken my psyche and wrapped it around the room, pushing it out of the bounds of my skull until it’s grown like a flower. That’s a crazy image, right? But it’s a crazier sensation I’m struggling to keep up with.

    As I space out, I start to become aware of more than myself. My nerves and red cheeks become a side note.

    The last time I felt this was this morning – back in the museum when I was fighting with John.

    Though I haven’t thought about it since, I knew he’d get attacked before it happened. The knowledge just came upon me, flooding in like someone breaking river banks.

    I get that same distinct impression now.

    Suddenly Twitch twists to the side. She punches her hand out. But just before she can grab my shoulder, I sidestep her.

    I don’t have to think it through. It just happens.

    Time suddenly speeds back up, and I become aware of what I’m doing once more.

    Twitch’s hand is groping in the air where I was standing.

    There’s a sharp silence in the room. Twitch’s eyes widen in surprise.

    But she is nowhere near as surprised as I am.

    From behind me, I hear John chuckle. “I told you she’s already got battle senses.”

    A peeved expression marches over Twitch’s face, and the next thing I know, she hooks her leg underneath mine. She deliberately trips me up.

    She follows the move down by planting a hand on my chest. She rams me into the floor. It’s a hard move, and there aren’t crash mats on the floor – it’s just wood. It has a little bit of give, but not enough. I’m winded. I’m also in a skirt. Rather than try to soften the fall, I simply grab hold of it to ensure it doesn’t ride up.

    Twitch keeps a hand on my chest for a few seconds then pushes up. She grabs my arm and pulls me to my feet.

    I rub my chest.

    “Anyone can get lucky,” she says, still slightly peeved. “But true senses are built over time.”

    She does not attack me again. That’s a good thing. My back protests from where it was slammed against the floor.

    “I need some volunteers. You and you.” Twitch points at two people, obviously not knowing what the concept of a volunteer is.

    They push through the crowd and instantly take up a defensive position. One’s a guy and one’s a girl. I think I recognize them from earlier. They were in the corridor outside the nurse’s office.

    Though they clearly need to be paying attention to each other, they spend a lot of time staring at me.

    I just try to neaten up my uniform as best I can. I ignore the pain pounding through my back.

    “Spar,” Twitch says. She clicks her fingers and strides off.

    I’m standing exactly where she left me. I don’t know what to do. I am starting to get the impression that if I don’t do exactly what I’m told, I’m just gonna get in trouble anyway.

    I remain there until I feel a hand on my shoulder. Someone pulls me back, but it isn’t Twitch.

    I remember the fingers somehow. I shrug a little, then turn my head to the side.

    Sure enough, there’s John. And sure enough, there’s that half smile crumpling his lips. “You probably don’t want to stand there. That’s in the blast zone.” He points to the floor. “You see the green circle?”

    I blink. I can vaguely see a faint green outline. “Oh, yeah?”

    “That’s the limit of normal magic. You’ve gotta stand outside of that, or you’ll just keep going to the nurse’s office.”

    I stiffen a little at the mention of the nurse.

    John still has his hand on my shoulder, but he lets it drop. He looks down at his feet briefly, glances over at the students as they begin to spar, then locks his full attention on me once more.

    I should be watching the students. Not only do I get the impression that’s what I’m meant to do in this class, but, come on, this is my first magical sparring match. I need to take everything in.

    But my body won’t let me turn away from John.

    “You took me on a bit of a runaround today,” he mutters.

    I’m glad to find out that he’s not the only person talking. Twitch is thankfully on the other side of the room, snapping at a bunch of students to keep quiet.

    “I….” I have no clue what to say to him. Sorry? I’m not sorry. If you took me back to that situation in the museum, I would run every time.

    I look at my feet.

    “You’re here now anyway. But the learning curve will be steep. Yet somehow I get the impression it won’t be nearly as steep as it should be for you.”

    I’d locked my gaze down on the floor, but now I swivel it to him quickly. “What does that mean?”

    He smiles with his whole mouth. It’s enigmatic. I wonder if he’s practiced this a thousand times in front of the mirror or if he’s just lucky enough to be one of those people that has a smile that can pull you in. “Unlike Twitch here, you don’t need to prove anything to me. I’ve seen you fight. You don’t have that far to go.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Your powers might have come to the fore late, but you’ve clearly been developing them for a while.”

    “Developing them?”

    “If it weren’t for you in that fight, I’d be dead. You figured out what that farling was going to do before it attacked. And you helped me draw. Just like that.” His hand is loose beside him, and he clicks quietly.

    Then, once more, he swivels his attention to me.

    Every time he does that, I feel like it pulls me in just that little bit more. I’m a fish on a hook, and there’s no way to get away.

    My stomach kicks a little. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

    He laughs. “You’ll learn. Now, do exactly as Twitch says. She’s coming over. If you need to pair up with anyone, I’ve got your back.” He casts me one last lingering look then disappears into the crowd.

    I go to ask what he’s talking about, but I feel Twitch behind me.

    I straighten and lock my eyes forward.

    “The entire point of this battle is for you to pay attention,” Twitch growls. “As I said earlier, just because you are new does not mean that you should not start now. It means that it’s more important for you to start learning as soon as you can. The students around you are preparing for an exam in two months that you couldn’t even hope to take in two years. You have a long way to go.”

    “Yes, ma’am.”

    “Do not call me that. I am Professor Twitch. You will call me by my title. Do you understand?”

    “Yes, Professor.”

    “Now, students, pair off. It’s time to spar.”

    I look at her. She can’t be serious, right? Not only am I not in the right clothes, but I literally have no clue how to use magic.

    “Do I have any volunteers—” Twitch begins. She doesn’t even get through her words before everybody puts their hands up.

    And I mean everyone. Even the two students who are currently sparring put their hands up.

    “Do I have any volunteers to assist with the reclamation of the magic from the room once we’re finished our match today?” Twitch continues.

    Every single person with their hand in the air groans and drops it immediately.

    I have no clue what that means.

    “As for sparring—” Twitch slices her gaze through the crowd.

    John stands a little taller. He shifts to the side.

    He’s imposing at the best of times. He stands a full head above most students. That makes him practically tower over Twitch.

    “I’ll do it,” he mutters. “I’ll clean the room, and I’ll be her first sparring partner. Make sense. I’m the only person who’s seen her use magic thus far.”

    I get ready for Twitch to snap at him. He spoke out of line, right?

    Apparently not. Twitch shrugs. Obviously she has one set of rules for certain students like me and another for other students. “As you wish, Mr. Masters.” She gestures toward me. “As for everyone else, pair up.”

    John walks up to me.

    I’m pretty much captured by his gaze. There’s nowhere to move, and there’s nowhere I want to move.

    As his gaze locks me to the spot, I hear the students muttering about how unfair this is.

    He chuckles.

    Fortunately this room is large enough that as people begin to spar, they’re nowhere near us. The green circles appear around everyone, blocking their magic off from one another.

    “You owe me one,” he mutters.

    I blink quickly. “Sorry, what?”

    “I put my hand up for cleaning duty for you.”

    “Cleaning duty?”

    “Magic reclamation. The students are using a lot of force. It gets captured in the room. You can reuse it. But you’ve got to clean it first. And it’s laborious.”

    “Ah… sorry?” I try.

    He chuckles. “Not the sincerest apology I’ve ever heard. Now.” He looks down at my feet.

    I blush a little. He isn’t sliding his gaze up my legs or anything. I still feel uncomfortable. He tilts his head to the side. He looks over at the nearest sparring students. He shakes his head. He walks several meters away. When I don’t follow, he inclines his neck.

    I walk off after him.

    He takes us a good distance away from the rest of the students.

    “John, is there a reason you haven’t started yet? And why are you so far away?” Twitch demands.

    “Just finding a safe distance, that’s all,” John mutters back casually.

    “You don’t need that much space,” Twitch replies, but she doesn’t force the issue.

    “Pretty sure we do,” John whispers.

    We walk as far away from the rest of the students as we can get. We’re close to the wall.

    “Ah, what exactly is meant to happen now?” I mutter. My cheeks are all flushed. My heart’s beating a little too hard, too. And despite the fact that I was given anti-nausea medication, my stomach’s beginning to feel mighty weird.

    And it’s all because of the look he shoots me next. It’s enigmatic. It pulls me all the way in. The only other time I’ve felt like that is in my dreams. But one look from him, and he starts to erode the image of my knight in shining armor, no matter how carefully it was carved into my mind over the past several years of dreams.

    “Now, you’re not dressed for this, so let’s keep it simple,” John mutters.

    I’m grateful for the fact that he’s noticed. But I’m also a little embarrassed. I hook a hand on my skirt and ensure it’s as far down as it can go. At this stage, I will end up pulling it off my butt by accident.

    “Open your hands,” he says.

    I reluctantly let go of my skirt and open my hands.

    He chuckles. And there it is again – it’s charming, enigmatic, melodic. It’s perfectly programmed to distract me and reel me in.

    The next thing I know, I’m smiling. It’s only slightly, but it’s the most I’ve managed in a long time.

    He locks onto the move. “You see, I’m not that bad. You won’t need to run away from me again.”

    I lock my bottom lip between my teeth. “I’ll try not to. No promises.”

    He laughs. “Now, do you want to try to open your hands as if you’re about to practice magic?”

    I just frown at him. I look down at my hands and shrug. “This isn’t how you do it?”

    “Try to strike a defensive pose.” He encourages me by striking one himself. He looks strong. Because, to be fair, with his broad shoulders and tall form, he would look strong regardless of what pose he was striking.

    I feel exceedingly awkward as I shift my legs back. I try to take a balanced stance, but I wobble. I bring my hands up, but I feel so foolish that I drop my shoulders quickly.

    “Yeah, we’re probably gonna have to work on that. But training is always useless, anyway. It can’t prepare you for the real world. And when you fight in the real world, your body takes over. We already know your body knows exactly what to do.”

    I flush a little at the fact he keeps mentioning my body. Then I actually listen to what he said. He’s not faking this. There’s real awe in his voice. I get the impression it’s not just at the fact that I’m a Grail.

    “I… barely helped you during that fight,” I mutter. “I remember being pathetic and just sitting on the ground and screaming.”

    “Then you don’t remember exactly what happened. Without you, I’d be dead.”

    I’m shocked by that revelation. “That farling would’ve attacked you, but—”

    “That was no ordinary farling. It was an ancient one. God knows what it was doing in that part of the museum.”

    “But….” I trail off. What exactly am I going to say? That he was wrong? He’s the magician. I’m the new witch. I know nothing.

    … Which means he’s right. And without me, he really would have died.

    “Like I said before, this training is useless. But you have to go through the motions,” he says under his breath as he turns over his shoulder and ensures Twitch is on the other side of the room. “You have to learn to fight how they think you should. But don’t ever forget how you really fight.” He taps the side of his head. “Ensure your body actually knows what to do in real moments of stress. Don’t let them train that out of you.”

    “Okay,” I mutter. “But.….”

    “Yeah?”

    “I have a million questions, but no one is answering them.”

    He chuckles. “Yeah, I imagine they’re not. You’ll find pretty soon – if you haven’t already – that this academy is dysfunctional. Anything to do with magic is.”

    That right there is something I need to hear. Up until now, I feel like I’ve been taking crazy pills. From the way the students and teachers have been treating me, to every single thing I’ve seen – dysfunctional is the only way to describe it.

    My shoulders drop a good inch.

    “Put your hands back up. Twitch is about to walk over to us.”

    I have no clue how he knows that. He doesn’t demonstrably stare to the side, but his senses are bang on the money.

    I see Twitch marching our way.

    I try to look as much like an action hero as I possibly can. I’m not good at balancing, so I shift my legs further apart, bite my lip, and hope for the best.

    “Attack,” Twitch snaps.

    John shrugs at me. “Sorry,” he mouths.

    I wince.

    He curls his hand into a fist and punches it forward. It doesn’t strike me. He’s a good meter away. But magic does push out from the blow.

    I’m too distracted. Everyone is staring my way despite the fact they’re meant to be sparring.

    I don’t dodge, even though I’m pretty sure I could. John’s magic is pretty light, but it’s effective. It snags my shoulder and twists me to the side. The next thing I know, I spin, strike the wall, then kind of slide down it. At the last moment, I grab my skirt, locking it hard against my knees.

    I groan and shove up.

    “You could’ve dodged that,” John mouths.

    Twitch doesn’t notice. She does, however, look pleased. Pleased at the fact that I was just smashed against the wall.

    Dysfunctional. I go back to what John said, and I clutch hold of that word as if it’s a safety line designed to get me out of this crazy situation.

    I pat down my skirt.

    “You can’t rely on luck, Miss Cooper. That’s what this sparring match is going to teach you. It’ll show you how much you have to learn. Continue, John, and don’t hold back,” Twitch says. She turns and walks away.

    … She’s angry about the fact that I dodged her first attack, isn’t she? All this is payback.

    John waits until she’s out of earshot. “Why didn’t you dodge? You could have.”

    How does he know that I could’ve dodged? I mean, yeah, there was a moment there when I felt his magic coming toward me where I could’ve shifted to the side, but….

    I bite my lip and shrug. “I guess I’m not as good as you think.”

    He laughs. “Nope, you’re probably better. Now, technically, I’ve got to kick your ass. But I can’t really be bothered doing that. How about you take up a defensive position and kick mine instead?”

    There’s something about the way he says that. It’s warm. Everything about him is warm. And it’s perfectly calibrated to yank my attention off all of my troubles. I turn and frown at him. I look him up and down pointedly. “You’re like twice my size. How exactly am I going to kick your ass?”

    “Oh, you will find a way pretty soon. Take up a defensive position. This time, try not to balance on the balls of your feet. Keep yourself light. Don’t think about the fact that you don’t want to be moved. Think instead about the fact that when you are moved, you want to control where you go to.”

    I frown and do as he says.

    “Now, sink down through the base of your back. That’s where the majority of your weight is. Use it.”

    I do as he says. “Is this how you’re gonna teach me to practice magic?”

    “I don’t need to teach you how to practice magic. You clearly already know.”

    “All I did was grab your hand during that fight. I have no clue what I actually did.”

    “For a Grail, drawing is one of the hardest things you can do. You did it just like that.” He clicks his fingers. “No tutelage, no nothing.” There’s that look in his eyes again. This time it’s a little more intense.

    That makes me even more uncomfortable. But in a good way. I don’t get the urge to turn away. I get the urge to face him. I shift a little closer. “I….” I go to tell him that I used to dream of farlings. That I’ve been dreaming ever since my sixteenth birthday. And that in those dreams, regardless of the fact my knight in shining armor was always the one to help me, I faced magic. Maybe every night they were training me without me realizing it.

    “Yeah?”

    “Never mind.” I can’t talk about my dreams. They’re the most intensely personal thing I have left.

    “Okay, concentrate. I’ll attack you again, and you’re going to—”

    He doesn’t finish his sentence before he attacks.

    He comes at me with a side swipe. Green magic charges over my shoulder. By the time it reaches me, I’ve already twisted to the side. I’m relatively light on my feet, but I still overbalance slightly.

    Fortunately I don’t fall on my ass and reveal my knickers to everyone.

    “Good,” he says, and he means it. “But next time, you’ve gotta follow through with the move. Always remain light on your feet. Always be prepared to dodge. That means that while you take up a defensive position, it’s an active one.”

    I don’t really know what that means. But I keep doing what he says.

    He attacks, and I pretty much dodge every time. Twitch isn’t paying attention to us. She’s ensconced on the other side of the room. She can’t even see me. But the students around can. They are paying so much attention to me, I feel like the back of my neck is going to start burning.

    “How does she already know how to do that?” one girl mutters.

    “This is insane. John must be holding back,” someone else says.

    John can hear them. “I’m not holding back, guys. You know me – we Masters aren’t allowed to.”

    It seems like an offhand comment, but I’m not ready to let it slide. “You Masters? What does that mean?”

    He looks surprised that I pulled him up on it. “Family name.”

    I glance to the side. “Yeah, I figured that. But—”

    “Never mind,” he says way too quickly.

    I can tell he wants to change the topic, because he attacks me again, and this time, it’s a little fast.

    I manage to dodge, but I overbalance quickly. I have rapidly figured out that my shoes have zero grip. Maybe they’re okay for walking around school grounds, but they are not okay for sports.

    I quickly slip, but long before I can fall flat on my ass with my skirt right up around my hips, he grabs my arm.

    It’s a quick, smooth, damn chivalrous move. Because it doesn’t last. He doesn’t let his grip linger. He just grabs my arm, waits until I’m standing straight, then pulls back long before anyone can see what he’s done.

    It leaves my cheeks hot and my stomach tingling with fire.

    “First things first, we’re going to have to get you a new uniform. There’s probably gonna be one waiting in your room for you when you get back. Let me know if you need anything else, though.”

    Really? Anything? Because there’s a lot I need right now. Before I can open my lips, Twitch suddenly claps her hands. Magic shoots up into the middle of the room. Everyone stops sparring.

    “Class is over. Something’s come up.”

    John frowns.

    I quickly whip my head back to him. “What’s going on?” I ask quietly.

    A frown marches deeper over his lips. He pushes up onto his toes to get a better look over the crowd. His gaze doesn’t slice toward the door but instead over toward one of the windows that presumably looks out onto the rest of the school campus.

    “Ah, John?”

    “I’ve got to go check on something. Head back to your room. See you around.” With that, without even glancing at me again, he offers me a slight wave then marches off through the crowd.

    I’m glad for the fact all the other students are distracted. I can tell that it must be unusual for a class to end like this. Everyone’s talking amongst themselves about what it could be, and nobody is looking at me.

    Just to ensure that I don’t garner people’s attention again, I hang around at the back near the wall until almost everyone else has filed out. Only when I feel comfortable do I shove my hands into my pockets and edge towards the door. Even then, I get distracted. When there’s no one else around, I figure there’s no problem in me heading over to that window. It was the window, after all, that first got John’s attention.

    I start to head toward it, but this red light picks up through the room. There’s a sound as if somebody’s hit a buzzer. “Class is over. All students are requested to leave.”

    Startled that the room has been checking up on me, I scurry toward the door as quickly as I can.

    By the time I’m out in the corridor, almost all of the students have walked away.

    Which leaves me in a bit of a pickle. I’m meant to go back to my room – but I have no clue what direction it’s in, let alone exactly where it is.

    I head off after the students.

    The whole while, I keep turning my head back around toward the classroom. What was John so intrigued about through that window?

    And why is my stomach kicking with nerves?

    Hold up – I can answer that pretty easily. The reason my stomach is kicking with nerves is that I have just been thrust into a magical world. This morning, I finally achieved what I’ve been trying to do for years, and I saw my knight in shining armor. And today, my life went to hell.

    Whatever is going on here – the reason the class was canceled early – is completely irrelevant. I need to focus on my own problems.

    If I don’t, they will turn around and strangle me. And that’s a promise.

  
    Chapter 9

    I hurry after the students, but I never get close enough that anyone notices me.

    Is this 

     be my life from now on? Will I just flit from class to class in the hopes no one sees me?

    Fat chance. All I have to do is grab the side of my face and close my eyes, and I can feel the way they were staring at me earlier. Their interest is now imprinted in my soul.

    It’s a lot to swallow for a girl like me – a girl who was always thrust to the back of the class, a girl who never got any attention, and a girl who could have disappeared without anyone knowing.

    I continue to follow the students from behind. By and large, they keep chatting amongst themselves about the reason the class was canceled early. Most people think that Twitch had a prior engagement – even a date. I really doubt that. It happened too suddenly. If she’d been planning to end the class, she would’ve looked… well, twitchier earlier. She didn’t. It happened all of a sudden.

    I get closer to a group of students in front of me. They’re ensconced in a conversation, so fortunately they have no clue that I’m here behind them.

    “You don’t think it’s another one, do you?” one of them says in a dark voice.

    The guy next to him straightens. “I wouldn’t go there,” he growls.

    “Come on. It makes sense. Class was canceled just like that.” The guy clicks his fingers, the sound echoing through the large hallway.

    “Do you think if another person got murdered,” the second guy’s voice drops all the way down low until I can barely pick it up, “class would’ve just been canceled? The whole school would’ve been sent home.”

    “Not necessarily. We’re always safer here than we are back out in the community. I guarantee you – something untoward happened.”

    I try to stay as quiet as I can behind them, but at the mention of murder, I gasp a little. I lock a hand over my mouth, but the damage is done.

    All I can do is think of that woman in the park and what Nurse Stanza told me.

    As soon as I make a noise, both guys turn. Their gazes settle on me as if I’m a prize fish that was stupid enough to just jump out of the ocean.

    “Hey—” one of them begins.

    I scurry past. I’m gonna get really good at scurrying by the end of my time at this school. I’ll likely turn into a mouse.

    I try to disappear among the other students. It’s pretty hard. I stick out like a sore thumb. I’m still in a completely different uniform.

    Now I’m amongst them, it’s way worse. I feel everybody turn to stare at me.

    I feel like crawling out of my skin. If I could leave it behind to distract them so I could run, I would. And yeah, I get it, that sounds disgusting. I am completely freaked out by this attention, though.

    “You’ve got a long way to go, but I’m a good teacher,” someone tries.

    “You should try to join our class. It’s advanced combat. It’ll be too much for you to begin with, but we’ll be with you every step of the way.”

    By and large, people say kind things. Or at least targeted kind things. They still want something from me. It feels like the energy behind their words is the same as when I was bullied back at my old school. They might smile, but they sure don’t value me beyond my objective worth.

    I just tug my head down. I even pull my hair a little over my face as if I’m trying to hide behind curtains. It doesn’t work, and I simply progressively get more and more nervous. Some guy even reaches out and grabs my wrist.

    I manage to pull my hand back. But the damage is done. I’m starting to panic.

    The hallway we’re in opens out into a large atrium. I think this is where I arrived. Or if not, it’s close. There’s a similar sweeping staircase just up to my left.

    I have no clue where it goes, but I tell myself I’ll run up it. Maybe I’ll find a teacher. And they’ll put a stop to this, right? Because I feel like I’m about to be torn apart like a carcass in a meat market.

    A single tear trails down my cheek just as I’m jostled to the side once more.

    I find myself at the foot of those stairs.

    I expect everyone to continue to rush forward and demand a piece of me, but they don’t. There’s a sudden hushed silence. I can hear footsteps coming down from above.

    “God, he’s back,” someone whispers.

    “The prodigal son returns,” someone else hisses.

    “I never thought he’d actually passed the test.”

    The whispered words are almost enough to make me look up, but I can’t. I have to grind my fingers into my palms and control my breath – every single one. If they get too shallow, I’m gonna do it, and I’ll have a panic attack right here in front of everyone.

    But that footfall slowly moves toward me, each step easy but strong. It lulls me.

    There’s something about the sound and the oncoming presence that calms me.

    I close my eyes, just for a second – one flickering second – and I’m back in my dream. I’m on horseback. My arms are wrapped right around my knight. I bury my face against that glimmering, smooth armor. He reaches a hand off the reins and places it on my fingers. His gauntlet grips me, fastening my hand against his chest.

    The image is sharp. It pushes into my mind, seeps down into my body, and soothes my nerves when I need it most.

    I’m still standing right at the base of the stairs.

    Someone clears their throat right in front of me.

    I open my eyes.

    And right there – close enough to touch, close enough that it feels like I’ve walked right into a vision – is my knight in shining armor.

    The real one. I’ve finally found him.

  
    Chapter 10

    My brain can’t catch up. The image of my dream is so sharp that it feels like I’m still there. But I’m not.

    Right in front of me is the perfect picture of the knight from my nightly escapades. The same pale eyes, the same smile, the same jawline, the same hair. The only difference is he’s not on horseback and he’s not in armor.

    I….

    He locks his gaze on me. I wait for that smile to spread over his lips. The recognition – the need.

    It doesn’t come. He only frowns harder. It pushes against his jaw until his lips part open. It almost looks like he wants to say something to me, but then someone calls from further up the stairs.

    “Arthur.”

    I look up to see a stunning student rushing down. She has curly red hair that falls over her shoulders and tumbles down to her lower back. She’s in a uniform that fits her like a glove. As she rushes down the stairs, her tall, lithe form casts a slim shadow against the wall.

    Arthur turns. The frown that dug across his lips and looked as if it was about to be tattooed into his chin turns upside down. “Genevieve.” He reaches a hand out to her.

    I… I can’t keep up.

    This is my knight. Arthur….

    That name almost brings something up. It feels like I can see a new chapter to my dream – even though I’m almost certain that I never dreamed of it before. Or maybe I did, and I just forgot. I grip the side of my face. I dig my fingers in.

    Whoever this Arthur is, he has to be important. No one’s paying attention to me anymore.

    Genevieve reaches out a hand, and Arthur clasps it. He has a firm grip. I can bet it’s warm.

    He smiles up at her again.

    She looks across at everybody. She has an engaging stare. There’s something truly regal about it. It lacks some of the directness of everybody else’s looks – the greed too. “How has everyone been?”

    I can’t move. I feel like I’m rooted into the ground. My legs are heavy. My feet are wobbly, too. As for my heart, I think it’s just skipped five beats. If it continues to do this, I’m gonna go into cardiac arrest. All because he’s right here. Arthur….

    He’s holding someone else’s hand.

    I know that dreams aren’t real. Or at least, before I found out about my magic, I kept telling myself they aren’t.

    But….

    He turns back. He glances at me once. There’s something very specific about his gaze. He looks down at my feet and shrugs to the left.

    That’s when I realize he’s not looking at me – all he cares about is the fact I’m in his way.

    I jolt to the side. I almost slip, but he makes no move to help me out.

    “New student?” he says dismissively. “You will soon learn the rules.”

    I don’t like the way he says that. There’s an edge to his voice. It’s as if one of the rules I have to learn is to never get in his way.

    I grip the side of my head again. This doesn’t make any sense. This guy right here is completely at odds with the knight from my dreams. Yet the face is the same.

    Genevieve, for her part, barely looks at me. She smiles like she’s the happiest person in the world.

    Arthur goes to lead her through the group – which parts like water for Moses.

    Whoever this guy is, it feels like he’s the king of the school.

    He goes to take a step past me.

    That’s when my eyes involuntarily close. I see him again. It’s the dream from this morning. The one where he kissed me.

    His lips are against mine – his breath, his heat, his magic. It’s all there, all around me, holding me in. For a few seconds, it wipes away the horror of today. It gives me something to hold on to when I swear that the rest of my life is crumbling by my feet.

    But it doesn’t last.

    The dream hits fast forward. I see myself at the foot of that castle. It stretches up above me. It’s at once the most amazing and yet imposing thing I have ever seen. It seems perfectly designed to take my breath away.

    Then the doors open.

    And inside, something screams. Sharp, resounding, deadly.

    The pitch of it stabs right into my mind until the next thing I know, I open my eyes and the vision breaks. I clutch my head harder.

    My balance becomes affected, and I suddenly fall down, right at Arthur’s feet.

    There’s a general hush of silence. It travels over the group like a Mexican wave.

    Arthur doesn’t reach down to help me up.

    I have a moment where the pain subsides a little, and I look up at him. All he does is stare down at me with cold eyes. “Can you move?”

    The answer is no. The pain is getting worse.

    But while Arthur won’t help me, someone else will. I soon feel a welcome grip descending on my shoulder. Then the next thing I know, John is helping me up to my feet. “You okay? This can happen to new witches. I’ll take you to the nurse’s office. Wouldn’t want to get trampled under the king’s feet here,” he mutters.

    Maybe he thought it was low enough that Arthur wouldn’t pick it up. But his eyes narrow. “John. So chivalrous. Helping a new witch, are you? Perhaps you should teach her the ropes sooner rather than later.”

    John’s still got a steady grip on my elbow. It tightens a little as I feel him stiffen at Arthur’s words. That’s nothing compared to John’s lips. They look as if someone has just set them in concrete. He presses them against his teeth and lets them split open. It’s very much as if he’s pulling a knife from a sheath. “And what ropes would those be, Arthur? I think she’s already starting to figure out the school is dysfunctional. Now she’s met you, she’ll know why.”

    At first, I couldn’t wrench my gaze off Arthur, but now I let it slide toward John. What the hell is he talking about?

    Arthur looks at his feet. He’s still holding onto Genevieve’s hand. I can tell his grip is becoming harder, just the same as John’s fingers are tightening around my wrist.

    “Is there a reason you’re challenging me right here, right now? You do understand that I’ve just come back from my trial. A trial I have completed successfully.” Arthur’s voice drops down low.

    “Congratulations. But you’ve been away. Interesting things happened while you were gone.”

    My stomach knots with nerves. God, he’s gonna talk about me, isn’t he?

    I start to edge back.

    I look up at Arthur again.

    I keep trying to tell myself that he is the knight from my dreams, but he clearly isn’t. That knight is compassionate, kind – and would do anything he could to help me. This Arthur? If I met him on the street and I’d never seen his face in my dreams, I would conclude that he’s a complete jerk.

    “What happened? Did you finally figure out your family has fallen for good, and no matter what you do, you’ll never rise again?” Arthur’s words are snide.

    There’s a collective gasp from behind me. I don’t need to turn my head and stare at the other students to appreciate that comment is below the belt. Way, way below.

    Sure enough, John stiffens even more than before. He’s now gripping my wrist hard. It’s probably unconscious, but his fingers feel a little like a cage.

    “Boys, please, you don’t need to fight like this over me,” Genevieve says in a soft, lilting voice.

    … They’re fighting over her? It certainly doesn’t look that way.

    John nods but doesn’t look at Genevieve once. “You’re absolutely right,” he says in a completely even voice. “I’ve got to get my Grail here to the nurse’s office. It’s been a big day for her.”

    There. He said it. Right in front of Arthur. Two words. My Grail.

    My stomach kicks. Who am I kidding? It practically jolts around my gut like it’s a pinball. Tension wraps around me until I feel like I’ll faint.

    At first, Arthur lets out a snide laugh. Then his gaze quickly turns to the crowd. When no one else laughs, he finally does it – and he looks right at me.

    My shoulders are already up around my ears. I’m tense – and getting tenser by the second. I want to wither up and die. I want to get the hell away from here for good, but there’s nowhere to go.

    So I just drop my gaze.

    “Grail?” Arthur says. “You think I’m gonna believe that there are now two Grails at school? When there’s only ever one every generation?”

    Only one every generation? I was led to believe I’m rare, but that’s rarer than rare.

    John laughs. “Do you honestly think I care what you believe, Arthur? I’m glad you finished your trial. I’ll finish mine soon, too.” With that, without another word, John turns me around.

    I open my eyes. As my hair fans in front of my face, I lock my gaze on Arthur.

    He stares at me. But it’s not long enough that I can guess what he’s thinking.

    John keeps hold of my hand. But not forever. Fortunately, there’s a door not too far away. He opens it. As soon as we’re through, he closes the door and drops my wrist. He takes a respectful step back. He winces.

    It’s completely different from the macho act I saw out in the corridor.

    “I’m sorry about that.” He rubs the back of his head then lets both his arms drop. He looks defeated.

    “… What the hell just happened?” My voice is tight. I even clutch hold of my blouse and wrap my fingers hard around the collar. I slide my gaze back in the direction of where Arthur is.

    I want… wait, what do I want to do? Run and hide or go back and face him one last time?

    Why did I dream of that man? Why was he my knight in shining armor, when, in reality, not only is he already with someone, but he is a complete jerk?

    “That back there is Arthur. He is bonded to the other Grail at the school. She’s Genevieve. But you probably figured that out already.”

    I take a breath. I let my gaze drop from the door. “Yeah, I figured that out. Why—”

    “You’ve probably got 100 questions, but unless you want a crowd, I suggest we get out of here. It’s not gonna take long until they come after us.”

    I pale.

    “Sorry – I probably shouldn’t have left you alone. This way.” He doesn’t grab hold of me again. He rushes off a few steps and motions me on.

    We reach another door. He makes a complicated set of motions in front of it and opens it.

    “Ah—”

    He turns, and a cheeky grin spreads across his lips. “Magic. You’ll find most of everything at this school is magic.”

    “Right.” It’s not the smartest of comments, but it’s all I can manage.

    He ushers me through, and the next thing I know, we’re in a wide corridor. Maybe it’s just a guess, but it feels like it’s on the opposite side of the school. There are huge windows in front of me. They’re arched, and they travel from the floor most of the way up to the ceiling.

    I instantly get pulled in by the view. I haven’t seen it before. When I came here, I arrived inside a hallway.

    I’m drawn toward it. My feet are a little unsteady. I place a hand on one of the panes of glass and stare out.

    “This academy’s huge,” I hiss.

    “Sure is. The campus has 20 buildings. There are over 8000 rooms.”

    “8000 rooms? That doesn’t—”

    He shoves a hand into a pocket and curls up one side of his lips as he steps in close. He shrugs at the view. “That doesn’t make sense? Magic,” he says by way of explanation once more.

    I suck in a shaking breath. “Yeah, magic. Now—”

    He yanks his hand out of his pocket as fast as he can. He opens his fingers wide. “I want to start with I’m sorry.”

    I’m not expecting that, and I blink quickly. “Ha?”

    “What happened back there?” He stiffens even though I can tell he’s trying to keep casual. “I didn’t mean to refer to you as my Grail or anything like that. I just… that guy gets my hackles up. Real jerk. But you saw that, didn’t you?” There’s a hopeful edge to his voice.

    I should answer quicker than I do. It takes a full four seconds until I mutter out a, “Yeah.”

    “He thinks he owns the school. His family is one of the founding families. And they’re one of the richest in the entire magical community. Anything he wants,” John clicks his fingers, “he gets. It’s a shame we had to get out of there so quickly. What I wouldn’t have given to see his face.”

    “Ha?” My voice gets quiet. I know exactly what he’s talking about, even if I’m playing innocent.

    “Arthur always wants the best of the best. And anything he wants, he gets,” John’s voice becomes tight again. “But he’s already got a Grail, and he can’t have two.”

    I don’t know what to say. So I just stand there.

    When John realizes I’m not participating, he winces again. “How about I just take you to your room?”

    “I thought you said you’d take me to the nurse’s office?”

    “You look better now. Headaches are pretty common when your powers are starting up. Did the nurse tell you that?”

    I shake my head.

    “You’re probably tired. Really tired. Your body has to adjust to all of this. It’ll take a while. If the headaches continue, just let me know.”

    I nod.

    I turn and look at the view again. My gaze slides down to the massive circle of grass in between the buildings. Then I remember something. I turn to him. “Why did you disappear earlier, and why was the class ended so quickly?”

    “Twitch probably had something to do,” he mutters.

    I should just leave it, but I don’t. “No. I heard from the tone of her voice that she was surprised. And she didn’t expect to end the class early – if she had expected to, her demeanor would’ve been different.”

    He shoves a hand back in his pocket, and he slowly swivels his attention to me. “You’re pretty sharp, aren’t you?”

    “I guess.” I cross my arms. “What happened?”

    “There are a lot of things at this school that you don’t want to pry into,” he whispers.

    Suffice to say, that is not the answer I want. But at the same time, the exact way he says it makes my hackles rise.

    I go to open my mouth, but I hear voices.

    He turns over his shoulder. “That’s the other students. We need to get you to your room before you create another commotion. You’ve probably had enough for one day.”

    I nod. The only thing I want to do now is bury my head in my pillow. Yeah, and tear up that damn picture of my so-called knight in shining armor.

    “Let’s see.” John reveals a watch. Or at least, I think it’s a watch. He has to pull his sleeve down. It looks sophisticated – like it’s a Rolex or something. But then, as he swipes his hand over it, the clock face changes. I can see magic twisting around inside. Then an image appears right over it.

    I gasp and jerk back.

    He chuckles. “This is pretty basic magic. And this is a pretty unsophisticated magical device. You’ll get one too. When you learn how to use it, it will help you navigate through the school.” He clears his throat. “Show me where Dawn Cooper’s room is?” he says in a clear voice.

    I frown.

    He waits, and an image of the school appears. It shifts until it shows a door.

    He nods. He swipes his hand over the watch, and the image disappears.

    “How do you know my name?” I suddenly realize that we haven’t actually been introduced.

    He just shoots me a sideways glance. “Because you’re a Grail. Because you gave me the runaround today. Because you just joined my class. Oh yeah, and because you saved my life,” he says, his voice dropping with reverence.

    I bite my lip. “I just realized we weren’t properly introduced, that’s all.”

    Without missing a beat, he thrusts a hand out and picks mine up. He does all the shaking. “Nice to meet you, Dawn Cooper. John Masters.”

    I chuckle.

    He drops my hand. “This way.” He twists his head over his shoulder.

    I hurry after him. He’s right. We can hear the other students coming.

    I really don’t want to put up with another scene.

    It doesn’t take him long until we reach a door. It looks relatively nondescript.

    He glances at me and nods, clearly impressed. “You got your own room? How did you secure that?”

    “The nurse helped me.”

    “You got on the good side of Bradley already? You must be a good person,” he mutters.

    I can tell that was nothing more than a throwaway comment, but for some reason, it makes me frown. “Why?”

    “Because Bradley is one of the few people at the school who doesn’t have the wool pulled over his eyes,” John mutters distractedly. “Now, your door’s locked, but—”

    We turn to hear footfall. Fortunately, it isn’t a student. It’s Revas.

    He looks at John and nods low. “Thank you for accompanying our new student to her room. I’ll take things from here.”

    John just looks at me and nods once. “See you tomorrow.” Without giving me a chance to reply, he waves, shoves a hand into his pocket, and walks away.

    My gaze gets stuck on his strong back.

    Revas walks up and clears his throat. “How was your first class? A shame that it was cut short.”

    Is there something in his tone?

    It’s hard to say.

    Revas reaches the door and settles his palm on it. He incants something, and the next thing I know, a circle of magic appears right in the middle of the door. It’s accompanied by the scent of burning wood.

    It alarms me a little, but he simply slices his gaze over to me. “This will be your personal lock. Only you and certain teachers will be able to use it. It’s to ensure student privacy at all times.”

    “Oh.”

    He continues to incant under his breath and closes his eyes. Then he pulls his hand back. He gestures at me. “Place your palm in the middle of the glowing circle.”

    I want to shake my head. I can still smell the scent of burning wood, and I can just tell that the door will be as hot as coals.

    “I assure you, Miss Cooper, you will be safe. You must complete the lock quickly, otherwise I will have to begin the process once more.”

    I sigh, and my shoulders shove up around my ears. I finally shuffle forward. I hesitate then shove my hand against the glowing symbol. It’s as cool to touch as ice from a freezer. It certainly does not feel as if I’ve just stuffed my hand into a crackling fire.

    It takes two seconds, then I feel something zip up into my fingers.

    I yelp and jerk back. The glowing circle disappears.

    I shake my fingers out. It takes a while for that tickle to disappear.

    “The lock is complete. All you have to do to open your room now is place a hand on the door. Go ahead and try.” Revas stands back.

    Dragging my lips through my teeth, I push forward. I do as he says. I don’t even have to concentrate. Those glowing red circles appear once more. Then the door unlocks and opens itself.

    I blink in surprise.

    He nods at me and gestures within. “You’ll find your things on your bed. I hope your room is to your liking.”

    I walk in.

    It’s amazing. It’s huge. It’s the size of my apartment. The bed is a sumptuous fourposter. It’s directed toward one of those enormous floor-to-ceiling arched windows.

    It looks like this is some kind of penthouse apartment you’d get in one of the fanciest cities in the country.

    I’m so startled, I can’t say a thing.

    Revas gestures to a large carved dresser. “All of your clothes are in there. If you find yourself needing anything, all you have to do is program the dresser, and it will be able to create any style and any fabric you require.”

    “Sorry?” I stutter.

    “If you are unsure how to use it, simply ask one of the other students. They will gladly help you. Now, if there is anything you require throughout the night, you can use your phone. All school contacts are loaded into it.”

    “Phone?”

    He gestures to the bed. That’s when I see one of those watches.

    I walk over to it. It takes a while. Because seriously, this room is massive.

    I pluck up the watch and frown at it.

    “You will be expected to wear that at all times.”

    “Even when I’m sleeping?”

    “And even when you are showering. It’s a requirement of all students to wear it. And for you, it is doubly so.”

    I go to pull it on, but I shiver. “Is will keep me away from my enemies or something?” I hear myself speaking, and I know I sound stupid, but I can’t stop.

    Because I can’t deny that there really are enemies out there after me.

    “Indeed, Miss Cooper. It’s a security precaution.” He stands there and watches as I put it on. He only stops staring when I feel it lock into place.

    I shake my hand this way and that. It doesn’t feel like it will ever fall off.

    He nods once. “Very good.” He turns to leave. That’s when my stomach growls.

    I place a hand on it. “I’m pretty thirsty. I haven’t—”

    He gestures to a door on the left side of my room. “Though students usually eat together, if you require food between main meals or if for some reason you cannot attend the dining hall, you can eat on your own. Everything you need is in there. Your bathroom is on the other side. Good day, Miss Cooper.”

    “I think you mean good night,” I whisper as he walks out and closes the door behind him.

    As soon as he’s gone, I turn and flop on the bed. I bury my head in the covers. They are so soft.

    It’s categorically the most welcome thing in the entire world.

    Though I could fall asleep right now, I don’t want to. I slide off the bed. My knees thump onto the soft carpet underneath it. I grab my bag. I pull it close. Everything I brought from my apartment is inside – including the drawing of Arthur.

    “No,” I say as I shove up to my feet, my lips curling hard into a snarl. “This is not of Arthur. This is of my knight in shining armor. Arthur is a jerk.”

    I go to rip the drawing, but I think better of it. I screw it up and go to shove it back in my bag. I realize that’s a bad idea. I don’t know why, but what if someone were to find it?

    I find somewhere to hide it in the room instead.

    Then I start to explore. I head over to the chest of drawers. I open them. Every drawer is full of clothes. It’s not just uniforms – there are jeans and tops and jackets. Everything I need.

    Next I head to the bathroom. It’s palatial. It’s five times the size of my previous bathroom. It has a clawfoot bath, and there’s a skylight. Right now, it’s shining moonlight down over the black-and-white checkered tiles in shimmering silver rays.

    I let my fingers slide over the basin to my side and give a happy smile.

    Then I rush over to the other door.

    It leads to a small but very well stocked kitchenette.

    There’s even a fridge and a stove. I open the fridge, and it’s full of food.

    I lock a hand on my stomach.

    I just grab the first thing I can. It’s a sandwich. I don’t stop. I shove it down my mouth. Then I pour myself two glasses of water. By the time I’m finished eating and drinking, I feel a lot better.

    I make it back to my room. I fall on my bed. I close my eyes. I settle my hand on my chest.

    “You’re… magical, Dawn. When you wake up in the morning, you’ll still be here in the school. Because this is real. No hallucinations, no more visions.” I find myself getting sleepier and sleepier. I grab the pillow from behind me and yank it under my head. “No more visions,” I whisper again sleepily.

    I can say that all I want, but it isn’t the truth. For the visions have just started.

    They will not stop, not until I find that they’ve always been a part of me….

  
    Chapter 11

    It doesn’t take long to slide into sleep, and from there, it doesn’t take me long to slip into another dream.

    This time I’m not on horseback. This time my knight in shining armor isn’t with me.
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