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“When I was five years old, watching my parents, I quickly realized that I would become a Protector when I grew up, just like them. Many children follow in their parents’ footsteps, and at that time I didn’t see any other path for myself. Even when my parents asked if I was sure, after I proudly declared my decision. I remember how surprised I was by their question, what else could I possibly be? Of course I’d be a Protector, just like them, and we’d always be together.

Then, my parents were gone. Perhaps they took the naive child with them. It turns out, being a Protector isn’t an exciting life of dangerous adventures, not a wonderful opportunity to serve alongside your parents and feel their pride every day. Suddenly their question, whether I was sure, no longer seemed silly.

Your decision grows from deeper awareness. At first, I was very angry. Hunters took my parents from me, what motivation is stronger than revenge? But the hatred faded, as did the thirst for vengeance. I realized that the desire to be a Protector couldn’t be based on my anger. I wish I could say that it became clear almost immediately. I was a quiet, but a very angry child. It’s amazing that Teacher took me in before this realization came. I’ll be grateful for that until the end of my days. He still says he didn’t see the anger and frustration; he only saw a “deep and heartbreaking sadness”.

Over the past few years, I’ve come to understand that I never fully grasped what it means to serve as a Protector, no matter how hard the instructors drilled it into our heads. Because you can’t drill it in. This decision must grow from serious awareness, personal growth, endless training, and a genuine desire to help people.

I am ready now. Ready to help people, ready to put them above myself. Ready to serve the Head.

I promise to dedicate my entire life to this cause.”

––––––––
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Excerpt from the essay “Why I Want to Become a Protector.”

Destiny Walterson, Preparatory Corps No. 95
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Chapter 1
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Destiny stood in the center of the large hall of the Preparatory Corps building, surrounded by students and instructors. It seemed as if time had frozen along with the breathless silence, because in the next moment, her fate would be decided.

The result of her Exam would be announced any second, the one and only Exam in the life of anyone who had spent eleven years preparing to become a Protector.

Dozens of anxious eyes watched her, just as Destiny had eagerly watched the previous student whose result had just been declared. Exam Day was always one of the most nerve-wracking events at the school, so everyone was present, even the youngest students.

Destiny stood confidently, but inside her was pure chaos. She didn’t make eye contact with anyone, nor did she want to see anyone right now, except for Teacher.

Leonard Volov stood in the front row, arms proudly crossed over his chest, not showing a single sign of nervousness. He smiled just as he always did and looked as though he hadn’t doubted her for even a second.

“Destiny Walterson,” a deep voice thundered, and she closed her eyes. The voice belonged to a tall man in a uniform bearing the Organization’s emblem. A real Protector with a golden medallion on his chest that caught the eye of every student. “Your score is nine and a half.”

The hall erupted in applause at the word nine. Destiny’s heart leapt, and a wave of relief crashed over her so intensely that her vision darkened for a few seconds. The Exam graders used a ten-point scale, and nine and a half was an outstanding result that not everyone could achieve. As far as she knew, only a few people had ever gotten a ten, and nine and a half was very close to that.

It was also the first nine and a half announced that day.

Leonard clapped with the same relaxed expression, but pride sparkled in his eyes. Something told Destiny that even he hadn’t expected the nine and a half.

The Organization’s Protector stepped up to her and extended his hand, which Destiny shook with pleasure. She was also given an envelope containing the official invitation to serve in the Organization. Overwhelmed with emotion, she almost hugged the stern man but knew better than to do that. Instead, she returned to her spot in the crowd and waited for the rest of the scores to be announced. Then she caught Leonard’s signal for her to follow him and hurried after Teacher, her heart still pounding wildly.

“I passed,” she said with a foolish smile as she caught up with him. “I passed!”

“Of course you passed, Des,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Did you really doubt it?”

“My essay felt weak...”

“You did great on the essay, and it’s only one-fourth of the score. And I told you, failure was never in the cards for you.”

It was true, Leonard had only ever prepared her for success on the Exam, and when Destiny asked what would happen if she failed, he looked at her as if she had said something unbelievably dumb.

When they reached his office, Leonard opened the door and gestured for her to go in first. Destiny finally felt the stress leave her body. The Exam was over, the score announced, and she was in Teacher’s office, where she always felt comfortable. It smelled of the books he collected and the flowers Madeline grew. Destiny flopped into her usual chair by his desk and threw both legs up onto the armrest.

“Still,” Leonard said as he closed the door and headed to his desk, brushing her legs off the chair along the way, “I must admit, I didn’t expect a nine and a half. An eight, sure. Maybe a nine, tops.”

“In other words, you didn’t expect my score to be higher than yours.”

“Let’s not touch on that.” Leonard folded his hands in front of him, suppressing a smile, and looked at her closely. “How do you feel?”

Destiny exhaled as if she’d been holding her breath all morning.

“Strange.” She looked down at the envelope still clutched in her hands. “Irina got one just like it. Feels like it was just yesterday...”

Leonard said nothing, watching her with a trace of sadness.

Her best friend had also passed the Exam and received an invitation to the Organization almost five months ago, and they hadn’t seen each other since. Not a single day had passed without Destiny thinking about Irina. She wasn’t just a friend, they were like sisters, inseparable.

“I thought... maybe she’d make it back in time for the Exam,” Destiny mumbled.

“You know she can’t,” Leonard said more gently. He didn’t add the obvious. He didn’t say what they weren’t supposed to know, and only knew because Vlad couldn’t keep quiet.

Irina was missing. She hadn’t returned from her first assignment.

“I know,” Destiny murmured. Vlad would have brought her back if he could, though she hadn’t seen him in the crowd today either. “Vlad probably couldn’t make it either. Probably he had been sent on an—”

“Speaking of Vlad,” Leonard straightened in his chair, “he called me and begged me to talk to you about changing your mind about the Organization.”

Destiny rolled her eyes. Not that she was surprised. Vlad had been against her Protector career from the start and didn’t even try to hide it, quite the opposite. Destiny had learned to ignore his protests, but the closer the Exam came, the more desperate they became to the point that he even reached out to Leonard.

“What did you tell him?”

“That your official lecture is still ahead.”

“What official lect—”

“The one about how dangerous it is to be a Protector.”

“Leonard, no...” Destiny groaned.

“The sooner I start, the sooner I finish,” he said without emotion. He ran a hand through his light hair, ruffling it. “So sit properly and listen.”

Destiny sat up straight, holding back her protests. Judging by Leonard’s expression, he wasn’t eager to give this lecture either. He looked tired, and she had just noticed the several empty coffee cups on his desk. Had he not slept because of the Exam?

“Feels like I gave this same lecture to Vlad just yesterday.”

“And he sat through the whole thing?”

“Like a good boy.”

“Well then, so can I,” Destiny smiled, tearing her eyes away from the mess on the desk. 

She folded her hands in front of her like a good student and listened to Leonard’s calm, pleasant voice until he started reciting all the introductory material of the Preparatory Corps.

“Protectors differ from ordinary people. They are also different from those whose professions include responsibility for civilians. Protectors not only possess special powers but also uphold the two most important components that form human existence on this Earth.”

“Mind and Soul,” Destiny inserted, still waiting for Leonard to say something new.

“Mind and Soul,” he nodded. “Hunters, on the other hand, operate by a completely different system. Their Control can manipulate human weakness and spread chaos. Hold on,” Leonard raised a hand as she opened her mouth. “I know you already know all this, but you have to hear me out. It’s the rule.”

Destiny shut her mouth. She couldn’t believe Vlad had listened to all this and like a good boy at that.

“Hunters are like parasites, they achieve their goals through other people, most of whom can’t resist. Hunters target damaged and weak Minds, weak wills, and use them for their purposes. They are very dangerous, not just for the people Protectors are trying to defend, but also for Protectors themselves. The moment a new Protector enters service, the meaning of their life becomes the fight against the Hunters. The title of Protector is the highest honor and an endless duty to humankind.”

An endless duty, Destiny repeated in her mind. Of course, she already knew all of this. She had written it all out in her essay. They had all had this drilled into their heads for eleven years. So what made this lecture any different?

“You still don’t understand the true nature of a Hunter.”

“I understand...”

“No, Des. You don’t, not until you face one yourself. All these years, you’ve been very safe. Now you’re about to enter a real, harsh, and very unfair world.”

Destiny closed her mouth again. Maybe she didn’t understand.

Did Irina understand it when she left for her first assignment?

Is she even still alive?

Destiny clenched her fists. No, she wouldn’t allow herself to even come close to that thought.

Leonard began to talk about the Organization, instantly drawing Destiny’s full attention. Now, this wasn’t something they told them in class! The world of real Protectors, their service and how they operated had always been a mystery. Perhaps this was because many never made it into the Organization, and Protectors preferred to stay in the shadows and avoid attention. She had heard (from Vlad, of course) that even among Protectors themselves, it wasn’t customary to talk about assignments.

Destiny had been invited to the same Organization that Vlad had gone to, the same one that had accepted Irina and most of the other graduates from their Prep Corps. Leonard himself had once served there. Now he was explaining how many Organizations existed in the world, and finally touched on another forbidden subject for students.

The Heads of the Organizations

Each Organization had its own Head, and all Protectors serving within it answered only to that person. No one in the Prep Corps was allowed to know the name of their Head until they began service.

Destiny perked up. Just hearing the mention of the Head made her nervous, though she didn’t know why. Maybe it was some kind of inherited Protector instinct.

“You can think of the Head like the captain of a ship. He bears enormous responsibility, and he’s the one and only person in the entire world whom you must obey unconditionally.”

“How do they become Heads?” Destiny asked.

“Heads of the Organizations aren’t chosen, they’re born into it. From parent to child.”

Now that was news. A monarchy in the Protector world was the last thing she expected.

“Only by inheritance?” Destiny raised an eyebrow. “What if they don’t want to?”

“They’re prepared for the role from birth. Whether they want it or not doesn’t matter, they have to be ready. But that’s not something you should worry about,” he waved off her next questions. “From the moment you fall under the Head’s command, you have no complaints. About anything. So, no more talking back to your authorities, like you do to me, for instance...”

“I never talked back to you,” Destiny inserted.

“And I won’t be around to offer advice,” Leonard continued, ignoring her. “I won’t be chasing you after dinner, making sure you train. You’ll have to do that yourself. You’re stepping into adulthood and taking on enormous responsibility and duty.”

“Teacher, I know all this...”

“I know you do, Des.” Leonard rubbed his eyes and exhaled slowly. Destiny squinted, trying again to figure out what was wrong with him. Was he actually worried? Was he upset that she was leaving?

Destiny imagined how much she would miss her Teacher, though she tried not to dwell on it. All students eventually left their mentors, but Leonard wasn’t just her mentor. He had replaced her father. He had become her greatest role model, the only person she could truly call family. They had never spoken about it openly, never discussed their closeness. It simply was, and it needed no words.

Only now, as they both realized that separation was inevitable, did Destiny feel the urge to say something. But where to begin? She could never express all her love for him in simple words.

“I’ll come visit,” she blurted out, trying to hide the swelling sadness. She said it as casually as she could, hoping to lighten the awkwardness between them.

Leonard smiled. “I appreciate the sentiment, but unfortunately, it won’t be up to you. Look at Irina’s situation.”

“But Vlad visits you.”

“Vlad visits you, not me, Des.”

“That’s not true—” she began, but a knock interrupted her, and the door burst open, Vlad himself appeared.

Both she and Leonard froze, staring at him. Vlad always looked confident and composed, no matter where or when. He now wore a Protector uniform: black trousers, a crisp white shirt, a vest, and a travel cloak that displayed the Organization’s emblem. A medallion glinted around his neck, having slipped out from under his collar.

Destiny smiled. He came after all.

“And here’s Vlad,” Leonard announced.

Vlad nodded briefly at Teacher, but his dark blue eyes were fixed solely on Destiny.

“We just finished. Go ahead and congratulate your precious one.”

“Congratulate?”

“Nine and a half,” Destiny said with an innocent smile, waving her envelope at him.

The guy paled, and Destiny could swear she saw something collapse in his eyes.

“Can I speak with you for a moment?” he finally forced out.

Destiny looked at Leonard for approval, knowing she was in for another lecture, but this one, she was ready for. Leonard gave her a nod and a faint smile. Promising to return later, she followed Vlad into the hallway.

Apparently, he couldn’t wait to speak, because the moment the door closed, he burst out, “Tell me you’re not really going to the Organization.”

She stared at him. “Hi, Vlad. Thanks for the congratulations, Vlad,” she said, locking eyes with him. “And yes, I absolutely am going, Vlad.”

The guy froze, staring at her as if he were seeing her for the first time. Destiny took a slow breath, preparing for his outburst. They had argued about this many times before, and every argument had ended differently. She didn’t want to think about how this one might end. She hoped that Vlad had finally accepted her decision, that he had come to support her on Exam Day, and that he would be happy and proud of her score.

Judging from his expression, those hopes were about to be crushed.

“I told you from the start,” he said through clenched teeth, “that I didn’t want you to go. I thought we had an agreement, that you—"

“An agreement?” Destiny raised her eyebrows. “An agreement about what? That I’d forget about my career? About my dreams?”

“Drea— Destiny, you don’t understand what the Organization really is. It’s nothing like what you think! You won’t be sitting there safely, chatting with friends and training. You’ll be risking your life on every assignment! There won’t always be Teacher standing behind you!”

“You think I don’t know what the Organization is? I went through all of Prep, Vlad, and I passed the Exam.” Her tone was just as firm, but she still reached out to touch his face, anything to stop the argument before it escalated.

Vlad brushed off her hand. “I told you then, and I’ll say it again: you’re not going.”

Destiny barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Her rejected hand dropped to her side. “Please don’t tell me you’re giving me an order...”

“Call it whatever you want. All I care about is that you stay here, where it’s safe, with Leonard. That way, I can be at peace.”

“Oh, you’ll be at peace? Did you forget to think about me?”

“You’re all I ever think about! You’ll be safe, Destiny. I’m doing this for you!”

“No,” she snapped. “You’re doing this for yourself, and you’d rather lock me up just so you won’t worry, so you can sleep peacefully! And what would I do here, anyway? This is a school, Vlad, not a shelter for people who don’t have the courage to serve in the Organization!”

“We’ve already talked about this, I promised I’d arrange a position for you here—”

“Career opportunities are given to those who failed the Exam, Vlad.”

“They’ll make an exception. They can’t force anyone to serve against their will.”

“I’m not going against my will! You’re the only one trying to force me—”

“I don’t care if I’m forcing you!” he shouted, losing control of his temper as he always did when the conversation turned to the Protector’s service. “At least you’ll be alive!”

“I know you don’t care! But I do! My parents were Protectors; they—”

“Your parents are dead, Destiny!” Vlad shouted. “And I’m trying to keep the same thing from happening to you, why can’t you understand that?!”

Destiny wanted to shout something back, but the words caught in her throat. They had argued about this so many times before, and Vlad had said a lot, but he had never yelled about her parents’ deaths right to her face.

Her parents had indeed died in service, on an assignment. She had been only seven, just starting the Prep Corps program. She no longer remembered how she had made it through, if not for Leonard...

Well, Vlad had succeeded. All the joy that had filled her earlier evaporated. As she stood in silence, unsure of what to say, Vlad calmed down, likely realizing he had crossed a line.

“Des,” he said more quietly, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“No,” she muttered, no longer looking at him. She just wanted to walk away. It would only get worse. This conversation was unsalvageable.

Destiny turned to leave, but hadn’t even taken a step when Vlad grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her back around.

“Where are you going?” he asked, as if nothing had happened. “We’re not finished.”

“Vlad—”

“I’m sorry I brought up your parents. But think about it! You must understand why I’m worried.”

“Maybe I do. But that still doesn’t give you the right to keep me on a leash. I’m not your property.”

“You’re my girlfriend,” he said, as if that were the same thing. “And I love you.”

Destiny took a deep breath and looked into his eyes. She believed him, he truly loved her. They had been together for over three years, and he’d never even looked at another girl. She still didn’t understand why. Vlad was more than just handsome. Tall, dark-haired, blue-eyed, he could captivate any girl with a glance. But he only ever looked at her. Irina used to joke that he should quit being a Protector and become a model instead.

“You thought I’d fail the Exam, didn’t you?” she asked.

Vlad didn’t answer. He slid his hands down her arms to her hips.

“Vlad.”

“What?”

“Did you think I would fail?”

“Des, I just don’t want you to go to the Organization.”

“So you hoped I’d fail the Exam.”

“It doesn’t matter. You passed, didn’t you? Most people do. It’s not that hard.”

Destiny bit her lip. “Do you even respect me at all?”

“Of course I respect you! You’re misunderstanding again—”

“Why do you think I’ll fail my very first assignment?”

“I didn’t say that—”

“But you think so. Otherwise, why are you so worried?”

“That’s not what I meant!”

“Then what did you mean?”

“I...” Vlad took a deep breath, as if he were barely holding himself together. “I just think the Protector role suits people who are tougher, stronger... You know?”

Destiny shook her head, though she understood exactly what he was implying. She just hoped she was misunderstanding, because otherwise, she’d be forced to strangle him.

“I mean that the best Protectors are usually men.”

Ah, so no misunderstanding after all.

“I have nothing against female Protectors,” he added quickly, seeing the rage in her eyes. “They can be strong too. Wait, don’t look at me like that, that’s not what I meant—”

“Irina would’ve punched you right now.”

“And Irina is still missing, Des. That’s what I’m trying to tell you! It’s too dangerous.”

“Irina will come back, and she will punch you,” Destiny said, ignoring the painful stab in her heart at his cruel words.

“Gladly! Maybe she’ll be the one to talk you out of this. Why not wait for her? I’m sure she’d have something to say. She’d want to protect you from the same fate!”

“Vlad, I’m not waiting for anyone. I trained and studied for years. I passed the Exam. And I am going to the Organization.”

The finality in her voice made Vlad’s eyes narrow with anger. “Destiny, I’m your boyfriend—”

She tried to walk away. Tried, because Vlad grabbed her again, this time by the forearm, and pulled her back. She hadn’t expected that, and that was the only reason her body obeyed the motion.

“We’re not done talking,” he said, in a very different tone.

Destiny knew that tone well. Vlad always apologized for it afterward. Once, it had made her anxious, but not anymore.

“Vlad,” she said tensely, “let go.”

“I’ll let go when we’re done.”

“We are done.” Destiny was ready to break free herself if he didn’t release her immediately. But Vlad didn’t let go. She tensed her arm to yank it away, but just then, the door next to them opened. Leonard stepped into the hallway, quietly closing the door behind him.

“Vladlen,” Leonard said calmly, but with a note of firmness. “Let her go.”

Vlad released Destiny’s arm and looked at Teacher with veiled irritation. “Everything’s fine. We’re just talking.”

“Strange. It seemed to me that Des was about to walk away.”

Destiny wished she could sink through the floor in embarrassment. She had no doubt Leonard had heard their argument. He’d heard Vlad yelling at her. He had seen him holding her just now.

“It’s fine,” Vlad repeated. “We’re just trying to understand each other.”

“Don’t think I enjoy interfering in your... conversations,” Leonard continued, and Destiny knew he meant it. From the very first day he learned about their relationship, he had made one request, not to get him involved. “Believe me, the last thing I want is to stand between you two. I’ve known you since childhood, Vlad. You were one of my best students. I love you and respect you. But if I ever see you hurt her again—”

“I would never—”

“Didn’t expect you to notice,” Leonard cut him off. “But I’m no longer in a position to teach you anything.”

Vlad looked at Destiny again, who was only thinking about how foolish they were for not moving away from Leonard’s office before having this stupid fight.

“Did I hurt you? Des, I’m sorry. You know I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s fine,” she forced out, not daring to look at Teacher. Of course, she said it only because he was there. There was nothing “fine” about the fight with Vlad. She didn’t even want to yell at him. She just wanted to leave.

And that’s exactly what she did. She turned and walked down the hallway without another second of delay.

“Des!” Vlad called after her, but she didn’t turn around. Instead, she heard Leonard say to him,

“Let her go to collect her thoughts. She just passed the Exam. Now, you and I,” he gestured toward his office, “let’s have a chat.”

When Destiny reached her room, she locked the door, knowing Vlad would come right after his talk with Leonard, either to apologize for being rude or to keep pestering her about the Organization, and she didn’t want to hear either.

She flopped onto her bed, which was a complete mess. Recently, she’d dumped all her clothes out while trying to pick something decent to wear for the Exam results. Her wardrobe mostly consisted of training clothes, so in the end, she’d had to settle for her usual athletic gear.

She got up, found the suitcase Madeline had given her, and began angrily stuffing things into it. It didn’t take long, she didn’t own much. When Irina had packed for the Organization, Destiny had helped her, and she’d ended up leaving with just one bag.

God, how much Destiny missed her... Irina was older, so she had taken the Exam earlier, only students who had reached eighteen were eligible. Irina would have known how to calm her down. She always knew what to say, no matter the situation.

Destiny zipped up her suitcase and looked around. Soon, she would leave this room for good. Would she miss it? Probably not. She only slept here, spending most of her time in classes, training, or Leonard’s office. The room held nothing more than a small bed, a desk, and a closet.

She walked over to the mirror hanging near the closet. Her cheeks were still burning with shame and fury. Against the redness, her blue eyes looked like shards of ice, shimmering with held-back tears. Destiny shook her head at the tired, unremarkable reflection. Her long, dark-chocolate hair hung lazily in a ponytail. Her face looked exhausted, worn down by a thousand emotions.

She had passed the Exam, received a high score, and had been accepted into the Organization. All of it came crashing down on her again. How could she let Vlad ruin such an important day? No, that would not happen. No matter what he said, no matter what he did, she was going to the Organization.

Not knowing how else to calm down, Destiny decided to take a nap. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten proper sleep, having prepared day and night for the Exam. But now she was practically free. Destiny crawled into bed and fell asleep almost instantly.

When she woke up, she found three missed calls from Vlad and a message: “I was wrong. I’m sorry. I’ll come for you tomorrow and take you to the Organization myself. Be ready by noon.”

She stared at the phone. Vlad apologized for his words often, but he rarely admitted he was wrong, especially about her joining the Organization. Whatever Leonard had said to him, the conversation had clearly made an impact.

Remembering her promise to visit Teacher, Destiny threw off the blanket and jumped out of bed. It was already getting dark outside.

Her fight with Vlad now felt like a minor annoyance, not that she had forgotten everything he said, but she refused to dwell on the bad today.

A few minutes later, she reached Leonard’s office and knocked.

“Come in,” said a woman’s voice.

Destiny entered and looked around. Madeline was sitting at the desk, writing something without looking up. Destiny knew she was grading her students’ essays. A long plait of light golden hair rested on her shoulder. The room was dim, with the only source of light being a desk lamp beside her.

“Sorry, I know it’s late. Is Leonard—?”

“He’s already gone to bed,” Madeline replied, still not looking up.

Destiny glanced at the clock without meaning to.

“He’s been sleeping poorly lately,” Madeline said, this time noticing her glance.

“Why?” Destiny remembered the coffee cups and Leonard’s tired eyes.

“I don’t know,” the woman shrugged, returning to her papers. “I thought he was worried about your exam. But then he got very upset because of the news.”

“News?” Destiny didn’t understand.

“You haven’t heard?”

“No, I... What happened?”

Madeline leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “They just reported that a passenger train exploded in Indiana. It happened right on a bridge, high above the river. No one survived.”

Destiny didn’t know what to say and simply shook her head. “Hunters?” she asked quietly.

“Most likely. Leo is sure it was their doing.”

Hunters. Destiny agreed wi. Most disasters were related to them. It was news like this that motivated her more than anything to begin her work as soon as possible.

Leonard really did react sharply to bad news, especially when the death toll was high. Especially lately. Sometimes, he reacted as if it were his fault. It pained Destiny to see it.

“Was he very upset?”

“You know him.”

Destiny turned away, disappointed and ready to leave. She had really wanted to see Teacher, especially now, knowing she wouldn’t have many more chances.

“Des,” Madeline called after her. “I haven’t even congratulated you!”

She got up from the desk and walked over to give Destiny a tight hug. Destiny had never been particularly close with Teacher’s wife, but the hug was warm and sincere. Madeline had always treated her kindly, though she was also a teacher, and you don’t normally hug teachers.

But Destiny was no longer a student of the Preparatory Corps. Overcoming her awkwardness, she hugged Madeline back, realizing at the same time that she’d almost never hugged Leonard. At least, not like this. She was pretty sure that back pats and teasing shoulder nudges didn’t count.

But tomorrow, she’d be leaving, leaving Leonard, leaving school. Destiny promised herself that she’d give Teacher a real hug and try to pour into it as much unspoken love as she could.
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Chapter 2
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A loud knock on the door brutally interrupted her sleep. Destiny shot up in bed and spent a good five seconds remembering where she was and what was going on.

The knock came again. No, now it was more like pounding. And this time, Leonard’s voice accompanied it.

“Des! Wake up!”

She jumped out of bed and stumbled over her packed suitcase, nearly falling.

“What’s... what’s going on?” she said as she opened the door. Teacher was standing there with a wide grin on his face, dressed in his usual tracksuit. His light hair was a bit tousled, and his eyes were sparkling with excitement.

“What’s going on?” he mimicked her sleepy voice. “You slept half the day yesterday and are now planning to sleep through today too?”

“I...” Destiny still felt like she was in the middle of the dream she had just woken from. “What time is it?”

“Five thirty.”

“Five thirty? Leonard!” Destiny rubbed her eyes, barely processing what had made Teacher come to her room at this hour. “Why aren’t you asleep? It’s so early!”

“Early? Des, the sun’s already up! Get dressed, we’re going to train.”

“To train?” she croaked, as if she were hearing the word for the first time.

“Of course! Our last training session. I love giving my students one last bit of torture before they leave. It’s a tradition, very dear to my heart,” he said, dramatically placing a hand over his chest.

Last training session...

Those words should have made her happy, but they didn’t. A last training session with Teacher? She wasn’t ready for that. And it was the word “last” that got her moving in under five minutes. Leonard said he’d wait outside. He always held training outdoors, even in bad weather, and today, the weather was perfect. The sun had indeed risen and was already bathing the campus in golden light.

Teacher was waiting by the sports field, arms crossed and soaking in the morning air. Destiny ran up, tying her hair into a high ponytail.

“I’ve always liked how fast you get ready,” he said cheerfully. “Vlad always has to fix his hair thirty-five times...”

“Speaking of Vlad,” Destiny cut in as she began stretching, “what did you say to him yesterday?”

“Nothing special. Why?”

“He sent me a very nice message. Said he’d personally drive me to the Organization.” She tried to keep her tone light, hiding how she was still mad at him.

“He’s worried about you. About Irina, too. He’s afraid the same thing could happen to you.”

“Nothing happened to Irina. She’s on an assignment,” Destiny said immediately, throwing her arms behind her head to stretch her wrists.

“I’m sure she’s fine. But she still hasn’t come back, and Vlad is rattled by that.”

“Please don’t tell me you’re on his side.” 

Leonard just waved her off. “What Vlad wants doesn’t matter, Des. What matters is what you want.”

Destiny felt warmth spreading through her, just like the sunlight flooding the school grounds. Teacher had always believed in her, from the very beginning. He had always been on her side. She knew he would never say the kinds of things Vlad had. He would never, ever claim that the role of Protector was more suited for men. And now, she was sure of that.

When she first entered the Prep Corps, she couldn’t have imagined that Leonard Volov would take her on as a student. He was one of the best instructors, and as everyone said, accepted only the strongest boys. Destiny hadn’t even dared to hope. Besides, Leonard wasn’t just any teacher, he had once been a Protector himself. A real one. He was the only teacher at the school who had actually served in the Organization, which made him the dream mentor for every student. Destiny still didn’t know exactly how she had earned that honor, but over time, she’d stopped wondering. She couldn’t imagine having studied under anyone else.

“I stopped by yesterday,” she said carefully, continuing to stretch. “But you were already asleep.”

“Maddie told me you came.”

He said nothing more, but Destiny sensed he wanted to. She waited patiently, but Leonard suddenly clapped his hands so loudly it made her ears ring and said, “All stretched? Let’s go. Five laps!”

Destiny immediately ran to the field, knowing better than to make Leonard repeat himself. She loved her Teacher, but no one ever said he went easy on her during training. He took only the strongest students for a reason.

After the run, she realized he wasn’t joking about torturing her one last time. He made her do some of the hardest exercises, combining two moves into one to make them instantly more difficult, giving her only seconds to rest between each set. Within thirty minutes, she was half-lying in the grass at his feet, trying to catch her breath.

“Tired already?” he asked with fake concern, looking down at her and making no move to help her up. “We’re only warming up!”

“We?” she shot him a glance, he was leaning casually against a post.

“Up,” he said, straightening and picking up the boxing pads he had brought with him. “Training’s just starting. Let’s go, give me some good hits!”

Destiny got up and shuffled over to him. She took a stance and started working on her punches as he directed.

“Sharp!” Leonard commanded between strikes. “Harder! Watch your aim! Use your body!”

After about twenty minutes, he suddenly dropped his hands so unexpectedly that Destiny nearly punched him in the shoulder. Her eyes darted around, searching for water. Leonard handed her a bottle.

“Finished packing?” he asked as she gulped. Destiny nodded without lifting the bottle from her mouth. “They have everything you’ll need. You’ll buy the rest.”

She nodded again and glanced at him. Once again, it seemed like Leonard wanted to say something but couldn’t bring himself to. A couple of times that morning, she had caught troubled looks on his face when he thought she wasn’t watching. Something was still bothering him. Maybe it was yesterday’s news...

Destiny lowered the bottle and asked, “Leonard, why don’t you sleep at night?”

Teacher clearly didn’t expect the question. He dropped the pads and, without warning, shoved her shoulder.

“Ow!” Destiny exclaimed, barely keeping her balance.

“Who told you I don’t sleep at night?” he asked.

“Madeline. Who else...?”

Leonard rolled his eyes.

“So why?” Destiny pressed. “Is it because I’m leaving?”

“Of course it’s because you’re leaving. Who will I get to bully now?”

“I’m serious,” she pushed gently. She knew he was hiding the truth behind jokes, but she wanted honesty from him, especially today.

Leonard took a deep breath and lowered his gaze. Destiny suddenly felt uneasy. He really was worried about something, and only now did she realize how hard he was trying to hide it.

She didn’t like that at all.

“Leonard,” she said softly, resisting the urge to reach out to him, “what’s going on?”

“Nothing. And you still have five more laps.”

“I’ll run ten if you tell me what’s bothering you.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Really?”

“Teacher,” she said, looking at him with complete sincerity. “Please.”

Leonard stared at her for a few more seconds, then sighed deeply and sat down on the grass.

“Sit down, Des,” he said, with such weight in his voice that she immediately sank down next to him, feeling a twinge of fear. “I’m going to ask you a question, and I want you to think carefully before you answer.”

“Okay.”

“And I want you to promise not to tell anyone about this.”

“Okay,” she nodded, hesitating this time. She wanted to confirm, no one? Not even Madeline? Not even Vlad?

Leonard was clearly collecting his thoughts. Destiny had never seen him this uncertain, never seen him so afraid to say something. She wanted to encourage him somehow but couldn’t bring herself to speak.

Finally, he cleared his throat and began. His next words were nothing like what Destiny expected to hear.

“Alright. Imagine you suddenly had a gift, the ability to see the future.”

She blinked. Leonard looked at her, waiting for a response, and Destiny bit her lip before nodding.

“That means you’d see events that haven’t happened yet—”

“I know what ‘seeing the future’ means, Leonard.”

“Okay. Now imagine you saw one particular event that’s about to happen.”

“What kind of event?”

“A bad one.”

“A bad one?”

“Terrible,” Leonard confirmed. “And you saw when it would happen, where it would happen, and who would be involved. Understand?”

Destiny nodded again, though she had no idea where this was going.

“The question is,” Leonard continued, locking eyes with her, “would you stop that event from happening?”

Destiny frowned, expecting a tougher question. “Would I stop a bad event from happening? Of cou—” she started, but Leonard cut her off by raising his hand.

“Hold on. I asked you to think first.”

“If I know something bad is going to happen, why wouldn’t I want to stop it?”

“Think carefully, Des.”

She imagined suddenly having the ability to see the future—suddenly meaning she hadn’t had this gift before. She imagined the terror of discovering it, not knowing what to do with it. The knowledge of an impending disaster would crush her, and she would know something she shouldn’t.

Something she was never meant to know...

“Hm,” Destiny said thoughtfully, looking at Teacher, who was watching her just as attentively. “I feel like you haven’t given me enough information.”

“Yes, I have.”

“But I don’t know where this gift came from,” Destiny objected. “Why me? How long will it last? What are the conditions for having it? How will my decision to prevent something bad affect me? Will it lead to any consequences?”

She could’ve sworn Leonard was about to roll his eyes, but after her last words, he reconsidered.

“What?” she asked, surprised by his reaction.

“Consequences,” he said, as if in a trance. “Well done, Des. There definitely would be consequences.”

“There would be? What kind?”

“Unknown.”

“But I could foresee them, right?”

“No.”

“But why? If I have the gift...”

“There’s no gift, Des. Only facts. Cold facts.”

She stared at him, completely confused. Leonard rubbed his forehead, and it seemed he already regretted starting this conversation at all.

It was all very strange. If Leonard were just teasing her, he wouldn’t look so crushed. She was beginning to be seriously worried because something was wrong. But Destiny knew he wouldn’t open up easily, especially if she kept pushing him.

“I’d do it anyway.”

He looked up at her. “What did you say?”

“I’d stop it anyway,” she repeated confidently. “Your scenario has too many unknowns, but if I have the chance to free this world from something truly bad, why wouldn’t I take it?”

Destiny tried to smile and encourage him, but she was horrified when she saw Leonard go pale. His eyes widened, as if she’d just said something terrible.

Destiny felt uneasy again. This wasn’t at all how she had imagined their last training session.

“Teacher...”

“Remember how you asked me why I ended my service so early?”

“Yes,” she nodded, confused by the sudden shift in topic. “You said you’d destroyed enough Hunters and wanted to pass your knowledge on to the next generation.”

“Yeah,” Leonard nodded. “And that’s a lie.”

Destiny’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?!”

“I didn’t leave voluntarily,” he continued. “I was ordered to end my service and leave the Organization.”

Destiny couldn’t believe her ears. This final training was getting stranger by the minute. “But why? Everyone says—”

“Because that’s what people are told. On paper, I made the decision myself. But I was told either to leave or be kicked out in disgrace.”

“Wait...” Destiny’s head was spinning. “But why? What did you do? Did you fail an assignment?”

“If only,” Leonard said with a bitter smile.

“Then what happened?”

But he didn’t rush to answer. Yes, he had started this conversation, but something was clearly holding him back. After several long seconds of waiting, Destiny couldn’t take it anymore.

“Leonard! Tell me!”

“I can’t, Des.”

“Why not?”

“Because I already told one person, and only one.”

“Madeline?”

“No.” He shook his head. “The Head of the Organization. After that, they suspended me and...” He trailed off, as if struggling to get the next words out, then just shook his head, unable to continue.

“Leonard,” Destiny was ready to beg, “you have to tell me!”

“You don’t understand, Des.”

“Then explain it to me!”

“I can’t.”

“But I want to know...” Destiny already saw in his eyes that it was useless to keep asking. Whatever Leonard had meant to tell her, he had changed his mind. He stood up, brushing the grass off himself.

“Run a few more laps, then go pack up. Vlad will be here at noon.”

Destiny also got to her feet, still trying to catch his eye. She couldn’t believe Leonard’s dismissal from the service. She couldn’t believe she was the first to hear about it, that no one else knew. Not even his own wife.

And she didn’t understand why he wouldn’t say more. She didn’t understand what it could relate to. If Leonard had just broken some rule, he would’ve admitted it. But it didn’t seem like he’d done something foolish. Something had happened, and she didn’t know what upset her more: that he had never told her about it, or that he might still regret it...

“Leonard, just tell me one thing,” she said, ignoring his instructions. “What you did, the thing that got you suspended... was it something bad?”

Leonard looked at her with a mix of seriousness and surprise. “No, Des. I didn’t do anything bad. Quite the opposite.”

“So you did what you believed was right?”

He squinted. “Why are you asking?”

“Because I want to make sure you’re still the same person I know,” said Destiny, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice. “The one who raised me and taught me everything I know. I want to make sure that if I were in your place, I’d do the same thing.”

Leonard held her gaze, and in his blue eyes appeared something kind, deep, and sincere. Destiny looked at him, savoring the moment.

“I did the right thing,” he said at last. “At least, I believe I did.”

Destiny had no idea what it meant, but for some reason, she felt a wave of relief.

“What was that question about the terrible event for?” she asked.

“I wanted to know your opinion.”

“And?” She rubbed her hands. “Did you find out?”

“Yes,” he said with a slight smile, gently nudging her shoulder.

She smiled at his gesture. Leonard seemed pleased with her words and her choice. Destiny waited for him to say so, but when Teacher turned to her again, it was with the same kind smile as he said,

“What are you staring at? Get running.”
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Chapter 3
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As if waiting for the training session to end, dark clouds covered the sky just as Destiny returned to her room. After a quick shower, she stood for several minutes over her suitcase, trying to decide what to wear. She was a little annoyed with herself for not picking something nice in advance for her first day at the Organization. She wanted to look good, although she knew they would give her a Protector uniform there.

When Irina had left, she had said exactly that, waving off Destiny’s attempts to dress her friend in something special. For Irina, of course, it was easy to say, she could look flawless in any outfit. Her figure alone drew admiring stares. Destiny had never met another girl like Irina and was sure anyone would say the same. Irina didn’t just have the most unusual eyes, large, moonlit green, framed by thick lashes, but also fiery red curls that looked like she’d spent half the day at a salon.

Destiny couldn’t help but smile, thinking of her friend, who could take anyone down with a single glance. Then she sighed and pulled out the last clean T-shirt, jeans, and a sweatshirt, just in case it rained. She combed her damp hair and braided it, then looked around her room one last time.

Unlike the last training session with Teacher, she felt no sadness about leaving this room forever. Destiny had always known she would leave one day, so she had never tried to decorate or add personal touches, apart from a few photos on the mirror which were already packed in her suitcase.

She looked at the clock. Vlad had said he’d arrive by noon, and he was never late. She had just over half an hour left, and the thought made it harder to breathe: she had only thirty minutes to say goodbye to Leonard.

“What’s with the face?” he asked, glancing at her as Destiny dragged her suitcase into his office.

She didn’t know how to answer. Everything around her felt so familiar, so cozy... The bookshelves lining the walls, the armchair she often sat in, even Madeline’s flowers all seemed like part of the usual setting.

Leonard sat at his desk, a new book lying open before him, as usual. He closed it the moment he saw Destiny’s expression.

She wanted to say she was fine, but realized it would be better to tell the truth.

“I don’t know how to say goodbye to you.”

“Nonsense,” Teacher smiled. “You’re starting a new chapter, Des. That’s something to be happy about.”

Destiny was happy. She was thrilled to become a Protector. It was all she’d ever dreamed of, but saying goodbye to her Teacher was unbearably hard.

Leonard stood up and approached her.

“Listen, Des. I hope you know I’m not good at goodbyes. I haven’t prepared a speech, and I’ve never known what to say in moments like this...”

“You always know what to say.”

“Not right now.”

Destiny offered him a sad smile. “I understand, Teacher.”

“Just don’t think... It’s never been this hard for me to say goodbye to a student.”

“Really?”

“Really. No point in hiding it,” he exhaled slowly. “You’re my favorite. You know that.”

Destiny felt a lump forming in her throat. Oh no, she thought. He will kill me if I cry...

She hadn’t planned on crying, but Leonard had just said something he’d never said before. She was his favorite student. Her classmates had always said it, and she had suspected it herself, but to hear it directly from Leonard...

“Thank you,” she managed. “You’re my favorite teacher too.”

“I’m your only teacher.”

“You know what I mean.” Destiny could barely swallow her tears. Any moment now, Leonard would notice. “And I will come visit, Leonard.”

“Better not make promises,” he blurted. “From now on, the Organization must always come first. But still remember, I’ll always be here, and you can come to me for anything. Agreed?”

She nodded, feeling an overwhelming urge to hug him the same way Madeline had hugged her yesterday. She had promised herself she would and had been gathering the courage to do it for a while. But Leonard suddenly handed her a bundle he had been holding all along.

“Here. This is for you.”

“What is it?” She widened her eyes. “You’re not trying to make me feel awful for not getting you a farewell gift while you got me one?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s just a book.”

Indeed, the bundle turned out to be a small book wrapped in newspaper. Leonard always gave her books, some of them as gifts, but he had never wrapped one like a real present before. She felt the lump in her throat rising again.

“Thank you,” she said, clutching the bundle. “I hope your farewell speech is written on paper soaked with tears inside.”

“I told you,” Leonard smirked. “Farewell speeches and I don’t mix. But I had to give you something for luck, sort of.”

“Then I wish I could give you something for luck too...”

He said, reaching out to tug her braid gently. “You are my luck.”

Destiny found it harder and harder to hold back her tears. Time was running out, and without waiting any longer, she closed the distance between them and hugged her Teacher tightly.

Leonard stood still at first, as if collecting himself. Then he raised his arms, embraced her shoulders and head, and pulled her close.

The warmth of his body felt like the blazing rays of the sun; the familiar scent of his shirt was calming, and his arms held her with such fatherly tenderness that she felt like crying more than ever before.

“Remember what I asked you,” he whispered into her hair without letting go. “And remember what you answered.”

“All right,” Destiny whispered. “But you still didn’t explain.”

Leonard let her go, though she didn’t want the embrace to end, it felt like she hadn’t had nearly enough of it.

“I hope one day I’ll be able to explain everything to you,” he said with a heavy sigh. “But for now, it’s better to leave things as they are.”

Destiny looked at him, absorbing every detail of his kind, beautiful face. Leonard was an incredibly radiant person, even if he didn’t show it to everyone. Destiny blinked, imagining waking up tomorrow in the Organization and not seeing Teacher’s approving smile, not hearing his warm voice or his infectious laugh... The lump in her throat became unbearable.

Leonard squinted. “Des, if you start crying, I swear I’ll kick you so hard you’ll fly to the Organization without Vlad’s ride,” he warned.

“I won’t,” she said, blinking rapidly, trying to hold back the tears threatening to spill.

“You’d better not,” he said, still eyeing her suspiciously. “Because if you cry, then I’ll cry too, and I guarantee you’ve never seen anything scarier in your life.”

She laughed through her tears and pulled herself together. “So, no farewell speeches after all?”

“Absolutely not. And like I said, Des, don’t come rushing back here at every opportunity. You have different priorities now. But don’t forget your old teacher either.”

Destiny rolled her eyes. “You’re not old.”

“Of course I’m not old! I’m in my prime. I’m only thirty!”

“You’re thirty-nine,” she interjected.

“But I look thirty. Tops.”

Destiny laughed again, even though it was true. Leonard looked very young. She studied his familiar features once more, as if trying to memorize them for a portrait. Leonard couldn’t take it anymore.

“All right, go. I can’t watch you trying to hold back tears any longer.”

“I’m not holding anything back...”

“Uh-huh. Snot’s about to drip.”

“Leonard!”

He walked over to her suitcase, picked it up, and headed toward the door, muttering that he’d walk her to the car.

A light drizzle had begun, and as they walked toward the gate, Destiny checked the time. Vlad would arrive any minute.

“Say hi to Irina, that red-haired devil,” Leonard said, stepping around puddles. “I hope she’s doing all right.”

“I don’t know when I’ll see her again,” Destiny said uncertainly. “I hope she comes back soon.”

“She’ll come back, of course. You know Irina.”

“Not as a Protector. I don’t know how she managed to get stuck on her very first assignment.”

“You don’t get to choose your assignments, Des.”

Destiny agreed with him, as always, pushing away any dark thoughts that something might have happened to her best friend. They reached the gate, and Leonard set the suitcase down on the wet grass.

“Well? Ready?”

She was ready to go. She was ready to begin the “new chapter,” as Leonard himself had called it. But why was it so hard to say goodbye to Teacher? Why was it so hard to tell him what he meant to her?

Hard or not, Destiny couldn’t just leave without saying anything.

“Leonard,” she began, brushing raindrops from her face. “I just... want to say that... I’m endlessly grateful to you for.”

He looked at her, raising his eyebrows.

“...everything,” she finished awkwardly, realizing Leonard wasn’t the only one who was terrible at farewell speeches. “What you did for me... I’ll never forget it. And I... I’m going to miss you like crazy.”

Destiny expected sarcasm or teasing, Leonard had no tolerance for sentimentality but he simply smiled.

“Me too,” he said. “And you have nothing to thank me for. Taking you on as a student was the best decision I ever made.”

Destiny wanted to add that she wasn’t just talking about their teacher-student relationship, but his words pinned her in place. Leonard seemed to want to say something else, but the creak of the opening gate interrupted him.

“Teacher,” said Vlad respectfully as he entered the Preparatory grounds.

“Hey, Vlad. Think you’ll make it by nightfall?”

“If we leave right now,” he checked his watch, “and don’t stop along the way.”

Vlad picked up Destiny’s suitcase and went to load it into the car. He didn’t greet her and moved as if he were under gunpoint. Destiny remembered he had acted the same way when Irina left for the Organization which, incidentally, he had also driven her to.

She turned to Leonard and forced a smile. Yes, goodbyes were awful. She now understood why many people hated them, and figured she was officially joining their ranks.

“Goodbye, Teacher,” she said, swallowing the lump in her throat.

“Bye, Des.” Leonard reached out, as usual, either to tug her hair or give her a light nudge. But then he stopped himself, as if remembering she was no longer a child and that he was sending her off into adult life at this very moment. He stuffed his hand back into his pocket. “Good luck.”

The rain was getting heavier by the minute, it was hard to believe that just a couple of hours ago, the sun had been shining and it was hot.

Vlad walked around the black Organization jeep he had arrived in and got behind the wheel. Raindrops fell from his dark hair, and his uniform coat was already soaked. Destiny watched as he started the car, turned on the wipers, and cast an irritated glance at the dark clouds, muttering a curse under his breath.

“Won’t get there fast with this weather,” he said, pulling out of the parking spot. “Oh well. I warned the Head that we’d be late.”

Destiny nodded, feeling a sudden wave of anxiety at the mention of the Head. They weren’t even allowed to know his name until they arrived at the Organization, which only made the figure seem more mysterious. Even Vlad never mentioned the name, respecting the Organization’s rules, just like Leonard did.

Vlad reached for her hand, raised her palm to his lips, and kissed it gently.

“Are you still mad at me?”

Destiny bit her lip, staring straight ahead. She was still mad at him, but the realization of where she was heading overwhelmed her frustration. Besides, Vlad wasn’t obligated to drive her to the Organization, especially considering how opposed he had been to the idea. So, Destiny decided to let go of her resentment. She had known well in advance that Vlad would be furious about her choice, and in a way, she was even a little glad that his anger had faded so quickly.

“Des,” he said, kissing her hand again. “Come on.”

“Watch the road, Vlad,” she muttered, feeling his gaze burning into her.

“I’m sorry,” he said more seriously, returning his eyes to the road. “You know I only wanted what was best. If you had stayed.”

“Vlad,” Destiny cut him off. “Just stop at ‘I’m sorry.’ That’s more than enough.”

“I say too much sometimes,” he stubbornly continued. “I shouldn’t have said... There’s a lot I shouldn’t have said.”

“Mhm,” Destiny replied, trying not to dwell on the difference between I shouldn’t have said it and I shouldn’t think that way.

“And I shouldn’t have told you what to do,” he finished. “I’m sorry.”

Destiny glanced at him once again, wondering what Leonard had told Vlad after their argument.

“What did you and Leonard talk about?”

Vlad shot her a quick look. Destiny raised her eyebrows.

“What? I’m not allowed to ask?”

“What do you think we talked about?” he replied reluctantly. “We talked about you.”

“What did he say that made you change your mind?”

“Des, I didn’t change my mind because of him. It was because of you. You want this so badly... so be it. Besides,” he winked at her, “I want to see you in uniform. Somehow, I never realized how sexy you’d look in it...”

Destiny rolled her eyes. She guessed she wasn’t getting a straight answer.

He laughed silently, his eyes sparkling, just like they always did when he laughed sincerely. She relaxed, feeling more comfortable. She liked this version of Vlad far more than the one who tried to shield her from every unfamiliar glance.

Destiny yawned, looking out the window. They rarely ever left the school territory, and she found the road fascinating to watch. And it was going to be a long one.

“Were you up early?” Vlad asked, noticing her yawn.

“Yeah. Last training session with Leonard. He really pushed me hard,” she stretched. “Did he get you up at 5:30 a.m. on your last day too?”

“No,” he replied. “I didn’t have any training after the Exam.”

Destiny opened her mouth, but then, smiling, decided not to say anything. Resting her head against the window, she yawned again.

“You can nap,” Vlad said, brushing his still-wet hair off his forehead. “We’ve got a long drive ahead.”

Destiny didn’t want to fall asleep, she was sure her nerves wouldn’t let her, but the early wake-up and grueling training took their toll, and she dozed off within minutes.

She woke up when the rain stopped tapping against the windows and roof of the car. Destiny opened her eyes and stretched her stiff neck. It was already dark outside.

She had woken up at the perfect time, just as they were approaching a massive, brightly lit building with a design that was hard to describe at first glance. She had seen nothing like it, though, to be fair, Destiny had seen little beyond the walls of the Preparatory Corps. And this building was very different from the school.

Her mouth fell open, and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the Organization, trying to memorize this moment for the rest of her life.

This was her new residence. Her new home.

They drove up to tall gates, and Vlad, stopping the car, lowered his window.

“Vlad,” Destiny heard a voice from above. “We were about to send Verlox after you.”

Vlad smirked, tucking away a medallion he had apparently taken out as identification. Destiny finally realized where the voice had come from. There was a small watchtower right by the gate, from which two Protectors were looking down at them. She hadn’t noticed them before, neither the gate nor the tower was lit.

“Try driving in this weather, Tom,” Vlad said. “Besides, I’m not alone.” He nodded toward Destiny.

Destiny couldn’t see Protectors’ faces, only their silhouettes, but she could feel their intense gaze on her.

“Welcome,” said the second Protector, leaning against the railing of the watchtower. Destiny smiled, but her smile faded as he turned to Vlad and added, “Didn’t you swear you’d never bring your girlfriend here? Or is this a different one?”

Vlad chuckled again, and Destiny looked at him irritably. Had he been telling everyone about her?

“No, it’s the same one. Just too stubborn,” Vlad shouted back at them, still wearing a smirk on his face. But when he caught Destiny’s gaze, he immediately stopped smiling.

Protectors opened the gates, letting them onto the Organization’s grounds, and Destiny, forgetting Vlad’s behavior, fixed her eyes on the building again. Up close, it looked even more beautiful, and the contrast between the dark sky and the brightly lit walls was simply mesmerizing.

They were heading toward the large wooden doors, which were clearly the main entrance to the Organization, but Vlad drove past them, turning left to circle around the building.

“Last chance to back out,” he said just as Destiny was about to ask where they were going. Destiny did not find his grin amusing. This was a very emotional and nerve-wracking moment in her life, and Vlad’s stupid jokes weren’t helping.

Apparently, it showed on her face, because Vlad dropped the grin again.

“Just kidding,” he said, steering into a space that looked like a large underground parking garage. Destiny caught sight of a sign that read ‘Garage #3.’ “All right, I’ll walk you inside first, then I’ll get your stuff.”

Destiny couldn’t even respond. She was looking around like a child in an amusement park, even though they were just in a garage. She already loved it, the black cars parked perfectly, each waiting for its Protector and ready for an assignment.

Once Vlad parked, they got out and headed toward the doors. On the way, Vlad explained that you could access the main lobby of the Organization from each garage. There were five in total. He found the nearest entrance and held the door open for her.

Destiny looked around the lobby of her new home, wooden floors, light walls in a warm tone, a high, ornate ceiling, a massive staircase with thick wooden railings, and smooth stone steps. Everything felt cozy and surprisingly familiar... She really felt at home.

Home...

“Destiny!!!” a cheerful voice suddenly rang out. “Finally!”

Destiny stared at the blonde girl she had never seen before. She was rushing down the stairs with such a bright smile that Destiny couldn’t help but smile back. The girl was about her age, tall and slim, with striking eyes. Her light, almost white hair was styled in an intricate braid, and her delicate face, with big eyes, resembled a beautiful porcelain doll.

“I’m Jill!” she said, reaching out a hand while clutching a black folder in the other.

“Nice... to meet you,” Destiny said awkwardly, noting the firm handshake from such a seemingly fragile girl.

“I’m so glad you’re finally here! We’ve been waiting for ages.” She turned to Vlad. “She’s gorgeous! You weren’t exaggerating at all. He talks about you non-stop.” Jill turned back to Destiny, who was struggling to keep up with her words. “You’re going to love it here. How was the trip? Are you tired? Hungry?”

“Jill, let her breathe,” Vlad suggested.

But Jill only sped up. “I’m just so excited you’re here! Vlad told me so much about you, and I just couldn’t wait to meet you! Even though he said you wouldn’t come, I had a feeling—”

“Jill!” Vlad interrupted again. “Can you just take her to Shin? It’s late.”

Destiny wanted to ask what Shin was, but she was too stunned by how rude it sounded. She was about to say something, but Jill beat her to it:

“Oh, would you relax, Vlad? I am greeting Destiny, as I was assigned to do.” She waved him off, clearly not offended, and Destiny realized this was probably just how they interacted. “And you’d better take her things and remember the Head is waiting for your report on today’s assignment.”

“I remember.”

“Good. He’s such a bore sometimes, isn’t he?” She turned to Destiny.

“The biggest,” Destiny couldn’t help but smile, though she quickly wiped the grin off when she saw Vlad’s face.

“Ha! I knew it. Well, what are you waiting for, Vlad? Do you need help with the suitcase?”

Destiny bit her lip to keep from laughing. She definitely liked Jill.

“Let’s go.” The girl linked her arm with Destiny’s and started pulling her toward the main stairs.

“Where’s Alex?” Vlad called after them, giving up on controlling the situation.

“Gym, where else?” Jill called back without turning around.

“Des!” Vlad called out to them again. She turned back as she walked. “I’ll take care of your things. Good luck with the checkup! I’ll stop by later!”

Destiny nearly tripped over her own foot.

Checkup? What checkup?!

He’ll stop by where? When...?

“Don’t worry,” Jill smiled, as if reading her mind. “Everything will be fine. You can relax, you’re home. Look, I probably won’t have time to give you a tour today, so let’s save that for tomorrow...”

Destiny forced herself to relax. She had just noticed that Jill was in uniform, but her uniform comprised a rather short skirt Destiny would never have dared to wear, and high-heeled boots she would have broken her ankle in with the first step.

“Who’s Alex?” she said, changing the subject.

“My boyfriend,” Jill replied, making a sharp turn to the left. “He and Vlad are usually attached at the hip.”

Strange, Vlad had never mentioned him... or Jill, for that matter, though it was clear they were friends. Come to think of it, Vlad hadn’t told her anything about the Organization at all. But now wasn’t the time to think about that.

They were hurrying down a wide hallway, or rather, Jill was moving quickly, and Destiny was doing her best to keep up. It was late, so there were hardly any people around. Only a couple of Protectors passed them, some in uniform, some in training clothes. Each had a medallion gleaming on their chest, and Destiny found herself staring curiously at every one of them.

“What is Shin?” she asked, suddenly realizing she had no idea where she was being taken.

“Who,” Jill corrected with a chuckle. “Doctor Shin. He’s going to examine you.”

“Examine? What do you mean, examine what, exactly...?”

“Don’t worry, it’s just a general check-up. The doctor has to be aware of the condition of every Protector. Then he’ll look into your Mind,” she added casually, as if announcing the weather. Seeing Destiny’s expression, Jill quickly added, “He monitors the Minds of all Protectors to make sure they stay clean. Of course, he watches over everything else too, since he’s the only doctor in the Organization...”

“Who... can say I’m not suitable?” Destiny asked, not feeling reassured at all.

“You worry too much,” Jill smiled, but Destiny couldn’t help noticing that she didn’t answer the question.

They turned sharply again and entered another hallway. At first, Destiny tried to memorize every turn and detail of the building, but she soon realized it was useless, at least for now, as she struggled to keep up with Jill and not panic about the upcoming examination by a doctor who could look into her Mind.

“You’ll get used to it,” Jill said, noticing Destiny exhale nervously, and then turned into another corridor. “When I first arrived, I thought I’d never be able to find my way around here, but I got used to it. You will too.”

“I hope so...”

“You’re still nervous? Doctor Shin is very nice. You’ll like him. You won’t even have time to blink before the check-up is over. Then you’ll go see the Head and—”

“The Head? Today?” She’d hoped the meeting with the Head would be tomorrow... It was already so late; she didn’t think the Head would wait for her arrival deep into the night.

“Today,” Jill confirmed cheerfully, making another turn.

Destiny tensed up even more. The magical, mind-reading doctor was now the least of her worries.

“And the Head... is he also as nice as Doctor Shin?” she asked, unable to hold back.

“The Head...” Jill took a deep breath and paused, as if searching for the right words, even though Destiny had thought that impossible until now. “You’ll like the Head too. I was nervous at first as well. But when I saw him, my knees literally buckled. Just don’t tell Alex.”

“What do you mean?” Destiny was completely confused. Why would she be telling Alex anything when she’d never even met him? “Were you scared?”

“Scared?” Jill laughed, stopping in front of a door at the very end of the hallway. They had arrived. “No, Destiny. He’s not scary at all. At least, not on the outside.”

Destiny didn’t quite understand what that meant but chose not to ask. She looked at the door and saw a small plaque that read, “Dr. S. R. Shin.”

“Good luck,” Jill said with a smile, releasing her hand. “Want me to wait for you?”

Destiny wanted to take the offer, Jill was the only person here she knew (besides Vlad), but she felt too awkward to ask. It was late, and no matter how lively Jill seemed, Destiny didn’t want to keep her.

“Thank you,” Destiny replied, “but it’s okay, it’s already late.”

“All right, then. See you tomorrow! Good luck.” Jill turned and walked back down the hallway, her boot heels clicking loudly.

Destiny turned to the door, took a deep breath, and knocked. She received no answer, so she figured they were expecting her and chose to enter.

As soon as she opened the door, it felt like a bright spotlight had blinded her. But no one was trying to blind her everything, absolutely everything, in the doctor’s office was pure white. The floor, ceiling, and walls; the tables and chairs; the cabinets and screens; even the shelves and the curtains on the windows. The room itself was spacious. Destiny felt as if she had stepped out of a dark closet and into a bright winter morning. Her eyes instantly teared up.

“Come on in, Destiny,” said a gentle voice. She flinched slightly, then saw a short, elderly man in a white coat that matched the room. He wore thin, neat glasses on his nose, and his hair was completely white, though he moved with surprising energy. “We’ve been expecting you.”

Destiny, still blinking from the bright light, reached out her hand to him. She had only seen the doctor for a few seconds, but already understood what Jill had meant when she said how kind he was. It seemed impossible not to like Doctor Shin.

“Sorry for coming so late.”

He smiled and shook her hand, as if he hadn’t expected her to offer it and was pleasantly surprised. “No need to apologize at all. Forgive me for the brightness. Many people react this way, but I see better like this. Your eyes will adjust soon. Please, have a seat.”

He seated her on a tall stool and rushed to the other end of the room. Destiny sat, feeling her anxiety return. What was he going to do? How exactly was he going to examine her? What if he didn’t like something?

But she didn’t have time to dive back into worry, Doctor Shin was suddenly next to her again, pulling up a chair and climbing onto it. In his hands appeared a paper folder, which he opened and began to read.

“Eighteen years old,” he murmured, shaking his head as he read. “Every time I think how early that is for such a profession. Leonard Volov is your mentor? That can mean only one thing, an excellent addition for us. Very excellent.” He glanced at her briefly, then returned to reading. “I wonder if I should put a sign on the door for the new folk? Poor girl’s eyes are all teary now...”

Destiny had just started thinking that Doctor Shin must like talking to himself, he clearly wasn’t addressing her, when suddenly a second voice sounded behind her.

“I’ve told you that several times.”

Destiny flinched again and turned around. Still squinting, she stared at the man in the white chair she had only just noticed.

It was a young man, also wearing a white lab coat over a dark shirt tucked into black trousers. He was sitting relaxed in the chair, looking at her with a slight smile.

Destiny froze, unable to look away. His chestnut, slightly wavy hair framed his face perfectly, and his dark eyes looked at her as if they saw right through her.

Horrified to realize that she had been staring at him for ten seconds with her mouth slightly open, she shut it and tried to smile politely. It didn’t work, and she didn’t even want to imagine what her face looked like at that moment. She also tried not to think about the fact that she had never seen anyone so captivating in her life.

“Well, why don’t you go ahead and do it yourself, Roland,” Shin muttered, never looking up from his reading.

The man named Roland chuckled softly. Destiny immediately wanted to laugh with him, even though she hadn’t fully heard what Shin had said. She tried to pull herself together. Something was definitely wrong with her, she’d never had such a hard time looking away from someone.

Who was he? Roland hadn’t introduced himself, but judging by the white coat, he was also a doctor. Or maybe an assistant whatever that meant.

“Destiny,” Shin’s voice came from what felt like far away. “Look straight ahead, please.”

She turned back around, feeling her cheeks burn. She was embarrassed and suddenly wanted the exam to be over as soon as possible, even though it hadn’t even started yet.

Doctor Shin adjusted his glasses and, tossing the folder onto the nearby table, looked her directly in the eyes.

“Hm...” he murmured. “Yes, yes, of course.”

Something told her he was no longer talking to Roland, but she still had no idea what he meant.

“Let go of unnecessary questions. Free your Mind. Relax.”

Destiny tried, doing her best to ignore the rising panic. How did he know there were questions in her mind? She tried not to think about him being able to read thoughts. That had to be impossible... Although, recently, the idea of looking into someone’s Mind had seemed impossible too.

The doctor continued to stare at her, as if reading something written on her forehead in tiny print. The room fell into a ringing silence. Her eyes had almost adjusted to the intense whiteness.

Roland was also silent, and Destiny could feel the weight of his gaze on the back of her head. She suddenly remembered that she probably looked awful. Her hands twitched to fix her hair, but she stopped herself just in time, not daring to move.

Finally, Doctor Shin lowered his eyes, picked up the same folder, pulled a pen from the pocket of his coat, and began writing something down. She waited for him to say something, anything to comment on the examination, but he remained silent and simply kept writing.

What had he seen? What had he felt? What was he writing?

What if he saw her inner state and decided she wasn’t suitable to become a Protector?

But Destiny couldn’t bring herself to ask. She didn’t want to interrupt the doctor, who was writing with deep focus, and she was afraid her question would sound foolish.

“And that is it,” Shin said, smiling and clicking his pen shut.

“Did you... did you find anything?” she couldn’t resist asking.

“Everything’s fine, Destiny. Roland will just check your vision, and then you can finally go get some rest.”

Destiny froze. Roland will check my vision? She thought in horror, but only said aloud, “Vision...?”

“Vision is very important for a Protector. Don’t worry, this will also take only a few minutes. Roland is an expert, and I’ve already checked the rest.”

Destiny tensed. Her vision had always been a problem, one she had spent her life trying to ignore. Leonard had tried many times to convince her to get glasses, but she always put it off.

Destiny glanced at Roland, who had risen from his chair. He was tall and well-built, but he also looked tired, as if the chair he had just left had offered him only a brief moment of rest.

“Shall we?” he asked in a pleasant voice.

“Okay,” she said as she got up.

Roland pointed toward a nearby room she’d only just noticed. The door was as white as everything else in the doctor’s office and had no sign on it. Destiny hoped it might reveal who this mysterious doctor was, but no, it seemed he really was helping Shin with the examination and was some kind of eye specialist.

Obediently, Destiny followed Roland, trying not to think about the fact that she was about to be alone with him. It was a silly thought, but at least it distracted her from the fact that she was about to get busted for her eyesight.

The room was small and very cramped. In the center stood a table and two tall stools. On the table was nothing except a black case filled with various instruments. The room seemed much darker, especially after the blinding light in Doctor Shin’s office. Her eyes relaxed. Destiny sat on one of the stools, just to give her body something to do. To avoid staring at Roland, she focused on examining the tools in the case, only to realize she had seen nothing like them before.

Roland sat on the other stool and, pulling out a device that looked like a magnifying glass, moved very close to her.

“You can relax,” he said, bringing the magnifier up to her left eye. “I’m not going to look into your Mind.”

Destiny tried to calm down, but she couldn’t even exhale. Her heart started pounding wildly, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this tense. His face was very close. She tried not to look into his eyes, but she couldn’t help it again, she simply couldn’t look away.
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