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    “You know, community colleges are not known for their quality of men.” Vicky, seated on the stool next to Eric, raised her eyebrows and smiled wickedly. 
 
    I pressed the button to start a fresh pot of coffee and grinned down at her with mock-sweetness. “And since when have you cared about quality?” 
 
    Eric snorted as Vicky threw a plastic creamer pod across the counter at me. It bounced harmlessly off my apron, but exploded when it hit the floor. 
 
    “Dang it, V.” I feigned frustration to make her feel guilty. “Don’t you guys have anything better to do than come in here and make more work for me?” A long lock of my black hair fell out of my ponytail and into my face. 
 
    Vicky grimaced and sucked air through her teeth, her eyes wide in apology. “Ooh, sorry, Meena. You want me to clean that up?” 
 
    After I tucked my hair behind my ear, I chuckled and waved her off, stooping to grab the split creamer pod and tossing a rag over the spilled liquid. “Nah, it’s fine. We’ll mop the whole place soon anyway, no worries.” Even if they could be pests sometimes, it was nice to have the company on slow days like today. It made the shift go by faster. 
 
    The Quaker Diner was usually mostly empty on a Monday afternoon, and my manager didn’t mind Eric and Vicky hanging around and drinking free coffee if they weren’t taking up space that we needed for paying customers. That meant they could hang out pretty much any time except for weekend mornings. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re starting at Twin Rivers in a few weeks.” Eric gazed across the counter with the same doubtful expression he’d worn the previous twelve times we’d had this conversation. “You have to try and transfer after the first semester. You know it’ll be way more fun with us at City Tech.”  
 
    “Be honest, you just want me there so I can keep cleaning up after you two.” I eyed Vicky accusingly. 
 
    “Hey, you had it coming.” She frowned at me, eyes narrowed. “That was a cheap shot. And also totally not true.” She straightened her posture and lifted her chin, drawing her mouth down and speaking with a comically pretentious tone. “Everyone knows very well that I only cavort with men of the most-highest excellence.” 
 
    Eric’s howling laughter drew stares from the few customers sprinkled around the diner. “Yeah, Xavier the DJ was definitely ‘of the most-highest excellence.’ Now remind me, where did he take you on your first date?” He tilted his head and looked down his nose at Vicky. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, her mouth open as she tried to think of something to say. She sighed and hung her head. “The Suds ‘N Stuff laundromat.” 
 
    I laughed as I wrapped sets of silverware in napkins and slipped little paper rings over the neat bundles. “Oh, V. That is very unfortunate.” 
 
    “What? Apparently they have the best pinball machine in town.” 
 
    “Right, the Simpsons one.” Eric quirked a brow at Vicky. “The one where if you hit the ball under his little gate, Bart moons you and tells you to ‘eat his shorts.’ How romantic.” He continued his interrogation, questioning Vicky like the lawyer he planned to become. “And how did he pay for the pinball games?” 
 
    Vicky pleaded with her eyes, but I held up my hands in innocence, enjoying the show. 
 
    She sighed again. “He knew this trick, where if you press the coin return right before you unplug the change machine, a couple coins pop out when you plug it back in.” 
 
    “And he had you distract the attendant while he did it, yes?” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Yes.” 
 
    “And did he offer to let you play?” 
 
    Vicky’s nostrils flared. “No.” 
 
    “So, he took you to the laundromat to help him steal quarters and watch him play Simpsons pinball?” 
 
    Vicky deflated. “Well, of course it sounds bad when you put it like that.”  
 
    “One more question, if it pleases the court.” Eric glanced around expectantly, enjoying the little performance. 
 
    I played the judge and nodded my approval. “Very well. Continue, counselor.”  
 
    He grinned at me and turned back to Vicky. “After serving as both accomplice to his petty crime and pinball-cheerleader, he must’ve felt you’d earned a nice meal, no? I should think that would be the least he could do. Now, which one of our little town’s fine dining options did he choose?” 
 
    “Come on, guys, leave me alone.” Vicky alternated between Eric and me helplessly. “I get it. It wasn’t my finest moment.” 
 
    “Answer the question, Victoria!” Eric bared down on her with faux-intensity. “On the night in question, where did he take you to eat?”  
 
    Vicky giggled. She dropped her chin to her chest before looking up and giving a reluctant answer. “His cousin Marcus’ hot dog cart.” 
 
    This time it was I who drew the few Quaker customer’s stares as I erupted with laughter. I could barely breathe, but I managed to squeeze out some words between ragged breaths. “Oh, Vicky. No he did not. A hot dog cart? What is this, Coney Island?” 
 
    Eric spread his arms. “I rest my case.” 
 
    Vicky laughed along with us. “Hey, okay, clearly it wasn’t the best date. But I did get a free hot dog, with all the fixings.” She shrugged. “So not a complete loss.”  
 
    I finally stopped laughing enough to function. “All right, I’m going to make a coffee-round. Don’t make too much trouble, okay?” I grabbed the fresh pot and started toward one of my few customers. 
 
    “We should get going, actually.” Vicky grabbed her purse, and they both stood. “But hit us up when you get off, and we’ll hang, yeah? I think some people are having a big bonfire up by the power lines later. Kind of an end of summer bash before everyone heads off to school, you know?” She leaned in for side hug, careful to no make me spill my coffee. Vicky had a good five inches over my petite 5’ 3” frame. 
 
    “Yeah, uh, maybe. I’ll text you.” 
 
    Vicky frowned. “Meena, you said that the last seven times there’s been a party, and you never end up coming.” She gave me a soft smile. “I know you really miss your grandma. I get it. But she would want you to enjoy yourself. It’s the last summer before college. Have some fun while everyone’s still around, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” I shrugged. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to make it, though. I have to bring dinner home for Dad, probably be some dishes and laundry and stuff to do. I’ll see.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, promise me you’ll think about it. Chase and his friends are going to be there, and I could definitely use my wing-girl there to help me out.” 
 
    Eric shot Vicky an offended look. “Hey, what about me? I can help you get laid. I’m a good wingman.”  
 
    “Oh good, you’re gonna help me ‘get laid’?” Vicky gave me an exasperated smile. “See what I’m working with here? This is exactly why I need you. Promise you’ll think about it?” 
 
    I chuckled. Eric and Vicky never failed to entertain me. “Okay, I promise. Now get out of here, I got work to do.”  
 
    My friends headed for the door as I made my way toward the man at the end of the counter. He came in every weekday at the same time for a hamburger with fries and a cup of coffee. He was a nice man, and a decent tipper. 
 
    “More coffee, Fred?”  
 
    “No thanks, honey.” He smiled up at me. “I’ll take the check when you get a chance, though.” 
 
    “You got it.”  
 
    I refilled the mugs of a pair of older ladies chatting happily in a booth near the front windows and moved on to the suited man in the next booth, who was talking loudly on his phone. I winced and pointed apologetically at the full coffee pot, and he gave me a curt nod, nudging his half-empty mug toward me. 
 
    I was about to head back toward the counter when I noticed another customer seated all the way in the diner’s back corner, near the bathrooms. He was casually reading the paper as if he had all the time in the world and didn’t care whether I served him or not.  
 
    His presence struck me as odd since I hadn’t seen anyone come in through the front door. Maybe he had slipped in when I bent behind the counter to pick up the spilled creamer? But how had I not noticed him until now? And why hadn’t he tried to get my attention for service? 
 
    I walked cautiously over to him, feeling uneasy. Though he was sitting, I could tell he was tall and lean. He wore a dark brown fedora, a long beige coat, and had one leg crossed over his knee, revealing charcoal-colored slacks and well-worn brown boots. I forced myself to be calm as I approached him, but his unexpected and vaguely ominous presence had already set me on edge. 
 
    “Hi. Sorry, I didn’t see you come in. Would you like some coffee?” I raised the pot and gestured to the upside-down mug on his table. 
 
    He looked up from his paper and fixed me with dark, intense eyes. He flashed me a broad, warm smile, and his intense eyes softened, along with the rest of his features. “Ah, that would be lovely, my dear. Meena, is it?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” I briefly panicked at his mention of my name before I realized that my name tag declared the information for all to see. I flipped his mug and filled it with coffee. “Cream or sugar?” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s quite all right. I prefer it black.” 
 
    “Cool. You need a menu?” 
 
    “No, the coffee’s fine for now.” He took a sip and let out a pleased sigh, then fixed me with his warm gaze once more. “Can I ask you something, Meena?” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” I was wary, but my curiosity overcame my apprehension. 
 
    He cocked his head at me. “You just graduated high school, yes?”  
 
    “I did.” I didn’t love the direction this was headed, and peered around for a way out.  
 
    “College plans?” His tone was friendly and casual, but I was waiting for the lecture to begin. 
 
    “Yes, actually. I’m starting at Twin Rivers Community College in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Community college, huh?” He furrowed his brow. “If you don’t mind my saying, you seem like quite a bright young lady. Surely you could have gained acceptance to somewhere more prestigious, no?” 
 
    And there it was. I was quickly learning that after you graduated high school, everybody suddenly seemed very concerned with what you were doing. It seemed like everyone, even complete strangers, had a judgment or opinion on the matter. And they really had no problem sharing them. 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” I chuckled uncomfortably. “I probably could have. But then I’d have to take out a bunch of loans. My family doesn’t have the money to help out much, and I really don’t want to graduate with a bunch of debt, so I figured I’d just go somewhere affordable for now and work my way through.” 
 
    “Here?” He gestured around the mostly-empty diner. 
 
    I gave another nervous laugh. “Yeah, well, this was my job through high school, so it’s fine for now.” 
 
    He uncrossed his legs and sat up taller in his chair, leaning toward me with a gleam in his eyes. “What if I told you that you could attend one of the most prestigious universities in the country, at absolutely no expense to yourself, and study the most exciting subject in the known universe?” 
 
    I glanced around the room. “Well, I guess that sounds pretty good? But what’s this exciting subject?” 
 
    He glanced around the room before leaning closer to me and speaking quietly. 
 
    “Magic.” 
 
    I hadn’t pegged this guy as a crazy, but looks could be deceiving. 
 
    “Oh, okay.” I gave him a polite smile. “So, did you want to order any food, or do you need another minute?” 
 
    He considered me for a moment, his features contorted in concentration. Then his easy, warm smile returned, and he sat back in his chair, re-crossed his legs, and picked up his paper. “No, I’ll just stick with the coffee.” 
 
    I nodded and turned away, but peeked back over my shoulder as he spoke again. 
 
    “Oh, by the way, you’re all out of toilet paper in the restroom there, miss.” He kept his eyes on his newspaper as he tipped his head in the bathroom’s direction. 
 
    “Okay, thanks.”  
 
    I returned the pot of coffee to the burner and grabbed a fresh roll of toilet paper from under the counter. The strange man smiled at me as I passed him on my way to the bathroom, and his expression sent a shiver up my spine. 
 
    I dismissed the strange interaction as a bored, lonely, potentially-unstable man amusing himself. I ran into that enough at the Quaker. But his bizarre statements made me think of my grandmother, nonetheless.  
 
    She shared so many fascinating stories about her life in Korea before she immigrated to the US. When I was a child, she also had told me stories of a secret, magical underworld that existed just beneath the surface of our own world. I wanted more than anything for it to be true. As a kid, it had felt true. I even remember helping her with spells and rituals, burning incense and sage and drawing chalk shapes on the floor of her house. My dad told me she was just very superstitious, but it had always seemed so real to me.  
 
    My dad never liked her talk of magic, probably because it reminded him of Mom. She died when I was young, so I can’t really remember her, but grandma told me she used to help her with the same stuff when she was a little girl. I cut myself with one of my grandmother’s weird ritual knives one day, though, and after that my dad forbid me from helping her. We were still close, but I could tell that it hurt her to not be able to share that side of herself with me. 
 
    Vicky had been right about me not wanting to do anything all summer. Since grandma died, right after graduation, it’s pretty much been a struggle just to get out of bed in the morning, never mind dragging myself to a party with a bunch of people I don’t care about. My dad said the feeling would pass, but that wasn’t exactly reassuring, judging by how he seems to have handled Mom’s death fifteen years ago. 
 
    I was lost in thought as I pushed open the bathroom door, so it took me a moment to realize that I hadn’t actually entered the Quaker Diner bathroom. An exotic smell of herbs and smoke scented the air.  
 
    My mouth hung open as I studied the charming, cozy office. The wooden shelves that adorned the room’s walls were lined with hundreds of books. A colorful, ornately patterned rug covered the floor in front of me, where a hideously plaid-upholstered couch faced a pair of worn leather armchairs across a low wooden coffee table. On the other side of this furniture was a massive wooden desk cluttered by books, loose papers, and several strange vials and beakers. 
 
    Behind the desk was a high-backed leather chair, and I was somehow not surprised to find the strange man from the diner seated in it, gazing at me with an amused smile on his face. 
 
    “Meena! Good, you made it.” He laughed, evidently pleased with himself. “Well, of course you did. I made sure of that, didn’t I?” 
 
    I shook my head, trying to clear away the apparent hallucination. I narrowed my eyes at the strange, smiling man in front of me. 
 
    “Nope.” I turned on my heels and strode back out through the bathroom door. I would have to talk with my manager about the type of disinfectant we were using in the bathrooms because clearly it was way too strong.  
 
    But in place of the Quaker’s familiar confines, with its smells of burnt coffee and bacon grease, I found myself in a grand hallway bustling with young people.  
 
    Most of them seemed reassuringly normal, in attire such as blue jeans and t-shirts. But a few wore robes that billowed out behind them dramatically as they strode through the high-ceilinged, stone passageway. Enormous windows flooded the majestic space with light, and a few panes were decorated with intricate patterns of stained glass that cast warm, colorful shafts of light onto the stone floor. My apron, open-mouth, and shocked, vacant stare elicited a few strange looks from passersby, and I suddenly felt very uncomfortable. I turned back to the office and marched up to the desk, fixing the bizarre man with a menacing stare. 
 
    “What’s going on? What kind of a game are you playing, weirdo? Did you drug me or something? Where are we?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” He smiled sympathetically. “You would have a great many questions.” 
 
    He rose from his stately chair and waved me over to a large window. Outside was a large quad surrounded by magnificent stone buildings complete with spires and enormous stained-glass windows. 
 
    He stood next to me and raised his hands in a grand gesture. “This, my dear, is Broken Wand Academy. It is the finest school of witchcraft in the country, if not the whole world.” He turned to me, beaming with excitement. “And you, Meena Song, have been admitted on a full scholarship.” He grinned at me as I stared back at him, dumbfounded. “Isn’t that wonderful, dear?” 
 
    “I think I need to sit down.” His concerned face peered down at me as the cozy office spun, then blurred, and then the world went black.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Meena, darling. Come back to us, now.” A woman’s voice, smooth and sweet as honey, came to me from the darkness. “Come on, that’s it. Easy, now.” 
 
    My eyes fluttered open, and I found myself staring up into the brown eyes of a woman I had never seen before. Her hair was dark, cut to the shoulders, where it fell in thick waves. There were lines of grey weaved in among the shimmering black curls that framed her wide, soft face, her skin a smooth, sepia. She smiled, flashing her brilliant white teeth, and the afternoon sunlight glittered off the gold stud and ring in her nose. 
 
    “Welcome back. Please, try to remain calm. I know this is a lot to take in.”  
 
    Her warm, easy demeanor reminded me of my grandmother. It was a soothing, yet disconcerting effect. 
 
    I pushed myself up on my elbows and found that I was laying on the badly upholstered plaid couch in the strange man’s office.  
 
    So it hadn’t been a dream, then. I had half-expected to find myself laid out on the Quaker’s bathroom floor, bleeding from a head wound as a result of a nasty collision with the sink. That might have been preferable to whatever this was. 
 
    The tall man from the diner eyed me nervously over the woman’s shoulder. I twisted back to the strange woman sitting at the couch’s edge. 
 
    “Can someone please tell me what in the world is going on? Who are you people?” 
 
    She smiled patiently. “I am Chancellor Singh, head of Broken Wand Academy. You can call me Laila, if you like, though most students prefer Chancellor Singh. Students are funny that way, I suppose. They have an instinct to cling to titles and distinctions.” She nodded to the man from the diner. “You’ve already met the Dean of Admissions, Professor Henry Wallace.” She glared in his direction. “He does tend to be a bit theatrical, don’t you Henry? Can’t say I blame him, though. As Dean of Admissions, he is personally responsible for the recruitment of many new students, and, well, you aren’t always cooperative.” 
 
    “Oh no.” My head swam, and I feared I would pass out again. I shut my eyes against the impending nausea and let myself fall back to the couch. 
 
    A hand pressed against the center of my chest and a tingling sensation spread through my body from the point of contact. An overwhelming sense of calm washed over me, and I opened my eyes to find that it was the woman’s brown hand. Her eyes were closed, her face set in concentration. 
 
    The tingling sensation stopped as she opened her eyes and drew back her hand. She smiled down at me. “Better?” 
 
    “Uh… yes. Weirdly. What was that? What did you do?” I sat up and swung my feet to the floor. 
 
    “That, my dear, is what you are here to learn. Well, maybe not that exactly. But broadly, yes. It was magic.” She stood up from the couch and walked around the low table to sit in a chair across from me. The man from the diner − Professor Wallace, apparently − sat tentatively in the chair next to her. 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what kind of a game you guys are playing, but I’m not into it. This is kidnapping.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket, intent on calling the police, but when I looked down, I was holding a simple block of wood. It was the same size and shape as my phone, but just a regular, non-phone piece of wood. I waited for the nausea and vertigo to return, but whatever the woman had done to my chest seemed to still be working, because I felt calm and composed. I dropped the piece of wood on the table and returned my attention to the man and woman.  
 
    “Students are not permitted to have personal technological devices at the Academy. It can hinder your progress.” The man from the diner laughed quietly when he saw the horror that had registered on my face. 
 
    The Chancellor smiled, her tone calm and patient. “Meena, didn’t your grandmother ever tell you about magic?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her, furious that a stranger would dare mention my grandmother. “How did you know that?”  
 
    “Because she was one of us, dear.” She gave me a gentle look. “I thought you knew.” She glanced over at Professor Wallace, who raised his eyebrows and gave a slight shrug. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘one of us’? Who are you people?” My anger shifted back into desperate confusion. Had these people known my grandmother? 
 
    “We’re witches, Meena. And so are you.” She held my gaze with an earnest smile, apparently thinking that I would find this information comforting. 
 
    I searched their faces for any indication that they were messing with me, but they both seemed completely serious. “Witches?” 
 
    “And wizards.” Professor Wallace held up a finger as he spoke. “Not that there needs to be a distinction, of course. It’s something of an antiquated label, but some still abide by the old gender divides. Bit nineteenth century, if you ask me.” 
 
    “But I don’t magic. I mean, I’ve never like, done anything.” I turned up my palms in a gesture of confusion. “Magical?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course. You wouldn’t have.” Professor Wallace leaned forward in his chair, his voice animated. “See, when a witch dies, their power is transferred to a younger person, usually a close blood relative. Could be a child, or a niece or nephew, or, in your case, a grandchild. When your grandmother passed – which I’m very sorry about, by the way, she was a lovely woman – you inherited her magical abilities.” 
 
    “You want me to believe that my grandmother really was a witch? All the stories and the spells and the rituals? They were all real?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what she told you. It may not all have been true. But your grandmother was absolutely, without a doubt, a witch. That much I know for certain.” Chancellor Singh’s tone was sincere and patient. 
 
    My confusion was replaced briefly by curiosity. “Did you know my grandmother?”  
 
    They shared a quick, nearly imperceptible glance. It was impossible to discern its meaning, but I thought I detected a hint of tension in his voice when Professor Wallace answered. 
 
    “Not personally. I knew of her, though. From what I heard, she was a wonderful woman.” 
 
    “And talented.” Chancellor Singh cut in before I could ask more. “But now her gifts have been passed on to you.” 
 
    “But you didn’t know her?” I sensed that they weren’t telling me something. 
 
    “Not personally, no.” Chancellor Singh smiled. “But she was a student here, many years ago. Long before our time.” 
 
    “So my grandmother really was a witch?” My eyes widened as the place took on a whole new meaning. “And when she passed, I inherited her witch-powers? And now I’m a witch?” 
 
    They both nodded patiently. 
 
    “Um, okay. Well… this is weird. It’s weird, right? I mean, I can’t be the only one to have this reaction.” 
 
    Chancellor Singh smiled. “Yes, it is a bit odd. And people do tend to have some extreme reactions to Henry’s more colorful introductions.” 
 
    I turned to the man from the diner – Professor Wallace. “Yeah, what the hell man? Why’d you have to go all Narnia on me? Couldn’t you have just, like, calmly explained this to me from the comfort of my own home or something? Maybe bought me a milkshake and broke the news to me gently?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Hey, it’s a hazard of being a master of illusion magic. Maybe I tend to go a bit overboard sometimes. But would you really have believed me if I’d just calmly explained it to you? I saw how you looked at me in the diner. You thought I was just another one of your crazy, rambling customers, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” I had dismissed him as a lunatic, no denying that. 
 
    “And nothing screams credibility like a random, middle-aged man offering to buy a teenage girl a milkshake.” He raised a brow. “Really the picture of innocence, that.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Fair point.” I glanced around the room, unsure of what to do now that some of my anger had subsided. “So, what? This is some kind of witch college?” 
 
    “Yes! Exactly!” Professor Wallace’s genuine enthusiasm was already starting to win me over. 
 
    I cocked my head and squinted at him. “And you want me to enroll as a student?”  
 
    “Well, it seems like you’re starting to come around, yes?” Chancellor Singh smiled at me. 
 
    “Um, I don’t know about that.” I frowned at her as I considered the situation and gauged my level of distress. “But I think I’m probably past the randomly-passing-out phase, I guess, so that’s something.” 
 
    “Excellent.” She grinned at me as she clapped her hands on her thighs. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then. Orientations are more of Henry’s thing, so, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of important college business to attend to. It was very nice to meet you, though, Meena. I look forward to getting to know you over the coming years.” She stood and extended her hand in my direction. “Welcome to Broken Wand Academy.” 
 
    I grasped her hand and met her warm gaze. Her brown eyes glittered like pools of honey. “Yeah, it was nice to meet you, too. But I haven’t decided if I’m staying yet?” 
 
    She smiled and laughed quietly. “Haven’t you, though?” Her eyes seemed to pierce into me, and I got the feeling that she could hear something beyond my words. 
 
    “What about my dad? My friends? They’re going to wonder where I went.” 
 
    “Oh… don’t you worry about that.” The chancellor leaned in close to me and whispered, “We’re witches, remember. We can take care of those little details. They’ll just go on thinking you joined the Peace-Corps or something.” She released my hand and turned toward the door, speaking back over her shoulder as she went. “I’ll send Dasharath over to give her a tour. Go easy on her, Henry. Keep the illusions to a minimum, will you?” The thin fabric of her long, loose cardigan flowed behind her as she swept out the door. 
 
    “Well,” Professor Wallace started as the door closed behind her, “how are you doing, Ms. Song? Processing everything okay?” 
 
    “I guess so.” I jerked my head toward the closed door. “Can she read minds? When she looked at me just now, I felt like she was looking into me.” 
 
    He smiled and shrugged. “Laila is an amazing woman. She is one of the most powerful witches in the world. She’s a healer. All the women in her family have been, but she might be the most gifted healer that has ever lived. She’s revolutionized the field of restorative magic by marrying the concepts of eastern and western medicine with her family’s ancient healing practices. Truly a marvel. A generational talent” 
 
    “So she can read minds.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t say that. Honestly, I don’t know all that she’s capable of. But I do know that she has a certain gift for reading people. Nearly impossible to lie to the woman.” He frowned faintly, and it made me wonder what his history with the Chancellor was. 
 
    “So, if she says that I’m going to stay, does that mean it’s true? Because I really haven’t made up my mind yet, so how could she know something that I don’t even know myself yet? Is that possible?” My head spun again. “Is magic always this confusing?” 
 
    Professor Wallace let out a hearty laugh. “I don’t want to discourage you, but yes, it can be a bit of a puzzle at times. But it can also be transcendent, beautiful beyond words, awe-inspiring. It’s best not to overthink it early on. Besides, she wouldn’t have to be a mind reader to guess that you’re going to stay here. Your grandmother was a top-class witch, so we know you’ve got the potential to succeed. Plus, Twin Rivers isn’t exactly the Ivy League, is it? I mean, I’m sure it’s a fine institution, but haven’t you always felt there was something else out there? Did you have a field of study in mind?” 
 
    I bit my lip. “Um, not really, actually. That’s one reason I’m going to community college. I don’t really know what I want to do.” 
 
    “Exactly!” He held his hands in front of him, gesturing excitedly. “What better place to discover yourself than Broken Wand Academy? It’s one of the only places in the entire world where you can say for certain that it’s literally your destiny to be here.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door.  
 
    “Ah, excellent. That will be Dasharath. Come in,” he called toward the door.  
 
    A small, slender man slipped into the room. He appeared to be a couple of years older than me, and his dark hair and brown skin were the same shade as Chancellor Singh’s. The resemblance was striking. 
 
    “Hello, Dasharath. Meet Meena Song, our newest recruit.” 
 
    The young man walked over and extended his hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
     “Nice to meet you, too.” He gave me a rigid, formal nod as we shook hands. 
 
    Professor Wallace cleared his throat. “Meena, young Dasharath here will give you a brief grounds tour. There’s far too much to see in one day, and I expect you’ll be somewhat worn out from our little adventure.” He chuckled to himself before addressing the young man. “She’ll be over in Boleyn Hall. Room one-oh-four.” He turned back to me. “Feel free to rest there. The room is yours if you want it. Of course, you can return home for the night if you like, but I wouldn’t suggest it. The trip can be quite taxing. I don’t recommend doing it twice in one day, and we can have your personal affects summoned for you.” He flashed me a knowing smile, his eyes glittering with mischief. “Should you decide to stay.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” I wondered if both he and the Chancellor were perceiving something beyond my words. Something about the way they looked at me suggested that they knew more about my intentions than I did. 
 
     “Of course, dear. Enjoy the tour. Dasharath here can also show you back to my office, should you require it. My door is always open, so please, don’t hesitate to call on me any time.” 
 
    “All right, sounds good, I guess.” I turned toward the young man, who waved me toward the door. 
 
    Once out in the hallway, Dasharath relaxed his posture, and his formal air slipped away. We made a right out of Wallace’s office, and he led me down the stone passage.  
 
    “So, Dasharath, huh?” 
 
    He laughed. “Please, call me Dash. Everyone calls me Dash. Everyone except for Laila. She’s my aunt. I love her, but honestly, it’s kind of exhausting being her nephew. Everyone expects me to work twice as hard and be twice as good at everything. She’s always volunteering me for this and that. It’s pretty annoying.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see how that could be inconvenient.” 
 
    “No offense, though. I don’t mind showing you around, really. What about you? You come from a long line of witches or what?” He raised his dark eyebrows at me as we descended a massive stone staircase. 
 
    “Um, not that I know of. Apparently my grandmother was one? But I didn’t really know that until about fifteen minutes ago. Actually, I still don’t know. No offense, but I’m still not really convinced that this all isn’t some elaborate prank show. I’m still sort of waiting for someone to jump out of a closet somewhere and scream ‘Gotcha!’” 
 
    He revealed a sweet, good-natured smile. “That’s cool. I get it. Must be hard to comprehend if you weren’t raised around magic. Might want to prepare yourself for this, though.” He swung open a large wooden door and ushered me out into the soft, late-afternoon sunlight. 
 
    We emerged into the quad I had seen from the window of Wallace’s office. I had seen some figures milling about from the window, and I now saw that the huge green was dotted with groups of students, many of whom seemed to be holding small sticks out in front of them. 
 
    “Uh, are those wands?” I pointed at two guys near us who had their sticks pointed at each other.  
 
    One of them swirled his stick with a flick of his wrist and a shimmering, swirling jet of what could only be described as golden water shot toward the other man. The second man seemed to draw the golden jet in with his own stick and swirled it in a spiraling arc above his head before sending it back toward the first man. He tried to mimic the other one’s motion and draw it in, but it went stiff in the air and disappeared in a puff of steam before it reached the tip of his stick. 
 
    “Whoa.” I stared at the steam in disbelief as it dissipated. 
 
    “Heck yeah they’re wands. Man, you really don’t know anything, do you?” He pulled back part of his jacket to reveal the slender leather holster strapped to his hip. A dark, thin piece of wood jutted up out of it. “Don’t get too excited now. You probably won’t get yours until at least your second year. You have to earn it, and the test is different for everybody. There’s no way to study, you just have to be ready. First years don’t usually have what it takes.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” It seemed like he thought he was really cool with his little holster. He looked kind of like a little boy with a toy gun, but I didn’t want to ruin it for him. “So you need a wand to do magic?” 
 
    “Nah, any witch or wizard can do magic. We are magic.” He made a few deliberate gestures with his fingers and electricity sparked between them. “The wand just, like, helps you focus it.” He pulled out his wand and aimed it at the sky while he repeated the same gestures with his free hand. A bolt of electricity shot up into the sky, where it fizzled out harmlessly. He slung his wand back into his holster with a dramatic flourish. 
 
    My mouth hung open as I gazed in wonder at the spot in the sky where his electricity has disappeared. “I have to admit, I’m finding it harder and harder to cling to my skepticism.”  
 
    “Hey, I get it. I must be pretty weird for you. You’ll come around, though. You probably won’t be the only one in your class who’s learning about all this for the first time.”  
 
    “That’s good.” I peered back over at him and found him smiling reassuringly, but my head had already begun to swim again, and I felt burdened under the weight of oppressive exhaustion, as though my legs might give out from under me at any moment. “I’m actually feeling like, really tired all of a sudden. I think this might all just be a little bit too much. You think we could skip the tour and just head to that room Wallace mentioned? I need to lie down.” 
 
    “Yeah, absolutely, no problem. Totally understandable. Follow me.”  
 
    He led me across the green, past a few groups of students doing fascinating things with their wands. I wanted to watch, but my dizziness and nausea were fast returning. I thought that if I saw much more than my brain couldn’t process, it might just shut down. 
 
    He led me into another grand stone building and down a hallway. “I can show you around some other time, if you want. Whenever. Your roommate will probably be able to help you out, too, though. I think she’s been here for a few days already. The semester doesn’t start ‘till tomorrow, but a lot of people get here early.”  
 
    We stopped in front of a door numbered 104.  
 
    “Home sweet home.” He bowed dramatically and adopted a comically formal tone. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Song. Welcome to the venerated Broken Wand Academy.” He straightened back up and chuckled. “Let me know if you ever want that tour. I’m sure I’ll see you in the dining hall or something. Who knows, we might even have a class together.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” I smiled doubtfully. “If I end up staying.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” He gave me a knowing smirk. “Well, good luck. Whatever you do.” He turned and headed back for the entrance.  
 
    Why did everyone think they knew what I was going to do already? I didn’t even know. 
 
    “Well, here we go.” I took a deep breath, turned back to the door, and knocked. I waited anxiously for a few moments, but there was no answer. I knocked again. “Hello?” 
 
    A muffled, breathy voice came from behind the door. “Come in.” 
 
    I pushed into the room as a blonde, naked girl was tipping down from a headstand. 
 
    “Ah!” She yelped in shock and tumbled to the floor in a heap when she saw me. 
 
    “Oh!” My hand shot up to cover my eyes, and I jumped back out of the room and shut the door. I winced in embarrassment as I called through the closed door. “I am so sorry. I thought you said come in?” 
 
     “I said coming.” Rustling sounds issued from within the room, and the sound of approaching footsteps made my stomach clench.  
 
    A slim girl with chin-length blonde hair opened the door, draped loosely in a thin robe that hung slightly open in the front. She was apparently unphased by our encounter, as she had a broad smile on her face, and her eyes glittered with excitement. I, on the other hand, was mortified. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Leia! You must be my roommate.” She pulled me into a tight embrace, and I flinched as the outline of her body pressed against me through the thin fabric of her kimono. “It’s so good to finally meet you.”  
 
    “Uh, hi.” I patted her awkwardly on the back, unsure of what to do with my hands. “I’m Meena.”  
 
    I had been at Broken Wand Academy for less than an hour, and already I was hugging a half-naked stranger. Somehow, it seemed fitting. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leia and I sat on the couch in the shared common room that linked our bedrooms. Well, it linked her bedroom to a room that was mine if I wanted it. I still hadn’t decided if I did or not.  
 
    “So, wow. We’re going to be living together for a while, I guess.” Leia’s smile was easy and open as she sat next to me with her legs folded under her. 
 
    “I’m not sure, actually. I haven’t decided if I’m staying.” 
 
    Leia raised her eyebrows at me. “You’re thinking of leaving? But you just got here.” 
 
    “Yeah, um, I don’t know. This place is kind of crazy. I mean, magic? I didn’t even think it existed before today. I still don’t know if I believe it does. How can I? It’s, well, it’s unbelievable.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” Comprehension spread across her face. “So you’re a new convert. Must be tough, having your whole world flipped on its head.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding.” I smiled at the situation’s ridiculousness. “Ever since Professor Wallace did, um, whatever he did, that brought me here? I feel like I’ve been on the verge of throwing up.”  
 
    She grinned. “I could totally see that being your response. Magical travel can be extremely disorienting, especially if you’re not expecting it.” 
 
    “That has definitely been my experience so far. So you knew about magic before you got here?” 
 
    She spit out an open, honest laugh that put me at ease. “Oh yeah. I was raised on the stuff. My parents are part of a coven? Wiccan. It’s kind of like a hippy-commune situation, you know? Totally off the grid, grow all our own herbs and vegetables, raise chickens, goats, that type of thing. A lot of group rituals, celebrating all the major holidays, solstices, the equinox, all that.” 
 
    “Huh. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like that before. Must have been a pretty interesting way to grow up.” It sounded kind of weird, truth be told. But I didn’t want to offend her, and I was determined not to make things more awkward than they already were, given our unusual introduction. 
 
    “Yeah, it was definitely interesting.” Leia smiled as she rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my parents and our commune, and I’m like totally into a lot of the Goddess principals and everything.” She waved her hands to minimize her dismissiveness, her tone becoming more earnest. “Sexual liberation, female empowerment, harmony with the earth and all its children? I love all that stuff. But it was maybe a little bit over the top sometimes. Like when I got my period for the first time?” Her eyes went wide again with the memory of embarrassment. “We had this whole Moon Cycle Feast to celebrate it, and they made me bathe in the river with a white robe on. The whole commune was, like, very aware of what was going on. It was kind of beautiful, in a way. But also extremely embarrassing.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Wow, I think I actually would have died.” 
 
    She laughed along with me, and I was surprised to find that I already felt very comfortable with her. “Yeah, it was way too much. But probably better than the shame-filled alternative, I guess? There’s got to be some way to strike a better balance, but, overall, I’m pretty grateful for my family and the commune.” 
 
    “Yeah, it sounds like you had a really good community around you.” 
 
    “Totally. What about you?” She blinked at me several times. “You never had anybody tell you about magic?” 
 
    “Just my grandmother.” I strained to avoid being overcome by grief. “I used to believe it was real when I was a kid. But my dad always told me she was just very superstitious, and I guess after a while I believed him.” Sadness washed over me as I reflected. “I feel awful about it now. She must have felt so alone.” 
 
    Leia smiled. “No way, girl. That’s one of the best parts about being a witch. You’re never truly alone.” 
 
    “But still. I can’t help thinking about how she must’ve felt. Like I didn’t understand some deep, crucial part of her.” Tears welled in my eyes.  
 
    “I bet she didn’t feel that way at all. If she had wanted you to know, she would’ve made it happen.” She shrugged. “Maybe she just wanted you to have a chance to have a normal life? Some people think of our gifts as more of a curse than a blessing, you know. You inherited from her, didn’t you?” 
 
    I shrugged, still skeptical. “That’s what they tell me.”  
 
    She nodded. “That’s tough. It’s always harder when the gift comes from a close family member.” She gave me a warm, heartfelt smile. “It’s totally normal to feel a little guilt over having received a gift from the departed. At the coven, we had a whole ritual to aid in the transference of power.” Her face lit up with realization. “Hey, remind me to introduce you to Jacin. I think you guys will have a lot to talk about.”  
 
    “Okay.” Sadness weighed heavily upon my chest.  
 
    “Anyway, you probably don’t want to dwell on that too much. It’s been a rough day already, I’m sure.” 
 
    Overwhelming exhaustion mingled with my renewed grief, sapping me of all my energy. “It really has.”  
 
    “Goddess, I’m so excited for you, though.” She smiled, shaking her head in wonder.  “You’re going to learn so much about yourself here. It’s going to be crazy. It’s like a whole new world has opened up. I mean, literally.” She chuckled. “Have you had any sort of awakening yet?” 
 
    “Awakening?” I tilted my head at her, confused. “Definitely not. I feel like I’m about to pass out, actually. I don’t think I’ve ever been so exhausted.”  
 
    She laughed. “Not like that. An awakening. You know, like, random acts of magic? Altered consciousness, extra-sensory perception, light shooting out of your hands? That kind of thing.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Hmm.” She squinted one eye at me, her lips pursed as she thought. 
 
    “Why? Should I have?” Even though I had only just found out about magic, I felt a little self-conscious and inadequate. 
 
    “No, no.” She waved me off. “Not necessarily. Although, usually powers begin to manifest pretty quickly.” She continued to study me. “Can we try something?” 
 
    I sighed. “Honestly, I’m so tired. That’s why I had Dash bring me back here. I’m completely worn out, and I feel pretty gross. I still smell like diner grease.” I gestured down at my stained Quaker Diner t-shirt for emphasis. “I think I just need to shower and lay down.” 
 
    She held her hands up in a gesture of understanding. “Totally get that. How about I make you a cup of tea? It’s an old coven recipe. Dandelion root, chamomile, mint, a few other choice herbs. Not only will it be relaxing, but it might also just knock loose any latent magic you’ve got kicking around in there.” She swirled her finger around, gesturing at my chest. 
 
    I shrugged. “I like tea.” 
 
    “Great!” She clapped her hands as she hopped off the couch and walked over to a large cabinet in the room’s corner. She spoke over her shoulder as she rummaged through it. 
 
    “You know, showers are fine and all, but we do happen to have a pretty excellent bathtub. Just saying.” 
 
    “We have a bathtub?” What kind of a college dorm had a bathtub? 
 
    “Oh yeah, girl. A big one. With claw feet and everything. It’s divine.” She turned to me, holding several jars of dried herbs.  
 
    “Hmm. I do love a good tub.” I considered the idea of a soothing soak. Part of me wanted to just rinse off in the shower and flop down on the bed, but the prospect of a relaxing bath was too good to pass up. 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” She jerked her head toward a bedroom. “I’m going to go brew the tea in my room.” She smiled shyly, a glint of mischief in her eyes. “It’s kind of a secret recipe. But it won’t take long. Why don’t you run the tub and then check out your room? You know, gauge the energy and stuff. I can help you cleanse it later if you want.” 
 
    “All right. But just so you know, I’m not sure if it’s my room yet?” 
 
    “Mhmm, that’s fine.” She seemed unconvinced. “You might not know it yet, but you’re totally staying. Especially once you realize you have the best roommate. Anyway, there’s a bunch of bath supplies in there.” She gestured toward the bathroom. “Under the sink there’s some bubble bath, and a huge jar of sea salt.” She glanced suggestively toward several bundles of herbs and flowers hung from the ceiling near the windows at the back of the room. “Could always toss in some lilac or lavender blossoms, to open up your psychic pathways. Plus, they smell really good.” 
 
    “Mmm, lavender and sea salt. You are making a push for the ‘best roommate’ title, aren’t you?” I cocked my eyebrow at her. 
 
    Leia grinned. “You know, I like you, Meena. I think we’re going to get along wonderfully.” She moved toward her room. 
 
    “Hey, you keep the tea flowing and the tub clean, and we’ll be friends forever.” 
 
    We shared a laugh as she walked from the room, and I was left alone to fully take in my surroundings for the first time. 
 
    It was a nice space. Two huge windows at the back allowed plenty of light in. There was a nice floral printed armchair and a big green couch – thankfully more tasteful than the plaid print one in Professor Wallace’s office. There was a small table with two chairs near the windows, and the massive cabinet that Leia had pulled the jars of dried herbs out of. Probably full of a whole host of magical supplies. Or teas. Could go either way, at this point. 
 
    I walked over to the bathroom and ran the water for the tub. There were about a dozen white candles strewn about the room on the floor, the sink, and the windowsill, and the shade was drawn down over the window so most of the early evening light was shut out. The tub really was lovely.  
 
    It was deep, too, with a large spout of polished silver that rose up half a foot before curving down dramatically. The opposite end of the tub had an extended contour on which to rest your head. It was the most elegant tub I had ever seen, and I couldn’t believe it was located in a freshman’s college dorm room. Once the running water’s temperature was to my liking, I dumped in a healthy dose of sea salt and returned to the common area. 
 
    I made my way over toward the unoccupied bedroom. Could it really be my room? If I had a roommate willing to fix me tea and a tub fit for royalty, I would be foolish to walk away from that, right? It also seemed like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to further understand my grandmother. I could find out about a part of her that I always knew was there, but never let myself see. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I realized that Singh, Wallace, and Leia were all right. I was starting to feel like this place was too much to pass up. It sure as heck beat living with Dad and commuting to Twin Rivers. And if I really didn’t like it here  or if it turned out it really was all one big hoax  Twin Rivers would still be there. Not like community college was going anywhere. I’d let the idea marinate while I soaked in the tub, but I felt like I might be stepping into my new room. 
 
    It was a nice space, but mostly unfurnished. The walls were empty, and a bare mattress sat against the wall on the scuffed and dusty wood floor. There was an empty closet and dresser, and two big windows, identical to the ones in the living room. It looked like no one had lived here for a long time. I wondered if they’d be able to give me sheets and pillows if I decided to stay tonight. Maybe Leia would let me borrow an old t-shirt or something until I could get some of my stuff. I wandered over and gazed out the window. Outside was a small, lush field that gave way to a thick wood.  
 
    My breath caught in my chest. A huge metal stake was driven into the ground in the middle of the field, and attached to this stake by a thick chain was a large grey wolf. 
 
    “What in the world?” I spoke aloud, shocked by the strange sight. The wolf’s head snapped up toward my window, his yellow eyes seeming to meet mine. I tilted my head in confusion. He couldn’t have heard me, right? We stayed like that for a few minutes, completely still. 
 
    I couldn’t understand why there would be a wolf chained up outside of our dorm. Was it somebody’s pet? It made no sense to me, to keep a wild animal restrained like that. It was cruel. 
 
    “Tea’s ready!” Leia’s voice carried in from the next room and snapped me out of my trance. I looked reluctantly away from the wolf, who seemed to study me through sad eyes.  
 
    I stormed back to the living room, outrage bubbling within me. “Hey, what the hell is up with the wolf out there?”  
 
    “Oh, I know, right?” Leia’s face went hard as she handed me the mug of steaming tea. “So messed up.” She frowned. “Apparently he’s like some sort of school mascot or something? They say he’s domesticated, and they don’t keep him chained up out there all the time.” She shrugged. “Supposedly it’s just a beginning of the year thing? Nothing says ‘Welcome to your new school’ like animal cruelty, I guess. I don’t know what the deal is, but I’m freaking pissed off about it. I’ve been trying to talk to the faculty or administrators or somebody, but nobody will listen. Everyone seems to think it’s some grand symbol of school pride.” 
 
    “Sounds more like a source of shame to me, keeping an animal chained up like that.” My eyes narrowed in indignation as I sipped at the mug of tea. It was delicious. The dandelion root’s bitterness was perfectly tempered by a dash of honey, and the mint and chamomile had a cooling, calming effect. 
 
    “One hundred percent accurate. Oh, I do like you. Oliver feels the same way, too. He’s a friend I made over the past few days. Good guy. Maybe I can introduce you to him after your bath?” 
 
    “Maybe. Honestly, I might need to sleep after, though. I’ve literally been on the verge of collapse all day.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She smiled mischievously. “But I have a feeling you’ll feel much better after my coven-brew and a good soak. Plus, it’s taco night at the dining hall, and trust me, you do not want to miss that. All-you-can-eat, legit, authentic tacos. Every kind you could think of, too; al pastor, asada, chorizo, tofu, veggie, carnitas, you name it.” 
 
    “Oh, dang it, Leia. Why you gotta mention tacos? I love tacos.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” Her lips stretched into a wide smile, and she spread her arms apart. “I mean, come on. Isn’t this place great?” Her face went serious, and she held up a finger. “Except for the wolf, of course. That part is not great. But maybe we’ll fix that, huh?” 
 
    I smiled. “Ha, maybe. You know, you’re kind of crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe a little.” She smirked. “But, like, a good crazy, though. Right?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that.” I returned her smirk, grabbing a couple of sprigs of lavender from a bundle hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    She waved me off. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You're delirious. You’ll be thinking much more clearly after your bath.” 
 
    We shared a chuckle as I moved toward the bathroom. “Hey, do we have any matches? Wouldn’t mind lighting some of these candles, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Got you.” She closed her eyes and swept the knuckles of one hand across her palm, making some deliberate gestures with her fingers. “There you go.” 
 
    “What?” I poked my head into the bathroom and found that it was bathed in warm candlelight. All the candles were lit, apparently by Leia’s hand gestures. I pulled my head back into the living room and stared in shock at Leia. “Did you just light all those? With your hands?” 
 
    “Magic, girl.” She beamed with pride and raised her hands in a shrug. “It’s rad.” 
 
    I scoffed in disbelief and turned back to the bathroom. The candlelit room was humid from the running water’s heat. I dropped in the sprigs of lavender and let the water continue to run as the earthy, floral aroma permeated the room, imbuing the steam with its properties of relaxation. I sipped at the warm tea and felt my mind loosen. 
 
    I peeled my sweaty clothes off and stepped gingerly into the hot water with my mug of tea, letting out a deep, heavy sigh as I sunk down into the soothing warmth of the liquid embrace. I rested my head on the tub’s contoured rim, feeling all the day’s stress and tension leak out of my body. I nudged the handle with my toe to turn the water off and closed my eyes, letting the water do its work. 
 
    As I drifted further into a state of deep relaxation, I thought more about the idea of staying here, at the Academy. I would miss Eric and Vicky, of course, but I wouldn’t be seeing all that much of them while we were at different schools anyway. And I could always go home to visit, especially once I acclimated to magical travel. My dad would have to cook for himself more often, but maybe that would be good for him. He might get a little lonely, but I couldn’t limit myself on his account. He wouldn’t want that any more than I did. I tried to think of a reason not to stay, but nothing came to mind.  
 
    Seemed like that was it, then. I was going to be a student at Broken Wand Academy.  
 
    A bizarre chill passed over my body, and the sound of rushing water filled my ears. My body felt light, as if I were floating, and the bathwater felt fizzy.  
 
    What in the world did Leia put in this tea?  
 
    Loud laughter came from all around me, and I snapped my eyes open, dropping my mug into the tub as I scrambled to cover my bare chest. Confusion knotted my stomach, and hot shame prickled up my neck. I was still in the tub, but I was no longer in the quiet, candlelit bathroom of our dorm room. I stared horrified from the still-churning water of my bathtub as the hundreds of students gathered for dinner in the dining hall pointed and cackled at me.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no.” I stared down at the water to avoid the prying eyes all around me. I couldn’t move. Not only was I paralyzed by fear and humiliation, but I also couldn’t see any way to leave the tub without flashing what seemed to be the entire student body. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.” I couldn’t even cover my ears to shut out the laughter because my arms were busy preventing said flashing. 
 
    This is not happening. 
 
    I wanted to believe that I had fallen asleep in the tub, and this was just some terrible dream, but it felt all too real. I had no doubt that I really was in a tub in the middle of a dining hall, completely naked. 
 
    How could this have happened? I looked in horror at the mug swaying on the bottom of the tub. Had Leia done this, as some kind of witch-hazing? She had seemed so genuine and kind, even if she was a little odd. I didn’t want to believe she could be capable of something like this, but, then again, what other explanation could there be? We had just met, what did she care about me? I didn’t know her. I didn’t know anyone in this place. Maybe witches thought this kind of thing was funny. Sitting in that tub, surrounded by all those laughing, mocking voices, I felt for the first time how very alone I was there. 
 
    I sensed someone drawing near and hoped desperately that it would be a familiar face – Professor Wallace, or the Chancellor. Maybe Chancellor Singh could do that thing with her hand again and take away the burning embarrassment that was coursing through my body, stop the anxious nausea from rising in my stomach. I could feel it already. Vomiting into my own bathwater would be just about the only way this could get any worse. 
 
    “Oh, honey. First time?” I glanced up and found a petite, prim girl with straight brown hair standing over me. A few girls and guys stood on either side of and slightly behind her. The ringleader, then. Her smile and tone were sweet, but her eyes were hard. I knew instantly she would not be a friend.  
 
    “Poor thing.” She smiled at one of her sidekicks before returning her attention to me, her lips pouting in mock-pity. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you to control your powers?” 
 
    I stared at her dumbfounded, all too aware of hundreds of eyes focused on me. There wasn’t much I could do. I considered the prospect of fleeing. Giving everyone a good look at my butt seemed a small price to pay if it took me away from this horror show. But I didn’t want to seem weak. I knew this girl’s type, and if she smelled weakness, it would be that much worse for me. I didn’t know what to do, but I didn’t want to run. 
 
    “Mmm, an orphan, maybe? So sad. Poor little lonely witch.” She turned to the girl on her right again, apparently her second in command. “It’s cute that they try to help the wretched little things. I don’t know why the Academy bothers, though.” She turned her callous gaze back to me, appraising me as if I was up for auction. “They never seem to amount to anything, do they? It’s a terrible waste, really. And dangerous, too.” She turned back to her friend again, speaking as if I wasn’t sitting right there in front of them. “A witch running wild with no control over her powers? It’s unpredictable. Deadly, even. There’s no telling what she’ll do. I mean, it’s really a threat to all of us.” She turned back to me once more. “Of course, they’re most dangerous to themselves.” Her mask of sweetness was completely gone, her expression and tone explicitly vicious and threatening. 
 
    I forgot myself for a moment, my shame and humiliation burned away by anger and resentment. “You sure about that? I’m pretty sure I don’t need any magic to be pretty damn dangerous to you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and drew her hand to the base of her throat in exaggerated shock. “Oh my.” She feigned fear, taking on a pleading tone. “Please, oh great tub-witch, please don’t send me into a toilet.” Her pleading tone disappeared, her overt bitterness returning. “I assume you can only do bathroom magic?” Her posse snickered along with her. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t need magic to dunk your pretty little head in a toilet. It’s called a swirly – ever heard of it?” I was seething, aching to grab a fistful of her straightened brown hair and wash her stupid, overdone make-up off in the nearest toilet. But my hands were still busy clinging to what little dignity I had left. 
 
    “Tough words, coming from the girl in the bathtub.” She let out a ridiculous cackle that was echoed by all her cronies. 
 
    My anger subsided as I was reminded of my somewhat compromised position. My humiliation returned as I scanned around the crowded room, and I felt my rage-fueled boldness fade. I was shocked and disappointed when I saw that Dash was laughing along with my tormenter and her friends. 
 
    “I’ve got a wonderful idea.” The terrible girl’s face brightened as she brought her raucous laughter under control. “How about we get you out of that tub and get a good look at you?” She flashed a wicked smile at her friends, and then closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    I watched with confusion as she widened her stance and bent her knees. She straightened her arms out to the side and swung them forward, opening her eyes as she clapped her palms together in front of her. She twisted her hands and brought them, still pressed together, back toward her chest, so that her elbows stuck out parallel to the ground. She twisted her hands again and dropped her elbows down to her abdomen, so her hands faced up, one on top of the other. Her face was set in concentration, her eyes narrowed. She wasn’t looking at me, exactly, but her focus was trained in my direction. Her fingers moved in a fluid, deliberate dance, like she was trying to coax something from the air. 
 
    It was a mesmerizing performance, but I didn’t understand what was going on. Was this some sort of dance off? If the school’s top mean girl was trying to goad me from the tub with a dance challenge, this place was weirder than I thought.  
 
    Then I remembered Dash’s finger movements that had produced the bolt of electricity that shot out of his wand and Leia’s gestures that had apparently lit the candles in the bathroom, and I realized with horror that she was performing some kind of magic. I panicked, thinking about the combination of electricity and my current bathtub situation. Was this prissy girl really going to kill me? What kind of school was this? 
 
    The water in the tub began to shimmer, and I realized that it was getting hotter. Much hotter. I peeked from the water to the girl, who was still waggling her fingers. Her face was still set in concentration, but her mouth was contorted in a crazed smile, her eyes wild and glinting with a mad joy.  
 
    I winced as the temperature increased. If it got much hotter, I’d have to get out and expose myself to everyone. Either that, or be boiled alive. I felt a brief, dissociated amusement, in spite of everything, at the idea of an actual witch boiling someone alive. Of course, I was in a tub and not a cauldron, but it was still an absurd cliché. 
 
    My terror returned as the temperature continued to rise. How could everyone else just stand around? I surveyed the crowded room for an ally. There were some cringes of disgust, some embarrassed expressions, but mostly what I saw was amusement. My stomach flipped. It was appalling, everyone watching like my suffering was just a big show. The Broken Wand Academy suddenly seemed to be a very cruel place, and I wanted nothing more than to leave and never come back. 
 
    I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth against the pain, determined not to give in. I would hold out as long as humanly possible. I wouldn’t give this awful girl the satisfaction, not if I could help it.  
 
    I sensed a rush of movement nearby, and a harsh male voice called out. 
 
    “That’s enough, Serenity! Cut it out!” 
 
    The water’s temperature continued to rise, rapidly approaching the threshold beyond which I would be able to withstand. I squeezed my eyes shut even harder and clenched every muscle in my body against the pain. 
 
    “I said that’s enough!” the voice called out again, louder and more demanding. This time the command was accompanied by a swooshing sound followed shortly by a high-pitched whimper. 
 
    The water temperature abruptly returned to normal, and I opened my eyes as the pain subsided. A thick fog hung in the air all around me, completely obscuring the dining hall and all the students from view. I squinted into the cloud, but I couldn’t make out any details. 
 
    “Ah!” I let out a pathetic yelp as a figure emerged in front of me. 
 
    He was fairly tall, with wide shoulders and short, tousled, light-brown hair. He had a prominent jawline that was covered by a short, sandy-colored beard. He pulled his white, long sleeve shirt over his head, revealing a hairy, well-muscled chest. I hoped that my blush was indistinguishable from the redness caused by the water’s intense heat. 
 
    “Here, take it.” He held his shirt out to me and averted his gaze. 
 
    I stared at him, frozen in shock. “What did you just do?”  
 
    “What, you want a step-by-step breakdown or something? Come on, hurry up. Before our cover disappears.” His tone was harsh and impatient, and it quickly shattered any knight-in-shining-armor delusions I may have been harboring. 
 
    “Fine.” I grabbed the shirt hesitantly, still covering my chest with my other arm. He appeared to be looking the other way, but I didn’t trust him not to try and sneak a peek when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. “Thanks.” 
 
    He grunted in response as I twisted away from him and slipped the shirt over my head. I slowly rose from the water, pulling the shirt down over my butt as I stood. Luckily, it was long enough to cover everything. I was surprised and relieved to find that his head was still turned the other way. At least he seemed to have some sense of morality. 
 
    “Okay, you can look now.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” His tone was sarcastic, and he turned back to me with a scowl on his face. 
 
    “Geez, you’re a grumpy one, aren’t you?” I cocked my head and raised my eyebrows at him. “I bet the ladies just swoon over your angsty, misunderstood-rebel vibe, don’t they?” 
 
    He scoffed and narrowed his eyes. “Whatever. You’re on your own. Good luck.” He turned to leave. 
 
    “Wow, fine.” I rolled my eyes. “Hey, don’t you want your shirt back?” 
 
    “Keep it. Something to remember me by.” He smirked back over his shoulder as he disappeared into the cloud of steam. 
 
    “Ooh, lucky me.” I rolled my eyes again, muttering quietly to myself. “Thanks, jerk.”  
 
    I turned in a circle, trying to remember where the doors had been. I hadn’t gotten a good look at the room’s layout before the mysterious fog rolled in, what with being mortified and tortured and all. I thought I remembered having seen them behind me when I was in the tub, so I headed in that direction. I moved cautiously, not wanting to bump into anyone. In fact, I never wanted to see anyone from this academy ever again. Panicked voices called out in the fog, mixing with laughter and giddy shrieks. This place was nuts. 
 
    I eventually found my way to a wall and felt along it, until I bumped into something and it grunted. 
 
    “Ow.” A guy about my own height stood in front of me. He had a boyish face, devoid of any hint of a beard. His brown hair swept down over his ears and away from his head in a flourish, and he had soft, nervous eyes. 
 
    “Ooh, sorry.” I smiled in apology. 
 
    “No worries.” Recognition bloomed across his face. “Hey! You’re the girl from the tub.” 
 
    I groaned. “Listen, I’ve had an incredibly long day, so don’t start with me.” 
 
    He held up his hands in innocence. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m guessing you want to get out of here, right?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” My eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    He grinned. “I figured. Follow me.” 
 
    He stepped past me and led me along the wall back the way I had come. We eventually came to a set of large wooden doors. He held one open for me and followed me outside. 
 
    The crisp, clear air was refreshing after the clammy closeness of the foggy dining hall, and I inhaled a deep, invigorating breath. I was suddenly very aware of my lack of pants, however, as a cool breeze rustled my oversized shirt. The quad lay before me, the sun making its hazy descent toward the horizon. 
 
    “There you are!” Leia ran toward me from the direction of our building. She came to a halt in front of us, breathing heavily with her hands on her knees. She looked up at me through worried eyes and held a towel out toward me. “I’m so sorry. I should’ve been here sooner. It took me a while to notice you were gone, and then I had to dowse for your location. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, no thanks to you. What did you do?” I fixed her with a hard glare as I snatched the towel and wrapped it around my waist. “Did you do this on purpose?” 
 
    “What?” Her eyes were wide. “You think I did this?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and shrugged my shoulders sharply in accusation. 
 
    She chuckled. “Oh, no. No, no, no. That was all you, lady.” She gave me an earnest, proud smile. “It was an awakening. A brilliant, beautiful, space-rendering awakening. You got some serious magic, girl.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Serious magic.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So somehow I end up taking a bath in the middle of the dining hall, right after drinking some of your crazy-witch-tea, and you expect me to believe it was just a coincidence?” I scowled at Leia. I didn’t want to believe that she’d been responsible, but I couldn’t see any other explanation. 
 
    “Of course not.” Her tone was calm and patient. “Like I said, the tea was meant to clear the way some, so you could unlock your latent magical potential. But it didn’t because whatever happened with the tub. You did that.” 
 
    “It was really amazing, actually.” The boy who had led me from the foggy dining hall spoke softly, casting a furtive glance in my direction. I had forgotten he was even there. “Awakenings like that don’t happen to most people. It’s usually more subtle.” 
 
    I turned my frustration on him, and he withered under my intense gaze. “And who are you, exactly?”  
 
    Leia stepped toward him and put a hand on his shoulder. “This is Oliver. He’s a friend.” She waved a hand toward me in introduction. “Oliver, meet Meena Song, my roommate.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” His eyes lit up as he extended his hand toward me. “So nice to meet you. You guys are roommates? That’s so cool. What a coincidence.”  
 
    “Yeah, great.” I shook his hand reluctantly before turning back to Leia. “Hey, can we get back to the room before everyone comes stampeding from the dining hall? I’m still feeling pretty exposed here.” I tugged at the baggy shirt and towel covering me. Not my best look. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, of course.” Leia jerked her head in the direction she had come running from and I followed her toward our building. 
 
    “Should I come?” Oliver called out from behind us. 
 
    Leia and I stopped and turned around. “No,” I answered, at the same time that Leia said, “Of course.”  
 
    I scowled at her as Oliver glanced back and forth between us like a confused puppy, unsure of who to obey. 
 
    Leia looked at me pleadingly, and I rolled my eyes. “Fine, come on. Just hurry up.”  
 
    Oliver scurried after us, and we beat a hasty, silent retreat back to Leia’s and my dorm. 
 
    After she closed the door behind us, Leia wrapped me in another tight hug. At least this time she had on pants and an actual shirt, even If I didn’t. “I’m so happy you decided to stay. We’re going to have so much fun together. And don’t worry, this whole tub thing will blow over soon.” 
 
    “What?” I pulled from the embrace and glared at her. “Are you nuts? I can’t stay here. Not after this.” I paced, throwing up my hands in frustration. “This place is insane! Everyone just laughing while that evil witch tried to boil me alive. It was like something out of a horrible fairy tale.” 
 
    Leia quirked her brow at Oliver. 
 
    He gave a slight nod of confirmation and sighed as he sat on the couch. “Serenity.” 
 
    Leia rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue in disgust as she turned back to me. “You cannot judge the whole of witchkind based on her. Witches may not have the best reputations, but I promise you, she is exceptionally merciless, even by our standards.” She waved her hand dismissively. “If you’ve already had a run-in with her, you’ve seen the worst this place has to offer.” 
 
    I raised my brow. “And what about all the other people in the hall who just stood around while she tortured me?” 
 
    Leia shrugged. “It’s the mob mentality. Nobody wants to seem like the weak link. I won’t lie to you, this place can be kind of rough. Most people are on guard here, and they’re not always willing to put themselves out to help others. That’s why it’s so important to have people you can trust.” She glanced over at Oliver. They exchanged earnest smiles before she turned back to me, the warm, heartfelt expression still on her face. “And it’s why I’m so happy that we’re going to be roommates. I can already tell that you’re a good person, Meena. We’ll be fine, because we’re all going to watch each other’s backs.” 
 
    Oliver nodded solemnly. 
 
    I crossed my arms and scowled. “That’s nice for you guys. I hope it works out. But I can’t stay here.”  
 
    Leia raised her brow in confusion. “But you already decided to stay?”  
 
    “Well, yes.” I chewed my lip. “I guess I did. But that was before the whole tub thing. Actually, like, right before.” I mirrored her confused expression. “How do you even know that?”  
 
    “See for yourself.” She smiled and gestured toward the empty room that was meant to be mine. “I think it happened right around the time you took our tub for a joyride.” 
 
    I pushed open the door cautiously and gasped as I stepped inside. 
 
    Where less than half an hour ago the room had been bare and dusty, it was now clean and fully furnished. And some décor was eerily familiar. The same faded mandala tapestry from my bedroom at home hung over a four-post bed. The bed was foreign, but it was neatly made with my old worn comforter on top. The tie-dyed pillowcases also appeared to be straight from my bedroom at home, as well as the string lights that crisscrossed the room just below the ceiling.  
 
    The familiar articles that comprised my wardrobe were either hung in the closet, or tidily folded in the dresser drawers. My collection of jewelry was arranged on the dresser’s top exactly as I’d left it in my room at home, and my shoes were lined up on a rack next to the door. That part was definitely unfamiliar. I’d never stored them that neatly at home. 
 
    I pulled off my angsty-rescuer’s oversized shirt and let it fall to the floor, along with the towel from around my waist. I rummaged through the dresser and found my favorite t-shirt and sweatpants. I pulled them on and sighed as I sat on the bed’s edge. The feel of my own clothes relaxed me. It always amazed me what a comfortable, familiar outfit could do for one’s mental state. 
 
    The sting of shame dissipated as I surveyed the room. It felt like a refuge, exactly as a bedroom should. I found that despite my earlier, intense desire to leave Broken Wand Academy and never return, the place didn’t seem quite so daunting and dangerous from within the confines of my strangely familiar sanctuary.  
 
    But I knew that feeling would quickly change once I strayed from this haven and saw any students from the dining hall. However comfortable I felt in my own room, I didn’t think I could stay at the school. 
 
    A small desk sat against the wall under the room’s windows, a thick piece of deep-purple cloth folded neatly on top of it next to a small, lumpy envelope. I picked up the buttery soft fabric and unfurled it. It was a long, hooded cloak, the near-black purple of an eggplant, and it was adorned with an elaborate BWA crest. 
 
    I wanted to scoff at it, to laugh off the ridiculousness of such a garment, but I couldn’t deny its elegant beauty. Had they known that purple was my favorite, or was it simply the school color? I draped it over my shoulders and secured the silver clasp at my throat as I considered myself in the mirror. 
 
    It swooshed behind me as I turned this way and that, and I drew the hood over my head. I looked kind of like a Korean ‘Little Purple Riding Hood,’ but it had a certain mysterious allure. I wandered back over to the desk and picked up the small envelope that bore my name. I tore it open and tipped a small silver ring into my hand. I pulled out the piece of paper still inside the envelope and unfolded it carefully. A stately blare of trumpets issued from the paper as I read:  
 
      
 
    Dear Ms. Song, 
 
    We are delighted to officially welcome you to Broken Wand Academy. We’re so very pleased you’ve decided to join us. You will have noticed, no doubt, that your personal effects have already been summoned to your room. If you should require any additional items, please inform the head of housing, Dean Larchmont, who will retrieve them for you.  
 
    Enclosed, you’ll find your class ring, which we kindly request be worn at all times while on campus. You have likely also found your standard-issue BWA cloak, which you may wear at your discretion. I hope the color is to your liking, as we do take efforts to cater to the individual preferences of our students. Please wear both ring and cloak tomorrow morning when you report to the Salem Memorial Assembly Hall for the New Wand Convocation Ceremony, as they will be required for determining your course of study. Please arrive at the hall no later than 10 a.m.  
 
    I hope this note finds you well, and that you are adjusting nicely to campus life. Please do not hesitate to reach out to me with any questions or concerns. As I said before, my door is always open to you. Best of luck tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Warmest regards, 
 
    Professor Henry Wallace 
 
      
 
    Mandatory rings and standard-issue cloaks? This place got weirder by the minute. I tossed the cloak on my bed and went back to the living room. Oliver and Leia were seated on the couch. They paused mid-conversation and turned toward me as I entered. 
 
    “Ah, now you look comfortable.” Leia grinned and held up a steaming mug. “Want some tea?” 
 
    “Really?” I searched her face as I sat in the floral-printed armchair, but her expression held no hint of irony. “I think I’ll pass. I’ve had enough ‘awakenings’ for one day, thank you very much.” 
 
    She grimaced as she caught my meaning, and we chuckled. “It’s only chamomile, but I understand your hesitation.” 
 
    “You both get one of these?” I held up my class ring, and they turned their hands so I could see that they were already wearing theirs. “Do you really have to wear them?” 
 
    “Apparently.” Leia shrugged. “I think there’s some sort of enchantment on them? Probably some kind of safety protocol or something.” 
 
    “Well, that might’ve come in handy earlier, when that witch tried to boil me alive. Have I mentioned that? That a witch actually tried to boil me alive?” 
 
    Leia laughed. “Yes, I do believe you said something about that earlier. I know, it’s very cliché.” She pursed her lips and raised her hands. “Like I said, she’s not a good representation of witches on the whole.” 
 
    Oliver coughed. “Well, I don’t know about that.”  
 
    Leia shot him a scowl. 
 
    He slumped slightly, but continued anyway. “I grew up around witches and wizards, and from what I’ve seen, they mostly suck.” He shrugged apologetically as Leia stared at him in disbelief. “What? They do.” 
 
    She shook off her shock and turned to me. “Well, what about that men’s shirt you were wearing when I found you? Somebody must have given it to you in the dining hall, so clearly there’s at least one other decent person here.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Yeah, he was a real gentleman. He took off as soon as I had the shirt on and left me standing in a tub, alone, in the middle of a fog-filled dining hall.” 
 
    “At least he gave you his shirt, though? That’s pretty nice.” Leia smiled and nodded with forced enthusiasm. “Who was he?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Didn’t catch a name before he told me I was ‘on my own’ and disappeared.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Leia frowned. “But still, he did help you. So that proves there’s at least one decent person around.” 
 
    “Even if every single person was amazing, I still couldn’t stay. Not after that. I’d die of embarrassment within the first week.” I put my face in my hands as the shame washed over me again. 
 
    “No, no, no, you got it all wrong. Trust me, no one’s more awkward or socially terrified than me.” Oliver smiled compassionately as he spoke. “But stuff like that happens all the time here. Not a week goes by without someone accidentally lighting their own pants on fire, or turning their whole outfit invisible, or screwing up a spell so that a whole cluster of tarantulas comes marching out of their mouth.” He stuck out his tongue and made a gagging sound. 
 
    “He’s right.” Leia chimed in, her tone eager and conspiratorial. “I heard that last year, a first-year student accidentally turned himself into a pig and had to eat out of a trough in the stables for a whole week while the Department of Transmogrification sorted it out.” 
 
    I squinted at them doubtfully. “I feel like you’re just proving my point that this place is dangerous and terrible.”  
 
    “Oh, come on.” Leia nudged me on the shoulder. “It’s funny if it doesn’t happen to you, right? And if embarrassing stuff happens to everyone, then it doesn’t really matter.” 
 
    “It’s true.” Oliver sipped from his mug and peered at me over its rim. “People won’t even remember the tub thing two weeks from now. Or, if they do, they’ll only remember what an epic awakening it was. I’m telling you, people were impressed. Not all witches are capable of translocation, even with years of training. Bringing a whole tub with you? Without a wand? That’s no small feat.” 
 
    “Doesn’t feel so amazing when you’re the one who ends up bathing in front of the whole school.” I frowned. “I’m too exhausted to leave tonight, but tomorrow, I’m going to Wallace so he can send me home.” 
 
    Leia sank into the couch. “Well, I hope you change your mind. I’d really like to have you as my roommate. But I understand. You have to do what’s right for you. Just promise me something?” She raised her brows, her eyes swimming with innocence. 
 
    I pursed my lips. 
 
    “Promise you’ll at least come to the New Wands ceremony tomorrow? That way you can at least see some of what the school has to offer before you make your decision final. Then, if you still want to leave, you can talk to Wallace after.” 
 
    I considered the downside of having to face the students from the dining hall. But if I was never going to see any of them again, what could one more time hurt? 
 
    “All right, fine. I’ll go to the ceremony with you. But I really don’t know how that will change anything.” 
 
    Leia beamed at me. “Hey, you never know. You might have an epiphany or something.” 
 
    “I guess.” A wave of exhaustion pressed down on me, making my head swim, and I suddenly felt as if I couldn’t spend another second in even a semi-vertical position. “I need to lie down, though. Like, now. I honestly don’t know if I’ve ever been this tired. I guess I’ll see you in the morning?” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” Leia smiled her sweet, easy smile. “Goodnight, roomie.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Meena. Goodnight.” Oliver flashed his white teeth as his plump, childish cheeks scrunched up under his eyes. 
 
    I forced a weak smile. “Yeah, g’night.” I had to admit that I liked both of them. They reminded me of Eric and Vicky, with their charmingly relentless, boundary-less intimacy. 
 
    I staggered into my room, feeling that my own weight was almost too much to bear. I glanced out the window as I pulled off my pants. It was nearly full dark, but the moon was already high and bright. I could make out the wolf’s outline, still chained to the post in the field’s center. There may have been two figures lurking near the edge of the woods. I squinted, but didn’t have the energy to focus my eyes in the low light. I slumped down onto the bed without even bothering to peel back the covers, and quickly fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leia and I met Oliver in the dining hall the next morning. I had woken with the sense that I was caught in some bizarre, unending fever dream, and the sight of people carrying trays of food while clad in their BWA cloaks only enhanced the feeling. 
 
    There were cloaks of all different colors peppered throughout the dining hall, and some were surprisingly garish, at least by my notion of what it meant to be a witch. Maybe I had expected everyone to wear black. But students sported cloaks of bright orange, lime green, sunflower yellow, shimmering turquoise – every color under the sun, it seemed. 
 
    Oliver’s cloak was a rich navy blue; a frank, timeless color that suited his innocent demeanor. Leia’s cloak was a deep forest green that highlighted the olive notes in her hazel eyes.  
 
    With her long, slim figure, straight blonde hair, and the elegant green cloak clasped about her shoulders, Leia looked eerily like a fairy or elf. I actually considered asking her if she really was one. I didn’t want to come off as rude, so I held my tongue, but if witches and magic were real, why not elves and fairies?   
 
    I was surprised at how little attention I received at breakfast. I had expected to be greeted by howling laughter and mockery, but Leia and Oliver had apparently been right about students at Broken Wand being desensitized to embarrassing magical mishaps. There were a few inquisitive stares and some giggling whispers when I first entered, but on the whole, people had not seemed particularly interested. It made the Academy seem less hostile, if not exactly hospitable. But the memory of the crowd’s heartless laughter as Serenity tortured me still made my skin crawl. 
 
    After breakfast, I followed Leia and Oliver down along the sidewalk that ran along the quad. We joined the dozens of other cloaked students converging on the massive, ornately carved wooden doors that stood open at the front of Salem Memorial Hall. Like most other buildings on campus, Salem was composed of large, grey blocks of weathered stone. Several stained-glass windows dotted the surface, and it was topped by three large spires. 
 
    It fascinated me that most buildings on campus presented as gothic cathedrals when witches had such a famously violent history of persecution within the church. This particular faux-cathedral was even named after the site of one such genocide. It gave the place an ominous feeling. 
 
    There was a large white banner slung across the entryway, with red lettering that read: Welcome, New Wands! A long table was set up to one side of the doors, and several cloaked men and women sat behind it. The approaching students were being funneled toward the table, and we joined the throng. 
 
    A plump, spirited woman greeted me with a toothy grin when I reached the table. “Welcome to Convocation, New Wand! Name and room number, please.” Her round, eager face protruded from a bold red cloak that accentuated her rosy cheeks. 
 
    “Uh, Meena Song? Boleyn Hall, room one-oh-four.” I shifted from one foot to the other as she flipped through several sheets of paper and tracked down the list of names with the tip of her marker. 
 
    “Ah, there we are.” She hummed and bobbled her head cheerfully as she drew a line through my name. She looked up at me, her expression overly jubilant. “I see you’ve got your cloak. Very nice color, by the way. Classy.” Her wide eyes and enduring smile made me uneasy. “Have you also brought your class ring?” 
 
    I raised my left hand with my palm turned toward me to display the ring around my middle finger. I resisted the urge to show her just the finger with the ring on it if only to see if it would disrupt her unwavering grin. 
 
    “Excellent! You’re all set then. Go on in and take a seat in the hall. The ceremony will begin shortly. Welcome to Broken Wand Academy, Ms. Song.” She gestured toward the open doors and fixed her ridiculous grin on the person behind me. 
 
    “Thanks.” I rolled my eyes as I moved toward Leia and Oliver, who were waiting on the steps just outside the doors. I jerked my thumb in the direction of the sign-in table. “That lady was way too happy. Sitting out in the sun with that cloak on? I don’t think I’d be quite so chipper.” 
 
    Leia chuckled. “Maybe she used a mood enchantment. If so, she could be dying of thirst in the desert, and she’d still be smiling and commenting on the lovely weather.” 
 
    “Really? You can do that?” I glanced back at the woman, who bobbed her head as she greeted the next New Wand. “Sounds like a drug.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Leia quirked her brow in thought. “Well, mood enchantments do have a nasty come down, and if you use them too often, they can permanently alter your personality. So I guess in some ways, it is kind of like a drug.” 
 
    “Seems like a stupid use of magic.” I gave the woman one more look, trying to discern whether she was naturally bubbly or if her demeanor was the product of some magical augmentation. 
 
    “It is.” Oliver and Leia nodded as we ascended the stone steps.  
 
    We passed over the threshold into a cool, high-ceilinged hallway, the floor covered by a lush red carpet. We followed a crowd of students through a set of doors on our right, into a large auditorium. 
 
    The wide variety of colored cloaks dotted among the rows of cushioned stadium-seats reminded me of an impressionist painting, and I was entranced by the room’s grandeur. The ceiling stretched up almost further than the eye could see, and massive stained-glass windows lined the upper halves of the walls on the left and right. At the front of the room was a wide, elevated stage with a podium that bore the BWA crest, identical to the patch affixed to our cloaks, situated prominently in the center. 
 
    Leia led us down a row several up from the front, and we sat in the center, in line with the podium, Leia to one side of me and Oliver to the other.  
 
    About a dozen older men and women chatted idly on the stage, seated in folding chairs arranged in a neat row behind the podium. Their cloaks were considerably more elaborate than the plain, monochromatic ones worn by the students. Some were intricately bordered, while others were comprised entirely of lush, patterned fabrics. Leia leaned over and whispered in my ear, gesturing toward the stage. 
 
    “See that woman up there?”  
 
    I followed the line of her finger to Chancellor Singh. The Chancellor looked resplendent in a rich, patterned cloak of burgundy and gold that shimmered when she moved as if made of liquid sunlight. Underneath she wore a brightly patterned dress of reds, yellows, and oranges that complimented her magnificent cloak. Elegant, gold, chandelier-style earrings accentuated her glittering nose rings, and several gold bangles hung about her wrists. 
 
    “That’s the head of the Academy, Laila Singh.” Leia’s tone was reverent, and her lips stayed parted. “She’s one of the greatest healers that the world has ever seen. And a strong, fierce woman as well. She’s kind of my idol.”  
 
    Leia’s reverence was understandable, given the woman’s imposing presence. Her effortless grace dominated the room. 
 
    “Of course I know who Chancellor Singh is. I met her when I got here.”  
 
    Leia turned to me, dumbfounded. “What?”  
 
    “I met her in Wallace’s office, right after he tricked me into coming. I just assumed she greeted all the new students. Doesn’t she?” 
 
    Leia’s mouth hung open in astonishment. “Definitely not.” Her voice was hushed but animated, and her eyes shone with surprising intensity. “You met Chancellor Singh? On your first day?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” I looked around, nervous. “I kind of passed out in Wallace’s office? And she was sitting over me when I woke up. She did something weird with her hand, on my chest?” I pressed my hand to my chest in demonstration. “It, like, took away my anxiety or something. I don’t know. I thought maybe she fixed all the students that Wallace broke by bringing them here.” I glanced over at Oliver, who shook his head. He shared Leia’s shocked expression. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Leia’s eyes were so wide I feared she might burst a blood vessel. “Do you even know how lucky you are?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess not?” 
 
    “I like you, Meena, but I need a minute to process. I’m like, consumed with jealousy right now.” Leia glared at me as if I’d somehow betrayed her. She took a deep breath as she looked back toward the stage. “It’s an incredible honor just to meet the Chancellor.” Her expression was softer when she turned back to me. “For her to perform restorative magic on you? A first-year student? That’s unheard of.” She eyed me suspiciously, and I felt as though she were reappraising me in light of this apparent revelation. 
 
    I was spared from responding by a throat-clearing sound that echoed through the large room. Everyone fell silent as they turned their heads toward the podium, where Chancellor Singh stood smiling out at us.  
 
    “Welcome, everyone, to Broken Wand Academy’s three hundred and twenty-fifth Annual New Wand Convocation Ceremony.” She raised her hands in greeting as she spoke. Her voice was amplified through the speakers around the room, and the students all around me applauded and cheered. Chancellor Singh smiled and nodded her approval as she waited for the noise to die down. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming. First, let me congratulate all of you. You have been admitted to the oldest, and arguably finest, school of witchcraft in the country.”  
 
    More applause and cheers from the crowd.  
 
    “I’d like to put any antsy young witches out there at ease by saying that today’s proceedings will be very brief.”  
 
    Scattered laughter issued from the crowd and some faculty on stage exchanged knowing glances.  
 
    “We do like a bit of pageantry here at Broken Wand.” She grinned, and there was more scattered laughter. “But I want to get everyone acquainted with their faculty advisors as quickly as possible, as I’m sure some of you have urgent questions about your blossoming powers.” She took on a more serious tone, her expression warm and thoughtful. “It can be a tense time in a young witch’s life, the period of awakening. Part of our charge here at BWA is to make this transformative phase as smooth and painless as possible. Many of you will be learning about magic for the first time, and it can be a difficult transition.” 
 
    “No kidding,” I muttered, rolling my eyes at Leia. She chuckled quietly. 
 
    “Many of your previously held beliefs will be challenged. Some will be shattered outright.” The Chancellor gestured to an older woman with a tight grey bun seated at one end of the row of faculty. “Madam Petrovich and her team of healers and counselors are available around the clock for this very purpose.” Chancellor Singh glanced around the crowd as she spoke. “Should you start to feel overwhelmed at any point, please, I implore you to visit the medical wing. They are an invaluable resource, especially to a young witch just starting to explore their powers.” She returned her attention to the gray-haired woman, who responded with a solemn nod.  
 
    “While we’re on the topic of health and safety, some of you are probably wondering about the mandatory class rings.” There were murmurs from the crowd as we unconsciously fingered our rings. “The rings serve several purposes, but one of their most important functions is to focus your burgeoning powers. This is crucial to ensuring your safety as you learn to control your abilities.”  
 
    The room hummed with hushed, excited voices. I leaned toward Leia and gestured at my ring. “Could’ve used one of these yesterday.” 
 
    “Better late than never.” She chuckled and shrugged as Chancellor Singh continued. 
 
    “Without a wand to focus your energy, or the wisdom to recognize your own limitations, this is a tenuous time for all of you. Young witches tend to be reactive, and sometimes we are overeager to test the boundaries of our gifts. Broken Wand Academy can be a very competitive place, and while some healthy competition is good, it’s not unheard of for a young witch to get carried away trying to prove their ability.” She paused as her mischievous smile was answered by scattered laughter from among the faculty as well as the students. But when she spoke again, her tone and expression were somber. “As New Wands, you are poised at the precipice of a new world. You are about to embark on a wondrous journey that will lead you toward untold knowledge and power. But this power can be incredibly dangerous. Not only to others, but also to yourself. And that is why we require that your rings be worn at all times while on campus. 
 
    “But that is only one function of the rings.” She held up a finger as her tone became less grave, and her eyes glittered with excitement. “Another of their functions is that which brings us here today. A rite of passage nearly as old as the Academy itself.” She paused as she gazed slyly around the room, building anticipation. “The Choosing.”  
 
    The Chancellor took a step back from the podium as whoops and cheers erupted from the gathered students, Leia included. I gazed around the hall. Oliver seemed to be one of the only other people not cheering wildly, and he smiled and shrugged at my perplexed expression. 
 
    I leaned over to him. “What’s the choosing?” 
 
    He had to speak close to my ear to be heard over the noise. “It’s kind of like declaring a major.” 
 
    “What? We have to declare a major already?” I frowned in confusion. “But it’s only the first day.”  
 
    “We don’t really choose?” He chuckled. “It’s more like we’re chosen.” 
 
    The room went quiet before I could inquire further as Chancellor Singh addressed us again. 
 
    “Some of you clearly have an idea of how this works, but for those that don’t, let me explain.” She gestured to the people seated on the stage behind her. “The faculty members up here are each the head of their Magical Department. In a moment, they will take turns coming to the podium, where they will introduce themselves and the department they represent. Then they will call for the Choosing.” Another pause as more whoops issued from the crowd. “If your ring responds to the summons, you will rise and follow the Department Head from the hall. They will introduce you to some of the other department faculty and assign you an advisor, who will get you squared away with your course load and some other particulars.” She clapped her hands and smiled eagerly. “And that’s it. After today, you will be on your way to becoming fully-realized witches. So, without further ado, Madam Petrovich?” She looked once more to the gray-haired woman at one end of the row of faculty. 
 
    Leia’s eyes widened as the austere woman took her place at the podium. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered in her ear, but she hushed me, her intent gaze never wavering from the woman on the stage.  
 
    Oliver grinned. “She really wants to be a healer.” 
 
    “Hello. As Chancellor Singh says, I am Madam Petrovich.” The stout woman spoke flatly, with a thick Slavic accent. “I am head of Department of Restorative Magic. We heal what is unwell.” She closed her eyes and spread out her arms, her palms facing the sky. “New Wands, I call for Choosing.” 
 
    Excited whispers permeated the room, and the auditorium’s air thrummed with a strange energy. Leia grinned at Oliver and me as she held up her left hand. The ring on her forefinger glowed a verdant green. She laughed joyously as tears gathered in her eyes. 
 
    “Congratulations.” Oliver reached across me to grasp her hand. “You’ll be a great healer.”  
 
    I wasn’t prepared for the raw emotion of her reaction, but I hugged her anyway, hoping the gesture was adequate. “Congrats, Leia. I’m really happy for you.”  
 
    She rose to join the other students with glowing green rings as they filed out of their seats toward the stage.  
 
    Everyone applauded as Madam Petrovich led them through a door on stage right. When they were gone, a slight, middle-aged man with wire-framed glasses and short brown hair approached the podium. 
 
    He cleared his throat and spoke timidly into the microphone. “Greetings, students. I am Professor Pickwith, of the Department of Magical History. We study past witches and their magical works, to aid current and future practitioners of magic in better understanding the guiding principles and history of our craft.” Groans of boredom issued from the crowd, but Oliver seemed eager, sitting on the edge of his seat and bouncing his foot unconsciously. Professor Pickwith raised his hands and closed his eyes, just as Madam Petrovich had done. “New wands, I call you for the Choosing.” 
 
    The room hummed with energy again, but this time there were less excited murmurs from the crowd and more groans of disappointment. I couldn’t blame them. History wouldn’t have been my first choice either, and I was relieved that my ring remained unremarkably silver. 
 
    Oliver’s ring glowed a rusty brown, and his eyes glittered with excitement. 
 
    “Congratulations?” The reactions of some of the other chosen students made me question whether or not it was a thing to congratulate. 
 
    Oliver chuckled and grinned, overcome with joy and relief. “I love history. Maybe it’s not the most glamorous department, but I’ve been hoping to study under Professor Pickwith ever since my parents told me about Broken Wand Academy.” He glanced around, not wanting to be overheard. “Honestly, other types of magic kind of scare me.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I’m happy for you.” I gave him a congratulatory pat on the shoulder, and he nodded his thanks, smiling as he rose to join the small group of students moving toward the stage.  
 
    The room was once again filled with the thunderous sound of applause as the chosen students followed Professor Pickwith toward the door through which Leia, Madam Petrovich, and the rest of the healers had exited. 
 
    Both Oliver and Leia had been chosen by departments they had yearned for. What did that mean for me? I hadn’t even known magic existed before yesterday, so how would I be chosen? At random? Anxiety knotted my insides as the next faculty member approached the podium. 
 
    The Departments of Conjuration, Divination, Alchemy, Transmogrification, Illusion (surprisingly not headed by Professor Wallace), followed. One after another, faculty members approached the podium and called for the Choosing. 
 
    I gathered that the most sought-after placements were with the Department of Martial Magic and the Department of Elemental Magic, judging by the fact that the Choosing for these departments received the loudest applause, and left behind the highest number of disappointed faces. 
 
    The crowd grew smaller and smaller as chosen students were congratulated by their friends and applauded by the whole room. Having had their place within the Academy affirmed, they bounced giddily to the stage to greet the head of their new department, and the tension in the dwindling crowd rose as fewer and fewer faculty remained. 
 
    With only one faculty member left on stage, I scanned the mostly-empty auditorium and found that I was one of only ten students left, from a crowd that had numbered well over a hundred when the ceremony began. It felt like hours had passed since Oliver and Leia had been chosen, leaving me alone on my little island of uncertainty. In truth, it couldn’t have been more than twenty or thirty minutes, but time passes slowly when you’re relentlessly questioning your self-worth. 
 
    Yesterday, after the bathtub mishap, I had wanted only to leave this place for good. But now that it didn’t seem to want me, I wanted nothing more than to be chosen. I didn’t care what department it was, I just wanted to get out of this increasingly hollow room that reeked of desperation. I feared that Professor Wallace had fetched the wrong waitress, been thinking of the wrong grandmother. 
 
    My only comfort was that most of the remaining students dotted among the empty seats seemed as nervous and desperate as me. The last faculty member moved to the podium, a tall, slender man with wild, unkempt hair and a scruffy beard. His plain gray cloak was well-worn and spattered with paint. 
 
    “Greetings, misfits. I am Professor Guttman, of the Department of Artisanal Magic.” His tone was casual and aloof, and he held himself with a somewhat pretentious air. “Our department specializes in magical arts. The craftsmanship and enchantment of magical artifacts, bard magic, and a host of other pursuits that defy categorization.” As all the previous faculty had done, he closed his eyes and spread his arms. “New Wands, I call you for the Choosing.” 
 
    The familiar energy crackled through the air around me. I peered down at my ring, but it remained silver and unilluminated. My heart sank as all the remaining students made their way to the stage. A few of them cast rueful glances in my direction, and I was left to watch longingly as they laughed with relief and clasped each other about the shoulders. Professor Guttman shook all of their hands before leading them out the door, and I found myself completely alone in the auditorium. Even Chancellor Singh had slipped out unnoticed at some point. Probably to avoid an unpleasant encounter with the unchosen leftovers.  
 
    Actually leftover, singular. 
 
    Inside the massive, empty room, I felt utterly isolated and unwanted. I should have been relieved at the prospect of returning to Dad and Eric and Vicky, to my normal life. But I couldn’t shake the intense disappointment of rejection, and the despair at losing the chance to learn more about my grandmother and her secret life. 
 
    “I guess that just leaves you, then.” I leaped out of my seat as a familiar voice issued from behind me, and I whirled around to find Professor Wallace smiling impishly from a seat in the next row, his feet propped up on the seatback in front of him. He didn’t wear a cloak like the rest of the faculty, clad instead in his familiar brown fedora and beige trench coat. He closed his eyes and spread his arms out as he grinned toward the ceiling. His voice boomed through the empty, silent room, as though amplified by some unseen microphone. “Meena Song, I call you for the Choosing.” 
 
    A rush of energy permeated the auditorium, just as it had done during the other Choosing’s, only this time I felt it converge on me. I closed my eyes as the strange energy pulsed through my body like a gentle wave of electricity, and I was filled with an overwhelming sense of belonging. It brought to mind the memory of finally walking into my grandmother’s house after a long, busy day at the diner.  
 
    Tears welled in my eyes as I raised my tingling hands, turning them over and marveling at the bizarre sensation. I stared, transfixed, at my class ring, which glowed brilliantly as it cycled through a multitude of luminous colors.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Professor Wallace led me through the same door that all the other faculty and students had gone through after their Choosing’s, so I was surprised when we emerged directly into his office. I paused just inside the familiar room and looked behind me at the rows of seats in Salem Memorial Hall. 
 
    “Everyone else didn’t come to your office, did they?” I poked my head back through the door to be sure it was the same empty auditorium. I turned back to Professor Wallace, who hung his coat and hat on a rack and leaned against the front edge of his large desk, his long legs stretched out in front of him. 
 
    “Of course not.” He waved his hand as he poured steaming tea from an elegant pot into a small white mug. “No one other than myself can create a breach to my office. Not even the Chancellor.” He shot me a wry smile and raised his mug in my direction, toasting himself. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “But I thought you said your door was always open if I needed something.”  
 
    “And so it is. The mundane door to my office.” He sipped at his tea, barely swallowing before continuing to speak. “But to get here that way, you’d have to physically walk into the administrative wing of the Houdini Building.” He mimed a walking gesture with his fingers. “And where’s the fun in that?” He chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong, I do enjoy a good walk. Keeps me limber. But it’s a bit more illustrious this way, don’t you think?” He spread his arms for effect. “A witch only gets Chosen once, after all.” 
 
    I took one more peek into the empty auditorium before shutting the door. I wrenched it open and poked my head out into the empty hallway that I had followed Dasharath down when I had first arrived yesterday afternoon. It was hard to believe a full day hadn’t even gone by since then.  
 
    I shut the door again, walked over to the hideous plaid couch, and slumped onto it, pressing my fingers to my forehead. “Oh, this place is exhausting.”  
 
    “Huh.” Professor Wallace cocked his head and furrowed his brow. “I would’ve thought your class ring would’ve mitigated the disorienting effects of breach transit, especially for such a short trip. Are you dizzy? Nauseous?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I took a deep breath in an attempt to steady myself. “It’s not the magic, I don’t think. I just feel like I’ve been playing catch up since I got here. It’s wearing me out, mentally and emotionally. My brain can’t keep up.” 
 
    “Ah, not to worry. I have no doubt you’ll adjust to the eccentricity of the place soon enough. Tea?” He gestured to the teapot. 
 
    “No.” I fixed him with a cold stare. “You know, you’re not exactly helping.” I ignored his offended expression and jerked my chin toward the door. “What the heck was that all about back there? Did you intend to send me spiraling down into a pit of despair? Am I even a student here? Did I actually get ‘Chosen’ or whatever?” I growled and threw myself against the couch’s back in frustration. “This place is one big emotional roller coaster.” 
 
    “Hey, hey, easy now.” He sat in an armchair on the other side of the coffee table. “You really should have a cup of this delightful tea, you know. It’s jasmine. It will do wonders for your spirits.” 
 
    My anger burst forth as I rose from the couch. “I don’t want any of your damn tea! I want answers!” I shouted, gesticulating wildly as I paced the room like a caged animal. “I want to know what in the world happened in that auditorium. Why did everyone get chosen but me? Did you know that was going to happen? What the heck am I doing here?” My anger roiled, but Professor Wallace remained perfectly composed, studying me as he sipped his tea. 
 
    “I understand your frustration, Meena.” His sympathetic expression assuaged some of my frustration, but not all of it. “As Chancellor Singh said, this can be a very difficult time in a young witch’s life, and that is especially true if you haven’t been properly prepared. I wish I could’ve warned you ahead of time, but I had no idea what to expect. The New Wand Ceremony can be unpredictable.” He set his tea down on the table and gestured toward the couch. “Please, sit. I will explain everything as best I can.” 
 
    I eyed him as I sat back on the couch. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Right. Well, basically, you weren’t Chosen by any one Magical Department.” 
 
    “Great.” I rolled my eyes. “Rejected by a school I didn’t even apply to.”  
 
    “No, no, no. Quite the opposite, really.” Professor Wallace’s eyes widened, and his tone became more urgent. “In a way, you were actually chosen by all the departments. Remember what you felt when I called you for the Choosing?” 
 
    “Yeah, like, a bunch of energy coursing through me. It felt like coming home.” 
 
    “Exactly. Well, the other students felt that when they were Chosen, too. But you felt it every time, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. The room kind of hummed, I guess. Like the air was full of electricity?” I quirked my brow as I tried to puzzle out his meaning. “But it was nothing like when you did it. It didn’t feel directed at me the other times.” 
 
    “It wasn’t, exactly.” He leaned forward in his chair as he spoke. “But I can tell you that the other students didn’t feel anything except at their Choosing. You sensed the energy during all the summons because, in a way, they all spoke to you.” He smiled expectantly. 
 
    “So what, I’m like a jack of all trades but master of none?” Disappointment pulled my mouth into a frown. I looked off toward a bookcase. “Figures.”  
 
    Professor Wallace’s loud, sharp laugh startled me. “No, Meena.” He fixed me with stern eyes. “Your innate abilities are so abundant, that for you to specialize in any one discipline would be a terrible waste. You’re what we call a Proteus. A Drifter. A Roving Maven. It’s a rare gift. He winked at me and beamed with pride. “We are some of the most powerful casters among witchkind. Typically there is maybe one Proteus among all the students enrolled at the Academy, if any. It’s not unusual for whole decades to pass without one being discovered. In fact, before last year, we hadn’t had a Proteus at BWA in nearly thirty years.” He eyed me with curiosity. “Which makes it all the more unusual that there are now two. It’s almost without precedent.”  
 
    “So you’re saying that I wasn’t chosen by any department because I’m too talented?” I raised my eyebrows in doubt. “Sounds like a nice story you tell the rejects to make us feel better about ourselves.” 
 
    “Ah, Meena.” He chuckled. “You don’t give yourself enough credit. I told you that you weren’t meant for Community College. I knew it the first time I saw you. Why is it so hard for you to believe that you’re extraordinary?” 
 
    “Maybe because I didn’t even know about magic until yesterday?” I drew my shoulders up sharply, glaring at him. “And if you knew I was so extraordinary, why let me suffer through the whole ceremony? Why let me sit there, thinking this was just another place I didn’t belong. Couldn’t you have warned me or something?”  
 
    “Well I didn’t know.” He shrugged by way of apology. “I had my suspicions, though. Especially after the incident with the bathtub.” My face ran hot with shame. “Not many witches are capable of that sort of translocation.” He gazed toward the windows at the back of the room as he spoke softly, almost absentmindedly. “I guess it shouldn’t surprise me, given who your grandmother was.” 
 
    A chill passed over me, and I went stiff, the revelation consuming my attention. “So you did know my grandmother?” I glared at him as I searched his face for clues. 
 
    His head snapped toward me, his mouth quivering as he debated how to respond. “Ah, um, well…” His panicked eyes suggested that he had let slip something I hadn’t been meant to know. “Not truly, no. I mean, how well can one really know anyone? Even oneself?” He let out a nervous chuckle. “In passing, maybe. Uh… it’s really more that I knew of her.” He glanced about the room, avoiding my gaze. 
 
    Just as I was about to press him further, there was a knock at the door, and Professor Wallace jumped up, immense relief washing over his face. “Better see who that is.” 
 
    He bounded eagerly over to the door, clearly thankful for the interruption. I vowed that I would not let him off the hook, despite his vague, evasive answers. 
 
    I craned my neck as he pulled open the door, revealing Dash, the Chancellor’s nephew. 
 
    “Sorry for the disturbance, Professor, but there’s been an incident.” His voice was hushed and tense. “A body’s just been recovered from the South Woods. A student.” 
 
    A student death before classes even started? This place just got better and better. 
 
    “You’re kidding? Already?” Professor Wallace’s even tone led me to believe that student deaths weren’t as uncommon at Broken Wand Academy as one might hope. 
 
    “Afraid not, sir.” Dash seemed understandably uncomfortable. “Laila said she wants you to handle it personally. Apparently, he was the former roommate of your protégé? A second-year student, Lucas Billings.” 
 
    Professor Wallace exhaled wearily. “Very well. Thank you, Dasharath. I’ll see to it shortly.”  
 
    Dash gave a curt nod before heading off. Wallace closed the door, smiling as he turned back to me. 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Meena, but we’ll have to pick this up later. Something came up.” He shrugged, keeping his tone calm and casual. “Apparently there’s been a theft of an important artifact from the Artisanal Magic building, and I’m needed straight away.” He flashed me an affable, conspiratorial smile. “Don’t tell anyone I said this, but the Artisans are an odd bunch. Very dramatic. Be thankful you weren’t Chosen by those kooks.” 
 
    “What?” I glared at him, baffled.  
 
    “I’m very sorry.” He furrowed his brow. “I know you have so many questions, and you probably feel that I’m just putting you off. But I promise we’ll meet later. I’ll send your class schedule over to your room, along with everything else you need to know to get started.” 
 
    “What on earth are you talking about?” I shook my head, unable to understand the purpose of his blatant lie. “I was sitting right here?” I glanced down at the couch. “I heard everything you guys said very clearly. Did you think you were whispering?”  
 
    Professor Wallace cocked his head and considered me. He appeared to be staring through me, his eyes focused on some point behind me. He blinked and tried to shake his bewilderment. “What exactly did you hear?” 
 
    “Uh, the body that was just found? In the woods?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “The dead student, Lucas. Like I said, you and Dash were speaking very clearly.” 
 
    Professor Wallace startled me again by erupting with joyful laughter. “My, my! You really are something, Ms. Song.” His eyes filled with wonder. “I set up some fairly intensive concealment wards there so young Dasharath and I could chat privately.” His smile was broad and genuine. “And you weren’t thrown for an instant, were you? Goodness, I do wish to continue this discussion, but I’m afraid I have to attend to the matter of the student fatality. Sorry about the deception. You understand, yes?” He smiled remorsefully. 
 
    “Um, no, actually.”  
 
    “Right.” He looked off, thrown for a moment. “Well, we’ll get past it, I’m sure. It’s school protocol, you know. To conceal the details of official administrative business. Especially regarding open investigations.” He shrugged. “Not to worry, though. You’ll realize soon enough that I’m one of your greatest allies here. Speaking of which.” With a flourish, he produced a small white card and held it out to me. 
 
    The card was printed with small lettering that read: Merlin Hall, Room 109, 1:30 p.m. 
 
    “You’ll find another ally at the time and location on that card. His name’s Braden. He’s the other Proteus I mentioned. A second-year student.” Professor Wallace shrugged into his coat and rummaged through his desk drawers, cramming items into his bottomless pockets. “He’ll be able to answer some of your questions. Should hold you over until we can meet again.” He donned his cap and smiled down at me. “I’ve got to run. Stay here as long as you want. Help yourself to the tea, if you like.” He winked. “But I do recommend scaring up some food sooner rather than later. The Choosing burns a lot of calories. Destiny is hungry work. Anyway, I’ll be in touch soon.” He shot me a confidential smile, his eyes gleaming. “Welcome to the club, Ms. Song.”  
 
    He tipped his hat and swept from the room, and I suspected that he hadn’t simply exited into the hallway. There was no telling where the seemingly innocuous doorway had led him, and the thought only added to my feeling of instability.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Meena, over here!” Leia waved me over to her table in the dining hall, her cheerful face rising above the sea of colored cloaks. 
 
    I picked my way through the crowded tables with my tray of food, and Leia slid over to make room when I reached her. I nodded to Oliver, seated across from me. 
 
    Leia grinned at me. “So? What’d you get Chosen as?”  
 
    “Let me guess. Elemental?” Oliver cut in before I could answer. 
 
    “No way.” Leia wrinkled her nose. “Illusion, maybe?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Oliver seemed unconvinced. “Conjuration?”  
 
    “I know you didn’t end up with those violent Martial Magicians.” Leia’s critical tone made it clear she didn’t approve of that particular discipline. 
 
    “What, then?” Oliver furrowed his brow, and they both stared at me with anticipation. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t actually get Chosen by a department.” I didn’t even fully understand what had happened, so I hoped they weren’t expecting a lot of details from me. 
 
    They exchanged confused glances. 
 
    “Apparently I’m something called a Proteus?” I grimaced. It felt like I was announcing myself as some kind of alien. 
 
    Their confusion turned into astonishment. 
 
    Leia’s mouth hung open. “You’re kidding?”  
 
    Oliver grinned at me, wide-eyed. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Wallace ran off before explaining much, per usual. He’s a very strange man, you know.” 
 
    “Well, now it totally makes sense why Chancellor Singh took a personal interest in you.” Leia recovered her composure, but Oliver continued to stare at me with a vacant amusement that unnerved me. “She must’ve known something beforehand.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably.” I angled myself toward Leia to avoid Oliver’s gawking. “Wallace said that he suspected this might happen, so maybe Singh did know. I’m kind of pissed nobody warned me or anything. I was freaking out when everyone else kept getting Chosen.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sucks.” She smiled sympathetically. “Must’ve been horrible, waiting all that time. But,” her sympathetic expression became ecstatic, “it’s amazing!” She dropped her voice to an excited whisper. “I can’t believe you’re a Drifter! Maybe one witch in ten thousand is blessed with that gift.”  
 
    Her enthusiasm flattered me. “Is it really that big of a deal?” I chuckled, considering the idea that I might actually be blessed as opposed to cursed. Broken Wand Academy had served mostly to confuse and terrify me up to this point. But I was surprised to find that the look on Leia’s face and the eager admiration in her tone elicited a feeling of pride. Where before I had felt isolated and alien, I now felt special and unique. 
 
    “Heck yeah, it’s a big deal! Check out Oliver, he can’t even move.” She tipped her chin toward him. 
 
    He was staring at me with the same enthralled expression.  
 
    “Oliver, hello?” She snapped her fingers in front of his face to break his trance. “Snap out of it, dummy. You’ll freak her out.” 
 
    Oliver blinked, jarred from his reverie. “Sorry, I’ve just never met a Drifter before. But I’ll be cool. Totally cool, no problem.” He managed to avert his attention briefly but then turned back to me. His gaze still too attentive for comfort. 
 
    “Yeah, so cool.” Leia rolled her eyes at me, and we shared a soft chuckle. 
 
    Despite the absurdity of everything, I was thankful for my budding friendship with Leia. Even though we’d just met for the first time yesterday, I already sensed that she was a genuinely good person. Even if I had momentarily suspected her of poisoning my tea. 
 
    Oliver was a little goofy, but he seemed like he had a really good heart. I missed Eric and Vicky, of course. There’s no replacement for the familiar comfort of old friends. But my new friends were charming and sincere, and I felt lucky to have them around. Some other people at the school, not so much. 
 
    “Oh, there she is.” A saccharine voice issued from behind me, and I whipped my head around to find Serenity and two other prim girls smirking at me. “I almost didn’t recognize you with clothes on.” Her friends echoed her mocking laughter. “And without your signature tub. I just assumed you brought it everywhere with you, no?” 
 
    Some people at the tables around us paused their conversations to watch our exchange. 
 
    “You should be glad I didn’t.” I narrowed my eyes at her and clenched my hands into tight fists. “If I had, you’d probably be struggling to breathe right now. Unless you’ve also got gills to go along with your slimy fish-mouth. Now, are you part eel on your mom’s side, or your dad’s?” 
 
    Oliver nearly choked on his soup as he stifled a laugh. 
 
    “Ooh, aren’t you a spicy one?” She tried to play it off, but by the surprise that registered on her face, Serenity wasn’t used to being challenged. She glared at me with menace. “You know, I heard there’s already been a student death this year. I only mention it because Broken Wand Academy can be such a dangerous place. I’d hate to see anything happen to you.” She snickered, her eyes flashing with malice. 
 
    “Gee, thanks for your concern.” I rolled my eyes at Leia. “Now if you’re done making empty threats, why don’t you run along back to your hole. Some of us have things to talk about with our actual friends? You know, not lackeys.” 
 
    The girls on either side of her scowled at me, but Serenity only laughed. 
 
    “You better watch yourself, tub-witch. People without magical families don’t tend to fare well here.” She jerked her head, and her lackeys followed as she moved away. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out after her, my anger simmering. 
 
    Leia put her hand on my arm. “You know, you really shouldn’t engage her like that. You’ll only lower yourself to her level.” 
 
    Oliver scoffed. “I thought it was great. Serenity deserves every bit of it. She’s literally the meanest person I’ve ever met. After my mom, maybe.” 
 
    I eyed him curiously, interested to hear more about that little comment, but Leia spoke before I had a chance to inquire. 
 
    “As Gandhi said, ‘An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.’” Leia fixed him with a smug smile. 
 
    “That’s a nice saying, but Gandhi never really said it, you know.” Oliver returned her arrogant grin. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” Leia dismissed his response with an eye roll and a wave. “He totally would’ve supported the sentiment.” 
 
    Oliver was poised to respond, but I interrupted their back and forth, concerned with the more pressing matters at hand. 
 
    “How did she even know about that student that they found? Did you guys hear about that, too?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, who hasn’t heard about it?” Oliver raised his eyebrows. “Aside from the Choosing, it’s all anyone’s been talking about.” 
 
    “How did word get out so quickly? Wallace just found out when I was in his office.” I furrowed my brow, alternating between their faces in confusion. 
 
    Leia shrugged. “Word gets around pretty fast here. Honestly, the murder is probably the only reason everyone isn’t talking about you being a Drifter. I’m surprised we didn’t hear about it before you told us.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Murder?”  
 
    “Well, we don’t know that yet.” Oliver gestured toward Leia, who begrudgingly conceded the point. Satisfied, he continued. “But some people have been speculating it was a murder. Other people think the wolf killed him.” 
 
    “Why would they think that?” Things moved so fast here. It was hard to believe that so much had happened already, and classes hadn’t even started yet. 
 
    “Well, the wolf was gone this morning.” Leia cocked her head. “Didn’t you notice?”  
 
    “No, actually.” I thought back to before I left my room this morning. I couldn’t recall if I had glanced out the window or not. “I guess I was distracted.” 
 
    “Anyway. The guy, Lucas, was one of the people who were really pissed off about the wolf being held captive.” Oliver trained his attention on Leia. “So some people think that he might’ve been killed trying to free it.” 
 
    “Which is ridiculous,” Leia cut in, throwing her hands up in frustration. “There’s no way that a wolf kills a second-year Martial Magic student, especially not a guy who was near the top of his class. He probably already had enough defensive wards mastered to withstand an assault from a human S.W.A.T. team. I’m pretty sure he could’ve fended off a single semi-domesticated wolf, especially one that probably would have been more concerned with fleeing into the woods than attacking his liberator.” 
 
    I tilted my head at Leia. “So, what do you think happened?”  
 
    “Well,” she lowered her head, speaking quietly and glancing around to see if she would be overheard, “his roommate last year was Braden Thomas.”  
 
    “Oh?” I felt that the information should’ve meant more to me than it did. Then I remembered something Wallace had said. “Wait, Wallace said the other Proteus was named Braden. The same one, you think?”  
 
    “That would make sense.” Her eyes went wide. “Braden’s family is pretty notorious in the witch world. They’re criminals, mostly. Conmen, thieves, even killers. They’re descendent from a long line of incredibly powerful and morally questionable witches. They’re probably one of the most dangerous magical families in the world.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her, skeptical. “And you think this Braden killed his old roommate?”  
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. That, or maybe the guy pissed off someone in his family. I’m just saying, it seems like a strange coincidence. A student turns up dead, and it just so happens that he used to be roommates with someone from that kind of family?” She raised her eyebrows, inviting agreement. 
 
    “Hmm.” I turned to Oliver. “Does seem like an odd coincidence, no?”  
 
    “Maybe.” He shrugged. “But I also think Leia’s especially reluctant to admit that her sweet, cuddly wolf might have torn out a guy’s throat.” He sneered at her. “They do that, you know.” 
 
    Leia stuck her tongue out at him, but I interrupted before they could continue their bickering. 
 
    “Have you guys met him?” 
 
    They both arched their brows in unison. “Who, Braden?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “Duh.” 
 
    “I haven’t, have you?” Oliver turned his attention to Leia. 
 
    “No.” She broke into a sly grin. “But I hear he’s pretty hot. Got the whole bad boy, potential-murderer thing working for him, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah, great.” I rolled my eyes. “I only ask because I think I’m supposed to meet up with him in about ten minutes, and it’d be nice to know if I should bring a weapon or something.” 
 
    “Man, you have just about the best luck, don’t you Meena?” Oliver’s tone was sarcastic. He chuckled, apparently amused by my misfortune. “Why do you get to have all the fun?” 
 
    Leia shot him a dirty look before turning to me. “All this stuff is just rumors. I wouldn’t worry too much about Braden. Just because someone’s family is messed up doesn’t mean they are.” 
 
    “That’s true.” I looked hopefully at my new friends. “Do you think they’ll figure out what really happened to this Lucas guy?” 
 
    They exchanged a doubtful glance and shrugged. 
 
    “Honestly, if they do, we’ll probably never hear about it.” Oliver gave a feeble half-smile. “My understanding is that student deaths aren’t that uncommon at Broken Wand. But usually it’s magic gone wrong, someone pushing themselves too far. Or suicide. A lot of people just can’t take the pressure.” 
 
    Leia gave him another sneer. “Don’t listen to him. The college will investigate, and if there’s something we need to know, like a threat or something, they’ll notify us.” 
 
    “So you guys don’t want to know what happened?” I couldn’t believe they could be so casual about a student death. 
 
    “Of course we do.” Leia tipped her head in sympathy. “But what can we do?” 
 
    “We can go Nancy Drew all over this place.” I glanced to my potential partners for backing. They both stared at me vacantly. “You know, investigate? Like detectives?” My attempt to marshal support for the cause appeared to be failing miserably. 
 
    “Oh, uh. Yeah, I don’t know.” Oliver drew his eyes to the ground. “I can’t really afford to get in trouble here. My mom would kill me.” 
 
    “Girl, you know I’m down for the cause. I’m the first one to be right there with you protesting racial injustice, animal rights, you name it. But I’m also a passivist. Like, very nonviolent.” Leia winced and shrugged apologetically. “I don’t want to end up in a situation that invites conflict, you know? Not even in self-defense. And I think you ought to tread really carefully here.” A small line formed between her brows, and she held my gaze to emphasize her message. “This place is not your typical human college. People go inexplicably missing all the time. The witch criminal justice system isn’t exactly flawless.” 
 
    “Or even functional,” Oliver added. 
 
    “Fantastic.” I glanced up at the clock, which said it was twenty after one. “And here I am, off to meet up with a witch-mobster.”  
 
    “Ah, you’ll be fine.” Leia waved off my concern. “I didn’t mean to freak you out with that stuff about Braden and his family. In all honesty, it was most likely a suicide or a spell gone wrong, like Oliver said.” 
 
    Oliver’s jaw pulled with tension. “Yeah, but be careful anyway.”  
 
    “Thanks. I’ll see you later?” 
 
    “You know where to find me, roomie. You’ll have to let me know if he’s really as hot as they say.” Leia gave me a broad, wicked smile, but I was still uneasy as I left the dining hall and headed toward Merlin Hall. 
 
    I wandered down the grand building’s hallways until I came to room 109. I took a deep breath and knocked. My blood rushed, nerves taking hold as footsteps approached from behind the door. The door swung open, and I drew back in surprise, glaring at him in disbelief as heat rushed to my cheeks. 
 
    “You’re Braden?”  
 
    He smirked down at me. “I am.”  
 
    “Of course it’s you. How could it not be you?” I blew out a long, exasperated sigh, thinking back to Oliver’s comment about my luck. 
 
    His features were a little sharper without the thick fog enveloping us, but the tousled hair and short, sandy beard left no doubt that he was the gruff witch that had given me his shirt in the dining hall yesterday.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Braden held the door open and stepped aside, ushering me in. I stepped across the threshold, eyeing him as I passed. The room was similar to the shared common space in Leia’s and my dorm, but grungier. Tapestries covered both the windows, dimming the light in the room and giving it a cave-like atmosphere. 
 
    He closed the door and looked me over with his lips pursed, one eyebrow raised. “So you’re Meena, huh?”  
 
    “How did you know that?” The closed door quickened my pulse, and I narrowed my eyes at him, already on guard. 
 
    “Oh, I have my ways.” He tapped his finger to his temple, his mouth pulled into an arrogant smile. My suspicions concerning his over-inflated ego were confirmed. 
 
    “What, you read minds?” I rolled my eyes. “Are you hearing me mentally gagging right now? Or is the eyeroll enough to give away how I feel about your smug attitude?” 
 
    He chuckled and held up his hands. “Hey, I was just kidding. Wallace told me you’d be coming by. Of course, he didn’t mention it was you.” He walked over to his mini-fridge and pulled out a bottle of beer. “You want one?” 
 
    “Um, no.” I raised my eyebrows at him, annoyed.  
 
    “Suit yourself.” He shrugged and popped off the dark bottle’s top as he moved toward the couch. He slunk down onto it, taking a long pull from his beer. 
 
    “You do realize it’s not even two o’clock yet, right?” I wrinkled my nose at him. Several empty beer bottles littered the low table in front of the couch, and I wondered how many of them were from today. 
 
    He scoffed, waving his hand dismissively. “Relax, will you? It’s the day before classes start. After today, we won’t have another chance to day-drink for the rest of the semester.” He took another pull from the bottle. “Well, not during the week, anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, wow. When you put it like that, better give me one.” 
 
    He perked up, his eyes going wide. “Really?” 
 
    “No.” I scowled at him. “This is ridiculous. Why did Wallace even send me over here?” 
 
    Braden frowned, apparently disappointed that I wasn’t going to be his drinking buddy. 
 
    “Well, probably because we’re going to be training a lot together. Once you catch up a bit.” He flashed me that careless smile again. “Wallace is my advisor, and he’ll be yours, too.” 
 
    It pissed me off, especially because, despite his obnoxious arrogance, his good looks were hard to ignore. 
 
    “And how would he feel about all this?” I gestured toward the empty beer bottles on the table. There were several half-burned candles in addition to the bottles, and I noticed that there were quite a few dirty clothes strewn about the room as well. 
 
    “Dunno.” He shrugged. “He’s pretty cool, in his own weird, nerdy way. Probably wouldn’t care.” 
 
    “I somehow doubt that.” I wasn’t sure, though, given what I’d seen of the Academy so far. 
 
    His nostrils flared. “Oh, yeah? That’s funny, because from what I can tell, you know pretty much nothing about this place or anyone here. Even though you seem to think you already know me.” 
 
    “I know you left me stranded in that tub in the middle of a foggy room yesterday.” I was going for outraged, or at least annoyed, but I came off weaker than I intended. 
 
    “Is that the thanks I get for saving you?” He scratched at his jaw, anger creeping in. “I literally gave you the shirt off my back.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you certainly didn’t hide what an inconvenience it was to you.” I was surprised to find that I felt hurt by the memory of his dismissive attitude toward me. A blush crept up my neck, and I tried to work up my own anger in self-defense. 
 
    We gazed at each other intensely, our faces tight with resentment. I could feel the tension in the room. Fear replaced some of my anger as I remembered what Oliver and Leia had told me about Braden’s family, and I worried what he would do next. But his features softened, and the tension dissipated. 
 
    “Whatever.” He glanced off toward the window as he swigged his beer. “Everyone thinks they know me already. Lucas was probably the only one who kind of did, and look where that got him.” 
 
    Braden crossed his arms over his chest and lowered his chin, and I thought with astonishment that he was about to cry. But he set his face in a scowl again. Despite my frustration, I recognized something in his expression. The pain of having lost someone close. 
 
    “Were you guys friends?”  
 
    “Nah.” He refused to meet my gaze, and I suspected he was holding back. “He was just my roommate. But you do get to know a guy, living together and all.” 
 
    I was hesitant to bring up the rumors, but I needed to see his reaction. Especially if we were going to be studying together. I couldn’t spend time with a suspected murderer and not at least ask him about it. 
 
    “You know, some people think you killed him.” I watched him closely. For what, I wasn’t sure.  
 
    “Yeah, well, people are stupid.” His even tone and stoic gaze toward the windows gave nothing away. 
 
    I scrutinized his every movement, searching for the slightest sign of guilt. “They also say you’re from a family of criminals and killers.”  
 
    He turned his cool gaze on me, and a shiver ran through me as my pulse quickened. “You believe everything people say?”  
 
    “No.” I willed myself to keep a steady composure. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” He cocked his head, absently turning the half-empty bottle in his hands. 
 
    “Well, to be honest, I think you might be kind of a jerk.” I held his gaze and focused on my breathing in an effort to calm my thumping heart. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows as a faint smile flickered across his face. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yep. And probably full of crap. But I don’t know that I get a particularly murderous vibe from you, either.” I wondered if my bluntness was finally going to do me in this time. “I think you might have a slight drinking problem, but you don’t strike me as a killer. Besides,” I nodded toward the messy room, “you’re clearly way too messy to get away with murder.” 
 
    He laughed, fixing me with an amused smile. “But you’re not sure?” 
 
    “Of course not.” I turned my eyes away, uncomfortable under his gaze. “I don’t know you.” 
 
    “Huh.” He gave me a once-over. “Maybe you’re not as stupid as the rest of them.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Gee, thanks.” Just when it seemed like we were having a semi-civil conversation, he reminded me what an jerk he was. 
 
    He drained the last of his beer and raised off the couch, moving back toward the fridge. “So, Wallace said you’d have some questions for me. About being a Drifter?” He pulled out another beer and popped off the cap as he turned to face me, leaning against the large desk next to the fridge. 
 
    I did have questions – so many questions – but right then, I only cared about one thing. I wanted to know what had happened to Lucas Billings. If I was going to stay at Broken Wand Academy, I needed to know why a student had just died. 
 
    “I can find out all that stuff from Wallace. I’d like to talk more about Lucas, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    His smile fell away as a flash of grief cracked through his charming exterior. “Okay.” He regained his mask of indifference as he spread his arms in invitation. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I heard he was upset about the wolf they had chained up on campus.” 
 
    He shrugged as he sipped at his beer. “Yeah, so?”  
 
    “So, some people think the wolf might’ve killed him while he was trying to set it free.” 
 
    He laughed, but it was devoid of any trace of joy or amusement. “At least I’m in good company on the list of suspects, then.” 
 
    His casual tone unnerved me. I couldn’t tell if he was putting on a front, or just genuinely disinterested. 
 
    “You don’t think the wolf had anything to do with it?” I struggled to keep my tone even. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I don’t think Lucas would’ve been taken down by a wolf, even if it did attack him. He was a pretty tough witch. Bested me in a few duels, anyway.” He looked off, and I caught another glimpse of sadness. Or remorse. Hard to tell. 
 
    “So you guys fought, then?” My pulse increased again as I studied Braden for any indication that he knew more than he was saying. 
 
    “You literally don’t know anything.” He rolled his eyes. “Training duels, dummy. It’s part of our Martial Magic curriculum. He was my sparring partner. You know, I’m actually partner-less at the moment.” His grin was full of mischief. “If you’re interested.” 
 
    “Yeah, no thanks.” I sneered at him, put off by his lack of grace. “Did Lucas ever actually fight with anyone?” 
 
    “No.” Braden set his beer down on the desk, his self-satisfied mask slipping away. “He didn’t have a mean bone in his body. He was pretty quiet, but everyone who knew Lucas liked him.” He narrowed his eyes. “Why are you so interested in him, anyway? You didn’t know him. What’s it to you?” 
 
    “This place is obviously messed up.” I paced the room, emphasizing with my hands as I spoke. “I was brought here against my will, and then literally tortured within the first few hours. They were keeping a wolf chained up for entertainment, and now a student turns up dead, and people don’t even seem phased.” My frustration grew as I picked up steam. “There’s no vigil, no mourning, no announcement from the administration. Nothing. Everyone gossips about it like it’s some trivial thing and acts like everything is fine.” I ran my hands through my hair, my mind racing along with my pulse. “Am I the only one totally freaked out?” 
 
    “Probably.” He shrugged and flashed me a rueful smirk. “But you’re wrong about the mourning. What do you think I’m doing here?” He picked up his beer and cheered the air before taking a long swig. 
 
    “That is not mourning. That’s drinking.”  
 
    “Hey, everyone has their process.” He shrugged again as he took another sip. 
 
    I groaned in frustration. “Ugh, this is so messed up. This place is a nightmare.” 
 
    “Why stay, then?” He gestured toward the door with his beer. “Why not go back to your tidy little ‘normal’ life?” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time I had considered leaving. In fact, the thought had been at the fore of my mind since I stepped through the Quaker’s bathroom door and found myself in Wallace’s office. It had been deception that first brought me here, and I suspected that dishonesty would plague me as long as I remained at Broken Wand.  
 
    But the opportunity to discover this hidden world my grandmother had been part of was too great to turn away from. Something deep in my gut told me that I would always regret it if I left this place. 
 
    “I was planning to. Until Wallace called me for the Choosing. That feeling. That energy that rushed through me.” I closed my eyes, momentarily lost as I relived the inexplicable sensation. My fingertips still tingled faintly; whether it was a phantom feeling or leftover energy from the Choosing, I couldn’t say. I opened my eyes and found Braden eyeing me. His usual smug expression was replaced by a head tilt, and it threw me off. “It was the first time since my grandmother died that I felt at peace. At that moment, it almost seemed like I could feel her with me. I can’t give that up.” 
 
    Speaking it aloud for the first time made me realize the strength of my resolve to stay at Broken Wand Academy. It scared me, but my grandmother had always told me that the things in life most worth doing were the ones that scared us the most. I knew that I couldn’t leave. At least not until I found out what this place was really about. 
 
    To my surprise, Braden’s expression was sincere as he nodded his understanding. No snide comment, no sarcastic laughter as he stuffed his hand in his pockets. 
 
    “Well, I hate to cut short your little investigation here, but if you want the truth? He probably killed himself.”  
 
    “Really?” I tilted my head in confusion. “But I thought you said everyone liked him? And I heard he was near the top of your class. Why would he kill himself?” 
 
    “Just because people like you, and you’re smart or successful, doesn’t mean you’re happy.” He scoffed. “You must know that.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” He made a good point. “But suicide? Was he really in that bad a place?” 
 
    Braden shrugged. “How should I know? He was my friend, yeah, but you can never really know what’s inside someone’s head.” He tapped a finger to his temple for emphasis. “He didn’t have any family. His parents died when he was young, and Wallace pulled him from the foster system after he inherited.” He gestured at me with his bottle. “You’ve seen it already. Broken Wand can be a dark, lonely place, especially for someone who’s not from a magical family. Never mind not having any family at all.” His expression turned dark. “Of course, having a family’s not always a good thing. Depending on the family.” 
 
    I was curious, but I didn’t want to press him on his family issues. From someone else, it might have seemed like an invitation to pry. But I got the feeling that he wasn’t interested in delving into personal issues. At least not in his current state. So I focused on the issue at hand. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know for sure, though? What happened to him? If he didn’t have any family, there'd be no one to pressure the school for answers. My friend Oliver thinks we won’t even find out what really happened.” 
 
     “Your friend’s probably right.” He fixed me with an icy stare. “My advice? Forget about Lucas and focus on your studies. Everyone else will. And once people find out you’re a Drifter, you’ll have a target on your back.”  
 
    He smiled madly as he slugged the last of his beer, and my stomach clenched as the energy in the room shifted abruptly.  
 
    “You think this place has been bad so far?” He laughed disdainfully, a wicked, almost deranged look in his eyes. “Classes haven’t even started yet. Wait ‘till you see how far people will go to prove they’re the best. Witches are a mean, ruthless bunch, Meena. You’d better watch yourself.” 
 
    Braden’s rapid mood swing unnerved me, and I found that I was no longer comfortable being alone in the small, dark room with him. 
 
    “I think I should go.” I eyed him as I moved toward the door. I was certain that the two beers he’d finished since I’d been there weren’t the only ones he’d had today. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’d better.” His gloom intensified. “Remember what I said. Forget about Lucas. He doesn’t need any favors anymore.” 
 
    I glanced back as I opened the door. Braden ran his hands over his beard and raked them up through his hair, his head tipped up toward the ceiling. His lips were moving, and I paused, thinking that he was saying something to me. But he spoke too quietly to make out the words, and I realized he was only talking to himself. I closed the door behind me, leaving him to his ill-advised mourning process.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    I explored the college grounds for a while after leaving Braden’s dorm, wandering aimlessly to shake off the tension that remained after our encounter. It wasn’t just my meeting with Braden that had me jumpy, though. All the day’s events had left me anxious. The convocation ceremony, the news of Lucas’ death, my second confrontation with Serenity.  
 
    Wallace’s implication that he had known my grandmother. 
 
    First, he had claimed only to have known of her. Now, that had changed to only knowing her in passing. I already knew he had no qualms about lying, after his unsuccessful attempt to conceal the news of Lucas’ death from me. I had a feeling that he knew far more about my family than he was saying. 
 
    I thought back to the way he and Chancellor Singh had glanced at each other furtively when I first asked if they had known my grandmother. They were definitely hiding something. Many things, maybe. I feared it would be no easy task to extract information from them, but I had to try. 
 
    As I turned down a secluded garden path, I reflected on my interaction with Braden. I worried that I had been too harsh toward him. He was annoying, sure, but he wasn’t responsible for the tumultuous events of the last twenty-four hours. In fact, he had gone out of his way to help me when everyone else in the dining hall had stood by as Serenity tormented me. I realized I had done a despicable job of showing my appreciation. I sat on a stone bench in a little shaded alcove off the garden path and contemplated my behavior. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the worse I felt. Braden was a bit surly, but that didn’t justify my actions. My stress had caused me to treat him unfairly, and my stomach knotted as shame set in. I should have been gentler, especially knowing that he had just found out about the death of his friend. But I’d been so consumed by fear and suspicion that I had displayed a total lack of empathy, completely blind to his perspective. 
 
    He said he hadn’t been that close with Lucas, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t true. I didn’t know why Braden would downplay his relationship with him. Maybe he was putting on a tough front in some bizarre display of male pride. Or maybe he was as uncomfortable showing vulnerability in front of a complete stranger as I would have been. Pretty normal response, actually. 
 
    I didn’t condone his drinking, but that wasn’t a totally outrageous reaction to the sudden loss of a close friend or loved one. I had thought it was just stupid college-boy behavior, but upon further reflection, it seemed more like an ill-advised attempt to stifle grief. Clearly it wasn’t the healthiest response, but my volatile reaction was still unwarranted. Kindness and understanding would have been more productive. 
 
    It didn’t do to dwell on my failings, though. I’d just have to apologize the next time I saw him, and make a concerted effort to act more gracefully, despite my own distress. No matter how badly I felt – and I feared there would be plenty more of that at the Academy – I couldn’t let hardship or anxiety dictate how I treated others. To be the sort of person I saw myself as, the kind of person my grandmother was, I had to remember that I alone was in charge of my emotions and responsible for my words and actions, regardless of everything else. 
 
    I sat on the bench a while longer, lost in thought, before moving on to explore more of my new campus. 
 
    I wandered around aimlessly for a long time, chatting with a few students here and there and kicking a soccer ball around on the green. I eventually made my way back to my dorm and studied the course schedule that had somehow appeared on the desk in my room. I was set to take Introduction to Illusion, Beginner’s Martial Magic, The Basics of Restoration, Introductory Divination and Foresight, and History of Magic 101. It was pretty surreal to see the bizarre courses presented so formally. Tomorrow I would report for The Basics of Restoration at 9:00 a.m., and officially begin my magical education. It was a strange thought. 
 
    I had dinner at the dining hall with Oliver and Leia, but I was barely present. We chatted briefly about my meeting with Braden, but I was unwilling to go into much detail. They eventually gave up and talked amongst themselves, leaving me to my silent reflection. I couldn’t stop thinking about Lucas, my grandmother, and what other secrets the Academy and its faculty might be harboring. 
 
    At one point, Serenity and I locked eyes as she walked to her table. She scowled at me briefly, but nothing came of it. Maybe I had backed her off some earlier. I caught some curious gazes from a few students and wondered idly if they had heard about my unusual Choosing. I didn’t care to find out, though, and did my best to ignore them. I found that I had little appetite, so I excused myself while Oliver and Leia were still eating and headed back to the dorm. 
 
    After a much-need, hot shower – a bath still seemed too risky – I fell onto the bed, exhausted. It was hard to believe that the convocation ceremony had only taken place that morning. It felt like days ago. I wondered if time moved more slowly here at the Academy, or if the jarring, life-altering events of the past two days only made them seem to last longer. I remembered Chancellor Singh’s comments about the difficulties associated with this period of immense transition, and I made a mental note to pay Madam Petrovich a visit when I got a chance. My brain felt pushed perilously close to its breaking point, and I laid on the bed as I tried to calm my spinning mind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke with a start, surprised that I had been asleep. I was uneasy, thrown off by the strange effect of having fallen asleep in the daylight and waking to darkness. I ambled over to my bedroom window in a daze. The full moon shone brightly against the black sky, casting the field behind my building in an eerie glow. Just as I was about to turn away and crawl back into bed, movement caught my eye.  
 
    Two hooded figures were heading across the field toward the woods. 
 
    Dash had told Wallace that Lucas’ body was discovered in the South Woods. According to the Academy map that had appeared earlier with my course schedule, the woods outside my window were on the southern side of the campus. A shiver passed over me. I had little reason to be so suspicious, but something about the hooded figures put me on edge.  
 
    The bottom dropped out of my stomach as they disappeared into the trees. My vision blurred, and the room seemed to wobble, and I feared I would pass out. I might have passed out. I don’t know what happened. It was as if a waking dream overtook my entire consciousness, only it was more like a nightmare.  
 
    Hooded figures were arranged in a half-circle around a large bonfire in the woods, chanting something in a language I couldn’t understand. In the center of the circle, near the fire, a tall, hooded person loomed over a large stone altar where a bloodied body lay partially covered by fabric. The hooded person’s arms were raised high over their head, a bloody knife in one hand as they led the others through the chant. 
 
    As suddenly as it had appeared, the scene faded away, leaving behind only a profound sense of unease. I found myself breathing heavily as I stared out my bedroom window at the dark tree line. 
 
    What was that? I shook my head to clear away the lingering confusion, but to no effect. Am I actually hallucinating now? 
 
    I considered knocking on Leia’s door to check if she was awake. She might have some insights into whatever had just happened. But I didn’t feel like delving into yet another phycological issue, even though she might be able to dispel my concern that I had legitimately hallucinated. How many times since Wallace brought me to the Academy had I worried that I was hallucinating? And every time, someone had confirmed that what I was experiencing was not some delusion or temporary psychosis, but, in fact, a new reality that I was struggling to come to grips with. I didn’t know if this most recent experience was ‘real’, or delusional, or whatever. But I did know that I really did not want to analyze yet another potential mental breakdown with my new roommate. 
 
    I squinted at the moonlit field and the dark woods beyond, trying to make out more figures. But the landscape was silent and still. I turned back toward the bed, but something called to me from the woods. Some unexplainable force drew me toward the tree line where the hooded figures had disappeared. I tried to ignore it, but it was like a moth trying to ignore a bright, deadly light. 
 
    I pulled the covers back and laid down in bed as I tried to shut out the thought. I tossed and turned under the blanket, rearranged the pillows, pulled off all my clothes and then put them back on. But it was all to no avail. It was as if my blood itself was being pulled toward the woods, straining against my veins and making my skin feel tight, like it was suddenly a size too small for my body. 
 
    I finally gave in and rose from the bed, tossing the covers back in frustration. I pulled on jeans, sneakers, and a sweater, and donned my eggplant-colored cloak as an afterthought on my way out the door. Might as well try and blend in. 
 
      
 
    As I crept across the moist, moon-bright field, I considered the bizarre images that had come to me in my room. The edges of everything had been fuzzy, but I was convinced that the chanting figures and bloodied body had something to do with Lucas’ death. I didn’t know if it had been his body on that altar, partially concealed under the cloth, but it seemed possible. Were the hooded figures students? 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks near the field’s edge. Why was I suddenly operating under the assumption that what I had seen was a glimpse of something that had actually happened? I had no reason to believe that my vision (now I was calling it a vision?) was anything but a random hallucination, born of fear or anxiety and probably indicative of an impending mental breakdown. And, if that was the case, maybe the past two days had been nothing more than the ravings of a dangerously unstable eighteen-year-old girl, trying to avoid the reality of living at her dad’s house while commuting to community college. I glanced around anxiously, half-expecting some frustrated, well-muscled orderly in sterile-white scrubs to come bounding after me and bring me back to the Institution for the evening’s group art therapy session. 
 
    But I knew this place was real, and I knew magic was real. I knew it in my bones, just like I knew that whatever I wanted to call it – the vision – held real significance. I didn’t know what it meant, but I intended to find out. I steeled myself and crept into the trees, my head on a swivel as I kept watch for any sign of wolves. 
 
    I stumbled through the thick forest for a while, unsure of the wisdom of my decision. The woods were dark and silent, and I chided myself for having dramatized what was probably nothing more than two friends out for a perfectly innocent evening stroll. Or a pair of lovers sneaking off for a tryst in the woods. In either case, a far cry from a sacrificial satanic ritual. I nearly turned back toward the Academy, but I heard voices from up ahead. The voices actually made me want to turn back more, but my veins pulsed with the same urgency again when I considered it, so I forged on. 
 
    I crept toward the voices as silently as possible. As I drew nearer, I could make out the glow of a large fire through the trees. I froze, my heart pounding. Was I about to come upon the scene from my vision? I didn’t think I was ready for that. I strained to hear the voices. I couldn’t make out anything specific, but it didn’t sound like the rhythmic chanting of the hooded figures I had seen. Or imagined? My new life was both confusing and frightening. I decided to rely on my instincts, and they told me that I had to see for sure what was up ahead. 
 
    I moved slowly toward the fire’s glow, crouching and watching for sticks and other loud crunching debris on the forest floor. The voices came in clearer as I approached, and I was relieved when I recognized that they were speaking regular English, in conversational rather than ritualistic tones. I stopped about twenty feet away, tucked behind some shrubbery and a large rock. 
 
    About a dozen hooded and masked figures milled about in a small clearing, a decent-sized fire blazing in the center. I breathed another sigh of relief when I failed to locate the stone altar and bloodied body from my vision. 
 
    My relief was short-lived, however, as a rustling sound issued from behind me. I whirled my head around and nearly screamed as I saw a crouching figure concealed under a dark hood.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The figure drew back the hood of their dark cloak, and I was greeted with Braden’s smug grin. 
 
    “What the heck are you doing here?” I hissed at him, throwing back my own hood. “You nearly scared me to death.” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.” He chuckled. “Didn’t figure you for the type to be sneaking around the woods at night.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t, usually.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “But I saw some people heading into the woods from my room and got a really, uh, weird feeling. So I followed them.” 
 
    “Hmm. Weird feeling, huh?” He raised an eyebrow as he considered me. 
 
    “Yes. I can’t explain it. What are you doing here?” I jerked my head toward the clearing. “Late to the party?” 
 
    “Nah.” He glared toward the clearing. “Not my scene.” He scooched up behind me, directing my line of sight with his finger. “I followed her here.” 
 
    I followed the angle of his finger to a petite woman who had the hood of her crimson cloak pushed back partway off her head. The upper half of her face was obscured by an elaborate, black-feathered mask around her eyes. The firelight illuminated the lower half of her face as she turned her head and laughed at a remark from someone next to her. Even in the gentle glow of the fire, her thin-lipped mouth was harsh and sharp, and I recognized the cruel, joyless sound of her cackle.  
 
    Of course she would be here. 
 
    I side-eyed Braden. “Is that Serenity?”  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Why would you follow her? What’s so special about her?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. She’s just got a certain charm, you know?” He grinned. 
 
    I was not amused. “No, I don’t. I see zero charm.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re just a delightful little sunbeam on a cloudy day, aren’t you?” He smirked, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Ugh, you’re so—” I stopped myself, thinking back to how I had treated Braden during our earlier interaction. I didn’t know why he stirred up such frustration in me, but I worked to set it aside as I bit my lip and tried to right my wrong. “I’m sorry for how I acted earlier. This place just has me a little freaked out, and that’s not your fault, but I think maybe I took it out on you a little bit.” Discomfort tightened my chest, but I forced myself to meet his eyes as I continued. My grandmother always said an apology meant nothing if you weren’t looking in the person’s eyes. “I really appreciate what you did for me in the dining hall, and I should’ve been nicer about you having lost Lucas. I know he was your friend. So, I’m sorry about all of that.” 
 
    His eyes widened and his lips parted, but he quickly shook off the expression and regained his aloof smirk. 
 
    He scoffed and waved off my apology. “Nah, it’s cool. I get it. You’re just a bit uptight. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Ugh, I am not—” I stopped myself again, before my frustration could boil over. “Never mind. This isn’t the place for this. So, do you want to tell me why you followed Serenity here, or what? Does it have something to do with Lucas’ death?” 
 
    That seemed to rattle him some.  
 
    He sighed. “I knew Serenity’s family before we came to Broken Wand, and they were into some pretty dark stuff. All of a sudden, she was interested in Lucas at the start of this year, when all last year she wouldn’t even look at him. And then he turns up dead not too long after. Could be a coincidence, but I don’t know.” 
 
    “You think she might’ve killed him?” I glanced back over toward Serenity. I knew she was ruthless, but was she a murderer? 
 
    “I don’t know.” Braden glared at Serenity. “But if she did, I’m going to find out. And I’m going to make her pay.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Realization dawned on me. “I thought you said Lucas probably killed himself? Why would you tell me that, when you obviously think he was killed?” 
 
    “Because,” Braden shrugged, “I didn’t want you getting in the way. You seem nosy and a little proper. The process of witch-justice isn’t exactly clean, you know.” 
 
    “I’m not nosy.” It was finally my turn to flash him a smug smile. “I’m inquisitive. And resourceful. And tenacious.” He laughed, but I continued anyway. “And I don’t know where you got this idea of me being proper or uptight, but you’re dead wrong about that, buddy. Just because I don’t think you should be pounding beers by yourself on a Tuesday afternoon doesn’t make me uptight.” I grinned, seeing his surprise. “So, are we going to crack this case or what?” I stuck out my hand for a shake. 
 
    He glanced down at my hand, then back up to my eager face. “What?” 
 
    “You want to know what happened to Lucas, right? And so do I. We’re teaming up, aren’t we?” His expression was halfway between shocked and amused. “Come on, all the best investigators have partners. You can be the Watson to my Holmes.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” He chuckled, shaking his head. “And why do you get to be Holmes?” 
 
    “Well, because he’s the brilliant one, of course.” I flashed him another smug smile. “But I have to admit, you do better encapsulate his addictive tendencies.” 
 
    “And you perfectly capture Watson’s penchant to niggle.” He smirked back at me, not missing a beat. “Not that it matters, though. The best detectives don’t work in teams. They work alone.” 
 
    “Not true!” 
 
    “Really? Name one other famous duo besides Holmes and Watson.” 
 
    “Uh.” I racked my brain for another famous team of investigators, but came up empty. “Batman and Robin?” 
 
    “They’re superheroes. Doesn’t count.” He chuckled. At least I was entertaining. 
 
    “Well, they don’t actually have superpowers, and they do solve crime, so I’m counting it as a win.” I shrugged. “Come on, you need an ally, I need an ally. We’ll be training together anyway, so we can just think of it as extra credit.” I held out my hand again, giving him a hopeful smile. 
 
    He turned his attention toward the people still milling about near the fire as he contemplated. He turned back to me, forehead wrinkled, but he grasped my hand anyway. 
 
    “Fine, we can work together. Just don’t go getting all squeamish when I have to get my hands a little dirty, okay?” 
 
    “You mean if you have to get your hands dirty.” I narrowed my eyes at him, hoping he’d misspoken. 
 
    His dry laugh told me he hadn’t. “Sure, Meena.”  
 
    I was about to press him on the issue further when the people socializing around the fire turned their attention to a tall man in a light gray cloak, who had assumed a commanding position on top of a large stump next to the blaze, his hands raised over his head. Braden and I fell still and silent along with the cloaked figures gathered in the clearing. 
 
    “Welcome, brothers and sisters.” The tall man had the hood of his cloak drawn up, and his face was concealed under a golden mask with a long beak. “Tonight, we celebrate the first full moon of the new school year. Thanks to all of your efforts, our power grows with each year. Let us never forget that we are stronger together.”  
 
    The audience applauded, and the hooded speaker waited for silence before continuing. 
 
    “Does that guy seem familiar to you?” I whispered in Braden’s ear, but he waved me off, his focus trained on the man at the front of the gathering. 
 
    I couldn’t place the man’s voice. It was somewhat unnatural, deep and distorted, as if being artificially modulated. But something about his presence left me with a sense of déjà vu.  
 
    As the applause faded, he resumed his speech.  
 
    “Many of witchkind have forgotten this fact. They prefer to work alone, mistrusting other witches and fearful of collaboration. Their isolation makes them weak. They look down at our kind, as they are unwilling to make the sacrifices necessary to benefit the collective good. But we are strong.”  
 
    More applause, only this time the speaker seized on the excitement and projected his voice over the noise from the crowd.  
 
    “We do not shirk away from our duty, our quest for the betterment of witchkind. We do not accept our place in the shadows, and through our combined strength, we will bring about the future that all witches deserve.”  
 
    The applause reached a fever pitch, and the masked man surveyed the crowd, soaking it in. He raised his arms as he spoke again.  
 
    “Tonight, we welcome another donor to our cause. The first of many to come this year.”  
 
    Murmurs issued from among the crowd as the tall speaker nodded over his shoulder. Two large men emerged from the shadows behind the speaker and the fire, also hooded and masked. They carried a smaller man between them, each with a firm grip on one of the smaller man’s arms. The smaller man’s eyes darted around wildly, mad with fear. His hands were bound behind his back and his mouth was gagged. 
 
    “What is this? What are they going to do to him?” I whispered to Braden again, horrified at the sight before me. I recollected my earlier vision, and my stomach lurched as I imagined what might be in store for the bound man. 
 
    “I think you know what it is.” Braden’s cool gaze did little to put me at ease. 
 
    I stared horrified as the bound man was brought to his knees before the tall hooded man at the front of the assembly. “We have to do something.” 
 
    “And what exactly would you suggest? Unless you somehow learned some magical combat in the two days that you’ve been here, I’m not sure we’ve got much of a chance.” 
 
    The leader pulled a knife from somewhere within his cloak, holding it up above his head as he led the group gathered in the clearing through a chant in a language I couldn’t understand. Just like in my vision. 
 
    Panic rose through my chest, my mind racing. “So what, we just sit here and watch them murder this man? We can’t do anything!?”  
 
    The chanting from the group intensified as the man at the front swayed in a trance-like state, one hand on the bound man’s shoulder, the other still holding the knife raised above his head.  
 
    Braden searched my face through narrowed eyes, then turned back to the hooded man and his prisoner, staring at them intently, his expression unreadable. 
 
    “Braden!” He turned to me as I opened my eyes wide and jutted my chin forward, prompting him toward action. I fixed him with my fiercest glare. “We can’t stand by and let them kill this man. I don’t know if this is totally normal among witches or something, but I am not okay with that. What if that was Lucas up there? Would you just sit here like a coward?” 
 
    He sighed as he rolled his eyes. “Fine. Here, tie this around your face.” He held out a black bandana. 
 
    I knotted it around my neck and slipped it up over my nose, concealing everything but my eyes, and drew the hood of my cloak up. Braden pulled out another piece of cloth and did the same. 
 
    I cocked my head at him. “What, you just carry around multiple bandanas with you everywhere?” What kind of person had such things on hand? 
 
    “If we’re going to be working together, you better learn the basics. Rule number one of covert operations: be prepared for anything.” I couldn’t see his mouth, but his grin stretched all the way to his eyes. “Besides, all good superheroes know to protect their real identities. Duh.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “So, what do we do? Did you bring any weapons?” 
 
    “Just these.” Braden held up his hands, his eyes pinched in a grin again. He turned to the clearing, where the masked man was still leading the others in the chant. “Just stay here, and don’t move.” He rose and crept around the shrubs that concealed us. 
 
    “Wait!” I hissed after him, but it was too late. He emerged into the clearing, striding confidently toward the chanting people.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey guys! Aw dang it, am I late?” Braden threw his hands up in dismay as he approached the group. The chanting ceased abruptly as everyone turned toward him. “I thought the ceremony was supposed to start two strokes after midnight? Did I get my strokes mixed up again? Gosh, I can never keep my strokes straight. Why can’t we just use regular times?” 
 
    Some of the crowd started in toward Braden, and he held up his hands in innocence as they surrounded him. “Hey, my bad. Did I interrupt?” 
 
    “Easy, brothers and sisters. It seems our cups overflow with blessings, tonight.” The people who had converged on Braden backed away when their leader addressed them. He directed his beak toward Braden as he continued. “Tell me, who are you, brother? Do you seek to join us, the Children of Cain?” 
 
    Braden glanced around the circle of people surrounding him. “Nah, clubs aren’t really my thing, actually.” He shrugged at the leader. “More of a lone-wolf type, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad. But no matter.” The tall leader nodded to the two goons who had carried in the bound man. They returned his nod and marched menacingly toward Braden. “You’ll be happy to know that enthusiasm is not necessary for contributing to our cause. Your blood will do just fine.” 
 
    The two men rushed at Braden. Just before they reached him, he made several deliberate gestures with his hands and thrust them palms-up toward the sky. A thick fog sprung up from the ground, obscuring the entire clearing from view. 
 
    I squinted into the mist, to no effect. Crap. Doesn’t he know any other tricks? 
 
    Panicked shouts issued from within the fog. 
 
    “Kill the interloper!” The masked leader’s modulated voice was fierce and urgent. 
 
    Flashes of light illuminated the fog from the inside and were followed shortly by grunts. I couldn’t tell whether they were from exertion or pain. 
 
    I groaned. Why would he run in there alone, with no plan? What am I supposed to do, just sit here and wait?  
 
    He did have a point about my total lack of magical skills, though. I knew a little taekwondo from when I was young, but I didn’t think that would be too useful against a bunch of bloodthirsty witches. 
 
    I felt vulnerable, crouching alone in the dark woods. I groped around on the ground for a stick or a rock, anything I could use to defend myself, but it was difficult to see, and I came up with little more than dirt. The fire’s dull light was all but smothered by the thick fog, and the dense trees around me didn’t allow much moonlight to filter down to the forest floor. However, there was a small illuminated patch about a dozen yards away. 
 
    I crept over to the moonlit area.  A bone-white piece of wood jutted from the earth, almost glowing as it caught the light of the full moon. My hand tingled as I wrapped it around the wood’s end and pulled. It came loose easily, and strangely no dirt clung to the previously buried portion. It was almost as tall as me, slim and straight and comprised of a smooth and hard pale wood. It reminded me of a piece of driftwood I had found once, on a trip to the beach with my grandmother what seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    I whacked the long stick on the ground to gauge its strength. It had some give, but seemed solid. I walked back to the fog-obscured clearing with a little more confidence. At least I had some manner of protection now.  
 
    Urgent shouts still issued from the chaotic cloud. A strong wind blew, whipping my hair around, though the dense fog seemed unaffected by the gusts. 
 
    “Someone clear out this damn fog!” the leader’s deep voice boomed through the clearing, even angrier now, and the wind intensified, whipping the branches and tree leaves all around me. But still the blanket of fog hung undisturbed. 
 
    Guess maybe Braden knows what he’s doing. Despite myself, I was impressed.  
 
    Something stirred in the fog up ahead, and I raised the stick in front of me. 
 
    “Is that you?” I rasped as I peered into the mist, but there was no more movement, and I was answered only by the pounding of my own heart. I tightened my grip on the stick. 
 
    I wanted to call out again to confirm if it was Braden, but I figured he would’ve answered if it was him, so I remained silent. I stepped toward the edge of the fog, squinting to make out any shapes. 
 
    A reedy woman leaped from the gloom, a wand raised in front of her. “Should’ve stayed out of our business,” she growled as she twitched her fingers and flourished her thin wand. 
 
    Black tendrils shot toward me from the tip of her wand, and I swung at them with my long stick. To my amazement, a brilliant white light followed the stick’s arc and sliced the advancing tendrils clean in half just before they reached me. They dissipated in a thin grey smoke that mingled with the fog behind my attacker. 
 
    “Whoa.” I looked down at the stick. It still appeared as merely a benign fallen tree branch. Maybe a little out of place in these particular woods, but not outrageously so.  
 
    And yet, in the aftermath of the unexpected lightshow, it thrummed faintly in my hands. Like the vibrations of a tuning fork, only deeper. 
 
    The woman was momentarily stunned, but quickly regained her composure and squared herself as she raised her wand again. 
 
    “You have some power, I see.” Her voice was callous and hungry. “But I’m afraid that crude staff won’t save you.” 
 
    She waved her wand in front of her in a spiraling arc, weaving it around her free hand as she tweaked her fingers into different shapes. Some kind of energy gathered around her, sending a shiver through me. The leaves and sticks on the forest floor around her stirred, drawn up into the gathering vortex. The woman’s mouth, visible just below her dark mask, contorted into a mad grin as her tongue played across her lips. 
 
    I glanced around in search of an ally or some cover to duck behind, but found neither. I cursed myself for not asking Leia to come with me. At least she knew some magic. Then again, maybe it would have done nothing more than put her in danger, too.  
 
    Time seemed to slow as the masked woman raised both hands above her head. Small sticks and leaves were suspended in the electrified air all around her, and the trim of her cloak hung half-raised, frozen mid-ripple. It would have been beautiful if it was not so terrifying.  
 
    My trance was broken when she thrust both hands forward with an ear-piercing shriek and sent the barrage of energy and debris hurtling toward me. I flinched against the impending pain, ducking and raising my stick feebly in front of my head.  
 
    No impact came. I opened my eyes and peered around, my shoulders still hunched, and the stick still held up in front of me. The debris that had been suspended around the masked woman now hung in the air all around me, and I found myself at the center of some kind of shimmering dome that seemed to emanate from the bone-white stick in my hands.  
 
    Just when I think things can’t possibly get any weirder.  
 
    I gazed in wonder at the forest litter, frozen mid-flight. I sensed the presence of each individual piece of debris, along with the energetic medium they were trapped in. It called to mind the sensation I had felt when Chancellor Singh had pressed her hand to my chest in Wallace’s office and the energy that had flooded my awareness when Professor Wallace called me for the Choosing. But it was also very different from both of those occasions. It was raw, un-tempered. I closed my eyes and let myself absorb the potential all around me. It felt powerful. The air crackled as magical energy coursed through me. 
 
    The masked woman gawked at me. “Impossible.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I know, right?”  
 
    I breathed deep and focused on the energy around me, drawing it into myself. I imagined hurtling myself at the masked woman and sensed the debris in the air stir. I thrust the stick forward with both hands still on it, and the shimmering dome burst with a deafening crack as a jet of air surged toward the woman in the mask. 
 
    She squealed as she raised her arms in front of her, but they did little to absorb the impact, and she shrieked in fear as she was blown off her feet back into the fog. 
 
    “Daaaang.” I gazed in wonder down at the pale stick. “Best. Stick. Ever.” It thrummed as before, and I now found it a little scary, after seeing its potential. It felt like holding a loaded gun. 
 
    A blood-curdling shout drew my attention back to the mist-shrouded clearing. Braden had been gone for too long. I couldn’t just stand here and wait for him to emerge. What if he had been hurt or captured? It had been my idea to save the prisoner in the first place. It wasn’t exactly my fault that Braden had rushed into the clearing like an idiot, but I still felt an obligation to help. I tightened my grip on the stick, holding it out in front of me as I stepped into the cloud. 
 
    My heart pounded as I crept slowly through the thick fog. I squinted all around, catching the occasional moving shadow, but nothing more. The smoke from the big fire seemed to have mingled with the magical fog, and it stung my eyes and throat. There was no way I was going to randomly stumble into Braden in this mess. 
 
    “Braden!” I called into the fog in a hoarse, shouting whisper. I feared that the wrong person would hear me, but I didn’t see what other choice I had. “Braden! Are you there?” 
 
    “Uhh,” someone groaned a few feet in front of me. 
 
    I approached slowly, my magic stick at the ready. 
 
    The bound man appeared through the fog, crouched in front of me, but he was no longer gagged, and his hands were untied. “Stay back! I’m warning you.” His eyes darted around frantically as he cowered away from me. “Please. Don’t kill me. Who are you people?” he pleaded at me, his bravery apparently exhausted. 
 
    “Relax, I’m not going to hurt you.” I took one hand off the stick, planting it on the ground next to me and holding up my free hand to indicate I meant him no harm. “Where’s the guy who came to save you?” 
 
    “You mean him?” He shifted to the side, revealing Braden. 
 
    He lay on his back, one hand clutched to his stomach. Blood seeped through his fingers. 
 
    I rushed to his side, dropping my stick as I fell to one knee. “Braden!”  
 
    His eyelids fluttered open. “Thought I told you to stay put.” He coughed. His voice was weak, but his tone still retained some of its arrogance. 
 
    “What happened?” I wanted to look at the wound on his stomach, but I didn’t want to take his hand away and remove the pressure. I also feared the sight of too much blood might make me faint. 
 
    “Bastard was pretty quick with that knife.” He gave a weak smile. “I licked him pretty good on the arm, though.” 
 
    “We’re going to get you out of here.” I turned to the other guy. “Help me get him up.” 
 
    “No way, man.” He stood abruptly, glancing about. “I have to get out of here. This is some freaky stuff. People in masks, random fog. You’re on your own. Good luck.” He whirled around and darted off. 
 
    A great whooshing sound filled my ears just as I was about to call after him, and suddenly the fog was gone. The man froze mid-stride. 
 
    We were surrounded by hooded, masked people, most of whom had wands raised in front of them.  
 
    “Ah, another masked crusader.” The tall, slim man turned his beaked mask toward me. “My my, this full moon has blessed us indeed! Two magicians to bolster our ranks. And strong ones at that.” He cocked his hooded head at me. “Am I right in assuming you do not wish to join us? I don’t want to presume, but if you came here with that one,” he gestured to Braden, “I assume you didn’t come seeking friendship.” 
 
    “Uh, no.” I strained to keep the fear out of my voice. “I don’t want to be part of your sick little murder-cult, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    The masked leader clicked his tongue against his teeth. “It’s exactly this kind of narrow-mindedness that has driven us into the shadows. Witchkind used to be strong. We used to take what we wanted without remorse. And now? We cower behind wards like criminals. That is what we seek to do. To put an end to the destruction of our way of life. To bring about a new day for witches everywhere!” 
 
    The masked crowd around us cheered, and disgust knotted my stomach. 
 
    “Please, bird-guy. Please let me go.” The prisoner’s voice cracked with desperation as he pleaded with the leader. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I totally agree, and I think you should be allowed to do whatever freaky stuff you want. Just, please, don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Silence, human!” The leader’s voice boomed across the clearing, loud and angry. “We are no longer in need of your services.” 
 
    “Hu—” The prisoner’s confused protest was cut off abruptly as the man in the bird-mask swished his wand in a rapid, horizontal movement. The man’s head twisted violently, his neck snapping with a sickening crunch. He slumped to the ground, landing face-down on the dirt and remaining motionless. 
 
    “Holy crap! You just killed him?” I gazed from the slumped man to the masked leader, horrified. “What the hell!?” 
 
    The man in the beak mask waved his hand. “Please. He was but a human. Nothing to fret over.” 
 
    Braden tugged at my sleeve. “You’ve got to get us out of here.” His eyes were intense, wide open, and bloodshot. “Now.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that? Like you said, I haven’t learned any magic yet.” 
 
    “You can do it. Just concentrate.” 
 
    “Young witches.” The man in the bird-mask stepped toward us. “You appear before us as a gift. We do not take this gift in vain, so go now with the knowledge that you have served well.” He raised his arms above his head and once again led the group in their otherworldly chant. 
 
    The masked people closed in around us as they chanted, and the air became heavy and hot as they tightened the circle. Every step they took toward us made it more difficult to breathe, and my head grew foggy. 
 
    “Figure it out, Meena!” Braden hissed at me as he gasped for air. His complexion was very pale. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” I stared in horror as the circle of masked figures closed in on us, the beaked man leading the slow approach. I closed my eyes and frantically scoured my mind for any possible way out. 
 
    I was totally unprepared for this, and I cursed my stupidity again. Leia and Oliver had tried to tell me that Broken Wand Academy was a dangerous place, and yet I had followed some sketchy characters into the woods alone, without telling anyone where I was going. Really, I deserved this fate. 
 
    As it became even more difficult to breathe, I glanced down idly at my class ring. Lot of good this stupid thing did. It was supposed to help keep us safe, but it didn’t seem like anything could keep people safe here. I should have demanded to leave as soon as I got here. 
 
    A thought struck me then, and I frantically pulled off the ring, gagging as a terrible wave of nausea passed over me. I grasped Braden’s arm with one hand and the magic stick in the other and squeezed my eyes shut. I did my best to ignore the chanting that was practically on top of us now. 
 
    I tried to recollect the feeling of relaxation that had preceded my incident with the bathtub, which I soon found was no easy task with the cacophonous mob and their undecipherable chant. I hadn’t thought that I’d be longing for a cup of Leia’s special tea any time soon, but a mug would’ve come in handy right about now. 
 
    The man with the beaked mask was mere feet away, his wand raised menacingly as if he were about to strike. I shut my eyes again, clamping Braden’s arm and the stick so hard I thought I might break both. 
 
    “Oh, crap! Oh crap crap crap crap crap!” 
 
    It took me a few moments of sitting in silence with my eyes squeezed shut to realize something had changed. I opened my eyes and heaved a massive sigh of relief at the semi-familiar curtains around my dorm’s bathtub. Braden’s head was cradled in my lap. I nearly leaped from the tub when a slender hand pulled back the curtain. 
 
    “You sure do know how to make an entrance, Meena.” Leia stared down at me, her toothbrush dangling out of her open, toothpaste-covered mouth. “Who’s the guy?” 
 
    “This is Braden. Braden, meet Leia, my roommate.”  
 
    His eyes were closed, and he remained motionless.  
 
    “Braden!” I tapped his cheek gently to stir him, but his body was completely limp, his hand had fallen away from the wound on his stomach. His shirt was drenched in blood. 
 
    “He doesn’t look so good.” Leia grimaced as she leaned in and pulled up his shirt, revealing the extent of the damage. Blood streamed freely from what was a deep, gaping gash. “Oof. Not pretty.” 
 
    Nausea washed over me again, and my head spun. 
 
    “Meena?” Leia’s voice sounded very far away, distorted, as if we were underwater. “You don’t look so good, either. You okay?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I attempted to nod, though whether I succeeded or not, I couldn’t say. “Totally fine.”  
 
    Leia’s concerned face loomed over me, spinning as the edges of my vision drew together into one tiny point of light. And then my awareness blinked out altogether. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    TOMORROW MIGHT BE the final day my mind is my own.  
 
    I’m not sure why everyone plays the loss of one’s individuality off as an honor. For those in the Relic class—like me—the Transfer of Life Ceremony is the end of any freedom we pretended to have ever had. Might as well fuse a ball and chain to your ankle, if selected. My life will be set, and not in a good way. Plus, I’ll have to live with the creepy memories of some random elder.  
 
    Yup, super great honor.  
 
    But today, there’s still work to be done. So, get to it Bel. 
 
    A sigh of exhaustion exits my lips as I slam my hands against the steel cart and give it a shove. The damn thing is heavy enough without the four inches of mud from last night’s rain pushing back at its thin wheels. I’m strong, but this is becoming ridiculous. It’s nearly the end of the work day, and I still don’t have much to show for it. Just a few yards of copper wire and a couple boxes of busted up circuit boards. Hopefully we can strip some gold from this archaic tech. If not, the Tenant class merchants will stop frequenting our shop, and we need their tokens of Lore or we don’t eat. The Royals don’t do handouts. No Tenants, no tokens—no hope. 
 
    My feet are soaked. Silt and gravel ooze through the holes in my boots with every squishy step. A gentle breeze wisps by and I shiver. Strands of hair flutter annoyingly in front of my face. That I can at least fix this moment. I reach back and grab my too-long waist-length hair, grimacing when I notice how the drab, brown color matches the mud caking my shoes—I didn’t need that visual right now—and wrestle the wind-tangled mess through a spare hairband dangling from my wrist. A sting slaps the skin of my hand first, and then I hear it. Snap. Holding back the urge to roll my eyes, I throw the broken tie to the ground. Ugh, this day really can’t get any worse. 
 
    And, as usual, I’ve spoken too soon. 
 
    Taro and Salis make their way over to me from across the road. The orange-haired brothers think they’re so much better than everyone else for having the ears of the top Tenant class buyers. Their bulky frames fight to not rip through their tops. These boys spend a good portion of their week staying in shape even without having to drudge heavy carts around all day. Probably just to make sure they can push around anyone who tries to compete for the same political leverage.  
 
    Since I rarely see the two pulling hours of hard labor at any of the ruins, like the rest of us, I’ve decided they have other ways to make a living. But I don’t really care to find out what that might be today. 
 
    In one well-choreographed swoop, I grab the hem of my mud-soaked skirt and tuck the fabric into my belt. Then, with a determined grunt, I give the cart a hard shove.  
 
    Nothing happens. The cart refuses to give. Not even a charitable inch. My eyes dart first to the right wheel—nothing unusual. Then the left—the treacherous wheel that betrayed my plans of escape, sinking into the mud instead. 
 
    I let out a long, slow breath and steel myself. “Hey boys.” I add an extra dose of artificial sugar into my tone. 
 
    Taro takes the lead and makes a beeline right for my cart. He’s the taller of the two, and sports a crooked nose courtesy of his brother, who clocked him in the schoolyard. The whole thing happened maybe six years ago, when I was about ten or eleven.  
 
    The brute slows before me and snatches up my wiring. Holding the stolen goods in the air, as if the near-trash were a trophy, he says to his approaching brother, “This will bring a few tokens, yeah?”  
 
    I yank the coiled wire from his grasp. “For me. Not you.” 
 
    Salis maneuvers in a flash to within inches of where I stand and growls, “Not anymore, little girl.”  
 
    His putrid breath accosts my senses and I recoil. For a split second, my mind goes blank. Then, as if on instinct, my fist forms a ball. A feeling surfaces. A familiar injustice. My brother used to steal food directly from my plate, in front of everyone, as if he were entitled to my share. Anger simmers to a boil until it overwhelms me, and my fist collides with Salis’ nose in a satisfying yet sickening crunch! Vibrant red blood seeps through Silas’ fingers as he cradles his injury.  
 
    “There, I fixed your face,” I sneer. 
 
     Pride from my victory wells up in my chest at the sight, but it’s short lived.  
 
    Taro lunges at me over the cart, but I’m quick, and he’s not. I side-step around him and hightail it down the street. Who cares about some stupid wiring and ancient junk? No clue why it was so important to me a few minutes ago either. I twist back after several successful running-stomps through the mud, but Taro, undoubtedly fueled with adrenaline, is nearly on top of me. Gripping my arm, he uses my momentum to throw me to the ground, topping off this disastrous day as mud covers and drips down my entire body. 
 
    “You pigs!” I scream. 
 
    Taro raises his foot to kick me in the side, and I brace for the crushing pain, when a body plows into Taro and slams him to the ground. I can’t help but gape. Six feet away from me lies Taro, face down in the mud.  
 
    Scrabbling to my feet, I whip my gaze the other direction just in time to see a village boy with a mop of wavy wheat-gold hair. Asher flicks his famous rascally grin my way before twisting around to meet Salis. I want to roll my eyes again. I don’t need his help. But, without hesitation, Asher’s powerful right hook meets Salis’ jaw with a dull crack. Salis staggers back and catches himself. For a second, it looks like he might continue the fight. Instead, he straightens his tunic and spits a mixture of blood and saliva into the mud. 
 
    Salis curls his lip and growls at my savior, and then grabs Taro by the arm and pulls him up. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The brothers stumble off and out of sight. 
 
    “I didn’t need your help,” I eventually say. Mud drips down my forehead and I wipe it away. Great. I probably just smeared the mess across my face. 
 
    “Arabella of the House of Garin.” My pleased-with-himself savior bows low, as if he were addressing me as Royalty—a ridiculous notion. Something Asher knows will irritate me. “I am quite aware of your fighting prowess, but it appeared as if you needed a wee bit of assistance back there.” 
 
    I scoff, but it’s truthfully more of a laugh. 
 
    He offers a hand, and I take it and allow him to pull me to my feet, even though I don’t need his help with that either. Asher is only eighteen, but his hands are already rough with calluses. However, pretty much everyone who lives in Arlos, and all the other Relic class towns dotted across the Queendom, have calloused hands. Living out here is brutal. There’s no getting around that fact. 
 
    To return his gallant bow, I lower into a playful, deep curtsy. “Asher, of the House of Caine, I thank you for your loyal service.” 
 
    Asher smiles widely and, without releasing my hand, tugs me into his arms. “I’m forever loyal to you, Bel.” 
 
    I try to squirm from his embrace. “I’ll get you all muddy.”  
 
    “So?” The tenor of his voice rumbles through me. “I can’t resist a girl who can break a guy’s nose without a second thought.” 
 
    Now I smile wide, remembering the shock on Salis’ face when I did just that. “You saw?” It was more of statement and less of a question. Still, he answers. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. And I didn’t want to let you have all the fun.” 
 
    Focusing on Asher’s gorgeous emerald eyes and square jaw, I almost forget about my awful day. He’s the ray of sun I can’t imagine living without. I lean in and press my lips to his, soft and warm. Kissing him always feels like coming home again. 
 
    And, as promised, he doesn’t care about the muck and returns the kiss with enthusiasm. 
 
    Much too soon, I step out of his arms to note the sun’s position in the sky. “It will be dark in a few hours.” 
 
    Asher bobs his head slightly. “I am ever at your service, ma’am.” He fetches the copper coil still lying on the ground and tosses the metal into my cart. 
 
    Together, we wiggle the cart free and start down the drier dirt path toward home. I spend a few minutes finger combing clumps of mud from my hair and clothes. The stains on my skirt and bodice are bad. Mama is going to be upset, but I’m not as mud-caked as I had originally thought.  
 
    Even as the light dims, I can’t help but admire the strong contours of Asher’s jawline as he easily pushes the cart for me. Walking side-by-side, I drive my shoulder into his arm.  
 
    He peers down and smiles. “What was that for?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe because I can . . .” I pause and raise an eyebrow. “… or maybe because I love you.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes before facing forward again. “I love you, too.” 
 
    He won’t admit it, but I can feel how he’s carrying far more than his share of the cart’s weight now. I don’t bother saying anything this time. He did valiantly save me back there. Not that I’ll boast about that to anyone. 
 
    A few minutes pass and we reach my family’s reclamation shop. It’s not much, but with all the overtime hours Asher has put into remodeling the place, it can almost pass as more than a Relic class merchant shack. Before he started working on it, the brittle wood walls and cracked cement foundation barely held up. He’s made the shop respectable with his retrofits. We can’t afford to pay him extra, but I get the feeling he doesn’t mind. He does get extra attention from his supervisor, though—not that he needs my real supervision.  
 
    Mama won’t say it, but she would be lost without us. Father passed away a few years ago and my brother went off to the Lore Training Institute. Asher treats her well, even if he’s underpaid. And since he didn’t get a marking last year at the Ceremony, he’s here to stay. 
 
    I walk up the few steps to the front entry. Like usual during this time of year, I have to yank the handle. The foundation settles every Fall, warping the frame. After a few tugs I manage to pull the door fully open for Asher as he grabs today’s haul from the cart. 
 
    “I’ll take your bounty to the back.” Asher’s full lips twist into a sly grin. 
 
    I poke his side as he passes me. “Yeah, you do that, servant boy.” 
 
    Mama sits at the service counter studying the shop’s accounting books. She doesn’t even acknowledge us. Her gray-streaked brown hair hangs over the side of her face. The strands almost block the tiny worry lines around her eyes and mouth, ones that have seemingly formed overnight.  
 
    We’ve been short on Lore tokens this month. Without them, we’re forced to use the wood stove to heat the living quarters above the shop at night. Every building, old or new, has been integrated with Lore components. I’m not sure what the tokens we all slave for actually are, but I know better than to think they’re magic coins to summon electricity. The Royal Lores will never reveal their secrets. Hiding this knowledge from the working classes is just one more way of control. 
 
    I head over to Mama, but a scream sounds off in the distance and I freeze.  
 
    The woman screams again, louder this time. I rush to the front window. 
 
    “What’s going on Arabella?” Mama calls out. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Asher storms out of the supply room. The floor cracks beneath his heavy footfalls. He meets me at the window and then we peer through the foggy glass. Up the road, near the ruins, is a gathering. 
 
    “I’ll check it out,” he murmurs. “Stay here.” 
 
    “Nice try. I’m coming, too.” I grab the gray cloak hanging on a hook by the front door—an unusual, light color of gray compared to the typical drab varieties in Arlos. In a flash, I have it on and tied around my neck. 
 
    Knowing full well who I am, he doesn’t even try to convince me to stay 
 
    “Please, be careful you two!” Mama hollers after us as she moves toward the back room to hide. She hates any sort of violence. 
 
    The crisp air hits my face. Running only makes my skin colder and so I pull the hood of my cloak over my head. Near the old-world ruins, several people are gathered around a Tenant class collection carriage. The crumbling cement and steel building towers above the landscape, casting a long, dark shadow onto the road. Asher flings an arm across my chest, forcing me to a skidded stop. His gaze is locked forward. brows tightening further as he studies the scene. Even on my toes, I still can’t see what’s going on. Asher has about seven inches on me, which he sometimes forgets. Like now. 
 
    “What’s going on up there?” I ask, stretching up on my toes again. But the only thing I can really see are Salis and Taro’s big heads near the front of the crowd. 
 
    “Not sure. I need to get closer.” 
 
    I grab his hand and drag him forward, but away from the bully brothers. His lips thin into resigned annoyance. I have as much respect for caution as I do anything— 
 
    The crowd’s fidgeting bodies have gone rigid and unmoving, as if afraid, cutting off my thoughts. Then several people tear away from the gathering. My heart thuds hard in my chest at the sudden, panicked dispersal. Asher no longer lets me pull him forward. His grip tightens and anchors us in place with the remaining onlookers. 
 
    Asher mutters, “It’s Favian.” He releases my hand. 
 
    I narrow my eyes and find the older man as the crowd thins. Favian, the town drunk, is barking slurs at the Tenant coachmen in front of a supply carriage, holding a device in his hands I recognize.  
 
    A bomb.  
 
    Favian is somewhat of a pyrotechnic. If he’s not drinking, he spends most of his day nearly burning down his little workshop just outside of town. He’s not a bad guy, not really. It’s just his life has been more difficult than the average villager’s.  
 
    About five years ago, his wife and two young sons were murdered. No suspects were found, though not that much time was put into finding them. Peasant lives aren’t worth much. 
 
    The spooked carriage horses bounce up and down, snorting loudly. The Tenant coachman has his palms up, pleading with Favian to calm down. Not a chance that’s going to happen. For whatever reason, Favian hates the Tenant class almost more than he hates the Royals.  
 
    “I have nothing more to give, you pathetic vermin,” Favian snarls at the coachmen. “I’m no longer a slave for this oppressive Queendom.” 
 
    “We need to go, Bel,” Asher pleads. 
 
    “I can talk him down.” 
 
    I break free from Asher and start forward when a bright blue burst of light floods the road, launching Favian ten feet into the air. The device flies from his hand and lands several yards back from where he hit the ground himself. I shield my eyes and crouch down, expecting another blast, but nothing happens. Asher races up to me and wraps his arms around me.  
 
    Favian rolls on the ground, struggling to breathe. From around the corner of the ruins, a thundering echo precedes the entrance of a massive horse. Atop the beast sits a regally armored man, carrying a staff aimed at Favian. His uniform appears nothing like our simple peasant clothing. The bright blue sash draped over his black leather- and metal-studded armored breastplate is made of silk, not a fabric we see much around here in this mud hole of a town. A silver dagger is sheathed at his side. I have no doubt he could have the weapon aimed at any one of us in a hot second if he wanted to.  
 
    He’s a Royal Guard of Lore. 
 
    The Guard dismounts and struts over to Favian, who’s now sliding through the mud to retrieve his bomb. The Guard raises his staff and a blue glow brightens the tip. Favian seizes—in apparent pain—and then his body lifts from the ground until he hovers in mid-air, frozen. 
 
    The Guard turns to survey the scattered gathering. “The House of Lore does not tolerate defiance,” his deep voice booms over the crowd. “Without order, chaos emerges. Chaos brings punishment. By the power of the House of Lore, I sentence this man to death for crimes against the Royal family.” 
 
    My body tenses, but Asher’s strong hold prevents me from moving. This isn’t right. I look at Asher, tears welling up in my eyes. “Please . . .” 
 
    “He’ll kill you, too, Arabella.” 
 
    Feeling helpless, I turn to watch the horror. My chest tenses. I can’t let this happen. With a yank, I pull my hood down farther to conceal my face and then burst through the crowd before Asher can stop me. The Guard steps closer to Favian, the staff’s power still holding him a few feet above the ground. The crowd gasps. Honestly, I’m not sure if the crowd’s response is from my stupidity or for what’s about to happen with Favian. 
 
    Regardless, I snatch the bomb from the ground and slide in front of the doomed man. 
 
    “Favian is crazy!” I yell, lowering my voice to disguise it a bit. “We all know this!” I hold the bomb out to the side. “He needs help, not punishment.” Head still covered, I keep my chin down, but face the Guard. My heart pounds against my rib cage as if it might blow up, like the bomb. Even still, I refuse to glance Asher’s way. 
 
     “If you do not wish to join his fate,” the Guard snarls, “I suggest you step aside and go about your business.” 
 
    At this point, I fully realize how holding a bomb is probably not the best way to resolve this whole problem and how I could actually be making it worse. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, several magicless Guards from Arlos approach me. 
 
    “I will use this!” I show them the bomb and they stop in their tracks. 
 
    The Royal Guard releases an exasperated sigh right as the bomb in my hand glows blue. My breath hitches and I flinch back in fear. The device drops from my hands and into the mud with a plop. Before the bomb explodes or the can Guards dog pile me—or whatever—I race past the nearest Guard and into the crowd to lose his comrades. From behind, I hear Asher’s voice and glance back at him, but I continue my escape down the street instead of toward him. I quickly hide behind a shop and release a steadying breath when the Guards pass by without spotting me. Crouching lower, I ditch my light gray cloak into a nearby rubbish bin. I’ll have to come up with some excuse for losing it.  
 
    I peek around the corner and, with a flick of the Guard’s staff, Favian’s body twists, bones cracking and limbs distorting. He’s not even able to scream. The Guard pulls the staff upright, disengaging the power, and Favian’s body drops to the ground in a deformed heap.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    STILL ON EDGE, I open a cabinet in the kitchen and remove an ornate, carved box made of antique oak. I can almost feel my father scraping his chisel over the raw materials as I run my fingers over the intricate patterns. Most people thought his hobby was a waste of time. Creating beauty is never a waste, he would say. Sometimes for me. Sometimes for himself. And sometimes to dismiss the pessimists.  
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I feel for the key Mama gave me, then gently open the lock. With a click, I lift the lid. I’ve forever thought the lock was a bit pointless. If someone wants to steal our tokens, they’ll take off with the entire thing, not worry if they have the key.  
 
    Inside are three golden tokens engraved with the face of Queen Isolde. I’m told she’s beautiful, but the portrait etched on the metal is too severe for me—high cheekbones, cold eyes. The coins emit a slight sapphire glow. When I was little, they seemed like marvelous treasure, but these days they’re just something we never have enough of.  
 
    Mama insists I use one to heat the shower water this morning. When I told her how hot water was a waste, she nearly chewed my ear off. It didn’t help that I had to also explain my run-in with Salis and Taro and the mud. I failed to mention what happened last night in the street with Favian. No one came for me after I snuck back in the house except Asher, who chewed me out, of course. Maybe my cloak hid who I was well enough. Mama would have just died, if she knew the truth. 
 
    “You need to appear like a lady at the Transfer Ceremony,” she whispered, as if the rising sun might hear her, too. “I won’t have people thinking our family is in need.” 
 
    Mama can’t provide much, but she’s still proud and determined to take care of us like she promised Papa. 
 
    I pinch a token between my thumb and forefinger. I have no idea if the sensation is only in my head, but a whisper of energy radiates through my fingers. I place the chest behind the mostly empty food storage tins in the cabinet. 
 
    “I’ll take a short shower,” I call out to Mama. “You should enjoy the warm water, too.” 
 
    She answers me down the hallway, from her room. “You take as long as you need.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Don’t be a martyr, Mama.” I’d already planned to save her plenty. 
 
    I glance down at my nightclothes then peer out the second story window. The street appears empty. Plus, I’ll only take a second. No one will see me, if anyone is opening shop. I race down the stairs, slip out the front door, and rush across a well-worn path, clutching the token in my palm. 
 
    Out front stands the metal token box for our cluster of ten shop houses. I find our number and place the token in the round, cut-out slot. As I pull my hand away, the coin glows a brighter blue, then vanishes. Magic. 
 
    Now we’ll have one tank of hot water and electricity for at least an hour. Now that’s magic.  
 
    Ignoring the eye of our nosey neighbor, who had pulled back her curtain the second I stepped foot off the front stoop, I race back home. In a flash, I’m up the creaky stairs to the bathroom and starting the shower. The water is warm straight from the faucet. I can’t strip out of my pajamas fast enough before flinging myself into the cascade of heated water heaven. Which is nothing like the thirty seconds of icy hell I endured last night to scrub as much mud off me as I could. 
 
    Five minutes is all I allow myself. I leave the rest for Mama, especially as she left me her bar of fancy lavender soap and a dollop of perfumed shampoo to use. I wring out my hair, then step from the stall and wrap a towel around my body. 
 
    “Your turn, Mama,” I shout as I leave the bathroom and walk toward my room. She doesn’t answer. A few steps later, I enter my tiny bedroom and gasp. My body freezes in place. “Asher!” I squeak, pulling my towel tighter around my body. 
 
    Asher sits on my bed, dressed in his best dark green-hued tunic. He knows I love that one because the color matches his eyes. A mischievous grin stretches over his lips, a reminder that he’s in my room. On my bed. 
 
    Pointing toward the hall, I scold, “What are you thinking? Leave.”  
 
    He doesn’t budge.  
 
    I lower my hand and lift my chin. “How did you get in anyway?” 
 
    His wry grin turns lopsided. “You know, we’re going to be married.” 
 
    “So? We’re not married now. And how can you be so lighthearted after last night?” 
 
    “Death isn’t a new thing around here, Bel. You know that. But nothing happened in the end.” He paused with a pointed look my direction. “This time.” 
 
    “Nothing happened to me. What about Favian?” 
 
    Asher’s lips form a thin line. 
 
    I gesture him outside my room again. “Shoo,” I order. 
 
    Asher stands, and he passes me with a courteous dip of his head. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    After he leaves, I grapple for my underclothes and the dress that’s laid out on the chair next to my bed. Ten years ago, the shabby thing was the height of fashion. Still, I pull everything on as quickly as I can. Then, not wanting Asher to linger in the hallway for Mama to discover, I throw open the door. And there he is, no more than six inches from where I stand, gaping at me as I stand frozen before him—again. Ugh. It’s getting old. 
 
    “What?” He shrugs. “I’m just doing what you said!” 
 
    Before he can say anything else, I punch him in the arm. “Get inside.” I yank him in while he feigns injury. 
 
    Asher plops onto the bed, and I grab my mirror and brush from my side table. I lower myself into my chair and rake the brush through my hair, occasionally checking my reflection. 
 
    Asher pats a spot on the bed next to him. “You could bring those big brown eyes over here.”  
 
    “My eyes and I are perfectly comfortable over here.” I pull at a tangle near the back of my head as he stares my way, unwavering. 
 
    I stop what I’m doing and furrow my brow at him. “Don’t forget, I’m going to the Transfer of Life Ceremony in a couple hours.” 
 
    He waves his hand in the air. “You’ll be fine. I overheard talk in the town square. You only have about a five percent chance of being chosen to receive the marking this year.” 
 
    “A zero percent chance would be better,” I mutter. 
 
    “Well, at least you’re not volunteering to have a life like your brother.” 
 
    Neil didn’t get the marking, but right after the Ceremony, he was one of the few who was accepted into the Lore Training Institute. He wanted out of this hell hole and was willing to do anything to escape—even if meant leaving us behind to serve the Royals in a low position with no freedom. The town of Borandice is just a few miles away, but we never see him anymore.  
 
    “There’s always been a chance that I could be chosen today,” I say. “Mama’s going to need him, if I actually am.” 
 
    Asher stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Neil wasn’t happy salvaging worthless scrap all around the ruins.” 
 
    “And you’re saying I am?” 
 
    “Of course not, Bel. But I have a theory that the Transfer knows your soul’s desire.” 
 
    I snicker at his silly belief that magic is a good thing, then playfully drawl, “And what is my soul’s desire, oh Wise One?” 
 
    The mischievous grin consumes his lips again, and he leans in my direction. “Well, me, naturally.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Shows what you know about my soul.” I rest the mirror and brush on the side table. “Now, let’s go downstairs and explain to Mama why you were in my room.” 
 
    He gallantly gestures toward the exit. “She loves me, and you know it.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    The wood on the steep, angled staircase creaks loudly with every step as we go down. There’s no sneaking out of this home. Not that Mama monitors me. She knows she can always rely on me. 
 
    At the bottom, Mama comes from the storage room and clicks her tongue at Asher behind me. She shakes her head and grins. Her hair is pulled back today, revealing her elegant cheekbones and warm eyes. I can see why Papa was so madly in love with her. 
 
    “Don’t you have a home?” she jabs at Asher. 
 
    “Sure ma’am, but my home isn’t filled with beautiful ladies.” 
 
    And right there is why he can do no wrong in Mama’s eyes. 
 
    Ignoring Asher’s charm, Mama scans me up and down. “I can’t believe that dress has held up. The last time you wore it was . . .” Her gaze drops. “. . . um, was at your father’s funeral.” 
 
    It’s a simple maroon fabric, with ribbon detail on the front of the bodice and cap sleeves. Nothing flashy, but the dress was all I had.  
 
    Papa deserved much more than the modest cremation and small family Ceremony we gave him in the woods. Spreading his ashes was the moment I knew life would be different. I was no longer Papa’s little girl. I had to grow up, and my brother Neil just wanted to get out. Now I’m facing another life-changing moment wearing the same dress. 
 
    Mama spins me around and ties the thin ribbon at my shoulders. She pats me down, smoothing out any lingering wrinkles. I rub my palm across the exposed skin on my upper arms. Will today be last time I’m free of the marking? 
 
    “You’re stunning,” she says, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    Asher places a hand on the small of my back. “She sure is.” 
 
    My cheeks flush, and I quickly brush a loose strand of hair behind my ear. To further hide my growing embarrassment, I head over to the small kitchen, tucked into the back corner across from the storage room. 
 
    “Is there anything to eat?” I ask 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Mama joins me in the kitchen. “I still have biscuits from last night’s supper and we have eggs I can cook up.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I insist. “I can cook.” 
 
    “I got this.” Asher grabs the bowl of eggs from the counter. 
 
    “Um, no, thanks.” I grin. “The last time you cooked, the burnt smell lingered for days.” 
 
    “Psht, whatever,” he says with a perfect smile. 
 
    Mama grabs the small bowl from his hands. “Sit you two. It’s a big day. I’ll make the eggs.” 
 
    I don’t argue and snag two day-old biscuits from the small wicker basket on the counter. Grabbing Asher’s hand, I lead him to the small bench near the front of the shop. I toss him a biscuit and he catches it without looking. He downs the bread in two bites before we even sit. 
 
    I take the spot closest to the front window. My gaze drifts up the road to where Favian was brutally sentenced to death yesterday. There’s no sign of his body or that he was ever there. I could have been killed myself.  
 
    Any desire to eat leaves me. 
 
    Asher wraps an arm around my lower back, pulling me in closer to his warm body. “Hey, you can’t keep thinking about last night,” he says, as if reading my mind. “You’re the one who’s always telling me how we should live the best life we can and hopefully one day everything will be different around here.” 
 
    “It would be so much easier if I wasn’t required to do this stupid tradition. If the land outside the Queendom wasn’t radiated, I’d make you and Mama pack your bags and we’d seek our fortunes.” 
 
    Asher pulls my hand into his lap. “I’d follow you anywhere if we could go.” 
 
    The soft blue of Papa’s eyes set in his frail face pops into my mind. He got sick by extending his scavenging beyond the borders. He desperately wanted to provide for us, and the ruins beyond the town, inside the borders, were becoming barren of anything valuable. It only took a few weeks before he withered away to nothing. 
 
    A bellowing horn triumphantly sounds in the distance, pulling my attention from Asher and my thoughts. People in the street begin to stir.  
 
    They’re coming. 
 
    Rising from the bench, I yank the front door open and step out to stand on the entry porch. 
 
    A slow procession of elegant horse-drawn carriages rolls down the road in-between lines of Relic citizens. Silver gilt outlines the beautifully lacquered blue oak panels covering the first two lead transports. Five rows of privileged older women and men ride atop each carriage. Even from here, the regal gowns these living elders don contrast sharply with the dull setting of Arlos. It’s as if we’re supposed to think of the rich as gods.  
 
    But they’re nothing more than a symbol of handed down wealth and status—former winners of the almighty Transfer of Life Ceremony. None earned their place, but the fact doesn’t stop the chosen from wearing their arrogant smirks. I guess I shouldn’t really blame them. It’s the House of Lore that chooses the ideal candidates who will remain loyal to the Queendom—those who receive their markings. 
 
    Behind the Elders’ carriages trot two majestic horses mounted by Royal Guards. The Guards wear the same outfits and carry the same staffs as the one who murdered Favian yesterday, but I can’t tell if that man is one of these horsemen. 
 
    Around the bend in the road, a sleek, matte silver craft magically hovers a few feet above the dirt street. Not pulled by horses, this craft glides silently behind the Royal Guards. The same power that resides in those deadly staffs must course through this impressive vehicle. Behind glass windows sits a female Council of Lore member. I can’t quite make out which one she is. The Council consists of four women and two men, handpicked by Queen Isolde herself. These six manage the daily affairs of the land, as well as administer the Transfer of Life proceedings. Three more Royal horsemen surround this craft, their staffs pointed at the people who line the street. No one would dare move on the Council’s transport. Especially not after yesterday.  
 
    Not sure why I do it, I stretch my neck out to see if the Queen is attending. I’ve only seen her once, and not up close. She’s never attended one of these ceremonies. Even though she’s done nothing for the Relic class, her presence here would be a sight, for sure.  
 
    Arlos has a town center with a decent sized stage. That’s the only reason anyone important comes here, since they wouldn’t dare hold the Ceremony at the castle. Our peasant filth might tarnish their pristine grounds. 
 
    The Royal procession moves toward the town center at the end of the road, people following like herded sheep. 
 
    “We’d better go,” Asher mutters. 
 
    “Yeah.” I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    Continue Crown of Lore Now

  

 
   
    Acknowledgements: 
 
    Special thanks to Torment Publishing! Without you this book would not have happened. I love you guys. 
 
    Thanks to all the early readers and the support of my fans. 
 
    Thanks to my family for their support! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Credits: 
 
    Chase Night – Editor 
 
    Jack Llartin – Editor 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
\ {ENﬁTﬁ DAVID R.
PENNER BERNSTEIN

MARISA CLAIRE

EPISODE I: A CURSE OF MAGIC





images/00002.jpeg
TORMEN]PUBLISHING





images/00001.jpeg
BRO WAND
AC?%EMY





images/00004.jpeg
WEREWOLVES 101
BOOK 1





images/00003.jpeg
EPISODE 2: THE FORGOTTEN SACRIFICE





images/00006.jpeg
BETRAYAL OF MAGIC
BOOK ONE





images/00005.jpeg
 MARIS A JGIEAR E g

P *'AG!{‘ 3‘:
G ANRES

THE LEGION AG A E’EMY’
" BOOK ONE






