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  On the train


The indicator light on the train map above the window winked out after every station we passed. Each one took me further from my parents, left behind at Euston Station. And closer to the muster point and my registration at Madame MacKenzie’s Academy for Elemental Control, otherwise known as Magic School. 
I was about to start there, along with every other member of the British magical community, and many from further afield, who approached their nineteenth birthday. This is when our powers would develop, when I’d learn which element I favoured, when I’d discover my strength, and hopefully my life partner too. My parents had brought me up on stories of the classes, the parties, and the transformations they’d experienced in their time there. Now it was my turn.
One suitcase on the rack above my head, a rucksack and a handbag on the seat next to me contained all the things I thought I’d need. Though the one thing I wasn’t sure of was who I’d be there.
The train stopped again. A handful of travellers disembarked, while a couple more stepped aboard. While there had been almost no free seats when we’d left London, now there were plenty of spaces.
On the other side of the aisle, two boys sat across the table from each other. One blond, the other with jet black hair, so dark it looked tinged with blue. Both with the sort of good looks that belonged in a modelling catalogue, not in real life. Each with pristine matching cases and rucksacks. A half-drunk cup of coffee stood in front of each of them. I assessed them, searching for hints there were also students heading for elemental academy. With the interdiction on revealing our powers to naturals, I couldn’t ask them, just study them and wonder.
The blond held a tablet, scrolling up every now and again, ignoring anyone else. But this gave me the perfect opportunity to admire his chiselled cheekbones and muscular physique. While his companion stared out the window, hair falling over his face. Both their broad shoulders spoke of a familiarity with the gym, and the quality of their clothes and cases spoke of affluence. 
He looked up from his tablet at me. I flushed as our eyes met across the carriage, my breath caught in my throat. His piercing blue eyes studied me, before his lip curled and he returned his attention to his tablet.
I frowned. How dare he dismiss me like that? He wasn’t any better than me. We were probably all on our way to start our time at magic school, so he wasn’t any better than me. Whatever. I’d make a name for myself without hanging round with the likes of him.
The intercom boomed through the carriage. “The train will soon arrive at Birmingham New Street, the end destination of this service. Please ensure you take all your belongings with you and take care when exiting the train.”
I jumped up while the train still moved, eager to get going. Reaching up for my suitcase with both hands, I had nothing to anchor myself on when the train swayed round a corner. The suitcase flew off the rack, twisted round my head, and landed on the table opposite.
Both boys glared at me. Coffee dripped from their sleeves.
“I’m so sorry.” My cheeks burned.
I dragged the suitcase onto the floor, grabbed napkins and thrust them into the pools of coffee spreading across their table.
The blond guy’s lip curled as he looked me up and down.
“Can’t even get to the damn place before the girls are throwing themselves at you, hey, Horatio?” The dark-haired of the two spoke.
The blond sniffed. “Well, I hope there will be a better class of them than this when we arrive.”
I gaped, unable to answer.
The train stopped. Before I said something I’d regret later, I joined the flow of people leaving the compartment. How dare they think that about me? Just because they were assumedly rich, that didn’t give them the right to think any less of me. I didn’t throw my case at them on purpose.
By the time I made my way through the ticket barriers, they were an invisible part of the crowd thronging the platform. Hopefully, they were naturals and I’ll never have to see them again. Though my gaze searched the people round me to catch another glimpse of them.
I followed the signs to the town centre, riding the escalator down onto New Street. From there, I navigated with the map on my phone to Moor Street Station. When it had been refurbished some years ago, the magical community developed it into the largest hub of transportation portals in the country, alongside the train station for naturals. 
For certain days a year, Madame MacKenzie’s Academy for Elemental Control took it over, to transport all their students to school. No one knew exactly where the Academy was located, as the portals were the only way to gain access.
My heart beat faster the closer I got. Every person got a second, or third, glance. Were they heading the same way? Plenty of naturals with suitcases used the normal trains, so I couldn't assume everyone heading in the same direction as me was going to the same school.
A discreet sign with the school’s elemental badge pointed off to one side of the main station entrance. The door opened onto a large hall with a curved stained glass ceiling. Groups of people loitered in the space, interspersed with large potted plants and crystal sculptures.
A line of four tables stood halfway across the hall. Signs directed new students to queues based on their surname. I joined the back of the one marked out for A-D. Chit-chat surrounded me, as other students hailed their friends across the room, catching up on summer gossip and reinstating earlier friendships.
I looked round, considering those who would now be my compatriots. This was the cream of the British magical community. Most people seemed to know at least one other person, so I was already an odd one out. My stomach sank. That wasn’t a good start.
Growing up in Ashford, I’d attended the local natural school, with extra classes at the weekend for basic elemental skills. But all the children from those classes who’d shown any promise had been hustled off to one of the three specialist boarding schools. They had left me behind with those who barely had any feel for the elements at all.
Of course, transcendence, and the ability to connect to the elements, only occurred on your nineteenth birthday. For me, that was only a couple of months away, so I’ll have a lot to catch up on to be ready for that. I couldn’t wait.
All too soon, and yet not soon enough, I stood in front of the table. A stern older lady with half-moon glasses on a chain round her neck stared at me.
I scrabbled in the front pocket of my bag for my registration papers, holding them out a bit crumpled once I’d found them. “Jenna Beckhelling. From Ashford, Kent.”
“Hmmm. Yes, there you are.” She selected a thin file and a USB stick from the collection laid out in front of her. “You’ll find all your course data, reading lists, background info, college rules, etc on the datastick. The file includes paper copies of your accommodation details, the town map and your first week's schedule. Just to get you started.”
“OK, thanks.” I opened the file to study those. A town map! That wasn’t freely available anywhere. And where did I find out which of the colleges I’d be part of?
The lady pointed to one side. “Leave your cases over there. All the luggage will be brought through once everyone has registered.” Then she pointed to the back of the hall. “Portals are at the end. Keep in line for your college at the academy. We’ll get you all there as soon as possible.”
I nodded. The Academy had fifteen colleges, all named after historical magical figures, and they assigned all students to one. The college organised their accommodation, catering, pastoral care, and most social activities. While the different faculties provided the lectures, classes, and research opportunities. As you only reached transcendence on your nineteenth birthday, all students followed a general course until their strengths manifested. Then they added in practical classes in your elemental strength.
I drifted through the hall, searching through the papers I'd been given to find where it said which college they had assigned me to. No one knew how the academy choose which college to assign a student too, but that was the defining choice of your time there, as that was where you socialised. Both my parents had studied at Jenkins, and part of me hoped I’d be there too. All their stories about combining elemental magic and technology inspired me. I was sure I’d feel more at home in one of the newer colleges, rather than the older, more tradition-bound ones.
I couldn’t find the piece of paper which said which college I would join. I scrabbled through them. There were only three or four papers. One had to tell me. But I couldn’t see which. With my focus on the papers, I stopped paying attention to the people round me. My heart raced. I felt dizzy. I had to know which college I was going to join.
I collided with someone, scattering the papers out of my hands across the floor. Gasping, I looked up to see an elfin young man with longish curtains and piercing blue eyes.
He raised one eyebrow. “Are you OK?”






  
  Mishaps


I considered his question for a moment. I’d been so focused on the papers in my hand I’d stopped paying attention to the people round me. “Sorry.” I crouched down to gather my papers. 
He did the same, glancing quickly over them. “I see you’ve got Kronquist too. I must admit it surprised me to be placed there. But we have to assume they know what they’re doing, right?” He passed a neat pile over to me.
“Kronquist?” That was the poshest of the colleges, one of the oldest. It had a reputation for high standards and being full of old money. I hadn’t even considered it as a possibility.
“That’s what it says.” He smiled at me.
My eyes searched the papers he’d handed back to me. And yes, there it was in the centre of one of them. Kronquist room 15-6 was mine, whatever that meant. I’d find that out soon, no doubt. My stomach sank. How could I ever hope to live up to their standards? Or their likely wealth?
“I’m sure there has to be more to them than all the horror stories, right?” He whispered.
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. “Well, you certainly don’t fit the suited, monocled guys I’d expect to find there.” I smiled back at him.
He laughed. “If nothing else, the two of us can bring a fresh perspective to the college. What do you say to that?”
I nodded. “That sounds great. I’m Jenna, with an N.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m Gary.”
With that, we took their places in the queue for the portal to Kronquist. As we chatted, I spotted the two guys from the train, a couple of people in front. Of course they were going to the Academy too, but did they have to be in the same college? Kronquist was one of the smaller colleges and only took sixteen new students each year, so there was no way we could avoid each other. I hoped they wouldn’t recognise me. Or at least had forgotten the incident on the train.
The queue inched closer to one of a line of doors at the back of the hall. Each one had a large opaque window with the college crest on. The Kronquist crest was a necklace curled over itself. That signified his work creating jewellery to strengthen elemental bonds. At the door, a uniformed man checked our paperwork before letting us pass into the next waiting room.
This room had a fireplace on one side, currently unlit due to the warmth of the late summer day. Groups of navy velvet wingback chairs filled the space. Gary and I found two in the corner as we watched the rest of the group.
The two boys I’d seen earlier stood just behind the chairs we’d chosen, arguing.
“I told you she wouldn’t be here.” The dark-haired brother glowered at everyone.
“You can’t know that, Max. It’s not impossible she’d be assigned to a different college.”
He sneered at his brother. “They wouldn’t dare. Mother pulled strings to make sure we ended up in the same cohort as her. You can be the one to tell her we haven’t made a proper introduction.”
“Let’s just wait and see. The princess might turn up once we’re there. You can’t imagine her taking part in that chaos, can you?” He pointed back into the entrance hall we’d all walked through.
His brother curled his lip. “You might be right. But you’re still telling mother about it.”
“Yeah, yeah. You’ll only tell her the good stuff.”
There were eleven others, all with sleek hair, designer glasses and polished shoes. My dad had always said you could tell a lot about a person by their shoes. And everyone’s, except mine and Gary’s, screamed wealth, affluence, and opportunities. I did not fit in. Why would any of these people take me seriously? All my dreams of this being the best part of my life evaporated. 
“Hey.” Gary poked my knee. “Don’t look so down. They can’t all be that bad, right?”
I spun my ring round my fingers. “I hope so.” 
The ring was a silver-plated dragon curling round to eat its own tail. My dad had given it to me for luck that morning. But as I leant forward, it slipped out of my hands, rolling across the room. I crawled after it, ignoring the sudden silence as everyone else stared at me. It rolled across to one side of the fireplace, wedging under the wall.
I tried to poke my fingers under the skirting board to retrieve it, but all I did was push it further in. A sinking feeling overwhelmed me. How could I have lost the ring already? It was meant to bring me luck. I didn’t dare turn round to face the others in the room, so I stared at the gap it had disappeared into, willing it to return.
“Miss Beckhelling. What do you think you are doing?” A stern voice shattered me.
I turned slowly on my knees to face the room.
Above me stood the lady I’d seen on the sign-in desk. Her glasses now hanging round her neck. She frowned at me, arms crossed.
I swallowed. “I dropped my ring.” It sounded weak, but that was all the explanation I had.
“That is no excuse to fiddle with the workings of the portal. You could cause untold complications, and the mechanism is highly sensitive.” She considered for a moment. “There is nothing else to do. We’ll have to recalibrate the entire machine. You will all need to wait in here until that is done. We can’t risk any mishaps on our way to the Academy.”
My stomach sank. “Will you be able to return my ring to me?” I spoke quietly, pleading with my eyes.
She sighed. “We will see what we can do. I make no promises.” She swept from the room.
I was left on my knees facing the students who should become my closest friends and supporters. I smiled weakly at them. “Oops!” What else could I say? 
The dark-haired brother sighed, frowning even harder. “Even if the Princess is there, if this recalibration takes too long, we’re going to miss the inaugural dinner to start the term.”
“They can’t have that without all the students, silly.” A tall, thin, blond girl approached the brothers. “We may as well all introduce ourselves while we wait. I’m Carina Valderhort.” She pouted, waiting in her silver ruffled top and darkest blue jeans, which skimmed the floor over her heels.
The blond-haired brother spoke first. “I’m Horatio Russell-Jones, this is my brother Max.”
“Maximillian, if you please. Only my friends call me Max. I don’t know any of you well enough yet.”
One girl snickered at that, but soon quietened when the black-haired boy scowled at her.
I stood, dusting off my knees. “Um, I’m Jenna Beck-”
“Yes, we heard. You’re the reason we’re all still waiting here.” Carina looked down her nose at me. “I’d heard they were trying to diversify, but I didn’t realise they’d lowered the standards so much. When my father hears of this, he’ll have words with the proctors.”
The twins chuckled.
The others introduced themselves, but I phased out. This wasn’t the new start I’d been hoping for. No, I was still going to be at the bottom of the pecking order here, too.
I slunk back to the chair I’d sat in before, but Gary was gone. A quick glance round the room showed him chatting with two others. I considered joining him, but not for long. I’d just stay out of the way until we could leave. Hopefully, everyone would soon forget about this and I could begin again.
My finger felt bare without the ring. Not that it was likely valuable, but how could I admit to my dad that I’d lost it before I’d even arrived?
Clonking sounds from the other side of the wall distracted me as I imagined what they were doing there. I’d never seen a portal before, let alone travelled through one. I’d been looking forward to it, but now I just wanted to get over with it, find my new room and hide away from everyone else.
The rest of the room filled with chatter as the other students got to know each other. Someone found a pack of cards and a game began. I stayed where I was. This wasn’t the wonderful start to the rest of my life I’d always envisioned.
It seemed like days before the door opened again. The same grey-haired lady entered carrying a clipboard.
“The portal has been scrutinised. I can assure you there will be no lasting damage from the earlier mishap.” She flicked over the top piece of paper on her clipboard. “Please, all line up in alphabetical order by last name, and we’ll send you on your way to Kronquist.”
Everyone started milling around, checking where we all needed to be. Even though most people had shared names, most had only said their first names, which didn’t help with ordering ourselves. I was pretty sure I’d be somewhere at the front, though.
Gary approached. “I’m Walker, so I’ll be one of the last.”
I smiled at him. “OK.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.
He leant in. “Are you alright?”
I still didn’t know what to say.
“Take a deep breath before you go through the portal and hold it until you’re on the other side. My Mam says that’s the best way to acclimatise to it.”
I nodded. “Thanks.”
The rest of the students had just about made a line. The stern lady stood at the front. She caught my eye.
“Miss Beckhelling, I believe you will have the honour of being the first of Kronquist’s new students to arrive today.”
I swallowed, straightening my shoulders as I approached her.
Gary slapped me on the shoulder as I passed him. A small smile and a nod of encouragement helped me face the rest of the group.
I took my place at the front of the line, facing the lady.
Once Gary and I were in place, she assessed each of us. “I am Lady Undrell, the current house mistress of Kronquist. As such, I’d like to welcome you to your new college. I had hoped we’d arrive a little earlier, but there we are. Your luggage should be waiting for you in your assigned rooms. Which room you have is on your welcome documentation. There will be some older students waiting to help show you where to go if needed.”
The level of background chatter rose at that, as people hypothesised over which famous Kronquist students they might meet. I ignored them all. I’d never planned to be at Kronquist, so I had no idea who else was already there and might be waiting for us.
“Quieten down please.” She raised her voice. “Thank you. Now, once you’ve passed through the portal, please continue into the college to make way for the students following you.” She checked her watch. “There will be approximately an hour and a half before dinner will be served in the main hall. You are all expected to attend and to be prompt. Doors close at six pm. Latecomers are not admitted.”






  
  Roommates


The portal transfer was less disruptive than I’d expected. It was like blinking and opening your eyes somewhere else. Though with a bit of sway and vertigo mixed in. 
I arrived in a decent sized room. Wood panelling lined three walls, with the portal standing in front of the fourth. A group of people stood at the bottom of the ramp in white lab coats, waiting for me. Once I reached them, one checked my blood pressure, a second my eye responses and a third my temperature.
A sallow man in red robes stood in a corner. Everyone else ignored him, so I did too.
I considered the group. “Does this happen every time someone travels by portal?”
The lady checking my pulse smiled. “No, but Kronquist looks after its own.” She checked with the other healers before nodding. “Right, you’re good to go.”
With nothing more keeping me there, I followed her pointed arm through the door and out into the quadrangle. A rectangle of trimmed grass was surrounded by paved paths and long stone buildings three stories high. Every few metres there was a door opening with a large roman numeral painted on the stone above them. I could see numbers one through five. In between large leaded windows looked out onto the open area.
A group of older students loitered on the other side of the quad, under the cover of a gatehouse and what I assumed was the doors out of the college. I didn’t feel like facing anyone else right now, so I ignored them. It wouldn’t be long before they all heard of my faux pas in the waiting hall, so I didn’t want to risk the embarrassment of them shunning me later. I could find where I needed to go on my own.
I slunk round the corner and through another passageway to a second quad. This had a large white building at one end, and inside I could see a fancy sitting area full of adults. Above that, the rooms held bookshelves. That must be the library. A weight lifted off me at the idea I’d already found that. Not that the door was yet obvious, but that couldn’t be too hard to find, right?
I pulled out my sheaf of papers, looking through them again. Yes, as well as a map of the town, I had a map of the college. It even had my assigned room highlighted. Following that, I made my way to the fifteenth staircase, which was in another quad behind the white building.
Room six was on the top floor. By the door was a hand scanner. I placed my right palm over it. A tingle travelled up my arm, but I held my hand still. The door clicked open.
With a sigh of relief, I made my way inside. I found a beautifully furnished room, with two small sofas facing each other in the centre. On the opposite wall, two doors went into further rooms, and by each window stood a desk and a set of shelves.
“You’ve arrived. I’ve been waiting for ages. I thought you’d be here hours ago.” A stunning young lady popped her head out of one door. Her golden hair was styled in perfect waves, and her knee-length dress was the essence of understated style. Though there was a sense of mischief in her face, which held a huge smile.
“Oh, sorry. Have I come in the wrong room? I thought this one was mine.” I fumbled with my papers again, almost turning to check the number on the door.
“It’s a double-set. I’m so excited to meet you.” She held out a hand. “I’m Elenora, but then you probably know that already.”
“What? No. I’m Jenna.” I took her hand, frowning. “What do you mean, double-set?”
“Two bedrooms.” She pointed to the two doors. “I took the one looking out onto the quad. Sorry, but security insisted. The other one is yours. Then we have this sitting room and the bathroom to share.” She pointed at another door I hadn’t noticed behind me.
“Oh, OK.” My mind reeled. “You have security?”
The girl stared at me. After a second, her face brightened. “I never meet people who don’t know who I am.” She shook her shoulders. “This is going to be so exciting to share with you. We are going to be best friends, I can tell already.”
I blinked, uncertain.
“Why were you so late? The steward assured me you’d be here hours ago. He didn’t like leaving me on my own, but I insisted. I can’t remember the last time I was alone for so long. I think I rearranged everything in my room three times, as there was nothing else to do.”
“Talking about that, I should get my stuff organised too.” I checked my watch. “And dinner is at six. Had they told you that?”
“Oh, yes. Thanks for the reminder. I have to be at the Provost’s dwelling at quarter to. I’d much rather come in with all of you, but he’s insisting I process in with the masters.”
My mouth dropped open. Who was she?
“Ooh, I hope they don’t expect me to eat with them. That won’t be fun. I want to enjoy my time here, not always be paraded around everywhere. I shall have to put my foot down soon.”
“I don’t understand. Why do you get special treatment?”
Elenora laughed. “Sorry, everyone always already knows. I never have to give my title. But I’m the Princess of Andorra.” She shrugged. “My brother’s already studying at the Academy in France, and it was decided to be a security risk for us both to be in the same place. So I chose here. Madame MacKenzie’s is older than the continental equivalents, anyway.”
I just stared at her. “Sorry, you’re a princess?”
She nodded with a huge grin splitting her face.
"Of Andorra? Where's that?" It wasn't a country I'd heard of before.
"It's a Principality on the border of France and Spain." With one hand she dismissed it. "No one has ever heard of it, so don't worry about it. Where are you from?"
“Shouldn’t you be sharing with someone more fitting than me? I mean, Kronquist was the last college I thought I’d end up in. I have no great family history or traditions to draw back on.”
She grabbed my hands. “You are perfect, just as you are. Never doubt that. The matching system has put us together, and I plan to make the most of that.”
I smiled back at her obvious enthusiasm. “I’m still getting used to being here and now I find out my roommate is a princess. This is not how I thought the start of my studies here would go.”
“This is better, right?” She winked at me. “Now, let’s sit and you can tell me all about the other students. I want to hear all about the cute guys before they turn up at our door.”
Dumping my handbag on the floor, I took a seat on one sofa. “I have to tell you, I didn’t make a good impression on most of them.” I struggled to lay out the facts without getting emotional. “My dad gave me a ring this morning, and I dropped it in the waiting room. Somehow, trying to get it back, I may have messed up the portals. Which meant we had to wait for them to be recalibrated. That’s why we were so late arriving. And all the other students blamed it on me. Well, I can’t blame them, really.”
“Ugh. Fools. Of course you’d want to get your ring back. Did you?” She took my hand in hers.
I shook my head. “I didn’t even ask the house mistress.”
“Well, I will when I see her. In fact, I’ll demand it.”
I stared at our hands. “I understand if you don’t want to associate with me out of here. I wouldn’t want to either if I were you.”
“Pshaw! Whatever do you mean? I told you we’d be besties, and that hasn’t changed.”
I looked up into her smiling eyes. How could a princess be so kind? I thought they’d all be haughty and inaccessible to someone like me.
“Now, this doesn’t let you off the hook. Tell me about the boys. I need to know all about them before I meet them.”
“Well, I’m not sure I can tell you much. There were two brothers, I guess they were twins.” I paused. “Now I think about it, I overheard them talking about a princess while we were waiting. They were incredibly arrogant, even though they were easy on the eye, if
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