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For Mrs. Shaw, Mrs. Lawson, Mr. Percel, Ms. Miller, Mrs. McBride, Mr. Grass, Cap’n Dave, and Mother Bowen—I was blessed with incredible teachers over the years and none of you were paid enough to deal with me. Thank you.


ONE

The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and we were far enough from the road that the traffic on Frank Street was a quiet murmur, the trees catching any sounds that slipped through to disturb the silence. It seemed the protesters, usually clustered around our front gate, had decided to allow the first day of school to pass without commentary. Had it not been for the lump of anticipation stuffed up under my sternum, causing a particularly nasty case of heartburn, this first Tuesday in September would have been a beautiful day.

I’d just lifted my mug to my mouth when the first bell rang and I jerked, cracking the edge against my front teeth.

“Deep breath,” I told myself.

Three stories below and one building to the east of where I stood in Tupper Hall, the double doors of the student residence flew open and the first group of students strutted out. Grade nines. So young, so proud, so aware they were among the elite, the forty among the thousands who’d survived the testing and made it into the High School for the Magical Arts, Canadian campus. Sorry, not survived. Yesterday’s email from the Board had made it clear that staff were not to use the words survived the testing when referring to our grade nines and they were very tired of having to remind us.

Every voice that added another shrill layer to the swell of noise rang out with the kind of confidence that came from being smart and powerful and fourteen—or thirteen, depending on where birthdays fell. Thirteen or fourteen, this group didn’t do self-doubt. That would come later.

The second group to emerge were clearly discussing the first, their opinions obvious even at a distance. No longer the new kids, the grade tens could now diss the grade nines as they’d been dissed.

Did they still say diss? I wondered. Language shifts were inevitable after two and a half months away, and I wanted to avoid a repeat of the cheugy fiasco.

Some of the grade eleven boys had hit their growth spurts over the summer, their flex far more interesting to their entire cohort than another first day. I mean, come on, they already had two first days under their belts. This is all so basic, they’d say, rolling their eyes.

Unless, of course, flex and basic had gained new meanings over the summer. Fifty/ fifty chance.

Eleven was a tricky year. The tens were no longer nines, and happy about it. The elevens weren’t yet twelves, and frustrated, their search for an identity leaving them open to suggestion. Last year, they’d been open to the suggestion of running rapids in homemade canoes through the halls of the residence.

If the nines strutted, the twelves sauntered. They’d obey the bell, but they certainly wouldn’t hurry. In the midst of all the sauntering, I noticed that Roger Morrow now wore an impressive rack of antlers—probably illusion. I squinted, trying to find the focus I needed to break through, and couldn’t. Roger was a strong Green, but, if I remembered correctly, had low numbers in Light. Low enough Light had probably been left out of his grade eleven practicum entirely so that he’d be free to concentrate on his strengths. Illusion was light, therefore the antlers weren’t an illusion. Kid must’ve had an interesting summer.

The twin girls behind him tossed small fireballs back and forth.

I rapped on the glass. The school’s insurance specifically stated fireballs could only be thrown in the Pit.

Neither girl looked up, but the fireballs disappeared.

This year, as newly minted twelves, it was their turn to test the boundaries.

My twelves had graduated in the spring, so this year the assault on boundaries would not be my problem. Nines, bless their nonexistent sense of self-preservation, brought problems of their own. Their fires were smaller, but did size matter if they couldn’t put the fire out? No, it did not.

The school’s insurance was specific about that as well.

In my opinion, the school’s insurers were a little fixated on things burning down.

As the last student disappeared through the side door and into Tupper Hall, I turned to face the staff room.

With a week of staff meetings and new lesson plans behind us, the smell of burnt coffee and dogged determination hung heavy in the air. Seven of the eight homeroom teachers were present—not unusual, our responsibilities often brought us together. Jim Stone, Physics and Combustion, was a familiar presence as he spent as much time at one of the three round tables as he did in his classroom. I tried to get a head count as I drained my mug. It wasn’t that big a room, it shouldn’t have been that difficult, but we’d moved past crowd and into seething mass of people.

During the school year, teachers seldom gathered in groups this large. Some days, we barely had time to teach and no time at all to bridge the gap between the emotional investment of homeroom teachers and the “I just want them to learn pronominal functions! Is that too much to ask?” attitude that cropped up among the rest of the staff. The two exceptions being the spring and fall Practical Exams. Nothing like an accidental blizzard ripping an arena apart to encourage teamwork.

Blizzard, I silently pointed out to the insurance company. Not fire.

Today, we’d gathered to move as one to the morning assembly.

A procession we’d been told not to refer to as a show of force.

What the Board didn’t know.

I glanced at the mirror, which was showing a weather report from Nepal—possibly deliberate, possibly an indication that tech support was already swamped. Dropping into the empty seat beside Jim Strong, I gave him a quick once over. His gray hair was tidy, his pale blue eyes were red-rimmed but clear, and his lab coat was clean.

“You’re not subtle,” he muttered.

“It’s eight thirty-six in the morning,” I pointed out, leaning away from his breath.

“Breakfast,” he said, each syllable deliberate, “is the most important meal of the day.”

“Here.” Violet Holt, sitting on my other side reached across me and handed him a mint. “In case you have to interact with the principle.”

He frowned down at it. “Bespelled?”

“Hard to say. According to the package, it’ll bespell your bad breath away, but that could be marketing.”

I pointed out that there were laws against magical misrepresentation and Violet laughed.

“They’re cheap imports. Buyer beware.”

Shrugging, Jim popped the mint in his mouth. “I’ll risk it.”

Across the table, one of the two grade eleven homeroom teachers had her head down on her arms. I reached out and poked her elbow. “You okay, Sanya?”

She managed half a wave without lifting her head. “Sachan’s still teething, I’m exhausted, and I just want to get through today without losing consciousness.”

“My kids were elevens last year,” Violet said thoughtfully. “If yours became similarly self-absorbed over the summer, I doubt they’ll care.”

Sanya’s response involved a single finger.

“Didn’t you plan on getting all this early baby development stuff finished with before school started?” Jim asked, crunching the mint while tipping his flask over his coffee mug. “I distinctly remember you saying teeth, trained, and tossed into daycare by September.”

Sanya lifted her head. Her eyes narrowed. She pressed her fingertips into the tabletop. Wood creaked. Violet and I slid our chairs a little farther from the table. Luckily for Jim, a peal of laughter from the shabby pleather sofa along the inside wall saved him.

Our three brand sparkling new teaching assistants had sat together, all three looking … I searched my internal thesaurus for a better description, but perky would have to do. All three were graduates of the Canadian Campus and I remembered two of them from my first year as a TA. Rochelle Layton and Dean Farrier had been the kind of solid students who stayed out of serious trouble and had avoided the cut-throat competition to graduate first in their class. I didn’t know Evalynn Gambin, the third TA, but Violet, who’d taught her, declared her ambitious, but otherwise unmemorable. I was all in favor of unmemorable. Memorable resulted in broccoli hiding out in the greenhouse and terrorizing the impatiens capensis for a month until it died of old age—as an entirely nonspecific example we never spoke of unless we were giving an object lesson about cruciferous vegetables. At twenty-nine, Evalynn had spent more time teaching in the public system than both Rochel e and Dean although it didn’t seem to have done any visible damage. Gossip said she’d lobbied hard to get the teaching assistant job, the final step necessary before qualifying to teach a homeroom, and that Principle Colechester had loved her enthusiasm. I doubted the latter as it had been my experience that enthusiasm came low on the principle’s list of desirable teaching traits. Still, maybe she’d ticked all the other boxes as well and the gossips had fixated on enthusiasm for reasons of their own. All three TA’s radiated certainty that a fresh outlook and a passion for teaching would be able to reach the students in a way no other teacher had ever managed.

It was cute. Incorrect and annoying, but cute.

Give them a couple of years and they’d be maintaining the same fingernail grip on the reasons they became teachers as the rest of us.

“Hey!” Dani Kleinstuber’s voice cut through the chatter and caught everyone’s attention. She gestured at the mirror. “I think it’s time for us to go.”

Bodies shifted and I saw that Nepalese weather had been replaced by Madame Gauthier, the office administrator, beating both fists against the other side of the glass, her mouth opening and closing.

“The sound’s not working,” Rochelle pointed out, both perkily and unnecessarily.

“Quelle surprise,” Violet muttered. Those of us who been teaching here for longer than a nanosecond murmured agreement.

Now she had our attention, Madame Gauthier jerked her thumb back over her shoulder at the clock hanging on the wall and visibly snarled, crimson lips pulled back off her teeth.

“Definitely time we should go,” I said, checking my watch.

The room’s occupants surged toward the door, elbows raised as we jostled for position, followed by apologies in stereotypical, passive-aggressive Canadian fashion. When I finally gained the hall, Michelle Carr, one of my best friends and the other grade nine homeroom teacher, fell into step beside me, waving a class list.

“Abby!” She clutched my arm. “This is an emergency; I need to trade out Kevin Heart.”

“Trade deadline was months ago, Michelle, before we spent four weeks at professional development seminars.” We shuffled into place behind Sanya and Violet and moved, two by two down the hall.

“I know, I know, but I didn’t realize Kevin was Candice Burr’s younger brother. Different fathers, different last names, same mother.” She stared wide-eyed down at the first flight of stairs, like she’d never seen stairs before, then thrust a foot over the edge and let gravity do the work. “I had Candice in my last class,” she reminded me, her grip tightening, “and I can’t face her mother for another four years.”

“She didn’t seem that bad.” With barely enough time to deal with my own students’ parents, I’d paid next to no attention to Michelle’s, but I seemed to remember Ms. Burr and/or Heart at graduation, smiling, applauding, and embarrassing her daughter with hugs and compliments.

“I could’ve handled bad.” Michelle spat. “She was helpful. Every time I turned around, she was helping.” Her fingers curled around the class list and crushed it. “So very, very helpful.”

“Wait …” I flipped past mental files of smuggled alcohol, teenage relationship trauma, and the incantation incident, dredging up a memory. “Last year, she sent cupcakes every Monday after Candice spent a weekend at home.”

“That’s her.”

Would have been nice if she’d sent enough for both classes, but still … “I can’t believe you’re complaining about cupcakes. Were they bespelled?”

Michelle shot me a look that dripped disbelief. “Of course they were bespelled. I told you they were bespelled last October!”

I spread my hands in the universal signal for I had parental tics of my own to remember.

“Fair,” she acknowledged as we stepped off the second flight of stairs onto the first floor. “So let me recap: during the summer between eleven and twelve, when Candice complained about how hard she was having to work, wah wah, her mother took an adult education course: six weeks studying helpful baking bespellments. Who does that?”

As the answer seemed obvious, I asked a question of my own “And helpful baking bespellments would be?”

“Study hard. Be polite. Don’t forget to hydrate. Just say no to peer pressure.”

“The horror.”

“I know, right? She’s just so nice that every time I see her, I want to slap her.”

“Because you’re a cynical bitch.”

“I’m not denying it. The only thing that kept me going was the knowledge it would only last four years. Now, I’ve got Kevin for another four. I’ll do the math for you because you’re bad at it. Four and four is eight. Eight years of helpfulness. So, trade? You’re much nicer than I am.”

“You called me boring.”

“I said you were in a rut and needed to mix it up, not the same thing. Did you even get laid over the summer?”

“I had four weeks of professional development.”

“So did I.”

“A week visiting my brother’s family.”

“I’d have gone with you if you’d asked.”

“How would that have helped me get laid?”

Michelle considered it for a moment. “Fair,” she acknowledged.

“And,” I continued, “I had three weeks of helping my parents pack up their house before they moved to the condo. I found my lacrosse stick.”

“I take it back, you are boring.”

“Fuck off.”

“That’s a good girl, get it out of your system before you face the kids. So, Kevin?”

“No.” We’d reached the open auditorium doors, the dull roar of confined teenagers spilling out into the hall.

“Oh, come on, Abby. I’ll throw in Eric Chin, I know you’ve seen his numbers. You take my two and I’ll take the Gunderson twins off your hands.”

Couples with magical abilities, however slight, had twins at four times the rate of couples without magical abilities and those twins were invariably … challenging. My twin brother, while stationed in Alert back in his twenties, had enchanted the northern lights to momentarily spell out BITE ME. The local Angakkuq had not been amused, neither had his commanding officer, and Andy had spent six months—which did not count toward his time in—as the Angakkuq’s “apprentice.” The quotations were Andy’s and he still wouldn’t talk about it, although he’d been a lot slower to do something stupid afterward.

“No trade, Michelle.” The dull roar from the auditorium became a quiet murmur when the procession of teachers appeared, so I lowered my voice. “You’ll just have to suffer through another four years of cupcakes.”

“Helpful cupcakes,” she moaned as we climbed onto the stage.

“Poor sweet baby.”

“Homeroom teachers in the first row, TA’s beside them as you’ll be homeroom teachers in time.” Tracy Osbourne, the vice principal, checked our names off as we crossed to chairs designed to be uncomfortable. Since it was her efficiency that kept the school running smoothly, we’d all agreed to ignore her innate knowledge of the hyphen in anal-retentive.

Settling into my seat, I noticed her pluck a quivering machine from the scarred hands of Heather Astious, the school Artificer, saying, “You can get it back when we’re done. I’m not having a repeat of last year.”

Last year Heather had forgotten about the homunculus in her pocket.

The older kids had also begun to settle. They weren’t motionless, teenagers seldom were and we weren’t allowed to immobilize them, but they’d relaxed back into the worn wood and leather.

The auditorium was original to the campus. Textbook Edwardian architecture, colonial division, it had been built in 1913 when immigration was rising, the Canadian population was racing toward eight million, and World War I was still a year away. Original plasterwork, definition blurring with every year, still ran up both sides of the stage and arced overhead in a plethora of supposedly mystical curves and curls. Between the decorative plasterwork and the heavy cornices, the flat bits of ceiling had been painted blue. To the dismay of the student body, the decorative plasterwork did not spell out a way to animate the inanimate, although every year someone tried using it to send their hockey equipment into a game without them. Custodians revarnished the wooden floors every summer, but there was only so much polish could do for the wear and tear.

The age of the room made the kids seem …

“Do they seem younger this year?” I asked Michelle.

“They seem younger every year,” she sighed. “Look at the twelves. You’ll feel better.”

The twelves sat on the lowest tier, feet level with the floor of the stage. Filling the liminal space between child and adult, they didn’t make me feel better, they made me miss the homeroom of twelves I’d said goodbye to last spring. After four years together, I’d understood them and I knew what potential disasters I needed to be mindful of.

I could see that Colin and Norman, a Water and an Air, were sitting pressed together shoulder to knee. Summers were long for our students caught in the throes of young love. Boarding school threw them together almost 24/7—the staff worked hard and fruitlessly to maintain that almost—then suddenly summer tossed them a couple of thousand kilometers apart. I was pleased to see their relationship had survived the distance. Sitting beside the boys, Pat Rankin, currently the only high-school-aged Necromancer in North America, not an em continued to play against stereotypes in a pair of pink overalls and a dash yellow t-shirt. The shadow at her shoulder told me that Anna, who’d died in in 1922, had reclaimed her BFF after a summer alone. No one looked forward to the inevitable resumption of poltergeist activity after Pat graduated. Valerie Anderson, who’d tested high enough in Healing that she had a place waiting for her in McGill’s pre-med program, looked to be bombarding Roger with questions—hopefully about the antlers, considering the shapes being sketched in the air.

Actually …

“Violet.” I nudged her arm. “What’s with Roger and the horns?” She’d know, she’d been his homeroom teacher for the last three years.

“His family are NOMs …”

Non-magical. No one knew where the second n had gone.

“… and his father called him a freak. He leaned into it.”

“Emancipated minor?”

“As of August.”

Every campus had a few. Some campuses had more than a few. Some parents couldn’t cope with their kids being different. Some kids had sucktastic lives. We did what we could.

“Bailey picked up her final English and math credits over the summer so you won’t be teaching her this year.” It was Violet’s turn to nudge me as tall, blond, and terrifyingly intelligent Bailey Mynikar took her seat. “She’s got permission to portal to Queens for university English, and starting in October, Dr. Christine James will mentor her for three hours every week in the arena.”

“Didn’t Dr. James write the book on magical mind control?”

“She did. The Coercion Exertion. We’re trying to keep Bailey from writing the sequel.”

Fellow students called Bailey the Ice Queen and while it may have started as an insult, she’d accepted it, absorbed it, and reflected it back at them, dispensing regal favors and trailing intermittent courtiers.

Even in a school filled with academic over-achievers, she was a challenge to teach, and I wished I had half her self-awareness.

“I’ll need to keep both eyes on her this year,” Violet continued, “or she’ll be building a tower and cutting the beating hearts out of acolytes before you can say who jammed the photocopy machine.”

“Sanya.”

“What?”

“Sanya jammed the photocopy machine. Something about preschool and five copies of seventeen forms.” I shifted my gaze off the twelves, past the tens and elevens, up to what the kids called the nosebleed seats although, with a maximum capacity of two hundred, the top tiers weren’t particularly elevated and any bleeding would not be the result of altitude. If the twelves were individuals, the nines appeared to be a single quivering mass, their attention directed toward the stage an almost physical sensa …

I sighed and sent half a dozen tiny, flickering balls of light to break their combined concentration. One of them shrieked, frantically batting a light away from her hair and setting off a wave of nervous giggles. The weight of their expectation eased.

“Children,” Michelle muttered. “We’re back to teaching children.”

“Every four years,” I reminded her.

“Like a curse,” she agreed.

“If I could have your attention, people.” Tracy drew an Amplifier in the air above the podium. “Welcome to this new year at the High School for the Magical Arts, Canadian campus. We are all …” She gestured at the double row of teachers, who simultaneously sat a little straighter. “… very happy to have you here. And now, a few words from Principle Colechester.”

Between an inhale and an exhale, Principle Colechester was at the podium.

As I’d told my previous classes of nines, the word “principle” had been chosen back in 1836 when the first School of Magical Arts was built on an empty bit of the Yorkshire dales. And the nines, like the nines before them, had responded: Maybe they spelled it wrong and were too embarrassed to change it. Because grade nines believed they were the first to ever think of a thing.

No one ever saw Principle Colechester arrive. His sudden appearance was part of his schtick. Like the silver-gray three-piece tweed suit he always wore. And the curled mustache of unusual size. And the way he was the only principle the Canadian campus had ever had, assigned by the Board when the school had been given its charter in 1868.

We didn’t ask. We didn’t speculate. And that was an answer of sorts all on its own, even if no one could remember the question. Although both his hair and mustache were silver white, his back was straight, his shoulders broad and he radiated strength and vitality. Weirdly, I seemed to be the only one who appreciated how jacked he was under the tweed. More importantly, he stood between his teachers and the Board, he fought to get funding when Arena Three took more damage from midterms than could be easily repaired, and he sat shifts in the dining hall like the rest of us.

Not quite like the rest of us. There’d have been no animate broccoli on his watch.

His speech on the first day of school hadn’t changed since I was a snot-nosed grade nine. He welcomed back the returning students, told the nines how proud he was to see them here, and he announced that by tomorrow morning the white board outside his office would hold the schedule for his yearly discussions with senior students on what they’d gotten up to over the summer. “Be sure to check for your name, and don’t imagine for a moment I don’t know what you did.”

He smiled then. He always smiled then, showing brilliantly white, slightly too pointed teeth. When enough students nervously returned his smile, he moved on to a discussion of uniforms and the dress code. We didn’t have uniforms—the Board refused to pay for them—nor did we have a dress code—although it was important to remember that natural fibers wouldn’t fuse to skin and polyester would. “Those who could potentially raise the Eldritch Horrors from the Dark Beyond,” he said, “shouldn’t need to be told what to wear.”

We had no students actually capable of raising eldritch horrors; their admission tests would have been flagged. Eldritch annoyances, yes. Horrors, no. And I really wished he’d quit giving them ideas. Racism above and beyond his peers wasn’t the only reason Lovecraft never made my extra credit reading list; parts of the New England states were still off limits and it had never been a squid.

Next up, an announcement that there’d be tryouts coming up for the five open spots on the school soccer team. We played against the other Magical Arts campuses to build team spirit, increase cooperation, and improve reaction time. Magic was not permitted on the pitch.

The remaining members of last year’s team looked uniformly innocent.

“I miss lacrosse,” I murmured to Michelle. When I was a student here, we’d played lacrosse, not soccer. “Brought my stick back here with me. I figured, why not.”

“Why not indeed,” she sighed.

Most of the teachers believed that with a full academic as well as a magical course load, an insistence on interscholastic athletics was the last thing our students needed. What they needed, especially toward the end of term, was another three hours in the day—which we were not allowed to provide. There’d been a cheating incident a few years back when a student taking an advanced artifact elective had jerry-rigged a time-looper to run forward, allowing her to pick up copies of exams a week before they were to be taken. Fortunately, her technical expertise vastly out-weighed her ability to keep a secret and about twenty minutes after she’d returned the whole school knew.

Multiple teachers had to rewrite exams at the last minute, and although the student wasn’t al owed to graduate, she passed artificing with honors, and last I’d heard, she worked in R&D at Sterling Industries and probably made as much as all eight homeroom teachers combined.

The kids played soccer because the game essentials were a ball and flat ground and the recent budget cuts meant less money for sports equipment. “But don’t worry,” Principle Colechester reassured the room, “there’ll be a rink for pick-up hockey games as soon as the weather allows. Once the temperature drops, I’ll freeze the rink myself.” And a moment after that, he’d have his stick on the ice, leaning into the hockey love of the stereotypical Canadian identity. I respected him for that. I’d have respected him more if he hadn’t been a Leafs fan.

“Ah, look at their shocked little faces,” Michelle purred as he reminded the nines that, as well as their magical studies, they’d also need to complete a compulsory eighteen credits for their high-school diploma.

“It shouldn’t be a surprise,” I pointed out. “It was on their acceptance paperwork.”

“Who reads past we are pleased to inform you?” she demanded.

“Fair.”

Heading into his finale, he thrust his arms up into the air like he was Juan Peron trying to be elected in Argentina. “You worked hard to get here, our admission testing is not for the weak or uncommitted, and you will have to work just as hard to stay here. There are forty million people in Canada …”

The First Nations had their own magical traditions and seldom wanted anything to do with the colonial system—quelle surprise—so that forty million was more of a guideline than a definitive number.

“… and each year forty students are admitted into this academy.”

Big finish.

“Every student in this room, every single one of you, is literally one in a million!”

Teachers and staff applauded. The students cheered.

The auditorium floor collapsed.

The cheers turned to shrieks, giggles, and an elephant trumpeting its distress. Teenagers were weird.

Most of the shrieking came from the nines, who sitting on the highest riser, had the farthest to fall. Half of those nines were mine. I was out of my seat and off the stage before an Elemental Air could finish blowing the dust away from the site. Michelle was right beside me.

“C’était pas moi!” a student protested.

Closely followed by, “No one’s blaming you, Remi!”

“No new dead!” Pat called, climbing over the back of her seat and into the chaos. “No one even close to passing over!”

Good news. And not entirely unexpected. Even the nines up in the nose-bleed seats had no more than three meters to fall before landing on the sturdy Edwardian era wooden floor below the risers. A straight drop in a well-constructed wood and leather chair would leave them shaken but hopeful y uninjured … except it hadn’t been a straight drop for most of them. Parts of the floor, buckling under the weight of the seats, rose up at better than a forty-five degree angle and those parts jutted out in multiple directions. I saw a ten caught between slabs of angled wood, dripping tears on the two elevens struggling to free her. Twelves, with nearly no drop at all, had had to contend with seats plummeting toward them from upper levels, sometimes still holding younger students.

By the time Michelle and I, and the three TAs who’d followed us, reached the nines, I could hear order being imposed on the chaos behind us.

“Gideon!” Violet’s voice rose above the ambient noise. “Where did you get a chainsaw?”

For certain flexible definitions of order.

Fortunately, a lot of the heavy Victorian wood and leather seating on the upper tiers had held together, protecting the nines. There were bumps and bruising and one obviously broken finger, but the kids were essentially okay. I’d seen more physical damage done when tempers were short during exams and all the dining hall had left on the steam table was a single pancake.

“That’s thirty-eight.” I watched Michelle escort a group down to the nurse’s station by the stage. “Where are the last two?”

I’d been talking to myself. To my surprise, I got an answer.

“There!” Standing close enough behind me so that I could smell the sharp winter scent of his cologne, Principle Colechester pointed toward the right rear corner of the auditorium where broken slabs of floor had been forced up into a cluster of odd angles by the weight of seats flung up and back from the next tier down. “I see a foot!”

“Still attached to a student?”

“It’s hard to tell from here.”

We picked our way along a careful diagonal. When we reached a broad crack, he touched my shoulder and stopped me, indicating the angled slab of splintered wood in front of us. “What’s left won’t hold us both, but it should hold you. Go carefully.” He squatted and wrapped both hands around the end of a splintered beam. “I’ll brace it from here.”

He’d single-handedly keep a section of floor from collapsing? Sure. Why not, if it made him feel like he was doing something useful.

Cautiously, I climbed toward the foot and the faded red and white sneaker covering it. To my relief, the foot was attached to a leg, in turn attached to a skinny grade nine girl. She’d stretched the upper third of her body out over a hole. One hand emerged from the frayed cuff of her purple hoodie to grip the edge of the hole, the other reached downward.

“Just grab on!” she snapped. “That whole stupid section of seats is going to fucking fall on you in a minute!”

I inched closer, careful to keep my weight off her bit of relatively stable floor. I heard a voice respond to her warning, then her reply.

“I don’t give a flying fuck about the water content of oak timbers!”

Precariously balanced, I aimed a Magnification over her shoulder. Three meters down on the auditorium’s original floor, resting at a forty-five-degree angle amid shattered pieces of flooring and a single purple Croc, was an auditorium chair. In the chair sat a student wearing a dazzling orange Hawaiian shirt. He had blond, curly hair, blood dribbling down his nose, and clutched a pair of broken glasses. They’d probably broken against his face and he’d have an impressive shiner in a couple of days if Nurse didn’t deal with it.

“I’m perfectly safe right here,” he protested, frowning at the offered hand. “I’m going to wait until I’m officially extracted.”

I mentally flipped through the photos of the nines that had come with my class list. If he was one of Michelle’s, then … No. Michael Fraser. One of mine.

Obviously mine once I stopped thinking about disaster and noticed the Witch Light—named during the horrors of the seventh century and reclaimed in the twentieth—hovering about a handspan above his head, the ball of light shedding a soft glow over his face and shoulders, making him look like a grumpy cherub who’d just been in a bar fight. He’d called it up while sitting and bleeding under a collapsed auditorium. I knew adults who couldn’t achieve that large and steady a light under much better circumstances.

Michael Fraser was one of two reasons this summer’s professional development had been heavy on “suppressing Light when your students lose control.” Accidentally blinding your peers was, after all, an automatic fail.

Before I could say anything—like identifying myself and lying about the situation being under control—the tilted floor under my knees quivered. No time for the soft ball approach. “Michael! Take her hand!”

He spotted the shimmer of the Magnification and squinted up into it. “Are you official?”

The girl glared over her shoulder at me, then turned back to him. “She’s a teacher. It’s a school. It doesn’t get more fucking official than a teacher at a fucking school!”

He sighed and shook his head. “You swear a lot.”

“Just take my fucking hand!”

The floor shifted again.

“When he takes hold, I’m going to grab your hips,” I warned her. “And pull the two of you back onto solid ground.”

“Yeah. Good idea. Now?”

“Now.” I agreed and added, “Michael! Take. Her. Hand.”

Finally, he did as he was told. She brought her other hand around to grab his wrist and I pulled, sliding the two of them back. A row of seats collapsed onto the space Michael had just left, wood wailing as hundred-year–old joins separated.

“I suggest you keep moving, Ms. Bellman.”

So, I did as the principle suggested and kept moving until all three of us were on the small rectangle of solid floor beside him.

“Excellent.” He released the beam and stood.

The rest of the risers collapsed. When the dust settled, except for the area between the first row of seats and the stage and the area around Principle Colechester, the floor had vanished under a thick layer of debris.

“Well, that was close.” Michael squinted at his broken glasses. “That’s not good.” The squint started his nose bleeding again. “Also, ow.”

“If you have this, Ms. Bellman, I’m needed elsewhere.” At my nod, the principle hurried off to meet Tracy by the stage.

“You know he couldn’t possibly have been holding up the floor,” Michael said. “Strongman Gregg Ernst once back-lifted two cars with drivers, approximately twenty-five hundred kilograms because cars were mostly metal back then, but it hasn’t been repeated since and Principle Colechester is no Gregg Ernst. Mostly because an unsubstantiated rumor said that Gregg Ernst was actually an Ogre.”

I raised a hand to shield my eyes. “Shut down your Witch Light, Michael.”

He flicked it away. I blinked away afterimages and glanced around. It looked like the twelves were helping out. “Roger!” I beckoned “Would you please take Michael to the nurse.”

“Sure thing, Ms. Bellman. Come on, kid.”

Michael squinted up at him. “The number of points on your antlers are incongruent with your apparent age. Are you metamorphosing? Statistically, that seldom ends well.”

Roger snorted. “What are you, thirty?”

“Thirteen. I’ll be fourteen in October. Numerically, I’ll always begin a year younger than most of my class.”

Slipping out from behind me, the girl sighed, brushing dust off her jeans. “Way too much information.”

I made a noncommittal sound as I got a better look at her. “Rebecca Olynyk, right?”

“Bex,” she clarified. “Only my grandmother calls me Rebecca.”

Rebecca Olynyk was also one of mine. Professional development hadn’t been required to deal with her, although after meeting her dark-eyed gaze, I had a feeling that might have been an oversight. She wasn’t my first teenager barely hiding a roiling anger, but none of the rest had ever evoked the unmistakable urge to duck. I locked my knees and smiled. “You did an extraordinary thing, helping Michael. Well done, Bex.” Positive reinforcement, one of the most useful tools in the box.

She held her fingers about two milometers apart. “I was this fucking close to leaving him there.”

“But you didn’t. Did you know him before?”

“Nope.” We stepped together down onto the area in front of the stage. “But I was sitting beside him so …” She shrugged. “On the scene, you know.”

“Attention, staff and students!” Principle Colechester stood beside the podium, the only person in the room not covered in dust. “Everyone has been accounted for and injuries are minor.”

A ragged cheer went up.

“Principle Colechester?” Violet’s familiar voice called from the far left. “What do you think happened?”

“I suspect it was …” He swept his gaze over the room, the curls of his mustache slowly straightening. “… an omen.”

Evalynn paused while handing me a wet wipe and gasped so dramatically that Bex leaned around me to stare at her. “Is the principle a Seer?”

“No.” He’d denied it himself during budget meetings.

“Then why would he say that this …” Evalynn waved a hand at the destruction. “… was an omen?”

“Because if it was done on purpose,” Bex answered—although I’d thought the question was for me—“then school has an enemy. If the timbers gave way, the school has an issue. If it’s an omen, it’s mythic bullshit so no one’s to blame.”

Evalynn and I exchanged a glance, and turned to look at Bex.

“Aren’t you pragmatic,” Evalynn said.

Bex shrugged again. “Yeah, maybe. But,” she added as Principle Colechester exited stage left, lights flaring as he approached and dimming as he passed, “he probably was all woo woo omen because he’s a principle and they’re a bit much.”

She wasn’t wrong.


TWO

It took the rest of the morning to finish dealing with the immediate problems brought on by the auditorium collapse. Cuts, bruises, and minor breaks were dealt with on site, personal items were retrieved, and Principle Colechester frowned grievously at Dani when she mentioned calling in the Magical Response Task Force.

“Unless they have a building inspector on staff, Ms. Kleinstuber, I see no point. This is not a crime scene.”

There’d been enough time before lunch for a quick shower and change for those students who felt it necessary and for a couple who hadn’t but had been convinced otherwise. We had no idea how many students messaged their parents when they returned to the residence and retrieved their phones, but twenty-seven parents had already called the school. Madame Gauthier had a running total up on every available mirror, her level of irritation visibly rising with each update. I made a mental note to try to stay out of the office until her mood improved.

“The Hub will remain closed until after lunch.” Principle Colechester closed his silver-gray eyes and opened them again in the world’s slowest blink. “I will not have hysterical parents portal in before we’ve eaten. With luck, the delay will allow most of them to realize their children are safe, moderate their reaction, and stay home.”

The semicircle of teachers surrounding him nodded in agreement, all of us maintaining blank, professional expressions over our admiration of the nonchalant way he slammed the door of accountability shut until he was ready to deal. Parental hysteria, parental entitlement, parental delusions about their child’s ability; I never wanted to deal with any of that unfed. Or decaffeinated. Or without specifying who I was feeding to what. Unfortunately, lowly teachers couldn’t make the same choices as principles.

Because it was the first day of school, we were all—teachers, administration, students—eating together in the dining hall on the main floor of the student residence. For the rest of the year, one teacher per meal, assigned in unbiased alphabetical order, would eat there in a supervisory capacity. Meal assignments were high value staff-room trades.

The hard-wearing industrial tile floors, pale blue walls, and steel and Formica tables and chairs had had their personality scrubbed off them over the summer. Although that would change as the students settled in, at the moment the room had about as much warmth as an office manager. Not mentioning any French Canadian names.

Two members of kitchen staff brought out the principle’s lunch. I craned my head, fighting to see past the line working its way along the steam tables, but I couldn’t identify what he was eating. There was a lot of it—not surprising, he was a big man—and he’d be finished, as he always was, before the rest of us had chosen from the available options. I ignored the halal, kosher, and gluten-free—some things had changed for the better since I’d been at school here—and had my plate filled with salad so fresh and crispy it could attract unicorns, topped by three pieces of deep-fried tofu trying unsuccessfully to look like chicken fingers. At the self-serve station, I dumped a scoop of chickpeas on top of the greens and smothered the whole thing with blue cheese dressing, picking up a fruit cup on my way by the desserts.

“Vegetarian again?” Violet snorted, carrying her tray with one hand while she picked the crispy skin off a chicken leg.

“When I’m in this room,” I told her, found a place at the reserved table and sat down.

Violet sat down beside me. “You need to get over it.”

“Not until she graduates.”

“She didn’t mean to do it.”

“You gave her extra credit.” I poured us both a glass of water from the sweating pitchers on the table. “And I’m never eating meat in the same room as a Necromancer again.”

“Take a chance for a change.” Michelle dropped into the seat on my other side. “Live a little.”

As a little living pretty much summed up the problem, I stole a cherry tomato from her plate and ignored her.

The noise dropped off while the students concentrated on eating, and rose again as more and more of them finished. Most of the nines were on their phones, probably texting friends they’d left behind. It wasn’t every day a floor collapsed. Or an omen appeared. Omen occurred? I wasn’t sure.

“Principle Colechester …” Rochelle turned toward him, her fork poised over a piece of carrot cake. “… can you give us details on the suspected omen?”

Principle Colechester blinked so deliberately it was hard not to imagine a breeze. “You’re one of the new teaching assistants, Rochelle Layton.”

“Yes.”

“You want me to discuss the omen, here and now?”

“Yes.”

“In the student dining room? While it’s full of students?”

“No?”

“No,” he agreed, stood, and cleared his throat.

Everyone put their phones away, the nines a little slower than the rest. All but three of the nines …

“My phone just died!”

I wasn’t sure which of the three nines still holding their phones had spoken, but my money was on the furious redhead shooting metaphorical daggers at our table.

“So it did.” Principle Colechester swept his gaze around the room, circling back to the table of nines. Expressions on student faces suggested the other two phones had been drained as well. Magic was energy manipulation and energy had to come from somewhere, thus the relationship magic-users had with batteries. Why deplete your own resources if a battery was available? Principle Colechester had just drained three specific phone batteries at once, from a distance, and as he had no immediate need for the power, simply absorbed it into his reserves. The affected nines didn’t realize it, but it was an impressive show of control.

“And that’s why he gets the big bucks,” Michelle murmured, evidently thinking the same thing. “Are those hearts in your eyes?”

“Shut up.”

He tugged down the front of his waistcoat. “I had planned to deliver a short speech after this magnificent meal, but as that speech had to do with what should have happened this morning rather than the experience we had, I realize my intended words are no longer entirely relevant. Instead, I will merely share this afternoon’s revised schedule. You will proceed to your assigned homeroom at the bell, remain there for an hour, then have fifteen minutes in each of your four classes for this semester. I will be opening the school’s Hub and should your parents or guardians arrive and wish to speak with you to ensure your safety, I’ll send word and your teacher at that time will release you from class. You have …” He glanced at the enormous clock dominating the north wall. “… seventeen minutes until the bell. Go brush your teeth. Dismissed.”

* * *

I was waiting at the front of the classroom when my half of this year’s nines began to trickle in and look around. All the classrooms had the high ceilings, wood-framed windows, and oak floors of the early 1900s, but the original furnishings had long since been replaced with items a little more inert. The desks, theirs and mine, were made of the same sturdy, indestructible stuff as the tables and chairs in the dining hall.

“Sit where you’re comfortable,” I told them as the first group hesitated just inside the door.

Bex, still wearing the worn purple hoodie and jeans, headed straight for the window row and settled into the third seat back. Michael, now in a red and blue tropical shirt, his glasses fixed, his black eye looking days instead of hours old, waited until she got comfortable then sat next to her, one row over. She sighed. Loudly. And rolled her eyes. He turned to look fully at her and said in a tone that suggested curiosity rather than suspicion, “I’m watching you.”

“No fucking kidding,” Bex replied.

In the first three seats of the row by the inner wall, I had a cluster of “cool girls” including Emily Black, the furious redhead from the dining room. The backs of rows two, three, and four held another three-person cluster. Brad Ostrander, David Williams, and Paul Malan; “cool dudes” already snickering together. Even smart, powerful, motivated teenagers were still teenagers with all the search for identity and belonging and sheer bloody-mindedness that involved.

As everyone settled, I came around to the front of my desk and perched on the edge. “My name is Abby Bellman, Ms. Bellman to you lot, and I’ll be your homeroom teacher for the next four years. Before we get started, did anyone forget to leave their phone in the residence? No one?” Precedent suggested at least two of them were lying and one of them had honestly forgot. “All right. Good. In each of the desks is a journal and a fine tip marker. I want you to write the name you want to be called on the first page of the journal with that marker. If you can change the color the marker writes in, go ahead. Yes, Michael?”

He pointed at the gray dot over his head and then at the gray dot on the first page of his journal. “Is the magic in the marker or the paper?”

“It’s in the reaction between them.”

“Will changing the color of the marker affect the magic?”

“No.”

“Sweet.”

“What difference does it make?” I heard Bex mutter beside him.

He stared at her in disbelief. “I fell through an auditorium floor this morning. I don’t want to blow up.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then smiled. “Yeah. Facts.”

Names began appearing over heads. Back when the notebooks had first arrived, they’d called them diaries. You try to get a teenage boy to write in a diary every day for four years. Go ahead. I’ll wait.

A gasp drew my attention to the seat behind Emily—her name overhead in loopy gray cursive. Judi—blond pixie cut, impressively penciled eyebrows—had individually colored the four letters of her name: red, blue, yellow, and green. She looked smug.

“Technically,” I pointed out, “that’s not a change in color, but rather the illusion of a change. Still, well done.”

Judi continued to look smug.

Simple illusions
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