

[image: cover]







The Rose
 That Wilted







The Rose
 That Wilted

The Grace Grincen Series


[image: ]



Ananya Padwal

[image: ]







First Edition, 2023

Copyright © Ananya Padwal, 2023

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher at the address below.

This book can be exported from India only by the publishers

or by the authorized suppliers.

Infringement of this condition of sale will lead

to Civil and Criminal prosecution.

Paperback ISBN: 978-93-49055-00-1

eBook ISBN: 978-93-49055-37-7

Note: Due care and diligence has been taken while editing and printing the book; neither the author nor the publishers of the book hold any responsibility for any mistake that may have inadvertently crept in.

The publishers shall not be liable for any direct, consequential, or incidental damages arising out of the use of the book. In case of binding mistakes, misprints, missing pages, etc., the publishers’ entire liability, and your exclusive remedy, is replacement of the book within one month of purchase by similar edition/reprint of the book.

Printed and bound in India by


Published by DIGITAL SPINES.

Originally published by 16Leaves.


Printed and bound in India.








Dedication


[image: ]



To

Jo, without whom I’d have never fallen in love with words.

Samruddhi, without whom, my life is incomplete.

Dixen, who never made it to the end but always lives in my heart.

Ran, whom I loved unconditionally, but had to let go after everything.

And Grace, who is none other than me in a worse disguise!






Acknowledgement


[image: ]



I can’t go down memory lane to find out when I fell in love with the beauty of the English language. I never even thought in my most beautiful dreams that I would ever have the initials ‘Author’ before my name. It still feels like a dream.

Nelson Mandela says, “The greatest glory in living lies not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall”… four years, that’s the approximate time I took to write the first draft of The Rose That Wilted. Those years included a lot of shedding tears and moments of elation. It had a potpourri of experiences…all of which have influenced the writing, along with the plot and characters in every way possible. I felt like giving up so many times throughout this journey, but every time there was a tiny little voice which said, “keep swimming. Just keep swimming.” It wasn’t my voice, it was Michael’s.

I am grateful from the bottom of my heart to everyone who helped and encouraged me to turn this book into a success! Thank you so much. Jo and Rick Riordan, who indirectly shaped my writing so drastically that it isn’t possible to express it in words. They’re my mentors and gurus; I think they are the first ones I owe gratitude.

My mom and dad, Sadhana Padwal and Mukesh Padwal — this book would have never been possible without them giving me exposure to everything and their constant support.

My editor, Bidisha Dutta, who gave the manuscript a whole new perspective and my team, Deepali Ma’am, Arti Ma’am and my publisher – 16Leaves, who held my hand throughout this book production process.

All my family members deserve special mention: Mau, Aaji, Didi, Mama, Mami, Baba, Kaka 1, Kaka 2, all of whom went out of their way to support and encourage me.

I owe so much to my best friends – Samruddhi Shingare, Harshit Gupta, and Tanush Bhat. I’d like to give them a huge bunch of thanks and an enormous virtual hug. They are the sole reason I could keep my sanity while writing the book. Their support means the world to me.

My beloved brother Atharva, who indirectly gave me the motivation to write this book highlighting the beautiful bond of a brother and a sister, who became my book partner over time, and with whom I had unlimited fun-conversations about books!

To all my characters who NEVER made it to the final draft, they were the ones who really took me out of my loneliness.

Most importantly — to you, my dear readers, because I know you’ll stay till the end, with me and Geventen…






Contents

Prologue

 Chapter One:A Journey of Discovery

 Chapter Two:What is Spinning? The World or My Head?

 Chapter Three:I’m in a Dream For Sure

 Chapter Four:Weird Apocalypse

 Chapter Five:Knock! Knock! Who’s There? Danger!

 Chapter Six:I Tried My Best

 Chapter Seven:Your Blood, My Sacrifice

 Chapter Eight:A Veiled Message

 Chapter Nine:The Locket of the Dead

Chapter Ten:One Soul, Two Minds

 Chapter Eleven:Sword Survival Guide 101

 Chapter Twelve:Escaping the Hell

 Chapter Thirteen:Folk & Fantasy – The Original Family

 Chapter Fourteen:Body Dead, but Heart Alive

 Chapter Fifteen:The Kiss of Hatred

 Chapter Sixteen:Hylocosmo

 Chapter Seventeen:A Cure to Darkness

 Chapter Eighteen:A Training of Torture

 Chapter Nineteen:Wish ‘I’ Had Died, Not Him

 Chapter Twenty:On the Verge of Death

 Chapter Twenty-One:I’m Sorry

 Chapter Twenty-Two:Out of Boundaries

 Chapter Twenty-Three:A Sea of Memories

 Chapter Twenty-Four:Shattered Trust

 Chapter Twenty-Five:Reliving the Past Trauma

 Chapter Twenty-Six:Invading Geventen

 Chapter Twenty-Seven:Autrium Narciss

 Chapter Twenty-Eight:Oh Shit!

 Chapter Twenty-Nine:True Power

 Chapter Thirty:The Last Wish: Dying in Your Arms

 Epilogue







Prologue


[image: ]



You need to know this before you start reading.

You shouldn’t read this book if you can’t handle emotions. Period.

Tears! Tears are a gateway to our emotions. And if you can’t handle them, you can’t handle the heartbreaks in this book. But I urge you to read it because it’s true. It’s all true. All of this happens, and Geventen evolves even as I am writing this — parallel to your world, i.e., Geventen exists in real life. You think I’m kidding, your fault, honey. If you’re an Enchanter, don’t worry, you’ll soon land up here.

No one knows me, honestly. There’s a veil around me, no one can see through but think they’ve dug me through already. They have barely scratched the surface. I’m merely a messenger from god to this world, to help Geventen – The God’s Abode.

History repeats. It doesn’t need to be proven. Because you can see it happening in front of your eyes. This generation is different. It’s different from the other centuries I’ve existed in. It’s darker and more mysterious, full of death traps and abysmal sorrow at every step. This time even the victim is unique and enigmatic.

Grace has a deeper and darker past altogether of which she is unaware. She seems to be just another normal person. The only thing I look forward to is her initiation to the Enchanted World of Geventen and Arka. But wait, what is this feeling I have! What if she doesn’t survive there? Many don’t.

Someday I want to reveal all the secrets about her and her family to Grace. But I fear. What if she isn’t able to endure the harshness of it? What if she can’t bear them? Maybe she needs to discover the secrets on her own and at her own pace. I don’t doubt her perseverance; I’m just being realistic. She’s one of the emotionally weakest Enchanters that I’ve ever seen. I care for her, and I want her to pass the Geventen survival drills and tests. I want her to match the greatness of the mission for which she was MARKED!

-JK







Chapter One

A Journey of Discovery
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A Year Ago…

Her eyes went milky, and her head started spinning. Grace collapsed, slumping on the hard floor in a heap.

“Grace, are you fine?” Mrs. Eleanor’s worried face peeped.

“Not really. How long was I out?” Grace asked, sitting up.

“Five minutes, probably.”

“Oh, that’s like a lot.”

Grace watched Mrs. Eleanor as she cooked a hearty meal. She was dressed in a sky-blue gown adorned with a cheerful-looking yellow apron which matched her current jolly mood as she hummed to herself a tuneless old piece of music. Her hair was tied into a messed-up bun from which a few grey streaks peeped out along with fewer white streaks entangling themselves through the black ones. Her eyes looked tired from age and exhaustion of the day’s chores and her shoulders were slumped as she pottered about in the kitchen. She glanced at the clock every time she went to the refrigerator.

Grace had been living with Mrs. Eleanor ever since she was told that her parents had left her… Grace was not happy with the direction her thoughts were taking her. She remembered how many times she had asked about her parents, but Mrs. Eleanor had always avoided the topic. She looked anxious and worried whenever Grace mentioned her parents. Grace’s questions were sadly unanswered. She made some guesses on her own and developed some preconceived notions that had tons of loopholes. Mrs. Eleanor either fumbled, got startled or dropped things from her hands when Grace asked about her parents. This impatience and the incessant wait since her childhood for so many years breathed resentment and bitterness inside Grace. She had started hating her parents for leaving her and eventually she learnt not to bother digging further into this topic.

Nevertheless, Mrs. Eleanor was the perfect caregiver ever and she treated Grace like her own child though she had a son. And that was a fair bit of silver lining among all her dark clouds.

Mrs. Eleanor’s son, Daniel – charming, dashing and handsome… but insecure. Grace never really saw much of him because she, for most of her time of the year, was at her boarding school and she didn’t choose to come home for Christmas. But from the brief stays when she came home, she could say that Daniel wasn’t much of an extrovert. He had no friends. The only thing the ‘Town Gang’ as Abigor and his friends would call themselves did was toss and trouble Daniel around. Grace was immersed in her chaotic thoughts when Mrs Eleanor interrupted.

“Shouldn’t he be back?” Mrs. Eleanor asked Grace, who had been served dinner.

Grace nodded without looking up.

The aroma of freshly roasted chicken with some mashed potatoes and green peas floated to her nostrils. Grace was staring at the flower vase kept beside the small wooden dining table, her mind still clouded with a hundred thoughts.

“Oh, I hope…” a shade of fresh worry crisscrossed Mrs. Eleanor’s face. She quietly placed the dinner in front of Grace and picking up her raincoat slipped it on.

“I’ll be back,” she said uncertainly, walking hastily towards the entrance door looking for her rain shoes.

“Mrs. Eleanor, he might be here any moment. Don’t worry…” Grace chipped in even without moving from her chair, urging her to wait for a bit more before plunging into the rain and the dark night.

Grace was still dizzy and weak. Her mind was also working at a snail’s pace.

“Oh no … no I hope he is fine…” Mrs. Eleanor muttered with furtive glances as she worried about things from the past.

Just then, the bell rang, and Daniel walked inside. He was soaked in rain and smelt of clay and earth. His clean white shirt was covered in silt and soil and his coat was completely drenched. His smooth skin was all dirty with his untidy hair wet to every single strand. His piercing, hazel eyes conveyed drowsiness and fatigue…

“Oh my! I am so glad you turned up. I was just coming to look for you.”

“Relax mom … I’m home,” he said graciously, as he neatly put his shoes away even while dripping wet and creating a pool on the spot where he stood.

“Oh, it’s so good to see you, Grace…” He put up a hesitant smile as he noticed her sitting at the far end of the table, pale and weary.

His voice had gone deeper since they last met, she noticed. Grace was also struck by how different he looked after merely a year. Handsomely stunning.

“How’s your year been?” Grace asked, still not making eye contact.

This was the only thing they had kept talking about for years. The conversation never moved beyond this.

“Great. But they should have a bit of mercy on us,” he said gloomily.

Grace was sure he had been talking about school. He never really liked the school he went to. They both went to different schools; Grace never knew why.

“I’ll have a quick shower,” he told his mom as he headed for the bathroom. “And then maybe we can sit outside and talk before I leave for my boarding again,” he gave a quick glance and a faint smile at Grace before he vanished across the room leaving a trail of raindrops.

“Anyways Grace, I spoke to Mrs. Dora and positively she has agreed to accept your admission, though it’s been two weeks since the due date, and considering your past experiences…I would think she is being fairly kind.”

“Oh, Mrs. Eleanor…just don’t get into that again. We’ve been through this tons of times…” Grace said, seemingly annoyed.

“It’s just your…your ‘good aura’ dear, I would say...” Mrs. Eleanor said sadly.

“She’s been a great help, Grace, so I want you to thank her as soon as you reach there,” Mrs. Eleanor continued. “The train leaves one day before the semester starts from Rubecks Station, Platform No. 5 at 6:00 p.m. Three days for the semester positions us in a hurry. We must buy your books and uniform by tomorrow evening.” Grace’s guardian said as she shifted the potatoes and the peas and the chicken from one pan to another hurriedly to be reheated and served once Daniel comes in for supper.

“I know you shouldn’t be in such a mess…but I don’t what to say, Grace,” Mrs. Eleanor muttered.

“But one day, it will all make sense.”

This was Mrs. Eleanor’s most frequent dialogue. She wouldn’t tell anything more despite Grace’s continued badgering and innumerable questions.

After dinner, Mrs. Eleanor had gone to sleep. She usually slept early which allowed Grace and Daniel to stay up late in their rooms.

This was the last night they were seeing each other for the rest of the year. Grace would go to Mrs. Dora’s school and Daniel would go to a faraway boarding school.

After Daniel had finished off his dinner, they walked back into the living room. There was an awkward silence which made Grace a tad uncomfortable. It was a suffocating silence of sorts and triggered restlessness within Grace. Daniel opened his mouth to say something, but he abruptly stopped; Grace was trying to say a few words by means of wishing goodbye, but she couldn’t actually form those sentences, not even words. She felt sad that they had never interacted all these years and missed the company of each other sitting locked up in their respective rooms.

Daniel was so lonely that he had only one place for himself – the broken swing in the old park beside the lake. She had seen Daniel sitting there quietly for hours, tossing stones in the untouched lake. When he spotted Grace furtively spying on him, she had run away. She remembered a couple of times, when he had come home, he wanted to talk to Grace about her shadowing him. But he dared not say anything in front of Mrs. Eleanor. So, Grace was saved an explanation. Now, Grace thought defensively – “Come on … we were too young back then.”

The one thing she remembered clearly from her early years was once when Daniel had been out a whole night. Mrs. Eleanor wasn’t aware of this, but Grace had seen him coming through the backdoor. He looked terrified and pale from fright; his jacket and jeans were torn, and Grace could see some blood soaking through his clothes. His lips were fully bloody, and his face was covered with scratches. Grace remembered the scene and she felt her eyes getting wet with tears. When she confronted him, he shouted at her, “Go away! Don’t come closer to me!”

Grace wondered why he had said that.

“Grace?” Daniel said. Grace jerked back to reality.

“Ye … Yeah?”

“Are you fine?” Daniel asked.

“Y … Yes… I’m all right.”

“How’s your school going?” Dan asked, apparently trying to change the topic.

“It’s all the same,” Grace said silently. “Wake up. Go to classes. Be bullied. Get threatened. Lay down on the bed. Think of a better life. And finally … sleep.”

“Bullied? Who would try and bully you?” He joked as he raised a hand for a high-five.

Grace didn’t reciprocate. “It’s no joke, Dan.”

“I’m sorry. Just thought to release the tension in the air.” He raised his arms in an apologetic manner.

“It's fine,” Grace said timidly. “What about you? Did you manage to get a friend?”

“No … n … not really. We don’t usually be together. It’s dangerous.”

Grace stifled a laugh. “Dangerous!”

“Kind of. Don’t get yourself worried about it now,” He smiled awkwardly.

Daniel stared at her as though he was reading her mind. His expression turned less intense as she pushed away her mental sarcasm. Could he read her mind so accurately? Uncanny! Just then, they both jumped out of their skins at the sudden …

THUD! THUD! THUD!

Someone was banging at the door. Grace turned to the door, wide-eyed. Who could that be at this time? She silently tip-toed towards the door.

“Grace, wait,” Daniel whispered urgently. He peered through the dusty, spider-web-covered spy hole and stumbled back.

“Daniel? What happened? Who’s there at this hour?” Grace asked.

“Pack up,” He whispered.

“What?”

“Grace, pack your bags,” He repeated seriously but calmly.

Grace didn’t need a third saying because the pounding on the door was growing louder every minute. She sprinted up the stairs, her suitcase lay neat and packed for she had already crammed everything in it yesterday, assuming she had to go to the boarding school soon. The suitcase toppled downstairs as Grace hurriedly tried to climb down.

“We leave now. Quick,” Daniel said, pulling something out of the drawer and holding the backdoor ajar.

“What about Mrs. Eleanor?” Grace asked, baffled. Her brain seemed to have stopped processing because of the commotion.

“As long as we leave, she’ll be fine,” Daniel said, now locking the front door.

Grace didn’t move. Daniel turned to check.

“Grace… listen. I know this is completely ridiculous … but you’ve got to trust me. It’s for your good and I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I trust you, Dan, but Mrs. Eleanor…”

“Nothing will happen to her. But for that, we’ve got to leave this place fast.”

Grace understood the seriousness and firmness in his voice. If there was one thing Daniel admired Grace for, it was the way she understood the urgency and importance of things without questioning. They closed the back door behind them and locked it from the outside.

Grace threw her untidily packed trunk over the fence and started climbing.

“QUICK! QUICK!” Daniel said as softly as he could without his voice reverberating in the quiet night, his eyes on the creaking door.

As they rounded the corner, they saw four cloaked men approaching with their strong stone-like fists.

A couple of meters ahead there stood in the darkness of the bush a car. Daniel gestured for Grace to move fast and get into the car.

“When did you get that car?” Grace looked surprised as she followed Daniel.

“It’s second-hand,” Daniel answered in a huff.

The car started with hiccups and emitted a volley of black smoke, not to mention a loud half-damaged noise. That was enough to attract the attention of the men on the prowl and they turned towards the car. “They’re running away! THERE!” Grace heard one of the men shout.

“QUICK!” Grace shouted.

The Camaro finally took speed with a few men chasing it. The car swerved right to avoid a streak of blue light. Daniel accelerated to the maximum and then suddenly braked to take a steep turn. Grace’s face banged on the dashboard. Unconsciously, her hand went to her mouth, and she could feel blood oozing out of her cut lip. Grace grimaced, “blood!”

“Grace!” Daniel panicked as soon as he heard blood.

“K…keep going,” Grace muttered through a mouthful of blood though she wasn’t fine.

“When did you learn to drive? You’re not of age yet!” Grace fastened her seat belt.

“My age is just as unreal as I am a human,” Daniel shouted back.

It sounded more like a line from a science fiction book.

This line got Grace thinking.

Suddenly, there was an intense impact and the right side of the car shuddered almost blasting away. WHOA! The left window crashed with another blue fiery emission from a distance.

“Grace, duck!” Daniel shouted.

The men fired torrentially. They were chasing in a black Dodge Challenger. It was quickly gaining on them. The Camaro was on fire, but Daniel continued to drive it straight through the next alley. The men continued to fire as was evident from the sparks of blue blazes.

Daniel glanced at the rear mirror, only to realize that their enemies were threateningly close now. He swerved to the left and Grace nearly crashed once more against the right side.

“Careful,” Daniel muttered, concentrating on dodging the chasing vehicle.

Grace was losing the track of the road they were now traversing. She glanced at Daniel. He was fully focused, yes, but the wounds from the attack were grievous. He was suddenly a stranger to Grace, someone different. Someone Grace couldn’t relate to the Daniel she had grown up with. His aura had suddenly turned intimidating and frightening. He looked as though he was set to kill; His demeanour had hardened, and his jaw set grimly; his eyes looked lifeless as if executing some secret robotic mission. He turned to look at her even while she thought about all these. Grace had an uncanny feeling as if he was reading her thoughts even while not looking at her.

“Grace? You alright?” He asked hurriedly, his voice a pitch higher.

Grace merely nodded.

“What is this place?” Grace looked around bewildered.

There was marshy land on one side and thick woods on the other. Not much could be seen as to what lay ahead. There was nothing but murky darkness all around. The only consolation that Grace felt was that they had lost those killers on the way here. The forest looked like it wanted to swallow them, once and for all. Grace felt a little dizzy with all the stress and evil premonitions. By the flickering lights of the dimly lit lamp posts, Grace saw a signboard which said, ‘It’s a Lonely Road’. Could something like that even exist? That made Grace worry more.

Daniel stopped the car in the middle of nowhere and asked Grace to follow and they made their way quietly through the shady pathways leading to denser forests and darkness. Wasn’t it too silent for a wood? Where are the nocturnal animals? Grace felt a shiver running down her spine. She inched forward and clutched Daniel’s hand.

“It feels like home,” Daniel said.

After walking for about half a mile through the mysterious darkness and eerie silence, Grace could see the same water body that they passed by looming in front. The purplish tinge of the waters seemed to be beckoning her. She felt terrified.

Suddenly, Daniel let go of her hand and stumbled back a few steps. With a voice that seemed to be coming from some other world.

“Grace, you need to go from here … alone.” He said hesitatingly. Grace stood stupefied and felt abandoned once more.

“Move fast and don’t stop for anything,” he urged Grace. “C’mon, Grace.” He repeated when she did not move. “Go, girl.”

“Why can’t you come?” At last, she seemed to have found her voice.

“Some time ago … you didn’t even talk to me …” Daniel’s voice started fading even more.

“Why can’t you come?” Grace repeated helplessly.

“I … I don’t belong here anymore, Grace.” He said taking a step back.

“But … no.” He pulled his hand back sharply as she tried to reach for it.

“No. You … you should go!” He was pointing towards the silent and ominous-looking waters.

“There?” Grace asked wide-eyed and nervous.

“There.”

“RISE GEVENTEN. SHOW YOURSELF.” Daniel was gradually fading into oblivion even as he uttered those words.

There was a rumbling as if the land had broken open. The waters churned and created huge waves and from among its depths emerged an enormous figure, looming large.







Chapter Two

What is Spinning? The World or My Head?
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The last thing Grace could recollect through a trip down her memory lane was that she collapsed right when she saw an enormous figure in front of her.

When she opened her eyes after what felt like hours, she saw a girl sitting next to her bed, who was intently checking Grace’s pulse. Grace took a moment to realize where she was and why she was lying in the bed in such an awkward position with her right hand in the girl’s lap.

Her hand was numb.

Her lip was bleeding.

Her head was spinning.

She was trying to wrap around the idea that she was in a completely different place than where she had started. Flashes of images came to her head about the boy who had escorted her here. She wasn’t able to fully take in what had happened in the past hour.

It was an ice-cold place and the surroundings seemed to discourage high spirits. Grace’s nose tingled with the smell of damp soil and mud. Her ears discerned some kind of silent vibrations in the air and her mouth tasted like slaked lime. Grace made a minimal movement without hurting her hand to catch the engrossed girl’s attention.

The girl jerked up when she saw that Grace was awake.

She wore an overlarge jacket which came to her knees, a top which was torn and jiggered and plain blue jeans. Her hairs were a gradient shade of soil, untidy and messy and she wore a unique-rather-complicated hairstyle. Her bright grey eyes perfected her face and intensified her looks. Her eyes and body conveyed weakness as though she had been skipping meals and sleeping.

“W…were you attacked by the N.S.?” The girl asked, her voice trembling and her lips pressed together.

Grace managed to croak through her paining teeth. “W… what?”

“Oh. Sorry. I’m Estella. Are you alright?” She asked with wide eyes.

Grace tried to figure out if it was her head that was dizzy or the room. She looked at the girl lost and confused, who looked back at her, apprehensive and worried. Grace turned to see the door close, and she suddenly remembered about Mrs. Eleanor.

“Wait…wait. Where are Mrs. Eleanor and Daniel?”

Estella did not seem to understand a single word of it.

“Mrs. Elean…what?” Estella blurted.

“Mrs. Eleanor! And Daniel!” Grace said urgently. “They’re…they were…”

“Um. I don’t know about whom you are talking,” Estella said swinging her hand, her expression blank.

“How…how did you…” Grace pointed at Estella’s hands which were now glowing a green mist.

“Oh dear…!” Estella said reverse-swinging her hand which made the mist vanish. “They would be safe…whoever you are talking about. You can write to them tomorrow.”

Grace still felt like she had landed in some strange land and flashes of her journey were adding up to her tension and insecurity. Her eyelids were heavy, she was feeling weak; and her legs felt wobbly as though they were not strong enough to take her weight.

“And exactly, who are you?” Grace asked again hoping to extract some information to all her mind’s workings.

“Estella. Like I told you.”

Grace shook her head…trying to find the exact words to frame her question. “I mean…can I know something more than your name?”

Estella seemed to consider the question for a moment. “I’m an Enchantress at Geventen. But you know all about it, don’t you?”

Grace stared at Estella with narrowed eyes.

“Don’t you?” Estella repeated with a swallow.

Grace wondered if her strange journey to this place had knocked down a chunk of memory. But NO. She couldn’t remember hearing words like ‘Geventen’ “Enchantress” or for that matter, Estella.

“I don’t,” Grace said, blankly.

Estella froze and stared with wide eyes.

“OK… Let’s try again. You know all about Arka, don’t you?”

Grace raised her eyebrow. “Errr…I don’t,” Grace said.

“Nothing? I mean NOTHING? AT ALL?” Estella looked shocked. “Sir Covest and M- Myra Williamson and Robert Anderson and Draven Dade and Carl McKellen? NOTHING AT ALL?”

Grace looked taken aback at Estella’s shock.

“Insane.” Estella repeated, “insane.”

Before Estella could say more about how Grace was sufficiently-not-filled-with-appropriate-information, another person entered the huge room.

The boy didn’t see Grace lying on the bed.

“How’re you?” The boy said, though it clearly showed that it was a formality.

He had green agate eyes, ruffled black hair, a smiling demeanour and a gentleman’s look. He was tall and smart-looking with a blue sweater on a grey hoody, light blue jeans and black sneakers.

Grace was about to answer when she realized that he was asking Estella.

“I’m great, Michael. Just… exhausted. We’ve been getting more and more patients this week.”

Michael paused and looked around. He furrowed his brow. “Well, guess we have a newcomer?” He said looking at Grace.

Estella nodded hesitantly. “Uh, meet Grace, Michael.”

Michael went to the medicine section, ignoring Grace.

“Don’t worry… he’s a bit unfriendly while making friends,” Estella whispered to Grace, sensing her consternation. “At first,” She quickly added as Michael turned back to look at them. “Well… again hurt, are you?” Estella asked Michael.

“Um-hmm…we haven’t been able to control the Shield since…since my… you know that girl…died.”

“Oh, Michael…you’re still…”

“Please Estella…don’t remind me again. I’m trying to brush it off!” Michael turned away.

Estella sighed.

“I’ve been getting pathetic at swords day by day… and our Deputy Captain said that if I don’t get better, he doubts my chances in the league.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“What about this girl?” Michael glanced at Grace.

“She doesn’t know anything about our world. And Bella found her unconscious late at night outside Geventen,” Estella replied by way of explaining Grace’s presence.

Michael tilted his head.

“Is there a possibility that she might have landed here by mistake?” Estella asked.

“Impossible. Geventen is hidden. It would not be possible for this girl to land here if she wasn’t an Enchantress.”

“Can you please call me ‘Grace’?” Grace stabbed a finger at him. “Yes, that’s my name.”

After a long moment of pause, Grace asked, “Where am I?”

“Well, first, where have you come from?” Michael asked curtly.

“My house. Really,” Grace snapped.

Estella frowned as though she couldn’t detect the sarcasm.

“I mean…” Michael said, trying to sound polite, “how did you land here?”

Grace repeated bits and parts of her story that she could remember. When she had finished, Michael had taken a seat and Estella had stood up in shock.

He looked thoughtful as though he was trying to decipher something.

“Grace…your eyes…they’re blue…”

“Oh Michael but loads of people have blue eyes. And I don’t think it signifies anything,” Estella added.

Michael looked at Grace. He opened his mouth and closed it again in astonishment.

“I’ve seen you before.”

“Impossible.”

“I have.”

“Uh-huh. Not possible. I’ve never heard about Arka and Geventen and whoever Estella mentioned before. I don’t even know where I am right now. And for you, Michael we couldn’t have ever met, for Mrs. Eleanor never allowed me outside Katenburg and only someone lost could have entered such a lonely street,” Grace snapped curtly, though she thought it was polite.

“For sure I know I have never entered Katenburg,” Michael said firmly reassuring. “And for your information, there aren’t many people with blue eyes and a shade of violet,” Michael crossed his arms and looked straight at Grace’s incredulous eyes.

Grace had known this all along. She hadn’t dared tell it to anyone that she had a tinge of violet in her eyes, afraid that it might be some kind of defect and she may have to undergo surgery. No one had ever noticed this – not Mrs. Eleanor, nor Daniel. Not even her stupid and useless frenemies at her previous boarding school – Winterville Oak School for girls ONLY, who were good at nothing else apart from bullying.

“How did you know?” Grace fidgeted with her finger ring.

“Pretty simple. I was scrutinizing your eyes for a whole minute in case you haven’t noticed,” Michael said with a poker face.

Grace avoided eye contact with either of them.

“Does that mean I…I have to undergo some s…surgery to get that spot removed?” Grace asked her fear out.

“What’s surgery? And exactly why will you have to get that spot removed?” Estella asked.

“One second. You don’t know what ‘surgery’ is!

“Why will you have to remove that spot?’ Michael repeated the question impatiently.

“Because it’s odd…it’s unusual…”

“It’s unique, Grace, so are you. That spot isn’t a sign of abnormality, Grace…it’s special…it’s a rare sign that could mean something.”

Grace looked confused. She felt like she was dreaming all of this. She was in the middle of the night thinking about a completely different world. She shook herself and pinched hard on her right arm but nothing worked. It was real. It was a completely different world.

“Where am I?’ Grace asked.

“You’re at Geventen – Training Centre of Power and Control,” Estella answered.

“Geventen Training of what?” Grace asked, still bewildered.

“Power and Control,” Estella said. She swung her hand and Grace’s hand miraculously healed. Grace looked terrified and incredulous. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Did her pain just vanish? Could Estella do that with just that casual swish of her arm?

She was indeed in some enchanted land; she could now swear.

Welcome, Grace, to our land.

“No. No. Just wait… Estella. I…I don’t know this place. I don’t belong here. I want to go back home.” Grace sort of panicked.

“This is home,” Estella said, in a calm voice.

“My home!” Grace stuttered.

“Yeah, yeah. This is your home.”

There was a brief silence.

“What about Mrs. Eleanor and Daniel?”

“Are they your family members?” Estella asked.

“Yes. I mean…no. I mean…yes,” Grace stammered thinking about whether they qualify for that category.

“For the first time I have seen a person who is confused with her family members. Amusing,” Michael finally spoke.

“Excuse me… just- just stay out of it, okay?” Grace snapped.

“They would be fine,” Estella said, evidently more considerate.

Grace leaned back and looked up and let out a sigh.

“Grace, listen. Maybe you can have a tour of the place. It’ll make sense, then. Michael, can you, please…?”

“Me?” Michael asked.

Estella nodded.

“And maybe I’ll be able to get out of the Hospilansary and join you both if I get free early after attending the patients and when Bella returns.”

“Hos…what?”

“Hospilansary… Hospital at Geventen. Michael… take her to meet Curtis once, if possible,” Estella said as she helped Grace get on her feet.

Michael neither nodded nor said anything. He walked out of the door. Grace had no choice but to follow him.







Chapter Three

I’m in a Dream For Sure
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The place gave a feel of an ancient palace… Everything looked ageless and preserved. It was nearing night time and the light started gently fading away. Some old lamps flickered along the stairs and the doors had been decorated with satin ribbons. Candles were placed along the railings, and stars were dangling, as though suspended from the sky. There was a hustle-bustle throughout the place and young people rushed here and there, huge books in their hands and bags hanging on one of their shoulders. Elderly people walked along the side lines, ordering instructions from the weary children.

And finally, there was a huge sign hung above which said, ‘Welcome to Geventen’.

The railings along had also been freshly painted and there was an aroma of jasmine in the air. Grace climbed the staircase.

It was raining heavily through the warmth of the summer and people on the ground rushed to get inside the school. The rooms had been recently cleaned and swiped but the trainees managed to make them untidy again. In the light of the white iridescent bulbs that hung from the corners of the ceiling, Grace could see a huge white screen against the wall and a ceramic-white table beside it bedecked with a small plant of cactus. The night was melting and oozing and pouring through the windows; the distant lamp looked hazy across the sheet of rain glowing with the reflected light of the streetlamps.

Michael turned away from Grace as he walked alongside.

“I’m Michael, Michael Davis.” He stopped and turned to face Grace.

Grace also halted.

“Listen, Grace, I know this sounds ridiculous and mental…but understanding the fact that we’re not real is of utmost importance.”

Grace wanted to laugh, but the firmness in his tone stopped her.

“What does that mean?”

“I’m not real. And nor are you,” he continued. “We don’t belong to this era. We don’t belong here.”

Grace listened intently.

The Powers outweigh the strength and what this world can bear. Hence, learning and careful usage of these Powers are of utmost importance. We need to learn how to use and control these Powers in the right way... He strained his eyes. And well… we have to come to Geventen or else…,” he stopped without completing. A pause ensued.

“We start our journey, a journey that is different for each one of us…he continued. We are trained for the real world,” he added. So that we don’t harm it, and it doesn’t harm us.

“Real world?” Grace asked.

“Outside Geventen,” Michael answered her look.

“Arka? What’s that?” Grace abruptly asked, recalling the word from her passive memory.

“This city. Geventen’s only a part of the city like an ancient training centre,”

Grace nodded in understanding.

“But what are these? These unusual things?” Grace pointed at a man with one-eye walking at a distance.

Michael looked at Grace. “Power,” he said uncertainly.

“What Power?” Grace asked.

Michael looked confused. “What do you mean by that?”

“There are no Powers! This is not a real world! It’s my imagination, for sure!” Grace said, more to herself.

“There is Power. It is there everywhere. It’s just that humans have been ignorant to realize that it has always been there. For centuries. They have been lying to themselves, convincing themselves that there can be no such thing as Power. Every child, every person has a Power within…and only that one needs to realize it. And if you realize it in time… Geventen will always be there to welcome you.”

Grace looked more confused at this long explanation, but nevertheless, she smiled. “It’s wonderful. Wonderful to be a part of another world.” She tried to sound cheerful, yet far from being convinced.

“It is. And every person can be…if they believe Power is there,” Michael said, smiling for the first time.

“Hmm…where are we going?” Grace asked, as if she wanted to digress.

“Sir Curtis’s cabin.”

“Who is he?”

“Trainer of Illusionism. Senior most Trainer of Geventen.”

“Illusionism?” Grace asked absurdly.

Michael nodded.

Grace was too nervous to look here and there lest she explodes with amazement and curiosity at the things she might see.

She could have sworn that she had seen a Manticore statue a few minutes ago in the corridor, that was made from pure gold and which had changed its eye colour from golden to red when it saw Grace. When Grace had turned to Michael for explanation, he shrugged it away to be a trick of the eye – either the lion’s or Grace’s. He had thought it to be a joke while Grace was still trying to work out what he had said.

“What in the world is this statue of a Manticore doing here?” Grace asked.

“There goes a lot of history behind it,” Michael said as he continued. “Maybe you should focus on our leisurely stroll rather than thinking about a lengthy history lesson that too about why a Manticore’s statue placed here.”

“And Power Strengthening?” Grace came up with her next question.

In a flash of an eye, Michael was holding a knife in his hand and the next moment as he swung the knife it changed into a sword.

“This is Power Strengthening,” Michael said with a drawl as he lowered the sword and swung it back into a knife and hid it in his sock. “You’re not to tell anybody where I hid the knife,” Michael said sternly as he saw Grace looking at his leg intently. “It can only be achieved after attaining a certain level of Power.”

Grace paused. “Do you realize that it is frightening to behold someone so close to you with an unsheathed sword in front of her face?”

“Very well. I didn’t mean to scare you, you know. Sorry about that,” Michael said in a monotone.

“Yeah. Keep that in mind,” Grace muttered as she gestured, touching her head with her forefinger. She wished she didn’t have to program her mind with so much strange and new information at this stage of her life. She wondered what lay ahead and how she would cope up with it. The uncertainty as well as the thrill of it made her shiver slightly.

They climbed through connecting staircases and walked through long shadowy corridors. There were metal humans jiggling with a metallic clang as they wandered along the corridors. Grace nearly banged into one of them and let out a scream so loud that all the Trainers came out, startled. They shouted at Michael, not knowing Grace; and Michael apologized to all of them. Finally, when all of them had gone, Michael gave a warning look to Grace to watch out where she was going.

Grace had a surprise of her life when among the Trainers she could see some really weird characters. There was a pale lady who was so pearly transparent looking that Grace could see right through her ears. She also saw a young man with a funny beard whom later Michael mentioned as Ellan Vled, and that he trained for Control and Magical Ethics.

“That is a theoretical subject, though,” Michael continued as he walked ahead. “I never enjoyed it much. But Tra. Ellan is fun. He lets us play and joke around, so it’s only his class that doesn’t put me to sleep.”

There was a big shelf that was nicely decorated with violins and guitars. Then, there were floating objects which swung in mid-air and sometimes crash landed on students’ heads.

“Ahh!” Michael shrieked. A blue-yellow vase had dropped on Michael’s head and spilt all the water over him.

“Reverso,” the boy standing next uttered, and the vase vanished.

He looked like a year or two older than Grace and Michael. He was wearing a crème-coloured uniform with black buttons decorating the front and he held a sword in his hand. His shoes were unpolished, and his hair was frizzy and tangled. It was a pity he didn’t smile, or the girls around would have surely fallen for him. Instead, he had a sober face when he bowed to Michael and Grace. Michael bowed back but Grace stood her stand, too preoccupied to bow.

“Evening Michael. Evening Miss. May I know where you are going because I am on patrol duty today?”

“Noi, this is Grace Grincen. New Enchantress,” Michael said.

The other boy extended his hand forward.

Grace shook it with a confused expression.

“Myself Nevan Locomoto. You can call me ‘Noi’… everyone does,” he said, slightly smiling for the first time.

Grace looked at Noi slightly taken aback. Her eyes were wet suddenly, and she stepped away from Nevan.

“Are you all right, Grace?” Nevan asked, as he touched Grace’s shoulder looking concerned.

Yeah. Grace controlled her emotions. “I’m fine. Sorry.”

Noi seemed to observe her for a moment. “Are you sure, you are, okay? Do you need some water?”

“No. Thanks.”

Noi nodded but still, he doubted if she was in her right mind. He looked at Michael with a questioning glance.

“Did you see Joshua?” Noi asked Michael.

“Half an hour ago. She was helping me with the Shield. Why?”

“I expect she has another one of her tricks roaming around. She set a trail of fake sun explodes behind me this morning.”

“Don’t sweat it…she’s pretty mature,” Michael said.

“Yeah. Try to get on her flip side once, and you’ll understand her maturity,” Noi said, narrowing his eyes. Anyways, great meeting you, Grace.”

“Unzo Kreta Wei Lus Fanziyo. Ormos,” Nevan said and left.

Grace hesitated. She felt something odd. She didn’t exactly hate Noi, but she didn’t like him. It was like he was a memory. Something Grace had seen long back.

“What did he say?” Grace asked Michael.

“I duly respect you and your personality and promise to never betray as a true act of friendship. Thank you and I take your leave,” Michael recited.

Grace knew what was coming her way. No way was she going to tell that to anyone. Her hands had suddenly turned clammy and sweaty and she was subconsciously fidgeting with her top.

“Grace, I’m not sure if you’re…”

“I’m OK, Michael. I…It’s just that it’s getting dark,” Grace avoided the topic.

Her tight-lipped suppressed smile wasn’t reassuring for Michael. As if she was having a thousand unfriendly thoughts inside her but was not willing to confess her discomfiture.

“Are you scared of the dark…”

“NO,” Grace cleared her throat to overemphasize her negation…and looked away.

Michael understood that Grace wasn’t in the mood to converse on the topic.

“And what exactly was this thing that the boy said?” Grace asked after they had started walking again.

“Kind of Oath. In Ridona.”

“Ridona?”

“Geventen’s code language. You say it when you meet someone for the first time, and you want the other person to be your friend.”

Grace hesitated with her movements as she hid a sob.

“You didn’t say it to me,” Grace muttered to avoid the topic again.

Michael blushed.

“No,” He looked down as if that explained everything. “We’re here,” he said as if to change the topic.

The calmness all around was overwhelming, and Michael knocked at the door distractedly.

No answer.

Knock… Knock!

No door clicking.

“Hello?”

Uh-huh. No answer.

“Sir Curtis?” Michael called.

Finally, the door opened. There stood a man in a distressed, wretched-looking, black lapel coat and trouser-with-holes. He had a taut posture and his black clothes merged with the shadowy walls and semi-darkness of his room interiors. His forehead was wrinkled with tension and worries. A pointed curved nose lent his face a distinction.

“As the Warden for Geventen, Mr. Davis…your shoes are dirty,” he said as bent down to pick up his fallen letter. “Better take care you know…for points to be the Captain.”

Michael nodded and made a careful note in his mind.

“Yes…sir, I shall take care.”

Grace looked beyond Mr. Curtis’s head into the dark study. In the dim rays filtering in from outside, Grace could see a crock which was being stirred by a weird-looking creature (Grace was shocked). The room occasionally got lit by bubbling flashes of bright red and black colours that were emitted from a boiling cauldron of pungent liquid. Dark fumes came out of the incessant boiling. The liquid looked viscous and dark grey as it churned, a thick, slimy and ugly mixture. Grace felt dizzy looking at the concoction.

“Sir…” Michael started. “We have a new…”

“Yes, but I am very busy currently,” Curtis cut him short.

“I know…but…”

“JK’s coming today,” Curtis informed.

Michael nearly choked. “JK!”

Grace was curious and wanted to know who JK was but she felt this wasn’t the right moment at all.

“Yeah,” Curtis said, going back to his work.

He waved his hand and flames erupted out of the crock. Then he waved again, muttering something and the flames diminished.

He covered his face with his hands. He smiled, embarrassed.

“Sorry…got a little excited,” Curtis said optimistically. “Now… actually if you have a lot of time, would you mind helping me in clearing this?” He pointed at the slowly ‘eroded-by-potion’ table.

“Sir, I haven’t mastered the cleaning enchantment yet; and so sorry, Sir, but we’ve got an urgent assignment to complete.”

Michael rushed towards the stairs followed by Grace. They had nearly turned around the corner when Michael bumped into someone.

“Michael! How’re you? And where are you?” The girl asked.

“I’m good. I’m good,” Michael said.

“Anything… Michael?” Welsa said, scanning his wind-blown black hairs as if looking for a piece of hidden treasure.

“No, not really…”

“Michael! You’ve got grey hair!” Welsa almost shouted.

“O… Oh, oh yeah.” He quickly changed his hair parting from right to left, in an attempt to hide the grey strands, but too late maybe.

“Maybe we can get you an Aproute. That’ll help.” She poked and picked one of his greying strands. “I’ve got one here.” She rummaged through the contents of her side bag, thrusting a coke bottle, lipstick and mascara into Grace’s hands in the process of emptying.

“Ah ha! Gotcha!” She smiled, brushing her hair out of her face. She looked at the jelly-filled bottle in her hands. Then suddenly her expression dropped into a sad smile. “No… this is not the one. Let me check your hair, Michael, she lunged forward once more towards Michael’s head.”

“Uh,” Michael said, forcing her hand down and stepping clear. ‘We have a new Enchantress. Maybe you can guide her till the Housery,” he said as he carefully maintained his distance.

Welsa suddenly realized the presence of Grace of which she was completely oblivious till then. Grace looked closely at Welsa. She seemed to be around nineteen and she was wearing a neatly pinned uniform and had round-rimmed glasses perched on her cute nose tip. She looked at Grace through her broken glasses. Grace, for the first time, realized how tall she was. Her eyes were tiny and had a soft look. Despite her tight smile and confused demeanour, Welsa was the most confident of all, Michael communicated later on. Her circular glasses gave her an old-fashioned look.

“Umm…Michael, do I need to take orders from you? I’m saying ‘yes’ to you one last time, but not again. I’m the Captain, mind it,’ Welsa said bossily with a light snort blowing away a strand of hair from her face.”

“I love you, Welsa.” That sibling bond was summarized in those plain three words.

Grace didn’t like the idea of being left behind with a total stranger who seemed to be all set to boss Grace around.

Welsa started walking…and talking simultaneously.

“See girl… whoever you are, I want you to be disciplined. Discipline is the most important thing in Geventen. Myself Welsa Thomas, I’m the Captain for Geventen.”

Grace lingered, falling behind, as she dragged her feet slowly and reluctantly, not keen on following this bossy girl. “Hi Welsa, I am …”

“Yeah, yeah. We’ll get to know in a minute who you are. Welsa impudently cut her short.”

Grace scratched the back of her neck. This girl was bossy to the point of irritability.

“Watch out!” Welsa said to Grace as she quickly reached out and pulled Grace back by her arm.

The floor beneath Grace went transparent and cracked open to reveal a room where a girl was drinking juice. As Grace stumbled back, she saw the girl stand up in rage from the table and snap her fingers.

“Dessel! You idiot! Don’t you see you are poking through a Housery!” The girl below shouted as her juice spilt all over the table.

“Reverso!” The girl said and at once the juice was back into the glass in the girl’s hand. “Where are you, Dessel?” The girl shouted. “Arresto!” She said pointing to a
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