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  Morning and evening 
Maids heard the goblins cry:
“Come buy our orchard fruits,
Come buy, come buy:
Apples and quinces,
Lemons and oranges,
Plump unpeck’d cherries,
Melons and raspberries,
Bloom-down-cheek’d peaches,
Swart-headed mulberries,
Wild free-born cranberries,
Crab-apples, dewberries,
Pine-apples, blackberries,
Apricots, strawberries;—
All ripe together
In summer weather,—
Morns that pass by,
Fair eves that fly;
Come buy, come buy:
Our grapes fresh from the vine,
Pomegranates full and fine,
Dates and sharp bullaces,
Rare pears and greengages,
Damsons and bilberries,
Taste them and try:”
                           —Goblin Market, Christina Rossetti 
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  St. Benedict’s Catholic School


The premier Catholic college preparatory school in Southwest Connecticut. We provide a learning environment that embraces family, community, and the Gospel values of the Roman Catholic Church. 
Schedule for: Mina Rubenstein
Honors Pre-Calculus | Period 1 | Mr. Cayer | Room A-9(A-D days)
Religious Studies | Period 2 | Mr. Dale | Room B-12(A-D days)
Study Hall | Period 3 | Commons(A&C days)
Gym | Period 3 | Mr. Jackson | Gym(B&D days)
AP Eng Lang/Comp | Period 4 | Sr. Francis | Room B-1(A-D days)
Lunch | Period 5 | Commons(A-D days)
AP Chemistry | Period 6 | Mrs. Miller | Room C-7(A-D days)
Honors Spanish III | Period 7 | Ms. Sevilla | Room C-3(A-D days)
AP US History | Period 8 | Mr. Tremaglio | Room A-4(A-D days)
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Prologue


Snow fell. Mina contemplated how she wanted to show this in her drawing. Snow changed the world. Everything quieted, boundaries blurred, soft edges seeped. A white hush cloaked streets, trees, entire towns. Familiar places were reinvented. 
Snow was symbolic. A fresh start, a clean surface, a new beginning, but Mina’s snow, once pristine, ephemeral, and gossamer, was laced with blood. Black dots on the white sheet of paper made flakes heavy and unyielding. She continued to sketch. The flurries fell into Callon’s eyes, drenched his cloak, and hindered his success. The bands of white muffled the anguished cries and the death falls. It made horror beautiful from far away, but up close, evil was anything but pretty.
Mina pressed her charcoal pencil hard against the pristine paper. The elf’s now familiar features appeared intense, smeared with dirt and rage. Pain illuminated his eyes with each new line she rendered. “This is not what I want to draw.”
Chaos ensued. Warriors and mythical monsters clashed as snow and sleet slashed sideways. The princely elf battled goblins. Not one, not three, but four short, stocky, incredibly ugly creatures. Their faces were leathery; hair bulged from large bat ears and curled over most every other part of their bodies. Damp, sweat-soaked strands protruded through chinks in their misshapen armor. Sleet matted tangles down in abstraction over squat, muscular arms. Small and fast, furious, and deadly, the monsters surrounded the prince.
Mina wanted to stop sketching as much as she wished her heart would cease violently rattling in her chest. It was a drawing for God’s sake, but her pencil felt like a prediction and the outcome dire. She couldn’t see Callon hurt.
His gorget and leather armor were splattered with muck and mud, dripping and heavy. His hefty sword sliced through the first goblin’s skin as easily as it carved the white falling flakes. He staggered when another monster’s sword pierced his leg. She etched a gash down his thigh. Callon’s shoulders rounded with fatigue, yet Mina drew on. She couldn’t stop sketching, as much as she tried to pull herself away.
Ice amassed under the prince’s feet, sending him skittering. Blood and mud sprayed the ground burgundy. The warrior struck out, slashing in a circle to keep the remaining goblins at bay. He thrust his sword at one, giving another the chance to use his weapon as a spear. Callon parried and drove his sword into the gremlin’s chest. The monster squealed and fell.
The other two were upon him.
Callon’s blade pierced the winter storm of white. He was not the soldier his sister was, but a calm descended. He’d trained for this equally as hard as she had, and while she excelled at horsemanship, he did so in ground combat. He preferred to face his opponent and stare into their eyes, seeing the evil and feeling as if his sword carried out justice rather than violence. He locked eyes with one of the remaining two goblins, already envisioning its demise.
One monster, more reckless than the other, growled, spit, and swore in a language as rough and rude as itself. The stench of death from the slain devils warred with the odor wafting off the living ones. It brought tears to Callon’s eyes even as he attempted to breathe through his mouth. He assumed the goblin across from him was male, but it was nearly impossible to tell. The foul creature jerked forward, swinging a curved sword with ease, aiming at Callon’s midsection, ever so happy to gut him.
“I’ll see you join the others in eternal sleep.” He screamed above the battle roar that surrounded him and kicked away the fallen dead by his feet.
The two remaining demons moved into fighting range. He wielded his sword with muscle memory from all the long, intense training days with his sister, who had pushed him beyond exhaustion to hone his skills. Callon thanked Elarona for that practice now as he cleaved down and across, hitting the portly monster’s arm and severing it. The creature howled in pain and sank to its knees. The prince kicked out, his boot meeting the beast’s face. It fell over and he stabbed, ending its miserable existence.
The other goblin jumped on Callon’s back, ready to plunge a dagger into his neck. The elf grabbed the monster’s arm, blade slicing his cheek. He wrenched the weapon away and fell backward. He hit the packed snow hard, the impact jarring, and squashed the monster to the ground. The prince’s sword flew from his fingers. He twisted off the creature and scurried away.
The goblin crawled on arms and knees after him, yellow teeth chomping, moving faster than Callon could have ever imagined. Its claws grabbed at his pant leg and pulled him close. The elf pawed the slick and slimy ground littered with remnants of both elven and goblin warriors. His hand closed over a rock and when in range, the goblin’s teeth ready to sink into his leg, Callon smashed the stone against its head. The force of impact reverberated through him. He repeated the motion. The rock slammed into the monster’s skull, the squelch and shatter loud, the squeal of the beast deafening, until it fell limp.
Callon pushed away, stood, and scanned the battleground. It was no longer white even though snow continued to fall. Elarona cheered. The other elven warriors joined in the joyous war cry before turning to help the injured or collect bodies of the fallen for burial. The prince limped closer, anything but delighted. The battle was far from over.
Mina put a hand to her mouth, tears in her eyes, and stopped. She crumpled the drawing into a ball and hid it and the paper and pencil under her mattress. No one could know about it.
She stood, opened the door, exited her room, and waved to the orderly standing guard by the locked doors. She walked down the sterile hallway and into the waiting office.
Mina’s tongue stuck to the inside of her chapped lips, as dry as midsummer sand well above the tideline on a beach. The young and overeager doctor sat behind an organized desk where she attempted to interact, but Mina found the bookshelves overladen with psychology texts, including The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, more interesting.
“I have no idea what to talk about.” Mina slouched lower in her chair and battled through her first individual session. She was grateful her parents cared enough to find a place where she’d receive help but mortified that everyone at her high school probably couldn’t stop gossiping about her downfall.
“Tell me why you’re here.” The doctor in the shiny white lab coat had an equally pearly grin. She pushed a tissue box her way.
“It doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.” Mina pushed her tortoiseshell glasses up her nose. “I guess it all got to be too much.”
“Your parents said you were brave coming to them. They’re proud of you.”
“I wish I had talked to them earlier. The bullying was bad, the breakup hard, and it was all stressful, but the other stuff spiraled.”
“What do you mean?”
“The imaginary world with the elves.” Mina focused on the plant at the edge of the desk. “It all seemed real.”
“That’s a good place to start. Let’s explore what happened. There’s no judgment in this room. You can relax.”
She wanted that too, but her knees shook, and her leg refused to stop jumping up and down.
“How’s the journaling going?” the doctor asked.
“Fine.” Her gaze skipped around the room trying to find a focus, but all she saw were possible future sketches. Her pointer finger painted along her jeans, creating circles, ovals, and swirls.
“Tell me a little more. I asked you to put aside drawing and focus on writing down your thoughts and ideas to avoid confusing the real with the imaginary. Has it helped? Any misperceptions?”
“I let my imagination run wild in the past. I get it.”
“It’s much more complicated than that. It’s what we are going to try and figure out here.”
She understood everything the doctor was saying but missed Auralon so much and wanted to continue to sketch Callon, the pixies, Buddy, and the other world she longed to return to.
Her life here was a huge, hot, steaming pile of horse dung, and Mina had no idea what she was going to do about it.

      [image: ]Session over, she walked back to her room, hand skimming the wall. It pulsed in response. A portion in front of her blurred and faded. A figure stood behind it. 
The shadow held out its hand but then disappeared.
The wall solidified in front of her.
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Chapter One


Spaz. Monkey. Witch. Fish-lips . Those were the names other students gave her. 
They hurt less than the names she gave herself, but not by much.
Mina’s dented clover-green VW Jetta grumbled to life in the brisk September morning. She drove to school on the winding back roads of Greenwich, Connecticut and ranted. No one else was in the car, but that didn’t stop her.
“Thanks, Mom and Dad. You had to send me to a freaking Catholic high school. Me. The product of a lapsed Jewish father and Catholic mother.” A raw laugh escaped her lips. “Not only that, but the school had to be in this ridiculous, bougie town. What were you expecting? No one would notice? I wouldn’t get picked on?” She glared as if her parents sat in the middle of the road in front of the car and accelerated.
Her curls bounced wildly with an angry shake of her head. They covered her eyes for a moment, and Mina hoped it would signal her demise. But nope, no oncoming tractor-trailer. Alas, she couldn’t banish the realization that junior year at St. Benedict’s Catholic High School would suck as much as her freshman and sophomore years. It might even suck the life out of her.
Mina’s stomach gurgled. Breakfast had been left uneaten at the table that morning. But the sound released the horrid memory from freshman year. No matter how hard she tried, there was no way to banish it. She’d die alone in her creepy old house, surrounded by cats, and still remember. If her last name, Rubenstein, hadn’t been enough to initiate the bullying, the freshman-year incident put her on other not-so-kind students’ radar.
It wasn’t Mina’s fault that she had a gluten intolerance. Wanting to fit in, to be normal, those first days of freshman year, she’d downed two slices of pizza during the new class welcome celebration and had promptly thrown up. The garbage can had been a long haul, and the bathroom another world entirely. Vomit had decorated the floor.
Christened with spaz on that occasion, she’d suffered every day since then. At least, it felt that way. She was a leper if you wanted to go biblical. There’d been no coming back from the upchuck event during her first week at St. Benedict’s. Worse, it put her on the radar of Trey Jones. The other insults, which came later, were his special gift to her.
The potholes in the school driveway created a stew of nausea and dread, and the rattling cough coming off the engine had Mina’s anxiety skyrocketing as she prayed nothing was amiss. She’d just received her license and was one of the only juniors who could drive this early in the year, thanks to her birthday being on the cusp. Another thank-you to her parents, who’d held her back, thinking she wasn’t ready for preschool when she’d turned three.
Gas was expensive, and Mina could barely afford it with the little her mom paid her for helping out at the art gallery. Car repairs were out of the question, but those worries faded into the background after she’d pulled into a parking spot at the school.
St. Benedict’s held the title of premier Catholic college preparatory school in lower Southern Connecticut, providing a learning environment that embraced family, community, and the Gospel values of the Roman Catholic Church.
What a load of crock. She’d never met teens as savage as her peers—assholes one and all.
Her car coughed and died. The radio, playing a morning show out of New York City moments before, dropped into silence. All around her, doors banged, and people chatted, while the interior of her car filled with desperation. Her heartbeat echoed in her ears.
A blaring car horn brought Mina to the morning’s reality. She scanned the parking lot before checking her reflection in the small rearview mirror. She corralled her brown, frizzy curls into a ponytail. She blinked, her contact lenses already dry. Hazel eyes stared back at her through the rearview mirror, cold gray instead of their usual brown and green. She reached into her backpack and reapplied a little powder to the hawkish nose that turned oily with stress, over the small, round birthmark on her chin that earned her the friendly moniker witch, and dabbed Chapstick on her full lips.
She touched a finger to her favorite necklace, a white gold infinity sign encrusted with diamond chips intertwined with a rose gold heart. Her mom had bought it for her before she’d started this stupid school as a good luck present. It hadn’t worked.
The first bell blared and signaled ten minutes until homeroom. After adjusting the stupid blue plaid skirt and knee-high socks, she exited the car and peered at the white stone statue of the Virgin Mary in the central courtyard, surrounded by concrete pathways and patches of fading grass. Ayden stood sentry. A plume of fine mist escaped her vape pen with every exhale.
Mina ambled closer and met Ayden’s brown eyes, framed by long lashes and warm brown skin. Often, she wanted to reach out to touch those lashes to determine whether they were as soft as they appeared or run her hand across Ayden’s undercut to feel the downy fuzz. Mina would never dare. Their friendship was too important, and God forbid, Ayden thought her as awkward as some of the other students.
“Hey.” Mina offered a dull half-wave. In public middle school, she’d been artistic, somewhat of a loner, and quiet in class, but she had friends. Here, she only had Ayden.
“You’re happy this morning.” Ayden’s softness pulled her closer.
Ayden. The one person who made school bearable wore her differences in plain sight with pride and hostility against those who might try to take advantage of them. A cleft lip had left her scarred even after numerous surgeries. It was part of what made her all the more interesting and relatable.
“Not happy at all.” Mina drew in the chill. “Possible car problems. Last thing I need.”
“So serious this morning.” Ayden sucked on the vape pen and a plume of coconut released into the air. “It’ll be okay.”
“I’m the serious one?” Mina scrunched her nose, making a silly face. She blushed doing it, hoping Ayden wouldn’t make fun of her.
Her friend laughed, and Mina stood taller, more ready to tackle the day when they parted ways inside.
“You’re such a goof.” Ayden’s hand rested on her arm for a moment.
“How’s the new job?”
“Fine. Not like I want to work at a restaurant forever scrubbing pots and pans, but it gives me some cash. My parents sure don’t have any extra to lend out.”
Mina changed the subject before the mood soured. “Meet for lunch as usual?” Ayden was not as academically inclined as Mina, so they didn’t share classes.
“Got to keep my one and only fan happy.”
They joked around for a few minutes until Ayden glanced at her cell phone. “Time to go.”
“No.” Pulling on the collar of her navy-blue sweater, Mina stalled. “Must we?”
“The sooner we start, the sooner we end.”
Mina snorted. “If you say so, wise one.” She took slow steps along the cracked sidewalk. “Such a philosophical way to embrace the morning. I accept your wisdom and will attempt to enter school, hoping to leave it quickly.”
Ayden opened one of the side doors. “Welcome to the unholy trinity: teachers, classes, and Trey.”
With a quick wave, they parted company.
Mina lowered her head, gaze grazing the floor, and studied the feet around her.
People moved away like herded sheep. If this was the worst of her day, she’d be fine. But only the saints in heaven had an idea of the evils to come. Mina prayed for a miracle on the way to class, but her prayers always went unanswered. The devil attended St. Benedict’s Catholic School, and his name was Trey.
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Chapter Two


Abuse would come. She was sure of it, but nothing happened. No slaps to the back, no snide comments in her ear when someone passed her desk. Mina flopped into her homeroom seat, avoiding the stares of Trey and the rest of the popular crew making up the back half of the room. 
She rifled through her backpack, pushing aside One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey, took out a pencil, and sketched away the time until class started, blocking out the chatter around her. Her world tilted on its axis as she drew the first snowflake. Winter in Auralon created ice castles in the trees. A white blanket of powder covered the ground.
The creatures appeared, practically drawing themselves. They had large, crystalline eyes, sharp canine teeth, and pointed ears. Bright-colored capes swirled as they danced through the snow. A winter solstice festival filled her mind, and her hand followed, sketching the activities.
Three of the creatures sat removed from the others. Perched on a wooden stage near the surrounding hills, they lingered at a table covered with food and drink tankards. Servants stood on each side, waiting for orders, ready to refill cups with ale or wine or replace empty dishes with delicacies such as roasted wild hog.
Not far away, swords clashed, children sledded down smooth white hills, and couples roamed the improvised boardwalk enclosed by hastily erected wooden promenades full of merchants selling wares. The seated trio glanced at the merriment. The festival had been constructed for their viewing pleasure.
Mina’s fingers cramped. The pencil moved with a life of its own. She knew the creatures well, as they often appeared in her drawings and dreams. Though not entirely human, the woman at the table had long, golden hair in intricate plaits. Two men sat beside her, the white-haired elder so wizened that Mina pressed hard with the pencil to darken the wrinkles on his face. The younger man was tall and imposing, with straight silver hair that waterfalled past his shoulders and down his back. He was beautiful but unsettled, making it hard to capture the myriad emotions expressed in his narrowed, sunflower eyes.
No one at all similar to him existed in her reality.
Mina’s vision tunneled as she was drawn into the picture. Snow and ice crunched. The smell of smoky, burning wood and exotic perfumes reached out over her.
“Beautiful day for the festival, Callon. Wouldn’t you agree?” The blonde woman turned toward the younger of the two men. Her amber eyes were intense. A smile played on her lips.
He returned her gaze. “Elarona, these events bring me nothing but anguish and displeasure.” His snarl revealed pointed canine teeth. “There’s so much socializing to be done. Too much mirth and merriment to go around.”
“Better get used to it. You’re the oldest male in the family.”
“And yet, you can still best me with a quarterstaff. Maybe you are more of a man than I and should take the throne.”
“Deny you of your right as firstborn. I prefer the Outland Army anyway.”
“You will never find a husband among all the rough soldiers whose company you keep.”
“And you better start courting that princess from Tallows. You remember, the tall one with a crooked nose. King Ruaid here must be sick of waiting for a grandchild.”
Callon’s wicked grin faltered. He opened his mouth to reply.
“Children!” the old man barked, effectively cutting off the conversation. “Remember your place. You’re the future rulers of Auralon and my offspring. If your mother were here to bear witness to this disgrace, she’d flog my hide. Do not start quarreling in the public eye. If not for me, for her memory.” His staff thumped the ground so hard the table shook. Ale slopped over the side of Callon’s goblet.
“Indeed, Father,” Elarona said, yellow eyes downcast. Her pointed ears reddened with shame. Her voice was hushed.
The old man pointed a finger at the prince. With the rising wind gusts, his white hair turned into a mane around his head. “We’ll set up a visit to the Tallows next month and move your engagement along.”
“Whatever you require, sir.” The muscles in Callon’s shoulders rippled. The acrobats, comedy troupe, and corresponding laughter of the little ones went unnoticed. He sat rigid and said no more until he could stay at his station not a minute longer. He stood and offered his hand to his sister. “Let us be social. We’ve been on this pedestal for too long.”
She took his hand, and they descended into the crowd. Children skated on the pond. To his left, soldiers displayed their skill with a multitude of weapons. They sparred in small circles, hoping to win praise from women and the royal family.
“Does Father intend to marry you off to bolster the kingdom? That’s so last century,” Elarona said. Her tall frame was muscular. She worked hard to hone it and prove herself in the king’s army. Her skills with the sword and bow and arrow rivaled any other soldier, but her specialty was combat on horseback. She had a way with animals and outfought other riders with ease.
Callon’s bitter laugh plumed in the chilly air. “Since Mother’s death, I haven’t been able to figure him out.” He passed a hand over his forehead as if trying to rub away a headache but immediately put it down and smiled when a pair of merchants arrived, offering the siblings a warm hello and thanks for the festival fun.
The two continued onward. The sharp air smelled of wood smoke and pine. Vendors’ tents sold food, drinks, medicine—anything and everything a person could want. People laughed, ate, and drank. A snowball fight broke out in the large field that led to the edge of the woods.
Gray clouds hung in damp sheets, heavy and ready to release more snow. Birds fluttered and called from the low shrubs that lined the well-worn path Callon stepped onto. It led toward the castle, the pride of his father’s kingdom, and one day to be his. He should be happier. He should feel pride observing citizens of Auralon enjoy themselves. The kingdom was prosperous, the elves happy, but not him, at least since his mother’s death four years ago. He should be over it, right? Since his youth, his father had always said he was too sensitive, needed to toughen up, and be more like his sister, but it was hard. Callon refused to get over his mother’s death to appease his father.
A young woman ventured forward with a shy smile on her lips. While he was supposed to marry someone of a similar status, he questioned if, at this point, with all his delays and stalling, his father would be happy if he picked any partner at all.
“Hello, Princeling.” She bowed and peered up to meet his eyes. Long brown hair hid under a knit cap. A fur-lined azure cloak shielded her from snow flurries shifting in the air.
“Hello, Briash.” His lips pursed before they spread into a straight line. His eyes refused to meet hers.
“How are you enjoying the day?”
“It’s fine.” Another pause.
His sister elbowed him. They were roughly the same height, nearly six feet, and the elbow in his ribs left him huffing out an exasperated and painful breath. When he did nothing further, Elarona cleared her throat.
“How are you enjoying it?” he finally asked.
“Wonderful, thank you. Everything is lovely.”
Callon considered Briash’s emphasis on the word everything. He was so caught up in the thoughts swirling in his mind that the silence grew between them until it was uncomfortable.
Elarona rescued him. “What has been your favorite so far?”
“I saw you on horseback yesterday, Princess. You were amazing in the jousting competition. Nobody is better astride a horse.”
“I appreciate the compliment.” Elarona bowed her head.
“It’s not a compliment,” Briash said. “It’s a fact. You’re the best rider in the kingdom, but you have many strengths as a warrior.”
“My brother has many strengths as well.” Elarona smirked, catlike eyes blazing yellow. “But they are kept well hidden under his cloak.”
He opened his mouth to speak but found it dry and lacking words. What could he say? His sister often did this, setting him up for embarrassment. She had always been that way. As the younger of the two, but the more feral and athletic, she’d earned her place among the boys with wit and strength. Elarona was as tough as the armor she wore on the battlefield. Unfortunately, her wit often ended up being more harsh than humorous.
The silence between the three of them opened and consumed him.
Briash made an excuse and left the siblings.
“Why did you do that to me?” Callon demanded.
His sister laughed, her mirth alleviating a little of Callon’s anger toward her. “It is too easy. I cannot resist ruffling your feathers. When a woman is near, you become a different person. One no one could appreciate.”
“Thanks for that.”
“Why, brother? You have your pick of women. Can you not find one you would be happy with?”
“Under Father’s gaze, they all appear lacking.”
“This is your future, not his.”
Callon shrugged. “I enjoy maps and books. I prefer being in my head to being on a battlefield. I doubt I’ll make a good king or a good husband. Even if I can get past my awkward encounters with the polished women in the courts, they’ll hate the true me.”
“Don’t say that. You are an amazing brother.”
“You might be the only person to appreciate my charms.”
“True, they are few and far between.”
He let out a hollow laugh.
Mina understood exactly how the elf prince felt and that thought forced her back into high school hell.
Students packed up books around her and moved to the door, prancing like eager horses to make it to their next class. She waited for the room to empty, heaved up her heavy backpack, and entered the lessening chaos in the corridor. Now she needed to rush to avoid a tardy.
The trek down the hallway felt like an inmate’s last walk on death row.
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Chapter Three


The second bell buzzed but the teacher arrived late. He sauntered, unconcerned, through the door, carrying coffee and a donut. Mina put her daydream and sketchbook aside. She opened her notebook to a blank page and titled it with the date. Then, back in Honors Pre-Calculus class, she waited. Her shoe created a drumbeat against the tile. Unease filled her stomach. Tap, tap, tap. She forced herself to stop.
The tall, reedy, white-haired man wrote problems on the whiteboard. Laughter bubbled behind her. Binding her fingers on the desk as if praying, she refused to turn her head. Her knuckles turned a mottled red and white.
Could they be planning something worse than normal? Unable to calm her racing mind, she shifted into paranoia. Did they have something new to torture her about? Would there be a group ambush? She ignored the teacher, refusing to scribble the problem on her blank paper, thoughts swirling like starling murmurations.
“Ms. Rubenstein, are you with us?” Mr. Cayer focused his gaze on her and wrinkled his nose. The thick lenses of his old glasses magnified his eyes to inhuman size.
Mina’s head bounced up. “What? Sorry?”
A titter of laughter sliced through the room.
“Can you solve this problem?” Cayer tapped his marker against the whiteboard, raising an eyebrow while waiting.
Seconds fluttered by. She studied the problem, her heart beating louder than the tick of the second hand on the old analog clock. The math clicked in her mind, an answer arriving as if by magic. “Twenty-six.”
Cayer nodded in approval. “Good job, Ms. Rubenstein.”
“Suck-up,” John, a lanky tow-headed football player, whispered from the next desk.
Mina closed her eyes and released her hands from their death grip. At least things were back to normal.
After Honors Pre-Calculus, she slouched to her least favorite course, mandatory religious studies. She firmly believed Mr. Dale, the unmarried, forty-something teacher, suffered from short-man complex, and Mina’s lanky five feet ten inches brought out his inner curmudgeon. But short-man complex had to be just one of his many problems because he wasn’t only grumpy, he was mean. Satan himself. She dreaded class every day.
Her parents had taught her to be an independent thinker. While her mother embraced Catholicism, it had always been Catholicism light, and women’s reproductive rights came before religion. While Mina attempted to silence her tongue when the discussion turned to abstinence and birth control, she sometimes stated her point of view and earned Mr. Dale’s squinty-eyed hatred. She was obviously not too bright for someone who did well in classes to bring out his wrath. But before coming to St. Benedict’s, she’d never believed that teachers could hate their students so much as to bully and abuse them. Life lesson learned.
Mr. Dale sat at his desk in the back of the classroom. His bald head basked in a sheen of sweat.
He ignored Mina when she entered along with others and took her assigned seat. Her foot tapped a song to accompany the crescendo of nerves. When the bell rang, the diminutive teacher stood and noted the tardies.
“Today, based on the research and Bible readings you did last night, we shall discuss the role of the Virgin Mary. I will have four students come to the front of the classroom to answer questions from the homework. Once you give me the correct answer, you can sit.”
The worst torture, and it was only Tuesday. She’d never make it through the week if this were day two of five.
The echo of her beating heart filled her ears as she waited.
“Jasper, Cindy, Bianca, and Brett,” Mr. Dale called.
Mina silently thanked all the gods that her name hadn’t spilled from the teacher’s pasty lips.
Cindy, a mouse-like girl resembling Shirley Temple, stood shaking in front of the class. Mr. Dale lobbed questions at her and the other students. After a few minutes, Cindy stood alone.
“Let’s try one more, Ms. Vespy.” The sneer on Mr. Dale’s lips as he eyed Cindy’s quaking form told Mina he was enjoying this interaction a little too much. “Who impregnated Mary?”
“God?”
“Are you asking me or telling me?”
“That’s my answer.” It was hard to hear the words exiting Cindy’s mouth.
“Wrong!” He lobbed one of the whiteboard erasers at her. It whizzed by her ear. “The Holy Spirit.”
Color drained from Cindy’s face. At the same time, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she crashed to the floor in a faint.
Mr. Dale rose from his seat. “God damn it. Get the nurse.”
Cindy’s friend Ann skidded out the door and headed to the nurse’s office at the end of the corridor. At the same time, Mr. Dale picked up his classroom phone.
A brief conversation ensued before he went over to Cindy on the floor. A burly boy, Theo, had positioned her on her back and put his jacket under her head.
A trickle of blood traced a line along the corner of Cindy’s mouth where she’d banged her lips against the linoleum.
The nurse arrived, checked her vitals, and shoved something under her nose. The girl who’d left the class for help entered with a wheelchair. Cindy coughed. A few seconds later, she groaned and pushed herself into a sitting position. The nurse loaded her into the wheelchair and took her away.
Students settled back into their seats, murmurs of speculation floating through the class like dust motes.
“That was a lot of fun and excitement for a Tuesday.” Dale’s gaze turned to the clock. “We have ten minutes left of class. Let’s have one more round.” He called four names, Mina’s included. He lobbed dodgeballs of questions until only Mina was left standing in front of the classroom, everyone staring.
“Tell me what date Mary of Nazareth was born.”
Mina scanned her memory for the answer. She was sure that information hadn’t been in the packet she’d received the previous day. “I’m not sure.” Whoosh. She jumped as the whiteboard eraser swished past her ear and slammed into the wall behind her.
“Do you believe in the immaculate conception?”
Was he asking for her opinion? She could say yes and possibly sit down, but she didn’t give credence to religious stories. Never had, but Mr. Dale probably realized that. Mina accepted that something much bigger than her existed, but for the most part, religion was a series of morality tales and rules used to hold people back or keep them in their proper place.
“Waiting.” He stifled a yawn and tapped the dry-erase marker he retrieved off his desk.
She’d give Mr. Dale the benefit of the doubt and assume he cared, at least a little bit, about his students.
He couldn’t mark her wrong on an opinion question, could he?
“No, I don’t. She’s an archetype used to instruct the masses on devotion to a god.”
“Wrong.” This time a red dry-erase marker smacked her in the chest. Thankfully, the cap was attached. It hadn’t speckled her clothing. Another reason to stand out, no matter how small, was not needed. Laughter erupted from the students in their seats. “The bell is about to ring, so here’s an easy one. Where did Mary accompany Joseph?”
“Bethlehem.” The answer rushed out of her.
The bell rang before his command to sit reached her. She grabbed her bags and headed to the one safe haven at school, the art room. She needed some divine intervention.






  
  [image: ]
Chapter Four


“Hey, Zachs, please let me stay,” she begged. 
Mrs. Zachias had a freshmen class but allowed Mina to come in and draw. Advanced Art didn’t fit between AP and honors classes in her schedule. She should be in study hall. Mina hated study hall.
St. Benedict’s, a small school with fewer than five hundred students in grades nine through twelve, had two tracks. You were either in the accelerated track with lots of honors and AP classes jammed into your day or on a vocational track, though no one called it that anymore, with plenty of time for classes such as bake shop and art. She’d taken the Foundations of Art class in her freshman year and couldn’t repeat it for credit. She didn’t care so long as she could hang out and do something artistic.
Mina grabbed her spare sketchbook from a cubby and sat in the back on a stool. She assessed the still life set up on a center table.
“Hey, yourself.” Mrs. Zachias grinned at her. “How’s your day going?”
Her grin faltered. “Cindy fainted in religion class.”
“She okay?”
“The nurse took her away, but she has that low blood pressure thing.”
“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Mrs. Zachias reassured. “Are you going to do the still life?”
Mina eyed the mix of flowers and fruit. The still life would be easier, but the odd elven creatures preoccupied her.
“I want to illustrate a character I used to love as a child from this old fairy tale book. I reread some of the stories, and one stuck in my mind.”
She couldn’t fully explain, even to her favorite teacher, the truth about how the drawing she’d started in homeroom appeared more real, in some ways, than her current life.
When the charcoal pencil hit the paper, Mina lost herself in the joy of creating. Lines and circles turned into shadows and light.
Trees and leaves surrounded the older man, who was made of angles and ancient lines. In her first drawing, the three elves walked down a long path to the castle, with a slew of guards and servants following. Mina’s pencil worked to capture the beauty of their home. While the castle was cold outside, made of stone and wood, the tall, velvety tapestries sewn in rich colors and covered with mythical creatures warmed the walls inside.
In her second picture, roaring blazes in numerous fireplaces heated a vast hall. Sinking deep into her drawing, she could smell the castle. It was pine trees and freedom, rain approaching, and coyotes howling at the kill.
“I’m going to go back outside and get some practice in.” Elarona shed her cape and draped it on a stool, one of the many surrounding long plank tables forming rows that would seat men-at-arms or visiting dignitaries. Each table held at least twenty, but her place was on the dais with her father and brother.
Under the discarded cloak, she wore full body armor made of leather and a chainmail hauberk.
Ruaid sighed. “Having you trained in weaponry was a mistake.”
“I can’t help but appreciate battle skills more than the finer arts of poetry, dance, and song. You have Callon for those lesser arts.” Elarona pointed at her brother. “He’s the sensitive one.”
“I fear that will lead to his downfall as king,” Ruaid said.
Eyes bulging, Callon spat his words. “I’m right here.”
Elarona let a sneer rest on her lips. “You are. Want a sparring session?”
“Your words wound me enough. I cannot stand more trouncing. I’m headed to my room to study the ancient laws and to find a way to avoid being married to someone I’ve been barely introduced to and lack feelings for.” He turned and stalked away.
“We need an heir!” Ruaid’s words roared through the hall.
“I’ve heard it before, Father.” Callon pivoted and ran a hand through his long, brown hair, pushing it out of his eyes. “But I wish I could have a say in who I bed.”
“This conversation is done. We follow the laws that have been put before our tribe. You are not that special, my son, to be the exception.” King Ruaid ascended to the massive throne carved from the still-living tree that grew in the center of the room. “Leave me, both of you. You bring my heart no peace today.”
Mina thought about starting a new picture of Callon in his room studying, but the buzz of the bell ending class shifted her gaze from her drawing to the clock.
Where had the time gone?
Mrs. Zachias ordered the first-year students to clean their areas and return supplies. She came close, peered over Mina’s shoulder, and studied the drawing. She nodded in approval and said, “You were in the zone today.”
“Do I have to leave?”
“Lots to learn in other classes.” Zachs put a reassuring hand on Mina’s shoulder. “You’ll do great.”
Mina begged for a late pass to avoid the crowds in the halls. She dawdled, allowing other memories of her first year as a naïve freshman to fester. Her parents worried she would not receive the stellar education she deserved at Portchester High School, so they had enrolled her at this lovely institution. She’d suffered through St. Benedict’s a whole week, miserable at her inability to make one friend after the vomit incident, when she saw a close circle of girls outside during lunch. She’d remembered her mom’s words that morning. “They don’t know you. Go over and say hi, and I’m sure you’ll meet your next best friend.”
Mina had summoned up every ounce of courage to approach. The pack watched her draw close, with serpentine smiles on their lips. A giggle escaped from two girls with their heads so close they became solid.
“Hi.” Her voice had slammed through the air.
The conjoined twins had parted and stepped aside to reveal a highlighted, dirty-blonde, pigtailed girl with red gloss enhancing thin lips and a skirt much too short to be regulation length.
“What do you want?” Scarlet Lips asked.
Mina was unsure of how to answer. Her mom hadn’t given her tips for this scenario. “I’m new. I wanted to introduce myself.”
Laughter tittered around her.
“You’re that Jewish puke girl. Why are you here anyway? This is a Catholic school.”
Again, she hadn’t had a good answer, and her body collapsed in on itself. “My parents made me.”
The group erupted like a volcano, its fire, smoke, and soot all directed at Mina.
“Loser,” the blonde said before stalking away.
The other girls followed one by one, leaving Mina stranded and alone in the middle of the pavement, purse slung over her shoulder. A rush of heat to her cheeks had come when she noticed students and teachers staring. She hauled her backpack up by the strap, dead weight in her hands, and walked to the farthest corner of the lot.
That same lipsticked freshman, whom Mina later learned was named Samantha, dated Trey Jones. They formed the wannabe alpha couple. While cliché, Sam was Trey’s biggest fan and number one cheerleader. Literally. She was the captain of the Pep Squad and cheered for him at every football and lacrosse game Trey played.
Mina put her thoughts aside when she entered her next class and handed her teacher the pass from Mrs. Zachias. Sister Francis, the ancient, habit-wearing nun, handed back an assignment on rhetorical analysis, complimented her writing, and no one in the class dared whisper a snide comment. The rest of the period was spent in blissful silence, annotating a historical speech for a writing assignment.
Mina couldn’t wait to meet Ayden at lunch.
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