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			For Dougy.

			
			Chapter One

			‘They really kicked you out?’ Victor punctuates his words with deep breaths as though he’s been running. His round, pale cheeks are flushed, and his dark blue wizarding robe hangs off one shoulder as he enters our dorm room.

			‘Yes.’ I turn my back and continue folding the last of my clothes, placing them in my bag. My hands still tremble, and my face is hot with the humiliation of the last hour. The last thing I want is to talk about it.

			Victor doesn’t take the hint. ‘What did your father say? Was he really angry?’

			I zip my bag closed and, taking a deep breath, turn to look at him. Victor’s brown eyes glitter with interest.

			‘He didn’t say anything at all.’ My father listened to the principal explain that I was failing in all magical classes and hadn’t said a word. Finally, he’d stood, given the principal a curt nod and said to me, ‘Get your things. I’ll meet you in the car.’ Then, without a backward glance, he’d left the room.

			

			‘Where will you go?’ Victor asks as I pick up my bag and wizarding staff and walk towards the door.

			‘I don’t know.’ Nox is the third wizarding school to ask me to leave. There are no other boarding schools in the city of Horton.

			I brush past Victor, and he reaches out and grabs the sleeve of my robe. ‘Don’t go out the main entrance. I saw Pratt and all his friends waiting for you. Cut through the hall instead.’

			I study Victor. He’s short, with fuzzy hair. Arthur Pratt likes to call him Voluptuous Victor. Before I came, he was Pratt’s favourite victim. We could have been friends, united in our shared status as losers, but Victor had quickly worked out that by staying away from me, it forced Pratt and his gang to choose who to pick on—and they always chose me. ‘Thanks,’ I say.

			I walk out into the corridor, and Victor follows me. I lengthen my stride so I don’t have to talk to him, but I hear him panting next to me as I reach the hall door. ‘I guess this is goodbye,’ he says. I look down at him, but Victor is fidgeting with his robe and doesn’t meet my eyes.

			‘I guess so.’ I push open the hall door.

			Nox College is an old stone castle. Its walls are grey, and its floors are cold flagstones. The hall is long and dark with sconces on the wall that are lit for ceremonies. Each one has a flame dancing in it now. Two rows of wizarding students line each side of the hallway. Every face is turned towards me.

			My legs shake, and I feel all the blood drain from my face. I turn to look back at Victor. ‘Sorry, Miles,’ he whispers. ‘They made me.’ He shuts the door, and I hear the bolt drop into the latch with a horrible finality.

			I turn back and look at the sea of blue robes. All the junior wizards of Nox College have been gathered to witness my humiliation. I look around for teachers or the junior prefects, but there’s no one to save me.

			I hear the sound of a drum beating out an ominous tempo, and my heart thumps in time with it. A grade eight boy and girl reach out and each grabs one of my arms to pull me forward. I try to fight against them, but someone shoves me from behind, and I stumble and fall. My knees hit the hard floor with a jarring pain, and my staff clatters and rolls along the pavers. I scramble after it on my hands and knees, dragging my bag along with me.

			Despite how ridiculous I must look, I don’t hear any laughter. I grab my staff and use it to stand.

			The faces around me are stony. I see looks of disdain and disgust, but none of the jeers and laughter that usually accompany Pratt’s torments. I breathe in shallow gasps, rigid with fear. I feel another shove in my back and, not wanting to fall again, I take a shuffling step. I feel the force of wizarding magic against my back. Someone has decided I’m taking too long, and their power pushes me forward.

			The drumming continues until I reach the end of the hall. Then the percussionist gives a final drum roll and stops. Silence fills the room, and I’m sure I can hear the beating of my heart.

			

			Arthur Pratt steps out of the line and stands before me. He draws himself up, and even though he’s in the same grade, he’s a full head height taller than me.

			He pushes back his robe and holds his staff aloft. I try to swallow against the tightness in my throat, but my mouth has gone dry.

			‘Strength and courage,’ he bellows so everyone can hear. ‘This is the wizard’s creed.’ He looks around at his audience and lowers his staff. The door that leads out of the school is just beyond him, and I picture myself slipping past and making a run for it. I’d never make it, though, and Arthur Pratt is a master of thinking up ways to cause me pain.

			‘Wizards are the preeminent species,’ he continues, and a small corner of my mind marvels that Pratt knows the word preeminent. He might be magically powerful, but he’s not smart. ‘Only wizards have the right to wear robes and carry a staff. Monsters, fairies and wolves are beneath us and have no right to either.’

			There’s a murmur of agreement from the wizards around me. I clamp my teeth together to stop the trembling of my chin.

			He prods me with his staff, and I close my eyes, steeling myself for a blow or the pain of magical force, but it doesn’t come.

			I open my eyes and he waits, staring at me with cold grey eyes, deeply set in his broad face. ‘This wizard in front of me is no better than a wolf or a fairy. He’s even less than a monster.’

			

			He turns to the wizard next to him, a weasel-faced boy called Gage, who acts as his right-hand man. Gage’s long nose seems to twitch with anticipation as he waits for instruction.

			‘Take his robe.’

			Gage walks around behind me and grabs hold of my robe. He jerks the garment from my shoulders and drops it on the floor at my feet. I look down at the puddle of fabric and feel the blood rush to my face.

			‘Now hand me his staff.’ I grip my staff tightly, but Gage opens his palm and sends a bolt of magic into my chest. I double over, winded. Painfully, I try to force air into my lungs and hear Gage give a small chuckle as he tugs the staff from my hands.

			I force myself upright and watch as Gage hands my staff to Pratt. He takes it and hands over his own staff in return. I see the Pratt family crest emblazoned on it. He studies my own unadorned staff with an expression like he’s tasted something foul. Then, with no warning, he brings it down over his knee. There’s a loud crack, and the wood splinters and snaps. I feel something inside me snap with it and hear a cheer from the crowd.

			I taste bile and for a moment think I might shame myself further by being sick. Pratt takes his staff back from Gage and raises it for silence. He turns and, with his staff in one hand and palm open, he releases his magic, opening the door.

			‘Leave,’ he commands. My legs are trembling so badly that I can barely walk. Gage prods me with his staff, and I take a halting step towards the door. I feel a stab as someone shoots a dart of magic at my back and then another. The threads of magic burn into me, and like a wounded animal, I run for the door, clutching my bag.

			My father’s car is parked at the end of the path. I run to it and look over my shoulder, but there’s no pursuit and the door to the hall is shut.

			I take a deep breath, wondering what to say to my father when I get in. How will he react to the loss of my robe and staff? He’s so ashamed of me that he would probably feel that Pratt and the others were justified in taking them from me. With a slick palm, I open the door and climb in.

			My father is dressed in his formal military robe, black with a row of coloured insignias on one side. He turns me, taking in my dishevelled appearance.

			‘Where’s your … Oh, they drummed you out.’ There’s no sympathy in his voice. I feel hollow. He was a student at this school and knows their traditions. He knew what they would do to me and did nothing to stop it.

			He turns away from me and starts the engine. ‘We’ll have to get you a new staff.’

			‘Where are we going?’ My voice comes out high-pitched and frightened.

			‘I’m taking you to your grandfather in Ravenfell. You’ll go to school there.’

			‘My grandfather?’ I’ve only met him a few times, but I remember a tall man with a face that never smiles.

			

			‘You’ll be going to a mixed school. Perhaps it’ll be good for you. At least they can’t kick you out.’

			Fear sits like a stone in my stomach. Fairies, monsters and wolves? I have no idea how to survive at a mixed school.

			My father doesn’t speak again, and I stare out the window as we leave the city behind us. The road winds its way towards Ravensfell, and I try to push down the feeling that it’s taking me somewhere even worse than Nox College.

			

			Chapter Two

			I follow a fairy down the wooden corridor of Ravensfell High. It’s freshly polished and smells of floor wax. Glass cabinets of school awards and memorabilia line the hallway.

			I pause before the largest, which contains three huge trophies. I reach out and place my hand against the cold glass. The trophies are infused with magic and glow as though the gold is lit from within. All three depict a dragon curled around the base of a mountain. I watch as the dragon on the topmost trophy lifts its head and blinks sleepily at me with sightless eyes. It detaches from the base and slithers around to the back of the mountain, as though by touching the glass, I’ve disturbed its slumber.

			‘Battle Games trophies,’ the fairy tells me and walks on, her heeled shoes making a clicking sound on the corridor floorboards. I hurry after her.

			‘Well, here we are,’ she tells me as we reach the last door. It’s big and windowless, and I just know it’s going to creak as she opens it, groaning as though it’s asking who this stranger is and why it should let him in.

			She pushes open the door, and a wizard comes over to us. Grey robes swish around his calves as he walks, and he carries a light beechwood staff. He’s very different from the wizarding teachers at Nox. Under his robes, his clothes are informal black slacks and a light blue sweater, and his hair is cut in a short modern style instead of the traditional ponytail that nearly all my old teachers wore.

			‘Miles, this is Mr Nguyen.’ She gestures at me with an elegant hand. ‘This is Miles, our new student.’

			The teacher gives me a welcoming smile. ‘Thank you, miss. We’ll take care of him.’

			Mr Nguyen ushers me into the room, and the whole class looks up. Wooden desks with hard wooden chairs are lined up in pairs.

			At the front of the room, there’s a smooth white board covered in black-inked questions. Next to the board is a map of the world. Our country, Auroria, is coloured in a pale yellow in the centre of the map. It’s shaped a little like a chicken, with our island state at the bottom like a freshly laid egg.

			Dotted lines show the migration patterns of the species. Blue, green and brown dots show the movement of wizards, fairies and werewolves from the old countries in the east, and red dots mark the movement of the monsters, who came from the north. To the west is a massive half-moon continent coloured in grey. This is the continent of our enemies, a race of magic users called the Grimlings.

			I glance around and begin the automatic process of identifying which species everyone belongs to. A pair of wolves nudge each other as I glance at them. Wolves are strong and fast, even in their human form, and these two look it.

			One of them grins, giving me a good look at his teeth. He elongates his canines, laughing as I take an involuntary step away from him. My palms go slick with sweat. I know there’s a blotchy rash creeping up my neck. I hear some breathy laughter, and one of the wolves pretends to scratch his neck. I realise everyone can see just how afraid I am, which is unfair when all I’m trying to do is blend in.

			Mr Nguyen leads me past three fairies. Their glamour magic gives them the smooth, unblemished beauty of animated marble statues. The sunlight from the window makes the red highlights in one girl’s hair dance like flames, and the other two shine like gold. Their perfectly symmetrical faces wear identical cold expressions as I pass.

			‘Miles, I’ll put you at the back here next to Eric.’ Mr Nguyen waves at a spare seat next to a brown-haired monster who’s slumped across his desk, his cheek resting on one outstretched arm. His fluffy hair sticks up. It forms a pompom on top of his head, bound with a yellow scrunchie. He is slight in the way that air monsters are, very different from the two earth monsters, who look like large boulders, sitting side by side in the row behind us.

			He sits up as I take my place next to him. ‘Hey,’ he whispers. ‘I’m Eric.’

			‘I’m Miles,’ I whisper back, wondering if he’s the kind of student I should stay away from to avoid notice. I’ve never even spoken to a monster before.

			Mr Nguyen turns back to the board and starts writing notes.

			Eric is staring out the window. He hasn’t picked up his pen, and there are only a few scrawled words on the page of his dog-eared book. I place my own notebook, leatherbound with my name embossed in blue letters, on the desk in front of me.

			‘Um, Eric?’ I whisper.

			He turns back to me with a smile when I say his name. ‘Where are all the other wizards?’

			‘Oh.’ He keeps his voice low. ‘There are only about ten in the whole school. You’re the only one in grade eight. Most wizards are rich, right? They can afford to go to the private wizarding schools in Horton.’

			All my carefully laid-out plans to be a chameleon are crumbling around me, and my stomach twists with fear.

			‘Right, class. Let’s answer all these questions.’ Mr Nguyen taps his marker at the heading; How Has Migration Shaped Our Country?

			Beneath it are questions. Is there still a hierarchical structure to the species? He wouldn’t be asking that if he’d heard Arthur Pratt’s speech at Nox. I feel the hives on my neck return at the memory. The next question reads, How did the war with the Grimlings help shape our society today?

			

			Mr Nguyen gives another of his beaming smiles. ‘Next lesson, we’ll have a discussion.’ His voice is bright with enthusiasm, and all the students groan.

			I scribble furiously in my book, trying to answer everything Mr Nguyen has on the board.

			After about ten minutes, Eric pokes me with his pen and whispers, ‘Nguyen doesn’t check if you answer everything, you know? Where are you from? Your skin’s so light you look like you could be from a different country. I can tell you’re not, though, ’cause you sound like you’re from here. Where did you say you’re from?’ Eric speaks at a pace faster than a werewolf runs, and it’s hard to keep up.

			Fear gives me a feeling like insects crawling over my skin. It can only be a matter of time before the students here find out what happened at Nox. Then it will all start again. Kids are good at finding ways to punish weakness.

			Before I can answer, the bell sounds and students jump up, slamming chairs under desks and running for the door like water released from a floodgate.

			I quickly grab my notebook and rush to the exit. The two werewolves I’d noticed when I walked in aren’t hurrying like everyone else. They nudge each other and follow me. I walk as fast as I can, but I know they’re behind me.

			‘Hey, hey, new wiz! Wait for us!’ I can hear their footsteps on the floorboards as they run to catch up. They stop and sandwich me between them so I can’t move.

			‘Why didn’t you wait?’ The bigger one has a voice like he’s swallowed sand. ‘We just want to make friends.’

			The second one laughs.

			‘Hey!’ The boys’ shoulders are twice the width of Eric’s, and it’s only his mop of hair that allows him to reach their shoulder height, but they give way to him as he pushes past. ‘Mathew is meant to be shown around by me.’

			‘Why would he want to be shown around by a freak like you?’ one of the wolves says with his arms folded across his chest.

			His friend steps up next to him and mirrors his posture. ‘I’m sure he’d rather hang with us. Unless you think you’re better than us, wizard?’

			‘I—’ I try to protest, but Eric cuts me off.

			‘Of course he does.’ He grabs my shoulder, steering me towards the doors. ‘Come on, Michael.’

			‘Thanks. I think.’ I start to tell him he has my name wrong, but Eric picks up his pace and pulls me after him before I can speak. I glance back at the wolves, who are staring after us like the predators they are.

			Eric gives me a grin. He’s fine-boned, and his big smile takes up most of his face. ‘No problem. Those two are trouble. The big one’s name is Lucas and the other’s Tyler. You don’t want to be friends with them.’

			He seems to mean it. ‘Um, Eric, I don’t think they wanted to be friends.’

			‘Oh! No. You’re right. Probably not. Just ’cause you’re a wizard and all, and usually they can’t pick on wizards ’cause they kind of rule the school. And you’re new and all, and you’re the only wizard in the class, so they probably want to have a go at you.’ Eric only has two speeds—either pause or fast-forward.

			‘They got out of your way, though.’

			‘Yeah.’ Eric shoots me a far less innocent look. ‘Well, I am a bit of a freak. They’re scared of me, you know?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I’m a fire monster.’ He laughs again and makes a gesture and noise to indicate a big explosion. ‘They never know when I might lose it and blow them up.’

			I’ve been on school excursions to see the water monsters in the canal regions change the course of rivers and lakes to irrigate crops, and earth monsters shape stone into massive structures. I’ve sailed on ships powered by the winds created by air monsters.

			But I’ve never seen a fire monster.

			The corner of Eric’s mouth quirks up, and his eyes search mine as if he’s trying to assess if I’m scared of him. I am a bit. ‘Don’t worry. It doesn’t quite work that way.’ He grabs my arm again. ‘Come on. We’ve got a spot in the library. You can sit with us.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say again. ‘Ah, Eric. My name’s Miles.’

			‘Oh, right. Sorry. Listening is not something I’m very good at.’ He pushes open the door and smiles. ‘This is the library.’

			I’m in Utopia. My last school’s library had desks of slate grey and hard stone floors. Here, the floorboards are old and worn, dented, and polished by people’s feet. I breathe in the scent of leather, polished wood and the special smell that belongs to old books, like a cross between vanilla and almond.

			‘Come on.’ Eric leads the way. ‘Miss Lim lets us have one of the rooms to play Legions.’

			‘You play Legions?’ I follow Eric through the stacks to the back of the library.

			‘Sure, we play. Me and my friends, Colter and Freya.’

			Eric pushes open the door to reveal a werewolf and a fairy sitting together. I feel a little spring of hope well up inside me. If wolves and fairies can be friends so easily here, perhaps this school is different enough for even me to fit in. Then I remember the cold stares from the fairies in class and the way everyone was sitting with their own species, and the hope trickles away.

			The boy is leaning over the desk towards the girl. Werewolves can’t seem to resist having their hair styled in shaggy, wolfish cuts, and this one’s hair is styled short on either side and left curly on top. The girl’s rounded cheeks lift as she laughs at whatever the wolf is saying.

			Both look up as we walk in. The wolf pauses mid-sentence at the sight of me, and the fairy’s gaze sharpens, all the humour in her expression vanishing as she looks me up and down. I’m suddenly very conscious of my robe, which covers my school uniform, and my new wizarding staff.

			‘This is Mathew,’ Eric says. ‘He’s new here.’

			‘A new wizard?’ The fairy leans back in her chair and tilts her chin. ‘Did you get lost on the way to where the wizards sit?’ She’s tiny but somehow still seems to be looking down on me.

			‘I’m Miles, not Mathew,’ I tell her. ‘Eric invited me. I can leave …’ Disappointment forms a lump in my throat.

			Eric laughs. ‘Sorry, Miles. Listening and remembering names. Not good at either.’ He tugs Freya’s long, coppery hair playfully and sits down next to her. ‘Stop being mean, Frey. Miles’s new here, and that’s got to be tough. He’s really smart too. He wrote down answers to all Nguyen’s questions in Knowledge class, and he plays Legions. Not all wizards are bad. After all—’

			The werewolf interrupts Eric’s fusillade of words with a smoothness that can only have come from years of practice. ‘I’m Colter.’ He glances down at the notebook still clasped in my hand. ‘Wait. Your last name’s Thorne?’

			Freya turns back to me. ‘Is your grandfather Austin Thorne?’

			‘Yes.’

			Eric whispers, ‘Wow,’ and stares at me, mouth agape. Even Freya leans back in her chair, raising her eyebrows in curiosity.

			‘What?’ I have no idea why they are so interested in my grandfather.

			Colter reaches across the table and, placing a finger on Eric’s chin, he pushes his mouth closed. ‘Nothing. It’s just that your grandfather’s a war hero. Everyone talks about how he escaped from the Grimlings. He went to this school, and he was part of our original Battle Games team too.’

			Eric has fallen silent for the first time and is staring at me with a maniacal grin. I edge back from him a little.

			‘Eric’s obsessed with the battles. He’s definitely going to try to recruit you,’ Colter says.

			The thought of me in such a prestigious competition is both laughable and terrifying. Two years ago, a boy died. A regrettable accident, the event organisers had called it. There was talk of cancelling the competition altogether.

			‘I don’t know that much about him,’ I admit, rolling my new wizarding staff between my hands, taking comfort from the smooth, warm timber. ‘I didn’t see him much growing up.’ But now I live in a house all alone with him, I add silently. I look over at Eric. ‘And I don’t think you would want me in a Battle Games team.’

			‘Don’t be too hasty, Miles.’ Eric pats my shoulder. ‘We can talk about it later.’

			‘So, you play Legions?’ Colter asks.

			‘He sure does,’ Eric replies. ‘Let’s get set up.’

			I take my character sheet from my bag and place it on the table.

			‘Wow! You’re a level twelve thief?’ Eric picks up my character sheet and runs his finger down the list of statistics.

			‘Yeah.’ I don’t want to seem too proud, but level twelve is pretty good.

			‘Wait,’ Freya divides a glare between Eric and Colter, ‘what are you two thinking? You know what wizards are like, and this one is a private school wizard. If he had any other options, he wouldn’t be in here with us. They all think they’re better than we are.’

			I stare at the ground. A small part of me has to admit she’s right. If I could have found a group of wizards to blend in with, I would have. I wouldn’t have done it for the reason she thinks, though. Even though they have this little room in the back of the library, it doesn’t feel like this group is hiding, and I need to hide if I’m going to survive.

			I’m ashamed to feel my eyes burn as I hold back tears. Just go, I tell myself. Nothing about this group is part of the plan anyway. I pick up my character sheet and start to put it back in my bag.

			Eric places a hand on my arm. ‘Miles is my friend. Of course he’s staying.’

			The offer of friendship is so unexpected, I feel a tingling in my palms like I’m holding something precious and slippery that’s bound to drop and shatter on the floorboards.

			Freya purses her lips and drums her fingers on the table as she scrutinises me. ‘Fine. He can stay for now. But I’m watching you, wizard.’

			Before she can change her mind, I pull my character sheet back out of my bag and sit down.

			Freya looks at each of us. ‘Let’s play. I’m Legion Master. We’ve just begun a quest. Colter and Eric are both swordsmen, so let’s hope your thief will be a worthy addition.’

			The dice roll and the adventure continues until Freya tells us there are only five minutes left in our break. I open my timetable to check what I have next.

			

			Eric looks over my shoulder. ‘Magic class.’ He grabs my arm. ‘Come on. You’ll be with the wizards, but I can show you where it is.’ He takes off at a fast walk, dragging me behind him.

			I let Eric tow me along, but fear prickles over me, making my skin feel as though it’s too tight. I try to think of a reason to miss class, but my brain isn’t working. There’s nothing I can do but let Eric lead me through the school towards my doom.

			‘I can see them.’ There’s a group of wizards gathered on the sports oval. ‘You don’t have to take me. You’ll be late. You’ll get in trouble.’ I try to find an excuse to run. My mouth is dry, and I clench my trembling hands around my staff, whitening my knuckles.

			‘I won’t get in trouble. I’m the only fire monster in the school. No one knows what to do with me in Elemental Magic class anyway.’

			As we get closer, the group of ten is in a loose arrangement. Three wizards in senior uniforms stand to one side. They appear to have their own tutor preparing them for their senior exams. Four wizards who look slightly older than me lounge on the grass, while three younger ones stand in a small group to one side, seemingly too in awe of the older ones to sit with them.

			A dark-haired wizard stands and saunters towards us. He looks from Eric to me before his gaze comes to rest back on Eric.

			‘Hey, Tobias.’ Eric smiles and bounces on his toes.

			Tobias has a face that’s all sharp angles and dark shadows. ‘Don’t say my name, freak.’ He steps towards Eric, who smiles back at him as though ‘freak’ is a term of endearment.

			‘This is Miles.’ Eric gestures at me, although there’s no one else he could be referring to. ‘He’s new here.’

			Tobias turns to look at me, and a blond girl comes to stand next to him. She glares at me. ‘You should have come straight to where the wizards sit at lunchtime.’ She turns a cold stare on Eric. ‘We can’t do anything about being in classes with his kind, but we don’t spend time with them unnecessarily.’

			‘Wolves are one thing. We keep a few pets. We don’t hang around with fairies or …’ Tobias spits on the ground at Eric’s feet. ‘Monsters.’

			Eric finally seems to realise he’s being insulted and his dark eyes narrow. ‘There’s something very wrong with both of you.’ He looks at me, apparently waiting for me to say something. I open and close my mouth like a fish gasping for air, but nothing comes out.

			The blond girl sees this and smiles. ‘The wizards sit over there.’ She gestures at the tables under the trees at the edge of the oval. ‘You’ll sit with us.’ She turns her toffee-brown stare on Eric. ‘Wizards have no place in your pathetic little trio.’

			Eric glares at her. ‘Sonia, the only people who believe in your ridiculous hierarchy are you and your friends. Most of the wizards who hang around with you only agree ’cause they’re scared of you.’ He looks back at me again.

			If I’m ever going to say anything, the time is now. Eric defended me from the wolves. He brought me to Magic class, even knowing what the wizards here think of monsters. Courage, I tell myself.

			I make myself look at the girl Eric had called Sonia. ‘I don’t want to sit with you.’ My voice is barely audible.

			‘See?’ Eric grins, and Sonia starts to speak, but before she can, her eyes move to something behind me. Eric looks over my shoulder, and his throat bobs as he swallows.

			I turn and look at the man who has silenced Sonia. He’s carrying a staff, but he’s large enough to be a wolf. He’s dressed unlike any teacher I’ve ever seen, in military-style pants and a tight black t-shirt. His heavy brow furrows over glacial blue eyes as he looks at me.

			‘The new Thorne wizard.’ His lip curls. ‘The grandson of our great war hero.’ He turns to look at Eric. ‘Don’t you have somewhere else to be? Elemental Magic started ten minutes ago.’

			‘Yes, Mr Vogel.’ Eric looks at me. ‘See you Monday?’ I give a tiny nod, and he takes off at a run.

			Mr Vogel taps his military-style staff against his thigh. It’s smooth with a metallic gleam and shorter than the traditional staves that civilians carry. They’re designed to be easily manoeuvrable in combat, and their ability to significantly amplify a wizard’s magic makes them a restricted item. I’ve never seen a teacher with one before.

			‘I have an idea,’ he announces and pokes his staff into my chest, forcing me to take a step back. ‘Why doesn’t our new recruit show us the famed skill of the Thorne family?’ He gestures at Sonia. ‘Thirty paces that way,’ he tells her. ‘Don’t worry, Sonia. I’m sure Master Thorne is a gentleman. He’ll rein in his power if he has to.’

			Sonia gives a small snort and moves into position. My blood pounds in every pulse point of my body.

			Sonia stands with her intricately patterned, wooden staff held vertically in front of her, clasped in both hands. Her shoulders are squared, and her eyes are fixed on me. The students come to stand in a circle around us. I notice another wizard, blond like Sonia, with the same toffee-brown eyes, stand next to Tobias. He smirks at me and nudges his friend, whispering something in his ear.

			‘Create a shield, Sonia.’ Mr Vogel watches as Sonia arcs her staff in a single circle and the air in front of her shimmers slightly. I have no idea how powerful she is, but I already know she’s far more powerful than me.

			Mr Vogel turns to me. ‘Now, you can use a force strike. Sonia is our most powerful grade nine wizard. I’m sure she can handle it, but I’ll be able to divert your strike if I need to, so don’t be afraid to use everything you have.’

			My knees are made of water. Hives are breaking out all over my arms and I know my neck and face are covered with them too.

			One of the young wizards giggles and another joins in.

			‘What are you waiting for?’ Mr Vogel uses his staff to gesture towards Sonia.

			I know exactly what’s going to happen, but I don’t know what else to do. Clasping my staff in one hand, I reach out, open-palmed, as all wizards do when they release their magic.

			‘Strike!’ Mr Vogel barks out his command.

			I release my magic and a light shines from my palm. All the wizards break into laughter. I lower my hand and close my eyes, trying to block out the sound.

			I feel Mr Vogel’s presence in front of me and look up. ‘What’s the use of a wizard if he can’t fight?’ My face burns and I don’t reply. Of course he would have known. All the teachers must have read the reports from my last school.

			Mr Vogel gestures at the bleachers. ‘Wait over there while I try to think of what to do with you.’

			I sit on the wooden bench, letting the cold wind soothe the nerves on my skin, as all the wizards practise shielding and striking. Sonia is paired with Tobias, and the blond wizard who looks like her is paired with another boy. None of them penetrates the other’s shield, but they laugh and gloat when their strikes force their partners back, causing them to stumble.

			When the lesson is over, Sonia and the other wizards walk over to me. I don’t look up, but I can feel their stares. ‘So, you’re weak,’ Sonia says.

			I keep my gaze on the ground.

			‘That’s bad enough,’ she continues, ‘but befriending monsters and fairies and rejecting your own kind is something I won’t forgive.’

			I sense them leaving and look up as they walk away, but I know it’s not the end. They’ve all seen I have no defence at all, and I know from experience what happens next.

			

			Chapter Three

			My grandfather’s stern eyes are on the winding road that takes us into Horton. The scent of fixing spray wafts from his framed landscapes stacked in the backseat, making my head swim. I wind down the window and gulp in the fresh air. My grandfather cracks his window too and reaches back, tugging on one of the paintings that has slid off the pile.

			‘I’ll be delivering these to the gallery and then leaving. They don’t have enough healers
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