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  This book is dedicated to everyone who helps make this world better for others.


    
  Please note: These stories are written in British English. 
This is not a typo, just a reflection of my background.








  
  Content Warning


This is a slow burn, so steam & spice levels increase over the course of the series along with the developing relationships. It is reverse harem, so there are multiple people involved including some MM action within the group. 

    
  WARNING: This story contains a scene with unwanted physical attention, and multiple scenes of a sexual nature. 






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Sharing the news
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Celebratory dinner
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Waking
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Snuggles & talk
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Unexpected meeting
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Pairing off
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Unexpected help
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        In the meadows
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Elenora's birthday
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Juggling and bindings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Night out
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Nibbles
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Lunch in london
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Mum's story
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        In society
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Waiting for news
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Discussions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Dress shopping
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Pairs croquet again
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Making decisions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        A hard conversation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Picnic punting
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Requesting permission
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Presentations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        May ball
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Afterwards
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Future mother-in-law
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        A reply
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Exams
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Celebrations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Arrangements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        End of year bop
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        All the parents
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Binding ceremony
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        It's all worth it
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Join the Academy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Anastasia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyrights
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Sharing the news


My mind reeled as I stumbled out of the room after my parents. The Council had ended and now I needed to come to terms with their judgment and everything else I’d found out during the hearing. Leonard had been punished for his actions against me, even with his father sitting on the council in judgement. And I'd found out my mum had been hiding secrets from me, as the chair of the council, Lord Deveraux, had acknowledged me as his grand-daughter. 
Mum stomped down the stairs, muttering to herself. Dad alternated between trying to keep up with her, and holding back to keep an eye out for me. 
The sunlight glared at me as I crossed the threshold into the quad. I blinked, dazed. Figures stood in front of me, but with the change from the shadows in the staircase to the bright sun, I wasn’t sure who they were.
Gary rushed over to me, taking my hand. “How did it go?”
Tension released inside me. It was my friends, not stewards summoning me back to announce the previous decision had been a mistake.
“Leonard raced past us, snarling about recompense.” Horatio grinned. “So, I assume that means you won?”
I stared at him. There was too much to explain. “I... Yes, I guess so.” I swallowed, forcing my thoughts into line. “It was a lot.” To say I won diminished what had happened in the last hours. 
Max glowered. “Don’t tell me they punished both of you.” He stared at the door I’d just stepped through. “I have half a mind to go in there and give them a piece of my mind.”
I grabbed for him. “No, not at all. Don’t. It’s just...complicated.” He couldn’t get himself involved further in this mess.
He stared at me. “What do you mean?”
Mum approached. “This is why I stayed away. He’s taking liberties. First it’s your name, then what will it be next?”
“Leonard took your name?” Horatio stared at her. “What ever do you mean?”
I took a deep breath. “Lord Deveraux added his name to mine, to recognise he’s my grandfather.” Tremours ran through me. How would they react when they learnt the truth?
Gary’s eyes widened. “Your what?” 
Max stared at me, while Horatio tilted his head to one side, considering.
Mum scowled. “The nerve of him. If it hadn’t been in front of everyone else I’d have given him a piece of my mind.”
Dad stood behind her, running his hands over her shoulders and upper arms as he hummed gently. I’d never seen her this upset before.
She pointed at me. “I don’t want you having anything to do with him. He’ll wheedle his way into your life and it will never be yours again.”
“I...” Was that what I wanted? I needed to consider things before agreeing blindly to what she said, even if she was my mother.
“Never mind that,” Elenora interrupted. “What did the Council decide?”
I focused on her, forgetting the others around me. “They supported my accusation. Leonard will be removed from Kronquist, and they will recommend to the Academy Board that he be permanently stripped of his elemental powers. They’re also going to direct the college to conduct an inquiry into the practice of claiming partners and how widespread the use of force to create a perfect partnership has been.”
Elenora raised an eyebrow. “You go, girl.” She held out a hand for a high five. “That’s considered a rout.” She might be a real-life princess, but I'd never doubted her support for me.
I slapped my palm against hers. “It was more than I anticipated.”
Mum frowned. “They should have got rid of that practice years, if not decades, ago.”
I turned to face her. “Who was pressuring you into a binding? This all seems very personal to you.” Which makes it even crazier that she hadn’t warned me. I should be glad I’d escaped mostly unscathed, but it was partly her fault for not warning me that I was ever in that situation.
Her scowl deepened. “Haven’t you guessed? Ignatius, Leonard’s father.” Her face puckered, as if saying his name left a taste.
The twins’ astonishment mirrored mine. Like father, like son. It shouldn’t have surprised me, but why did she never tell me?
Gary chuckled. “Well, they won’t mess with you again, now.”
Mum turned on him. “If my name wasn’t enough protection for me, why do you think it will give Jenna more?”
He gaped at her for a moment. “That wasn’t what I meant.” He waved his hand towards the door to the staircase. “The council found against him. That’s a powerful statement Lord Deveraux made. Name or not, Jenna’s proved herself as someone who will stand up for herself. Whoever binds her now will have the highest scrutiny from the college. In fact, I’m sure every binding for a while will do. The college won’t want any more scandal after this.”
“And they’re replacing the Transcendence Guide too.” I had no sympathy for Mr Drumm. He’d been bribed to look the other way and force bindings on those who didn’t agree to it. How he could have stood there reciting the ceremony over my unconscious body was unfathomable to me. What did he think would happen when I awoke? Just the idea of it reignited my anger.
A gentle breeze caressed my cheek. I reached for it, drawing it closer. Calm enveloped me as it swirled round me. I still had my place at Kronquist. At the academy. That was the important thing right now. Anything else we could sort out in the future. 
I held up a hand. “Look, can we celebrate that the council supported me and I don’t have to leave. Or complete the binding with Leonard.” A shiver ran down my spine at the thought. “All the other stuff can wait til we have time to sort it out. OK?”
Mum took my hand, her face drawn. “Good idea. Though you won’t be able to put him off forever.”
I nodded. “I want to enjoy you being here with me. Whatever happens after, let’s have this moment for us.”
Dad pulled me into a hug. “I’m so proud of you, sweet pea.”
Elenora grinned. “Well, on the assumption we’d be celebrating this afternoon, I’ve booked a private barge for dinner on the river.”
My mouth dropped open. “You what?” 
She took my hand, pressing it between hers. “The council had to support you. What happened to you was a travesty. It can’t be allowed to continue. So, I’m glad they realised that and are taking steps to stop the tradition. Kronquist is no better than any of the other colleges. They shouldn’t assume their students will automatically bond with each other. It is the height of insular thinking.”
Mum huffed. “Father would whip me for saying that.”
I stared at her. “Whip you?”
She waved a hand in front of her. “Not literally. But his class feels they are superior to everyone else.”
Horatio nodded. “Mother feels the same. I know you won’t want to hear this, but once she hears you’re related to Lord Deveraux she’ll swoon.”
“Swoon? Really, Horatio.” Max laughed. “She’d never swoon. More like insist on coming to tea to woo you herself. Any connection to the Deveraux family will be worth twice as much as any benefit she’d have received from Mr Symmonds when she encouraged us to stop seeing you as she considered you to be Leonard’s intended.”
I gulped. This was a world I had no experience in. All these favours and business bleeding into familial relationships. It seemed like everyone was out for what they could get, rather than helping each other. Was this a world I wanted to join?
“We should start walking to the river.” Elenora pulled me to her side. “I couldn’t allow this moment to pass without a proper celebration.”
“Thank you.” I hooked my arm in hers. “I don’t know what I would have done without you all.”
She grinned. “You’d probably be testing out your water powers against your bonded mate by now.”
“What?” Blinking, I worked through what she’d said. My face hardened. “Leonard would have regretted it. I’d have made his life a living hell.”
“Shame he won’t see it that way.”
No, he probably already blamed me for all his current problems. “As long as he keeps his distance, he can do what he likes.”
“I will drink to that.” Gary hooked his arm through mine on the other side, as the seven of us wandered out of college and down to the river.
The meadows were calm. Gravel crunched under our feet. A few late afternoon dog walkers about, calling their animals out of the bushes along the path. A kestrel hovered over the grass to the side. This was a new beginning. One I’d make the most of.






  
  Celebratory dinner


Elenora lead us to a barge, where the staff greeted us and brought through to a private dining room. I stared at the walls; their oak panelling switching into glass windows at waist height, giving us an almost unimpeded view of the river. 
Once we were on board, the engine started and the boat set off along the river away from the colleges and into the country beyond Bellhaven. 
“How far can we travel before we hit the boundary round the town and have to return?” Dad asked a server.
The server curtseyed. “We have all the official permissions to pass through the barrier twice. There will be a moment of fog and possibly disorientation, but nothing to worry about. Our captain has crossed numerous times. Breathe slowly, and it will be over before you can count to ten.” Their smile reassured me. “We’ve never had a problem in either direction.”
None of the others seemed worried, so I ignored it. Boats having a way to get through the barrier was new to me, but there was much I didn't know about how Bellhaven worked. There was no reason for me to know the details of why exceptions to the barrier were granted, so I thought no more of it.
Dad nodded. “Interesting.” He pursed his lips in thought.
Elenora grabbed my hand. “You need to sit at the head of the table.” From her bag, she pulled a big multi-coloured rosette with ‘congratulations’ written across in swirly letters, which she pinned onto my top. “Now, where should everyone else sit?”
The rectangular table was spacious, with only place settings for the seven of us. If I was to sit at the top, who did I want to sit next to me? 
“Yes, Jenna. Which of these fine gentlemen would you rather sit next to?” Dad winked at me. “Which has caught your eye after the kerfuffle with Leonard?”
I blushed. How could I answer ‘all of them’? Or ever look my parents in the eye if I did so? “I hoped you and Mum could sit by me? As you’ve travelled to be here.” Inside, I cringed. That was a lame answer.
“Nonsense.” Dad shook his head. “Your friends are the ones you should celebrate with.”
But how could I do that? My gaze flowed from one to the next, unable to decide who to ask. Or rather, who to exclude.
Gary slung one arm over Max’s shoulders. “As the lady of the hour is under pressure to choose, shall we help her decide by sitting here?” He pointed to the other end of the table. 
I mouthed ‘thank you’ at the two of them as they took their places.
“Oh, lovely.” Mum grinned. “In which case, you should sit next to Jenna.” She gestured Horatio forward. 
We ended up with Dad, Mum and Gary sitting down one side of the table, and Horatio, Elenora and Max sitting down the other.
Once we had all taken our seats, servers in matching navy outfits and sparkling pressed white aprons appeared with the first course to set in front of us. Another server followed behind them, filling all our glasses with pink bubbles.
Elenora led the toast. “Your favourite drink, for one of my favourite people. Here’s to your future, Jenna. May it be long and glorious and full of everything you desire.” She winked at me, her head inclined towards the twins and Gary.
I gaped. How did she get away with saying something like that?
“You’re so kind, Your Highness.” Mum simpered across the table.
“Please call me Elenora. We’re all friends here.” Elenora smiled at mum. “I may have only known your daughter a short time, but I can tell we will be friends for life.”
“Your support has meant the world to her over the last few weeks.” Dad agreed.
I concentrated on the pâté and crisp bread on the plate in front of me, happy to let the conversation swirl over me. The smooth meat studded with occasional preserved fruit settled into my stomach, stopping me from getting too light-headed from the fizzy wine. 
“What about you?” Dad’s voice cut through my daze.
I raised my head to answer, but found he’d asked Horatio instead.
“How are your studies going so far?”
Horatio nodded. “Fine, I’m enjoying the focused attention on each of the strands of theory. And returning to the basics in our tutorials is helpful to ensure I understand those thoroughly before moving onto more complicated theory.”
I stuck my tongue out at him. “What Horatio means is that he’s stuck with me for tutorials. So we’ve had to go back to basics to help me catch up with everyone else.”
Mum frowned. “What do you mean?”
“All I studied in Saturday school was the basics. Everyone else with their specialised elemental education is years ahead of me.”
She shook her head. “It can’t be that bad. Please don’t exaggerate.”
I shrugged. Whatever. Today was a time to celebrate, not knock my parents over the head with the consequences of their decision to keep me at home for school. I knew the truth, even if they didn’t acknowledge it.
“Jenna is picking it up fast.” Horatio grinned at me. “And I’m happy to do all I can to help her.”
A knowing glint entered mum’s eye as she considered Horatio. “How kind of you.” She nudged me under the table. “What are your plans for the future, Horatio?”
He raised one eyebrow. “Well, I’m expected to join my family’s business. Mother is rather counting on it. Max has his path laid out for him, as his water strengths are an unusual asset. I’ll have a bit more flexibility, as there are more people with fire strengths already working for us.”
Mum nodded. “Of course. I forgot your link to them.” 
The servers brought the next course, an onion soup bursting with flavour, interrupting the conversation. I hoped it would turn to a more comfortable topic, like summer plans or the weather. Once the plates were all placed, the servers returned to the boat’s interior.
Mum’s brow wrinkled as she returned to the previous topic. “Your father was a few years ahead of me, so I never knew him.”
Horatio snorted. “I’m not sure many people knew him. His only desire was to increase the business and grow his family fortune. Anything that competed with that was forsaken. He only had time for us when we grew old enough to have the importance of the business pressed on us. Now, we hear the same thing from our older brother as he's taken over the business since father's untimely passing.”
That can’t have been fun. I reached under the table for his hand, giving it a squeeze. “I thought we were celebrating, not rehashing past hurts?”
Mum blushed. “Sorry, you’re right. I’m just trying to get to know your...friend?” Her eyes widened, the question behind them implicit, but understood.
How did I describe my relationship with Horatio? Or with the others? “I’m very lucky in my friends.” One last squeeze of Horatio’s hand before I released it. “And my family.” My smile encompassed both of my parents.
Mum’s gaze darkened. “Yes. He helped you today, but never forget that all he does is for his own agenda.”
“I... that wasn’t what I meant.” I rocked back under the force of her vehemence.
“I’d ask you to promise not to have anything to do with him.” Mum dropped her gaze to her soup bowl. “But I realise you’d never agree.” With a deep breath, she stared at me. “But stay out of his schemes. The less you have to do with him, the better. We don’t need him. Use his name as much as you want, but remember, he had nothing to do with raising you. You owe him nothing. Less than nothing. Understand?”
I nodded. “Sure. I understand.” Sort of, at least.
A claxon sounded. “Prepare to cross the boundary.” A disembodied voice declared from loudspeakers under the floor.
Fog circled round us, cocooning the boat in a damp blanket. It felt like a vice cinched tight round my head. I groaned, clasped my hands round my ears. Much as I tried to grasp the air around us to alleviate the pressure, it swirled away, refusing my control.






  
  Waking


I woke to a crowd of concerned faces. They moved in and out of focus as I blinked, trying to clear the film over my eyes. Pain ripped through my head as I turned to one side. 
My hands flew to my temples, massaging as they stabilised my head. The waves of pain subsided, allowing me to work out where we were.
I lay on the bench round the edge of the boat we’d started to eat dinner on. My parents and friends knelt around me. Behind them, the staff hovered, waiting for instructions.
Over the other side of the boat, the tops of the trees danced in the breeze. Blue sky overhead was broken here and there with small puffy clouds. I watched them, staring to see if I could detect movement. Or were we moving? We were on a boat, after all. There was a slight sway to the boards under me, but did that mean we were moving or not? I drew my eyebrows together as I pondered how to tell.
“Jenna, love?” Dad’s voice drew me back to the people surrounding me. “Can you hear me this time?”
I blinked. This time? “What happened?” My voice wavered.
He held tight to my hand. “We were hoping you could help with that. You collapsed as the boat crossed the barrier round Bellhaven.”
“There was fog...” Had that been the barrier? My hands reached for my head to alleviate the remembered pain. “My head...”
“Would a sip of water help?” A glass hovered uncertainly in Horatio’s hand before me.
I met his gaze, concern darkening his features. “Please.”
He held the glass out for me, gently tipping it to allow me to drink. The cool water swept out most of the lingering fuzziness.
Once I’d finished, I sat up. “Where are we?” The higher vantage point allowed me to see more of the banks of the river where we were tied up. A farmhouse stood over the fields. A boat-shed nestled under trees a little further along from us, the padlock on its doors glinting in the late afternoon sun. I recognised nothing. Not even the shape of the horizon.
“As soon as we realised the barrier had triggered something in you, we got the crew to stop the boat. So we’re a few hundred metres outside the barrier, wherever that means we are.” Mum explained.
I stared behind the boat. Was that shimmer over the water a sign of the barrier waiting for us to return? Or were my eyes playing tricks on me?
“How do you feel?” Her gaze ran over me, scrutinising me.
“I...” How did I feel? “I’m alright, only hungry.”
One server smiled at me. “If you like, we can serve the remaining courses. You were all only partway into your meal. While you eat, you can discuss what to do next.”
Elenora put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ve spoken to Lady Undrell, and she can organise access to the college portal if we don’t want to risk crossing the barrier again. And she’s promised to investigate reports of problems crossing the barrier. Though few people have permission to do so, so I’m not sure how much she will find.”
I nodded. “Right now, I don’t want to do that ever again, but maybe I’ll be ready to do so once I’ve eaten something more.” My empty stomach was a black hole, sucking all the energy from the rest of my body. It was a struggle to push myself up and take my place at the table again. But I forced myself to do so. Food would make me feel better. It had to.
Horatio held out a hand to help me to the table.
I flinched back from him, something in his posture triggering flashbacks. 
Visions of him holding out his hand the same way, but with a dangerous glint in his eyes. Of him holding my arm in a death grip and refusing to let go. Of my arm being pulled so hard, pain radiated through my body.
When had that happened?
Horatio paused. “Jenna, what’s wrong?”
I shook my head to clear the visions. “Sorry, my head’s still fuzzy.”
He pulled my chair out, helping me sit. 
“I’m sure some food will help.” I turned to face the server. “Is it ready to bring to the table?” The soup course had been cleared away, presumably while I'd been unconscious, so the table was empty.
She nodded. “Of course. I’ll be right back with it.” With a smart turn on her heel, she led the other staff into the covered area which held the kitchen.
Everyone else took their places at the table. 
“Well, this hasn’t been the celebration I intended, Jenna.” Elenora grimaced at me. “For which you have my apologies. I wish we knew what triggered your collapse.”
I sighed. “Thank you for organising it, even if it hasn’t been quite what you planned. I appreciate all of your support.” I turned to face each of them in turn, to ensure they felt my thanks. “Even with this happening, you’re all the best, and I couldn’t have done this without you.”
As my gaze passed from on to the next, flashes of their faces with opposing expressions superimposed over their current concern. I screwed up my eyes. What was happening to me? And why was I seeing these snatches of an alternative version of my friends? 
The servers returned, placing plates in front of each of us. Scents of gravy wafted up from the plates. It pooled round slices of roast beef, still pink in the centre, delightfully crisp roast potatoes, roast carrots, and creamed spinach.
I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to think. So, I tucked into my food. Keeping my mouth full meant I had to concentrate on that, and not on the multitudes of strange possibilities my mind threatened to create as explanations.
We ate in silence. Everyone else either copying me by using the food to quiet their concerns, or overcome by the taste. The beef melted in my mouth. The potatoes were the perfect combination of crispy outside and floury inside. A sweet glaze covered the carrots to bring out their richness. The gravy adding depth and melding it all together. 
I scraped the last traces off my plate.
If I’d finished eating, it was time for a decision. I took a deep breath. “I’m not sure I want to risk another trip through the barrier.” 
The pause after my words stretched on until it was so thin I worried my breath would shatter it.
Eventually, Dad reached for my hand. “Understandable.” He squared his shoulders, as if daring anyone else to disagree. “In which case, where is the best portal to head to so you can all return to Kronquist?”
Relief washed over me when no one argued. The conversation instead discussing different portals and how easy it would be to get to each. As I didn’t care which one we used, only that we wouldn’t return by boat, I let the others work that out. 
Instead, I closed my eyes, searching my memories for the source of those visions. What had I seen? Why had the fog triggered it?
Within me, I returned to my visions. This time, allowing them to play out. Horatio grabbed my arm, holding tight and pulling. Max grabbed my other arm, wrenching it in the opposite direction. I hung between them, neither of them caring they risked tearing me apart. Both of them snarled at each other, declaring if they couldn’t have me, then no one would. 
Tears welled up in my eyes. I knew the twins had a competitive streak to them, their one-up-man-ship a running joke from school. But I thought we’d moved past that? My chest and shoulders burnt due to the force they exerted on me. Why wouldn’t they stop? 
Then Gary appeared. My hopes rose, only to be shattered at the bitterness in his face. His lip curled. “I won’t be second fiddle any longer. Stop them yourself.” 
They all faded away, leaving me in pieces on the floor.
The vision dissipated, leaving me to question what it meant. Why would the three of them turn on me? Why would they do that? How could I stop it from happening?
“Alright.” Dad’s voice brought me back to the situation on the boat. “That sounds like a plan.” He turned to me. “Jenna, are you happy with that?”
My cheeks blazed. “Sorry, I zoned out. What are we doing?”
He shook his head. “The captain knows of a portal a little further down the river, so we can continue our meal on the way there. Once we’ve got confirmation we can use it, Elenora will contact Lady Undrell to set up access to the college. Then your mother and I will head home once you’ve passed through.”
The growing tears spilt over, despite my best efforts to restrain them. “If you’re all happy with that, it sounds good to me.”
He patted my hand, then turned to the server to organise the end of our evening.
The server returned with bowls of rhubarb compote and vanilla ice cream. Once those were handed round, the boat’s engine started, and we headed along the river.
I held my breath as we passed the point I’d seen the shimmer, but it remained just that - a distortion of light over the water. All too soon, the desert plates were emptied, and we made our way into a derelict monastery to find the portal. 
Shadows lengthened across the ruined stonework, twisting and writhing round our feet. Owls hooted from one end of the old cloisters to the other. It was the witching hour, the change from daylight to darkness. 
Shivers ran down my spine, my skin pimpling as if hundreds of unseen eyes assessed me. 
We turned into one room to find a hooded man standing in front of the portal.
“Welcome travellers.” His voice boomed round the space, dispelling shadows. “Please show me your validation to travel to your chosen destination, and I’ll set up this portal for you to be on your way.”
Elenora handed him her phone, allowing him to talk to Lady Undrell. 
He hummed and nodded, fiddling with the box attached to the portal. “Pleasure.” He ended the call, returning the phone to my friend.
His grin took us all in. “Everything is ready. Who wants to go first?”






  
  Snuggles & talk


Back in our rooms, Gary and the twins pulled me tight into them. We were a huddle of relief. 
Elenora checked her phone. “I missed a call from home. I’d better find out what they want.” She placed a hand on my shoulder, staring into me. “As long as you’re sure you’re alright? If I didn’t think I’d be in the way, I’d stay.”
I smiled wanly at her. “Go. The guys will look after me.”
She winked. “Of course they will.”
I blushed, the heat spreading down my neck to the necklace I never took off.
Elenora had a special room to go to when she needed to talk to her parents in an official capacity. One regulated and insulated so that nothing could be overheard. Just in case she was the object of scrutiny by someone with ill intentions towards her country. It was a courtesy afforded to all foreign nationals at Kronquist. Many of them held positions within important families in their home countries. No wonder they all wanted to attend Kronquist rather than anywhere else.
She waved a hand as she opened the door. “I’ll knock when I come back, just so you all have time to cover up. I don’t want to interrupt something I’ll regret.”
The twins chuckled, but no one said anything after, and we descended into silence. 
Our hearts beat counterpoint to each other. A robin tweeted from the windowsill. Wind whistled round
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