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      Blurb

      

      
        All people dream, but the unlucky few are forced to live their deepest, darkest fantasies.
      

      Dawn's life is torn apart when she finds out she's magical. It doesn't matter that a handsome student from the most prestigious magical academy in the country is the one to find her powers. Dawn rapidly finds out this world is one of intrigue, despair, and the blind pursuit for power.

      If that weren't bad enough, she discovers her nightmares will soon become real. Ever since her sixteenth birthday, she's dreamt of the same knight on horseback. He might've kissed her awake every morning, but when it turns out he's real, it becomes apparent he's not her savior in shining armor. He's another nail in the magical coffin that is St Teresa's Academy. And there's nothing Dawn can do to escape.

      ....

      Grail's Dawn follows a new witch and her destined king fighting a twisted magical academy and a worse fate. If you love your magical academies with action, punch, and a splash of romance, grab Grail's Dawn Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    The hoofbeats thump into me. As the horse races over the green, undulating pasture, I sink forward and grab the knight before me. My fingers slide over his glimmering armor, struggling for purchase.

    I can’t see his face. I never can. But that’s not the point. His touch is the most reassuring thing in the world.

    And if only this were the world and not a dream.

    Even as I open my eyes and glance to my side, I realize there’s no depth to the swaying grass. It’s punctuated here and there by the golden, fluttering heads of wheat, and while one or two look real, the rest just blur off into the distance. But one thing remains – my knight. So I sink harder against him, wrapping my arms even further around his middle.

    He lets out a soft grunt. “Almost there.”

    He’s been promising that my entire life. Because this dream has repeated every single day since my sixteenth birthday. I might be young, but that doesn’t matter. My past withers compared to the intensity of these dreams.

    “Almost where?” I mutter. I can’t count the number of times I’ve asked that. I’ve never received a satisfying reply.

    He leans further over the horse’s reins, grunts, and pushes the beast into a sprint.

    I’m forced to clutch him even tighter.

    He smiles. Don’t ask me how I know that, but I can tell. It’s as if the move spreads warmth down his chest and into my fingers.

    I ground my cheek against his back and close my eyes. That’s a mistake. I can feel myself in bed. I almost rouse, but I clutch hold of that dream at the last moment. Because it’s the only damn thing that’s ever mattered in my life. A life of boredom and loss. Just as I can feel the pillow underneath me, I grab him with all my remaining strength. “Almost where?” I demand again.

    “Just over this rise,” he promises. “But first, the fight will come.”

    His voice becomes grave. This isn’t the first time I’ve reached this part of the dream, though it’s rare.

    I have to squeeze my eyes closed to remember the fight. Creatures – who can’t possibly exist in the real world – will soon pull themselves out of the cracks of this field.

    And I’ll be asked to fight them.

    We power up the rise's side but never reach the top. I hear this fell creature scream from right behind me. The cry is so sharp, I’m sure it’ll drive a hole through my skull. I whip my head over my shoulder, and my long hair fans around my face.

    That’s when I see one of those monsters. They’re tall. They look like they’re stretched-out shadows. But shadows with the sharpest of gazes. The closest one opens its mouth and cries. It almost wakes me up. I’m aware of my rumpled sheets as they stick to my sweaty skin. I can even feel the slight breeze whistling through the window behind my bed. Is that a siren outside? It doesn’t matter. We’re almost there. We have to get to the rise. I’ve never done that before. Come on, I repeat in my mind.

    Those creatures throw themselves, not at the knight, but at me. One even clutches my leg and tries to pull me off.

    “You’ve gotta learn to fight it,” the knight rumbles in a deep voice.

    He reaches around and, while still holding onto his horse’s reins, pulls a long sword out of its sheath. Magic rushes along the tip. It’s so vibrant it plays along my face and sends light reflecting up into my eyes.

    With a cry, he cuts the creature down. It’s dust long before it reaches the ground.

    But they’re not done yet. Another one launches at me from the side.

    He can’t swing the sword around quickly enough.

    This one grabs my other leg. It sinks its claws in hard. It’s so sharp, I scream. It’s bloodcurdling as if I know my life is about to end. But just before it can, my knight reaches around. He locks his gauntlet on my hand and stops me from falling. As his armored fingers snap around mine, I swear I feel something jolt from his skin into me. “You have to wake up, Dawn.”

    “I don’t want to. I never want to leave this dream again.”

    “Not from the dream. You have to wake up from life. That’s the lie. Remember what you are. Grab hold of what’s inside you.”

    Another creature launches itself at my legs. I can feel it dragging me down. As its claws sink into my thigh, I should scream, but instead, all I can do is pay attention to how the knight holds me. I swear I can feel pure potential pushing into me.

    “Wake up?” My lips tremble.

    “Wake up before it’s too late. There’s only so much I can do for you until you rise on your own.”

    Another creature launches itself at me from the other side. Now there are two. While the knight valiantly tries to fight them off, he can’t, and I feel myself being pulled to the left. I’ve never fallen into one of those creature’s waiting arms. I’ve always managed to wake myself up beforehand. I wonder if I can do that now. All awareness of the bed has completely disappeared. All that’s left is this dream and the horror of the pain tearing through me. The pain and yet the promise.

    Just before I can be wrenched free from his grip, I feel a spark igniting in the center of my palm. I don’t know where it comes from. I still know I’m dreaming, so part of me knows this is nothing but the contents of my unconscious mind, yet this feels like it comes from beyond. It plows into me from some infinite source I’ve never been able to reach before. But now as it ignites deep inside me, it can never be thrust back.

    We’re close to the rise. It’s just there.

    But I’ll never reach it if I’m pulled off the horse. So I scream. And for the first time in my life – and for the first time in these dreams – I frigging fight back.

    I open my palm, and a charge of magic blasts out of it. As it spins through the air, I see symbols dancing around it. They are these brightly glowing runes. Each possesses its own infinite power, and as they coalesce and slam into that monster, it doesn’t have a chance. It’s cut down as quickly as when the knight strikes one with his sword.

    I pant.

    “That’s it, you did it. You’re finally ready. Now wake up. We’re almost at the rise.”

    He’s already cut down the monster that grabbed my leg from the other side. So there’s nothing to stop me from pressing forward. I lock my arms around his middle and bury my face against his armor’s smooth, shiny backplate. “I don’t want to. I don’t ever want to wake up again. I’ve never come this far.”

    “Not from this dream,” he says again, his voice rumbling. “You have to wake up from reality. Before it’s too late. You have to wake up, Dawn.”

    We reach the rise. And that’s when dawn – my namesake, not me – blasts over the top of the hill. It’s brilliant. These deep gold and purple rays shine like a star is being born.

    He stops on the rise, and I see a castle down below.

    My heart’s pounding so hard, I swear I’ll wake myself up. I’ve never… I’ve never gotten this far before. I’ve tried with all my heart, but it never mattered.

    If there’s one thing I want to see more than the sunrise and the castle below, it’s his face.

    Still holding onto his middle, I pull my head back.

    He reaches around and grips my hand. He slides off the horse. He pulls me with him.

    I’m in his arms. I tilt my head back. It’s hard to distinguish his features. The dawn suddenly becomes even brighter. As its light plays over my face, reflecting over my cheeks and dancing along my eyelashes, I see a long, strong jawline. I see two pale blue eyes. As he smiles and I see his lips, it ignites even more power within me.

    He presses forward, and the next thing I know, he locks his lips against mine.

    I feel like eternity opens up within me. Sensations I’ve never even guessed were possible rush through me. They start in my stomach. They shiver down to my pelvis, then race up to my lips. I open my mouth further. He locks a hand against my back and pulls me close.

    But that’s when I hear the dreaded alarm. Its blare can cut through anything. It’s far more effective than this knight’s sword, and God knows it has more power than the magic racing through my veins.

    I open my eyes one last time. I desperately stare at his face just as the dream resolves into nothingness. And I see him.

    For the first time in my life, I finally see my knight in shining armor.

  
    Chapter 2

    I bolt out of bed.

    I stare at the alarm. I must’ve overslept the first one because I’m already 10 minutes late. And now the alarm is blaring so loudly, I think it’s a warning there’s about to be a nuclear meltdown.

    I don’t immediately reach over and smash my hand against the top of the alarm to silence it. I just sit there, a little cold but hot, too. The heat’s in my lips and chest. The rest of me tingles like I’ve just jumped into an ice-cold bath.

    “You… you actually saw him, Dawn,” I stammer. It’s dumb and a testament to how empty my life is apart from my dreams, but I brush my fingers down my lips. I try to lock in the memory of that kiss. But it’s nowhere near as important as his face.

    I’m not much of a drawer. I used to have skills, but ever since my life went to hell, I haven’t had the chance to concentrate on them. That doesn’t stop me from launching out of bed. I finally turn the alarm off – not by hitting the button on the top, but by wrenching the power cable out of the wall. It tumbles down onto the plush carpet just as I grab a pen and some paper. I lean against my bed, and I scribble.

    I know this’ll only make me later, but I don’t care.

    It takes me about 10 minutes until I have his likeness. It’s the best drawing I’ve managed in years.

    Reverentially, I place it on my desk. Then I stare up. Judging by the light alone, I won’t just be late – I’ll get in massive trouble.

    I sigh. Locking a hand on my chest, I decide it’s time to face the day.

    I finally dress, but I race over again before I can grab my bag. I stare at him one last time. “I finally found you.”

    I head out. There’s no point in grabbing breakfast. I don’t keep much in the fridge. It’ll be a few days until I can afford to do a proper shop. It doesn’t matter. I’ll grab something from my best friend. She knows about my situation. While I’m forced to live alone and fend for myself, she still lives with her parents. Her incredibly rich parents. She’s always sneaking me food if not money. She’d help me out by buying me a house if she could, but I don’t need one. The apartment roof over my head is the one thing I do have. The one thing my dad left me before he too, incidentally, left me.

    It’s under my name. It’s not the greatest. It’s a piece of junk, but it’s in a good area. It beats sleeping rough.

    My stomach grumbles as I secure my bag higher over my shoulder. I pat down my pleated skirt, run a hand over my blazer, and frown at how frumpy I look. What do I care? One more month of this, and I’ll graduate. Next year, it’s university. Or, more likely, given my situation, a full-time job.

    “Doesn’t matter. Anything’s gotta be better than this,” I mutter to myself. I shove forward. I know I’ve already missed the bus. That’s okay. I’ll just take a detour through the park. Another bus will be arriving soon on the opposite side of it.

    I might’ve called this area okay before, but it has rough patches. Everywhere in the city does. You never know when you might encounter some abandoned little laneway stuck between expensive stores on one of the downtown blocks. Sometimes I wonder if anyone in the city has noticed that or if it’s just me. Technically, those laneways are a consequence of this city being over 500 years old. No planning went into it. Still, you’d think little boutique stores and cafés would buy up the tiny spaces and extract them for all their worth. They never do. So those dark abandoned laneways remain as reminders of the ancient past this city has failed to outgrow.

    I suddenly smack myself in the center of my forehead. I grind my palm in. “Those are some pretty damn stupid thoughts. You should clean up your brain before you get to school. Oh yeah, and you should run,” I mutter.

    I do as I’m told, and I push into a sprint.

    I shove down a little space between two apartment blocks. The park’s just there in front of me.

    If you asked me, it’s the drabbest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s used – only on the weekends – but that doesn’t matter as long as it gives nearby families a glimpse of green grass and fresh air. But when it’s not in use, it looks like it’s out of a horror show. I was once flipping through a book on Soviet history and found a playground that looked almost exactly like it in Chernobyl.

    There are two swings and some climbing equipment, but regardless of the fact the Council only replaced both last year, they still look ancient. The grass is patchy, and while there are a couple of solid stone retaining walls, they’re stained from weather, cigarette butts, and other unquestionable substances.

    I usually don’t like coming through here. Though if I’m really down, I’ve been known to spend hours on the swing, just kicking my legs back and forth and waiting for my life to return to normal.

    It never works, of course, and the park only ever leaves me feeling worse.

    “Just get through it and get to the other side,” I mutter.

    That’s the plan, at least.

    I throw myself forward, my old, slightly worn shoes skidding over the bald patches of grass and tearing up chunks of turf. They splatter over my socks. It must’ve rained last night. I slept right through. In my apartment, it was hot as hell. This summer has been the worst. I always feel like I’m the unlucky one getting smothered while everyone else is enjoying themselves.

    I don’t know about being smothered, but I’m undoubtedly unlucky, which is proven when I take another step and slip right down onto my ass. It’s a hard jolt that travels up through my hip and into my lower back. I curse loudly as my bag slides off my shoulder and slaps into a muddy puddle beside me. It trashes my already frumpy uniform.

    “Dammit,” I snarl.

    I shove up.

    I’ve already passed the swing. It’s dead quiet today. There isn’t even a breeze. But from behind me, I hear this creak. The swing has started to move.

    I frown. I know in closed-off places like this, sometimes you get blasts of wind that affect one thing but not another. All of the tall apartment blocks around me can act like funnels. But this makes the skin along the back of my neck itch. My hair stands on end, and these tingles escape down into my palms, across my wrists, and up into my elbows.

    I turn slowly. By the time I do, I’ve already told myself a thousand times there’s nothing there.

    But that’s when I see a woman.

    She’s older – maybe in her fifties. She’s wearing suit pants, a gray jacket, a red top, and a strange gold necklace. Oh yeah, and she’s dead.

  
    Chapter 3

    There’s a knife right in her chest. Blood’s running down from the wound. It’s more than I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

    I freeze. For about five seconds, I can’t unstick myself. My whole body feels like it’s been cemented in place. The first thing to move is my left hand. It gropes open, then closes into a fist. It’s an involuntary action. It’s as if someone has shoved electrodes into my brain and they’re learning how to move my body independently.

    I close my eyes once. I open them again, but she’s still there. Because this is real.

    I scream. I tilt my head back and open my lungs, giving it everything I can.

    I crumple a hand over my mouth. Still shaking, I leave my bag exactly where it is and rush over to her.

    I reach her. “Are you…?” I begin, my body still shaking, but I never get to place a hand on her.

    There’s another blast of wind. This time I feel it because it rushes into me. It grabs my hair and sends it whipping over my face.

    I’m forced to turn around. I bring up an arm and hide behind it.

    By the time I turn, the unimaginable has occurred. The lady is gone. But the blood isn’t. It’s dripping down the old seat of the swing. It’s formed a little puddle underneath where her limp feet were.

    I scream this time. I jerk back.

    This is impossible. Bodies don’t just appear only to disappear. The only way that can happen is if the mind is not functioning.

    I… I’m hallucinating.

    I squeeze my eyes closed. Maybe I’m still asleep. Perhaps this is just a false awakening. I’ve had them in the past.

    It’s the only thing that could make sense.

    I back off. My eyes are still closed.

    I suddenly tumble down to my ass. My foot struck a stone of some description. As I feel another gust of wind, it comes racing over my shoulder. Then the swing creaks.

    I’m forced to open my eyes. And once more, she’s there. She’s sitting in precisely the same position. Her head is tilted to the side. Her gray-flecked black hair is a mess over her front. I can see one side of her face, though, and her eyes are open. They stare at me lifelessly.

    I clamp a hand on my mouth. I continue to shake so badly, it feels like I’ll pull my fingers out of my palm.

    I shake my head. I close my eyes. I open them, but this time, she’s still there. I scream again.

    There’s no one about, especially not at this time. Plus, though this is a pretty good neighborhood, it’s not the kind of place where people will automatically rush to your aid. Which is evidenced by the fact no one opens a window in the surrounding apartment blocks and calls out to check on me.

    It’s just me. Me and the dead body.

    I… it takes me so long to shove up. When I finally do, I feel like I’m dead.

    I’m cold. Cold all through. But then patches of heat start to build within me. They begin in my hands. That doesn’t make sense. I might not be an ace at biology, but I understand how a person’s circulatory system works. In times of shock, blood is redirected to the core – to the organs and the important infrastructure running the body. The peripheral limbs can go to hell unless you have to run. And now running is the very last thing I can do. I barely manage to walk. I make it over to her.

    I try to place a hand on her shoulder. That’s when my fingers are rebuffed. It makes no frigging sense. The sensation is unlike anything I have ever experienced. It’s as if I have struck some kind of invisible wall – one that’s made out of pure energy.

    I yelp, jerk my fingers back, and stare at them. I almost think I see a few sparks of something charging over them and disappearing into the air.

    I back off again. I keep shaking my head. “This is impossible. Dead people don’t just appear only to disappear.” I close my eyes, giving the body another chance to disappear, but this time, it remains precisely where it is.

    “You must still be asleep. Or if you’re not asleep, then… you’ve gone mad. Turn right around. Call the police on yourself,” I mutter. My voice is as weak as I’ve ever heard it. I open my eyes again. I stare at the body. This time, I can even hear the blood dripping down from that wound. It slides over the metal chains of the swing, reaches the base, then drips onto the patch of dead grass below.

    That last detail really gets to me. Would a hallucination really have such information?

    “No frigging way—” I mutter.

    I’ve been telling myself the woman is dead. There’s no way she’s alive – not with sightless eyes like that. I’ve never seen a corpse before, but there’s something I fancy’s ingrained in every single human being – the ability to recognize death when it stares us right in the face.

    But that’s when she splutters. It’s the barest of moves. I only make it out because I’m paying attention to her with everything I have.

    As soon as she makes a sound, I jolt. I rush over to her.

    I am still shaking all over.

    She blinks her eyes closed, then opens them one at a time.

    It’s the strangest thing, but she’s still got a dead, hollow gaze. There are two tiny flickers of life right in the middle of her pupils. It’s almost as if she’s fighting death off – but only for a few seconds.

    Her lips wobble open.

    I’m forced to get closer. I fall onto my knees in front of her. My uniform is now ruined. “What… what happened to you? Who did this to you? Are you even real?” I can’t help but add that last bit.

    She reaches a hand out to me. Her fingers are dripping with blood. Before they can lock on the side of my face, she reaches that wall of resistance I encountered earlier. There are sparks, and this time, I genuinely see them. They flash around her hand as if trying to stop her in place, but she simply tightens her fingers into a fist and mutters something I can’t catch under her breath. That magical wall shatters. I can see it. Sparks erupt everywhere.

    I scream, but I don’t get a chance to jolt back. She suddenly leans forward and grabs both of my hands. “You’re magical,” she whispers. “A Grail, no less.”

    “Grail?”

    “You need… you need to stay away from them.”

    “Stay away from whom?” I stammer.

    “Stay away from them. They’ll only use you to kill.”

    As soon as she says the word kill, a wash of fear rushes over me. It’s not like I need a reminder this woman is dead or at least on the very edge. But her words nonetheless make for a timely reality check.

    I stare down at the dagger in her chest again. I lurch forward to remove it, but she won’t let me. She continues to hold my hands in a tight grip. She doesn’t just use her strength. Energy collects around her fingers. I’ve never felt anything like it. No, that’s a lie. I’ve felt something like it in my dreams. It’s a power unlike anything else. Modern technologies can’t match it. Nor can robots. Nor can anything save for magic itself.

    She grips my fingers even harder. Her eyes widen. Then suddenly they close in a moment of weakness. When she manages to blink them open again, I swear she’s died once more. All the light has left her pupils.

    I scream and go to jerk away, but she won’t let me, and with her dying strength, she’s still holding onto me. “Stay away from them. Whatever you do. Don’t let them… do to you what they plan to do to the rest of us.”

    “What are you talking about? Who are you?” I demand, but she’s losing the battle against passing away.

    I can tell she’s starting to die. It’s as if something is disappearing through my fingers – like I’ve been foolish enough to cup water in my hands, and now I’m crying that it’s leaking between my weak grip.

    Her head flops to the side.

    I try to grasp it, to hold her up, to give her another chance to rouse, but that’s when I hear something behind me. At first I think it’s the scattering of leaves – then I realize it’s too loud and too pronounced.

    I immediately jerk my head around. That sound reminds me of something I’ve only ever heard in my dreams. Those monsters, to be exact.

    As a rush of terror grips me, I swear I can see something. It’s just around the side of one of the apartment blocks.

    Intense fear I’ve never experienced explodes in my stomach. It ricochets up to my heart then bounces around my chest. It’ll swallow me – will crack me in two.

    I think I see something flitting toward me. It’s moving fast – faster than anything should in this world. I swear I see a glittering yellow gaze, but whatever it is, it never manifests.

    There’s a grunt from behind me. I look over my shoulder to see the woman opening her hand. “I command you,” she screams at the top of her lungs, “to protect all you can.” A blast of yellow magic shoots out of her fingers. It sails forward. It smashes into that creature, and it scatters into dust.

    I scream. I fall to my ass.

    I open my eyes.

    The woman’s still there. Her body has become limp. She has breathed her last breath.

    All I can hear is the sound of her dead form as the swing is pushed back and forth in the wind.

  
    Chapter 4

    I call the police. There’s nothing else I can do.

    I want this to all be in my head. It has to be nothing more than a hallucination, but as I sit there, blinking my eyes open and closed and waiting for her to disappear, she remains. She can’t go away because there really is a dead body on that swing.

    By the time the cops arrive, it starts to rain. Just as the squad car pulls up, the unimaginable occurs. I hear this hissing sound when the first droplet of rain falls onto her body. The next thing I know, she disappears.

    I’m left there, standing in complete shock.

    I want to erase every thing I saw and pretend it’s not real, but her commanding words still boom in my mind. I have no clue if her departing comment was for her spell or for me. But the words protect all just reverberate in my skull.

    The police aren’t happy. They think I’m some foolish kid who’s out for kicks. They take my name and threaten to prosecute me for wasting their time.

    When it’s finally over, I pick myself up and walk away.

    I can’t think of a damn thing.

    My head is empty. My body isn’t. These tingles race around me. It’s like I’ve swallowed a tidal wave that won’t sit still. No matter how many times it crashes against the shore of my mind, it keeps attacking me. By the time I finally make it to school – on-foot, no less – I’m a total mess.

    I expect to be dragged in front of the principal. In my head, the police have already called him.

    Even if I’m not, people are gonna ask valid questions. They’ll want to know why I’m drenched in mud.

    But before I can walk into the school grounds, someone darts forward, grabs my elbow, and pulls me to the side.

    It’s Fiona, my best friend.

    She looks at me, pulls back, and gasps in amazement. “What the hell happened to you? I got worried when you didn’t pick up your phone. I kind of figured that something happened at home. Maybe you had a fight with a neighbor or something. But this?”

    I go to open my mouth, but I have no clue what to tell her, so I simply close my lips.

    I let my gaze slice down and lock on my feet.

    She ducks her head forward. Her blond hair slides over her shoulder. It frames her blue eyes. They just get me thinking about my knight in shining armor. To think, I wasted precious time drawing his face for 10 minutes. I would never have missed the bus if I hadn't done that. And if I hadn’t missed the bus….

    I collapse my arms around my middle. We’re close to the school wall. It’s tall and runs around the entire campus. I turn and lock my shoulders against it and close my eyes.

    “You look like hell. You okay?” Fiona asks as she grabs my shoulder and rubs it.

    I jolt a little.

    “What happened?” she demands now, her voice getting harder. Not with anger, but with the need to know why I’m acting so weird.

    I realize I have to tell her something. The police were pretty pissed this morning. They’ll definitely call the school. So the truth will get out.

    It’s hard to bring it up, though. What should I say? I hallucinated? Or it was a prank?

    I rub my face. “I thought I saw something on the way to school. A… crime. I called the cops. But then… it turned out I didn’t see it. I guess it was… a trick of the light or something.”

    “Oh my God, poor you.” She rushes in and hugs me.

    I try to hold it together and not cry.

    She pulls back. She stares down at my uniform. “Lucky for you I’ve got a uniform in my bag. We don’t even have to sneak back into school to the locker room. But we’ve gotta hurry. The busses are gonna be here shortly.”

    I have no clue what she’s talking about. Every time I close my eyes, all I can see is that woman dead on the swing. I think the sound of it moving will be with me for life. It has become buried in my psyche as if it’s sprouted roots.

    “The excursion,” she says as she frowns at me. “To the new wing of the museum? The Arthurian legends exhibition? You know those artifacts they dug up recently? Is any of this ringing a bell?”

    Yeah, it is. I finally nod. I was actually excited about this excursion. But that was before whatever the heck happened this morning.

    Fiona pulls me down to a nearby public bathroom, and I change into her uniform. Fortunately, it fits me well.

    By the time we get back, the buses are arriving.

    The principal is out but doesn’t scream at me to come over.

    I hope either the police have decided to let it go, or they haven’t contacted him yet.

    I’ll deal with everything when we get back from the exhibition.

    How will I deal with it, though? I always promise myself that. I’m forever telling myself that if I push my problems away, I’ll find a way to overcome them later. Yet while there’s always a later, there’s never a solution.

    I guess that’s how you’re taught to think when you can’t trust anyone or anything.

    Fiona sits right beside me as we travel to the exhibition.

    She tries to engage me in conversation. I can hardly pay attention. My mind’s back with that woman. I go through absolutely everything I saw. I try to tell myself that I was just tired. I saw something that wasn’t there because… because I didn’t sleep well. That’s it. I got overheated last night. It must’ve cooked my brain.

    I can tell myself that all I want, but it doesn’t change the heavy pressure building in my body. By the time we make it to the museum, I feel like I’ll. Fiona is doing her best to distract me. She loops her arm through mine and helps me down the bus's stairs.

    Fortunately the kids are too distracted to notice me.

    I really don’t need any more excuses to get on the bad side of most of the school. That always happens to me, see. I do something weird or someone takes a disliking to me, then I’m kicked right down the bottom of the social heap. Then I’m always forced to move on to a new school. I figure out how to fix my life again and get everything back on track, and I go back to surviving.

    As I look up at the sky, I feel like something’s changed for good. There’ll be no more mere surviving and definitely absolutely no more hiding.

    A jolt travels hard down my back.

    We are in the car park at the back of the museum. The teacher looking after our class starts to do the roll call.

    I get distracted. I turn around. That’s when I watch another bus roll into the museum car park.

    Fiona is staring in the direction I am. She instantly purses her lips and whistles. “Well, damn,” she says, putting all the emphasis on damn she possibly can until her voice shakes. She follows it up by biting her lip.

    “What? Where does that bus come from?” There’s an emblem on the side, but I can’t guess what it means. I might’ve seen it before, but I can’t put my finger on it.

    “It’s only the most elite school in the city. Hell, what am I talking about? It’s the most elite school in the whole country. You can’t just be rich to go there. You have to be special.” She hisses special until it feels like she’s trying to carve it out of the air with sparkling lights.

    I frown at her. This is the first time I’ve managed to be distracted from the incident in the park. “What do you mean by special?”

    “My cousin – you know my cousin?”

    I make a face. “The entire world knows your cousin. Owing to the fact he’s the only son of one of the most famous rock stars there’s ever been.”

    “Yeah, him. He wanted to go to that school,” she gestures to the bus, “but he was knocked back. I know of countless other examples. Money and prestige aren’t enough to get you in.”

    “So what will get you in?” I mutter.

    She shrugs. “I’ve got no clue. All I know is that I don’t have it. They,” she points at the bus just as the doors open and the students start to walk down, “have it in spades.”

    I get stuck staring at them. I’m not the only one. The teacher might still be valiantly doing the roll call, but nobody is paying attention.

    The kids who walk down from that bus look otherworldly. They look a lot older, too. Beyond that….

    Maybe some people might get stuck on their looks. I don’t. Even as two guys walk down who look like they could be models, I ignore them.

    Their looks are irrelevant. There’s something….

    I suddenly yank up my sleeve and start scratching my arm. It’s a violent move like worms are wriggling under my skin.

    No one is paying attention to me – not even Fiona.

    She’s craning her head to get a better look.

    “Pay attention,” our teacher tries.

    Nobody pays attention. It takes until all those kids file in through the museum doors before anyone even bothers to look around.

    Fiona pushes in close. “Did you see that guy with the green eyes? I mean, damn, kids our age can’t really look like that, right? He was like otherworldly or something.”

    I get uncomfortable on the term otherworldly.

    Yeah, that school bus and all its students were a distraction. But now….

    I see that woman again. I see her dead stare.

    I grab my face and run my fingers down it.

    Fiona is with it enough to help me into the back of the museum when the roll call is finished.

    To think, I was actually excited about this exhibition once upon a time.

    It led right back into my dreams, see. Like I said, I’ve been dreaming that same dream ever since my sixteenth birthday. It’s always me on horseback with that knight in magical armor. So when the chance to learn more about knights came up, I was genuinely excited.

    Now….

    I want to find some kind of hole to hide in.

    I don’t want to be seen while I’m this fragile.

    I just want to close my eyes and figure out what happened.

    It had to have been a hallucination, right?

    I nod. Of course I was seeing things. Because what else could it possibly have been?

    Real?

    I’m only half paying attention to where I’m walking. Fiona has just jolted off to the side to an exhibition on jewelry.

    With no one to guide and steer me while I’m in this fog, I walk right into the back of some guy. It’s not one of our students. It’s one from that fancy school.

    The guy has his hands in his pockets. He slowly turns and looks at me.

    I don’t even bother to mutter sorry. I just walk around him.

    I never lift my dead stare.

    “You alright?” he calls after me.

    I ignore him.

    I try to tell myself there’s nothing wrong with me, but why are my arms so itchy? Why does it feel as if there’s pressure building in my chest?

    It’s that last one that really freaks me out. Back when my dad left, I started to suffer from panic attacks. Any kid would. He was my last haven. Everyone else in my life had abandoned me either through sickness or by just walking out.

    I really can’t afford to have a panic attack here. Not in front of all of the kids from my school – and certainly not in front of the kids from that posh academy.

    As my eyes widen, I start to look for the bathrooms.

    I can’t find them, but I soon spy a room cordoned off with tape.

    It’s probably got some kind of new exhibition in it. Or maybe it’s being built. Who cares? As long as there’s no one in there, that’s all that matters for me.

    I duck under the tape.

    I push inside.

    The room is huge and unusually dusty. I thought this was meant to unveil a new wing of the museum?

    Maybe they’ve built onto a particularly old section of the museum or something. That’s the only thing that can account for just how old this room feels.

    It’s got a really high ceiling. Maybe it had a mezzanine level once upon a time, or maybe it was built for acoustics.

    It doesn’t have many windows. The few it does have are high up the wall. They’re right up next to the ceiling. They let in a little light. But it’s not enough to properly illuminate this place.

    It’s full of junk. I don’t know if it’s construction equipment. Most of it is covered in dust cloths.

    Sometimes I suffer from asthma, and the sight of dust cloths is like the sight of a spider to someone with arachnophobia. I instantly clamp a hand over my mouth.

    I turn to leave, but I can’t.

    I close my eyes, and all I can hear is the squeaking of the swing.

    “It didn’t really happen. You have to put it out of your head. You have to move on because it didn’t damn well happen,” I mutter to myself, my hands still clasped over my mouth.

    “What happened?” a deep voice asks from behind me.

    I jolt.

    I turn quickly. I don’t have good balance at the best of times. Especially not now that I’m so rattled.

    I tumble to the side. There’s a pile of dust cloths to my left, and my feet get all caught up in them.

    Before I can fall face-first on this unyielding old concrete floor, a guy reaches in and grabs me.

    His grip is like nothing else. As soon as it closes around my arm, it feels like I’m being held in place by a mountain.

    There’s something more, though. It’s a jolt. It’s precisely the kind of sensation that I felt when that woman grabbed me.

    I freak out. My eyes widen, and I push back.

    That just overbalances me further.

    Before I can pull him down on top of me and we can fall in a tumble of limbs on those dust cloths, he twists me to the side.

    My hair fans around my face.

    I feel it again. Just a little jolt of magic. This time, it pushes into my back, holding me steady until I stand straight again.

    And it takes me approximately three more seconds to realize what I just thought. A jolt of magic?

    I pale.

    It’s the same guy I walked into earlier. The same guy that Fiona noted in the car park. The one with the green eyes. They’re like emeralds – though a shade too pale. But they give me the impression they’re pale so when they choose to shine, they’ll be seen from a mile off.

    And that is a strange impression to have, indeed.

    He frowns at me. “You okay? You realize you can’t be in here, right?” He turns and looks at the place. “This isn’t even part of the real museum.”

    “Not… part of the real museum?” I stammer.

    He looks me up and down. “Where are you from, anyway?”

    I shake my head. I can’t engage in a conversation right now with anyone. I can’t do anything. I… I felt something when he touched me. It couldn’t have been my imagination. He has magic.

    No. I slam the brakes on that thought so fast, it should cause a car crash in the middle of my frigging skull.

    Magic doesn’t exist. What I saw this morning was impossible.

    The only explanation of what is going on is I’m finally cracking. It’s understandable. My life is a train wreck I’ve only just managed to keep together.

    Without a word, I go to turn away from him. I’ll head to the bathrooms. I’ll break down. I’ll cry. Then the teacher will come, and I’ll admit that I need to get out of here.

    I don’t get the chance to.

    He reaches out and grabs my arm.

    He holds it for a few seconds until, once more, I feel that jolt of magic.

    I yank my head around and stare at him.

    He considers the surprise widening my eyes. I can see the suspicion narrowing his. “You felt something just then, didn’t you?” His voice is deceptively quiet. It’s that way so I can’t tell his tone. But I can read his expression.

    It focuses with interest.

    My heart skips four beats. I yank my arm back from his hand. “I don’t know you,” I mutter.

    “That’s
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