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Prologue 

 

“The stars have been silent recently. It’s a sign.” 

The luxuriously furnished hall had plunged into a heavy silence. Some of the people around 

the table exchanged worried glances. 

“The sign is that you are getting older, my dear friend.” A female voice cut through the 

quiet, cold as ice. “Our power doesn’t require anyone’s confirmation. Especially when it comes to 

ancient superstitions.” 

Most of those sitting around the table nodded in agreement. Satisfied with their support, 

she continued. “As for your observations,” she contemptuously twisted her thin lips, “I would 

advise changing your glasses. As long as you have the receipt, the Council will be glad to issue a 

full refund.” 

Approving chuckles passed throughout the room. 

The old man’s cloudy eyes glared at her. “You keep denying the obvious. Our ancestors 

always relied on guidance from the stars. The price for your defiance might be too high.” 

“What is your point?” An icy calmness in this male voice made anxious whispers around 

the table fade immediately. 

“We have to be careful. The things you’ve done might have some serious consequences—

” 

“We did what was necessary at that time.” The same commanding voice cut him off. “You 

know that as well as we do. Moreover, I’d like to remind you that you have supported the Council’s 

decision.” 

I simply didn’t object to it, the old man corrected him mentally. However, he was probably 

right. Is there any difference? 



 
 

Feeling the disapproving glances of his peers, he went to the window and looked up. One 

could notice a disquieting concern in his eyes, surrounded by deep wrinkles, as if he was the only 

person in the room anticipating disturbing times ahead. “Please, forgive them. Their eyes are veiled 

by arrogance and overconfidence,” he whispered dejectedly to the shimmering stars. Then he said, 

louder, “No matter how you treat my words, my observations have never deluded me. None of the 

previous generations had ever dared to break our laws, while we became blinded by our own 

perceived impunity… We have repeatedly crossed the line. I’m afraid the time to pay for that has 

come.” 

The whispering resumed. Shadows cast by the black figures gesticulated in despair. Some 

of them tried to prove something to their colleagues. Others nodded in agreement or raised hands 

in protest. The Great Hall, which had welcomed the Council’s meetings for centuries, had seen 

many people, but for the first time it was witnessing such diverse emotions that engulfed all those 

who gathered there that night. Bearing mute witness to their secret, the stone vault stared down at 

a tall, handsome man, drunk day after day with his ultimate power, and a sad, young, silent woman 

with an apathetic gaze and a deep feeling of guilt in her heart. It took further notice of a charming, 

gray-haired gentleman, who, unlike the others in the room, had realized a sudden gift of fate — an 

opportunity to fulfill the dream that had been lurking in his heart and bothered him for years. 

“We have no time for regrets or doubts,” a woman of about thirty-five years replied. In the 

burning flames of the fireplace, her devastating beauty was overwhelming, but her face looked 

emotionless, frozen. However, she could hardly fool the stone vault: it knew the contradictions 

that were tearing apart her cold, unfeeling heart. “We made this choice a long time ago — what’s 

done is done. We did that for this school, for the sake of our very existence! No one could ever 

accuse us of the opposite! Let’s not forget that!” 



 
 

It seemed like the people in the room had been waiting for these encouraging words. They 

nodded in satisfaction; their strained faces had begun to relax. Only the sad woman was still staring 

at her hands folded on her knees. 

The old man sighed. She was right, of course, but somehow he didn’t feel relieved. It was 

the strange anxiety that had been disturbing him deeply since that very fateful day in this same 

room, when they first violated the precepts that had preserved their unique race for centuries. Now 

he knew that nothing would ever be the same. Whatever the danger was, we had no right to do 

this, he thought sorrowfully. But at that time they were too frightened and confused. Now, for the 

first time in his long life, he regretted that time could not be reversed. However, could he convince 

the Council alone? It was your duty, he reminded himself, looking at the relieved faces. 

The meeting had ended. The participants rose to their feet and hurried to the exit, no longer 

paying attention to the old man. 

He stayed behind and looked up at the twinkling stars. After the last of his peers left the 

room, the stone vault heard the words the others were so afraid of. The old man’s lips moved again. 

Watching the stars the night beaded above, he said bitterly, “Now everything we have created for 

centuries might be gone forever.” 

 

  



 
 

Chapter 1  

New Home 

 

Large raindrops beat dully against the ramshackle tile roof, which groaned with each gust of a chill 

wind. I went to the window and leaned my forehead against the cold glass, watching in silence as 

the wind shook the naked branches. Some of the branches hung over the roof and knocked against 

it with an ominous sound that accompanied the continuously howling wind. 

Hard memories washed over me again. The whole previous month I had spent in a fog. 

First, there was the car accident, followed by an endless procession of family lawyers, word of my 

new guardians, and, finally, the move. The flight and the drive from the airport to my new home 

had taken almost two days, and by the end of the trip I was so exhausted that I didn’t even 

remember walking up the steps past the uncle, aunt, and cousins I’d never heard of before. Their 

sullen faces made it perfectly clear I was not wanted here. 

“Three years,” I whispered to myself. “I just need to get through three years. As soon as I 

turn eighteen I’ll get out of this place.” 

The hurricane that whipped up a few hours after my arrival got stronger. My room echoed 

with the loud cries of the old house. Even the blaze in the ancient fireplace seemed afraid of the 

elemental power of nature, only sending up an occasional weak flame. A strong gust of icy cold 

wind roused me from my dismal thoughts and made me shiver. 

I backed away from the fogged window and looked around. Two large suitcases and several 

cardboard boxes, untouched where the movers had left them, occupied most of the space in the 

small room. My laptop peeked out from under the bag I had tossed on the scuffed brown sofa by 

the fireplace. Its upholstery was just as dingy and depressing as the rest of the room. The large 

wooden bed with carved headboard loomed over the rest of the humble furniture, which included 



 
 

a small oak dresser and an old table with a peeling, rickety chair. The heavy velvet drapes on both 

sides of the single window smelled damp. 

My old room was so bright and comfortable. Rueful thoughts took over me again. My 

parents had moved from France to London and bought a large Victorian mansion when I was just 

a year old. I thought back to how every little thing in my room was chosen carefully and with 

perfect taste, if not with love. The pillowcases matched the walls, and the rug was accented by the 

airy curtains. A whole army of maids in starched aprons faced a serious scolding if my mother’s 

eagle eye spotted anything out of place. As I looked over my new room, the horror of my new 

position slowly dawned on me. 

Some of the familiar things were still there, lying in boxes packed by indifferent movers. I 

suddenly realized that I had no idea who stuffed the shards of my old life into these boxes, labeled 

them neatly with my new address, and signed the invoice. And I didn’t really care. Those things 

couldn’t give me my past back. They would just bring back the grief and despair that had tortured 

me ever since the day that changed my life. 

I went to the fireplace and stretched out a hand to the fire. Weak warmth touched my 

fingertips, but it wasn’t enough to help me. What am I going to do? The words pounded in my 

head. How do I keep living? The world I had always known was broken open, and for the first time 

in my life I didn’t know what to expect. My future, which I had assumed would be a sunny, 

cloudless place where everything was mine, suddenly became fragile, clouded in the same gray 

mist that thickened around me with each passing day. 

Suddenly a floorboard creaked in the hall. I shuddered and waited for a knock. Silence. 

The crack under my door showed nothing but a narrow line of wavering yellow light. 



 
 

“I must have imagined it,” I told myself. The old house creaked and moaned in the storm, 

and my room filled with strange new sounds that gave me goose bumps. The sound outside my 

door must have been just part of that. 

But no sooner had I returned to my gloomy thoughts than the floor in the hall creaked 

again, closer this time. My blood ran cold. 

“Who’s there?” My voice was louder than I expected. 

Whoever was in the hall had to have heard me. 

I held my breath, but the only thing I could hear was the crackling and popping fireplace. 

The pine firewood continuously hissed, crackled, and sparked loudly. 

I gathered up all my courage, went hesitantly to the door, and opened it. 

The long corridor leading to the stairs was poorly lit and creeped me out a bit. Portraits of 

strangers hung on pale green walls. They looked neglected because of the cobwebs hanging over 

them. I could hear voices coming from the first floor, but it was impossible to make out what they 

were talking about. 

I was going to return to the safety of my room when something suddenly drew my attention. 

It was one of the portraits covered with faded gray curtain, so old that it could hardly be used 

anywhere else but for this purpose. 

I recalled the sullen faces of my relatives.  

Don’t worry, I thought cynically. You’re not the only one who feels unwanted here. 

I carefully inspected the hallway. Then I slipped out and tiptoed toward the portrait to lift 

up the fabric. 

Looking back at me was a dark-haired woman in her early twenties. Her beauty was 

stunning. Dust on the portrait couldn’t conceal her beautiful blue eyes, framed by long, fluffy 



 
 

lashes. So bright that they seemed unnatural, they were full of inner fire and defiance. Dark, thick 

hair cascading over the shoulders highlighted her light, porcelain skin; her graceful hands folded 

on her knees subtly hinted at her noble origin. This aristocratic look stood out in stark contrast to 

a rather simple blue dress and a thin silver chain around her neck. 

Was she still around? Or maybe she lived here in the past? 

I checked the canvas, trying to find the date it was created, or at least the name of the artist, 

but the corners of the painting had spider webs I didn’t want to touch.  

The woman seemed vaguely familiar, as though I had seen her before. Overwhelmed by 

her beauty, I’d lost track of the time. 

Suddenly the voices downstairs fell silent. I heard a sound of rapid footsteps — someone 

was quickly walking up the creaky stairs. 

At this very moment I realized I was still standing in the corridor, staring at something that 

clearly should not be seen. Well, not exactly the best way to become closer with the only family I 

had left… 

Panicked, I turned around and dashed back to my room. I hardly had time to get away from 

the door when it swung open and a woman in a long, knitted shawl appeared in the doorway.  

Tall and thin, she took a step closer and stared straight at me. She had a long, horse-like 

face with a rather massive, protruding chin. Her cold, calculating eyes were agleam with 

repugnance.  

She remained standing in the doorway, wrinkling her nose fastidiously, like I was a 

dangerous insect one should stay away from. 

I had seen my aunt only once in my childhood, when she showed up in my parents’ house 

in the UK. Back then I thought she was one of my mom’s many acquaintances. All I remembered 



 
 

from that day were angry voices coming from the living room — she and my mother were yelling 

at each other. Then she left and I’d never seen her again. Until this day. 

“My sister-in-law never treated her relatives with much respect.” Her razor-sharp cold 

voice cut through the silence. “Leaving us with her good-for-nothing daughter and no money to 

take care of her! Well, that is just more evidence of her selfish attitude toward anyone except 

herself!”  

She paused, letting the words stick into me like poison-tipped darts. I wanted to object, but 

I didn’t. Sudden pain in my chest was so strong that I had trouble breathing. The grief over the 

loss of my parents was still raw. Yet this horrible woman seemed indifferent to that. 

Satisfied with the impression she’d made, she pursed her papery lips and observed the 

boxes scattered around on the floor. Her eyes narrowed. 

“Listen carefully and remember everything I say.” She twisted her mouth, and her needle-

sharp eyes bored into me. “From now on there are rules that you will strictly adhere to. All your 

life you’ve been allowed to behave as you wanted, and here is the result — you’ve become just 

another spoiled little nothing. Like mother, like daughter,” she hissed. 

Without noticing, my fingers clenched into a fist. How dare she speak about her like this? 

The pain in my chest got stronger. I made a weak attempt to speak, but my aunt just brushed me 

off with the wave as though all I was going to say was insignificant. 

“Well, now everything is going to change,” she continued while I remained silent. “In my 

house you will behave appropriately. Discipline is going to be the most important part of your 

staying here. This place is different from your old house, be sure of that. I will not tolerate school 

absences or any complaints from your teachers. If you break my rules, you will find yourself in 

the basement full of stinky, hungry rats!” 



 
 

These words made me pale. This old house that had become my new prison was already 

appalling, but thinking about the basement was even worse. 

“You will eat in your room. Margie, my maid, will get you your meals, and don’t even 

think to turn your nose up. You are not going to get anything better than that. The fact that my 

husband is your only legal guardian…” 

“You’re lying,” I finally said, supporting myself against the desk. I felt nauseated. 

“What?” Her face stretched out. Now she looked like a snake, preparing to throw itself 

forward at any moment. 

“My parents had a lot of money. I must have inherited something!” 

A cruel smirk had appeared on my aunt’s face as she tilted her chin slightly. “Your mother 

had an incredible talent for wasting your father’s money. All his fortune is now gone because of 

her lavish lifestyle,” she supplied sarcastically. “It was hardly enough to pay their debts 

accumulated for years.” She paused, as though she was choosing where to strike next. Then she 

said loudly, “I wouldn’t be surprised if that accident that killed them both was actually her fault 

too.” 

A searing pain ripped through my heart. I couldn’t even respond to that. 

She gave me a contemptuous glance. “Remember that you should be grateful for our mercy. 

Start by being quiet and invisible as much as possible — I don’t want to see the living proof of my 

husband’s unfortunate family connections over and over again.” Her right index finger pointed 

right to my face. 

Barely holding back the tears, I swallowed, feeling a lump quickly growing in my throat.  

Fully satisfied with my pallid appearance, she wrapped her long shawl closely around 

herself and disappeared into the darkness of the hallway. The door closed with a loud click. 



 
 

I didn’t even dare to check whether it was now locked. I sat down on the bed and took a 

few deep breaths to calm down. 

Her words about my parents’ debts hammered in my head. How is this possible? They 

would have told me! However, despite my reluctance to believe it, I knew they had never shared 

such things with me. Especially when it came to the family business. 

However, these thoughts were dislodged by what was going to happen now. My old, 

familiar world had been shattered, with only hard memories left. Suddenly I faced an unknown 

future on my own, and I had no clue what that would be. 

After tossing and turning restlessly on a firm mattress for what seemed like hours, I finally 

drifted into a deeply troubled sleep.  

 

  



 
 

Chapter 2  

First Impressions 

 

I was awakened by a sudden loud noise. The door snapped loudly to announce that it’d been 

locked. 

So it’s true, I thought. The fact that I’d been imprisoned in my own bedroom was just more 

proof of my aunt’s words about the newly imposed rules. 

The first object that was offered to my view as I sat up against my pillow was an ancient, 

white-haired, hunched woman with a wrinkly, mushroom-like face. She looked very old. This must 

be Margie, or whatever her name is, I guessed as I watched her. The maid my aunt had mentioned 

yesterday. In withered hands with age spots she carried a small silver tray, which seemed three 

times bigger than what it had on it. 

Her long skirt with signs of moth damage rustled as she moved past me. When she put the 

tray down on the table, she spilled some black liquid, which looked like hot chocolate. Then she 

left the room and returned with two large packages and a box. 

“Get up. The mistress said you must not be late,” she ordered in her squeaky voice, ripping 

off my blanket and rudely pulling me from my warm bed onto a cold wooden floor. 

“Late for what?” I asked. However, I doubted the old woman had heard me, because of my 

hoarseness. It seemed like local draughts and recent stressful experiences had affected me in the 

end. I had caught a cold. 

“For school. Now get dressed and have your hair done.” She waved the blanket and made 

the bed in just one fell swoop. “I wonder why Mrs. Beatrice wanted me to send you later, when 

Mike and Nicole are long at class,” she complained as she slammed the door, leaving me alone 

with an unattractive breakfast. 



 
 

The hard sandwich with a touch of mold disgusted me. Despite my aunt’s previous 

warnings, there was no way I was going to touch it. I pushed the plate away and took a sip of the 

drink I’d mistaken for hot chocolate. A hideous bitter taste burned my mouth, making me cough. 

That was the most disgusting thing I’d ever tasted. Now I would have to walk around with it 

stuck on my tongue all day long! 

Still feeling sick from that awful drink, I stuffed my old school bag. Along with 

notebooks and pens, I put in my new smartphone that my parents got me for my birthday. 

Unfortunately, I’d never really had a chance to use it much. My mom and dad were always too 

busy to call, and my private schools had changed so frequently that it was almost impossible to 

make any real friends. Unlike most of my peers, the number of my contacts didn’t even reach a 

dozen. Two of them still belonged to our old butler and my personal driver. Now it looked like I 

no longer needed them both. 

I recalled her words about the school uniform and examined the packages. There was 

blue-and-black checked material peeping from one side of it. Inside I found two new school 

uniform sets consisting of a short plaid kilt and a tweed, dark-blue turtleneck sweater. I touched 

the soft fabric and immediately recognized cashmere. My mom had always been obsessed with 

fashion, insisting on designer clothes for me. I had never shared that passion. A simple T-shirt 

and a pair of comfortable jeans were just enough for me. In the other bag I found a short, dark-

blue hooded coat and several pairs of dark-blue woolen tights. In the box there was a pair of 

knee-high boots.  

I had never worn a school uniform and especially hated skirts. I felt a strong desire to 

scream, to tear this horrible uniform into small pieces, and to throw them out the window so that 

my aunt would be even more pissed. More than anything in the world, I just wanted to be at 



 
 

home again, to see a charming, detached smile on my mom’s face, to hear the sound of clinking 

glasses during the numerous parties she used to have almost every day. I hated them back then 

because I felt they took all her time and there wasn’t any room for me. 

But I didn’t have a choice. My aunt made perfectly clear what was going to happen if I 

disobeyed her orders. Her threat of the basement was still looming.  

I pulled on the uniform and went to a big mirror that occupied almost half of the wall in 

my new bathroom. There was an ugly crack right across it. It reminded me of myself: after the 

car accident my heart was broken apart, the same way my familiar yet not very happy world now 

was.  

Facing my reflection in the mirror, I became horrified with what I saw. Dark, almost 

purplish shadows under once shining, ardorous eyes, haggard, pallid face, and once luminous, 

soft, silky skin now looked sallow, fatigued. My light tan had completely disappeared. My dark 

brown hair had lost its shine and softness and looked dry and messy. When I was a child, this 

mop on my head was a constant source of trouble for my nannies, because they had to spend 

hours dealing with it daily. Well, I didn’t have the same patience, mostly letting it behave as it 

wished. 

Right now I especially wasn’t in the mood to deal with my hair, so I left it as it was — 

tousled and messy. I worked my toothbrush, sprinkled my face, and dried it with a towel. Then I 

followed the sour-faced housekeeper, who crooked her finger at me. 

The night’s storm had already stopped. There was just dark gray mist outside the 

doorway. Even the treetops were invisible throughout the clouds of thick fog. No sunlight could 

possibly penetrate them. In Britain cloudy days were constant, but here it was all different. 

Something heavy was in the air. The fog seemed to swirl around me on purpose, hanging 



 
 

ponderous and wet against my skin. Trying not to think about it, I rushed after the hunched 

silhouette of the old housekeeper, who quickly trotted forward. After walking for forty minutes 

or so along the empty road past houses hiding behind high fences and trees, I finally caught my 

first glimpse of the school.  

A gloomy stone building, all overgrown with dry, yellowish ivy, emerged upon the hill. 

The massive green walls that loomed from the mist hid the rest. No sports courts were to be seen 

in the adjacent areas, no kids playing or screaming, no cars, no people around… We hadn’t met a 

soul till now. I started wondering whether this strange town was at all inhabited. 

As we approached, the massive iron doors swung open and a delicate, slim young woman 

came out to greet us. She moved so gracefully that I couldn’t help admiring her. In a silk white 

shirt and a black, asymmetrical skirt, she was statuesque, noble, and gorgeous. An elegant 

necklace accented her swan-like neck, and her thin wrist was wrapped in a shimmering diamond 

bracelet encrusted with rubies. Her perfectly styled long, blonde hair was decorated with an 

exotic flower hairpin. I wondered how long it must have taken her to do her hair. If I were her, I 

would have gone mad halfway through the process. 

The lady waved her hand in a graceful gesture, and the old woman immediately trotted 

back toward the house. Then the lady examined me carefully, and for a brief moment — too 

short to know whether I had dreamed it or not — her eyes brightened with a faint gleam of 

recollection when they fixed upon me. Suddenly she seemed confused. While I was wondering 

what could possibly trigger that strange reaction, the bewildered look on her face disappeared, 

and she again looked through me as though I had become transparent. 

“Welcome, dear,” she said in a quiet, musical voice, gesturing for me to follow her. 



 
 

It was the weirdest school I’d ever seen. Usually, schools looked pretty much the same — 

gray walls, lockers, metal detectors, and classrooms, which all looked alike. But here it was all 

different. Two impressive curved stairs led up to the second and third floors. Underneath, on 

both sides of the hall, there were two cloakrooms separated by large, ornamental wrought-iron 

grates with a spectacular decoration. Situated between them, a wide passage with marble statues 

on both sides led to the cafeteria, the School Hall, and farther into the inner hall on the opposite 

side of the building. Despite it being the daytime, the front hall was curtained off with luxurious, 

heavy drapes as dim light cast by beautiful wall lamps filled the space. A thick, soft carpet on the 

floor absorbed all sounds, even my companion’s high heels. In spite of the fine decor, the 

gloomy atmosphere of this place was dismal. 

Somehow, deep inside, this place seemed vaguely familiar to me, in the same strange 

way the woman’s portrait at my uncle’s house was. But how could that be possible? I could have 

sworn that I’d never been here before. 

“Gosh, it looks like a psychiatric hospital,” I muttered quietly. The starkness of the 

massive, dour, gray stone walls impressed with its dignity and grandeur and at the same time 

gave me a feeling of suffocation. I shivered. 

I had no idea whether the woman heard me, but if she did, she didn’t say a word. 

We reached the third floor and turned a corner to the right. There were famous paintings 

on the walls, some of which I’d seen in museums around the world. Somehow, I had no doubt 

that these were the originals. No photographs, posters, honor boards, lockers, or other regular 

school stuff. But even more odd was the symbol of a golden lion threatening visitors with his 

huge mouth on every interior detail, including high ceilings and rails. I came across it so often 

that at some point I felt like it was pursuing me, carefully watching and studying me.  



 
 

The corridors looked like a grim labyrinth. Finally, after we approached massive doors, 

the woman suddenly stopped. There wasn’t a nameplate, just the familiar, big, golden lion carved 

on both sides of the doors. I felt like I had been brought directly to the beast’s lair. Well, this was 

partially true — I was experienced enough to realize that this was the principal’s office. 

Before the woman could even knock, the doors snapped open as though someone had 

been already waiting for us. She raised her head and without further word stepped inside. 

Imagining another annoying conversation regarding my previous school expulsions, I grudgingly 

followed her through the door. 

Once inside, I gasped. The interior was even flashier than the main hall. Charming and 

elaborately crafted wall panels had a rich, dark finish. A large, handmade solid oak desk 

occupied one side of the space. Everything on it was set in perfect order. Opposite it was a 

fireplace with a handcrafted iron screen. An elegant coffee table with four magnificent chairs 

with blue upholstery indicated a passion for antiques. A huge lion skin of a rare white shade 

covered the parquet floor. The multitude of stuffed animals hanging on the walls throughout the 

office made me sick. 

By the large window stood a tall, slender man with his back to us and his hands in his lap. 

His dark hair was perfectly styled, and neatly dressed in a business suit he looked like a CEO my 

father used to do business with rather than a school principal. Well, this entire place is odd, I 

thought. 

“Leave us,” he ordered curtly, and the young woman immediately went out of the room, 

quietly closing the doors behind her.  

In the long silence, the old-style fancy clock above the fireplace was ticking especially 

loudly. Waiting for him to speak first, I got more and more uncomfortable in the uniform skirt. 



 
 

The more he remained silent, the more nervous I felt, shifting from foot to foot and examining 

the massive desk, polished to perfection. A computer and a thin paper folder, that was it. No 

personal stuff or even a single family photo — nothing that would provide any clue about this 

man’s life outside these cold stone walls. Yet his authority and power were indubitable. 

He turned around and looked at me. He was in his early forties, good-looking, even 

handsome, I would say. However, his hard and imperious gaze left no doubt that he ruled this 

school with an iron fist. 

We stared at each other for several moments. There was something daunting in his heavy, 

piercing glance, and I felt a spasm of panic in my stomach. 

Without saying a word, the man went over to his desk and picked up the folder that I’d 

spotted before.  

I sighed. This time I would be glad if my turbulent past would cause him to send me 

home rather than accepting me to this school. My instincts told me that it would be much better 

to be locked in the basement under a strict supervision of my aunt than in this luxurious office. 

“Alexandra Louise Elisabeth Leran,” he said slowly as he studied my documents. I was 

struck by his cold and domineering voice. “Your, well, now deceased parents sure can’t be 

accused of modesty, if they named you like royalty.” He sneered while cursorily flipping through 

the rest of the papers. I could hear a gloomy irony in his voice.  

“My name is Alex,” I snapped at him, thinking that people in this town seemed to lack 

any empathy for those dealing with grief. 

I had hated my triple name since my early childhood. Other children used to tease me, 

and as far as I remembered, I always felt embarrassed about it. When I turned ten years old, I had 

to work hard to persuade my father to remove the full name from my passport. Since then it’d 



 
 

been just Alex Leran. I had no idea how this unpleasant man had managed to find out about it, 

but I certainly had no intention of allowing him to mock me. 

His lips twisted in a slightly noticeable smirk, rigid, steel-gray eyes lit with a dangerous 

flame, taking on an unusual marble hue. 

“I’m the one who decides about that here,” he said sharply, sitting down in his big leather 

chair and giving me a look full of impatience.  

“Then you might find yourself surprised soon,” I responded challengingly, despite the 

growing understanding that I could find myself in trouble if I confronted him in this way. 

A long silence filled the room once again, but now it felt like the calm before the storm. 

He glared at me fiercely. I wasn’t going to give up, but it took me every shred of composure I 

possessed to hold his gaze. 

Our silent duel was interrupted by a knock on the door. 

“Come in,” he said, still glaring at me. His fingers tapped on the table, as though he was 

pondering something.  

As for me, I felt grateful for this sudden reprieve and looked at the woman who entered 

the room. It was impossible to guess at her exact age, but she was obviously older than the lady 

who escorted me to this room. Moreover, this one radiated iron toughness. Her graying hair was 

drawn into a tight bun, but her narrow, plain face had no wrinkles. She was thin and unfeminine 

in her boring gray skirt and a black turtleneck. The only jewel that stood out in this dull 

monotone outfit was a gold brooch in the form of the roaring lion that had already annoyed me. 

Her expression, harsh, unapproachable, reminded me of the teachers in the private (and a highly 

expensive) Catholic school where I spent just one week before being expelled. 



 
 

When she noticed me, nervously twirling a strand of hair around a finger in the middle of 

the office, she raised a thread-thin eyebrow in surprise and looked inquiringly at the man. I saw 

an immediate discontent lighten her narrow eyes, which she didn’t even bother to hide. 

“Mrs. James, please escort Miss Leran to the class and explain to her our rules,” the 

principal said slowly, emphasizing the last word. Then he shifted his attention to the display of 

his computer; this conversation was obviously over. 

I’d noticed that the woman wanted to talk to him in private but didn’t dare to object. 

Instead, she pursed her pallid, thin lips and briefly ordered me to follow her. This time I hurried 

to the exit with the speed of a bullet, feeling his hard gaze upon my back. 

She quickly marched in silence. I tried to keep up, worried about getting lost in one of the 

many similar corridors that looked like a dark maze. A few minutes later we reached the opposite 

part of the building, came down to the second floor, and stopped at a small balcony. 

There was another big hall beneath us. It was a bit smaller than the front hall but 

furnished in the same luxurious way. The large windows faced a mirror-smooth lake covered in 

morning fog. The hall was still empty, which could mean only one thing — the classes were still 

ongoing. 

“Get your hair braided, Miss Leran.” She turned and gave me a severe look. 

“I’m fine as I am,” I said defiantly.  

What happened next made me seriously regret those words. 

She raised her hand and slapped me across the face. The blow was so strong and 

overwhelming that I lost my balance and felt to the floor. My cheek was burning, lips split wide 

open. I grabbed my face with my hand and looked at the woman, who was towering over me. 



 
 

“You’re not allowed to object or disobey the orders,” she said in an icy tone. “The first 

rule you should memorize very well.” 

Now I noticed that she was holding a hair tie, which she hurled at me. 

I was flushed with anger. No one had ever dared raise a hand against me, especially not 

teachers. 

“I wonder what the press would have to say about this,” I said angrily, slowly rising from 

the floor. 

Sweet thoughts of revenge had been already running through my mind. The police 

dragging this horrible woman away, the newspapers with headlines about the abusive staff and 

treatment of students at this awful place… 

But before I even stood on my feet, I found myself on the floor once again. The cheek, 

which had been hurt the second time, throbbed painfully as my head was buzzing. 

“Don’t you ever dare to threaten me again,” she hissed ferociously. Then she pulled 

herself together and continued in the same icy tone, as though nothing had happened. “A school 

day starts at eight and ends at three. Before classes all students are to gather at the back, so you 

will come half an hour earlier. Lateness and absences will be severely punished.” Her almost 

colorless eyes narrowed to slits as she continued. “Miss Bell will get you your books next week. 

You must catch up with all the classes you have missed. There will be no exceptions or favors 

for you at the end for the semester, Miss Leran. I think it must be clear by now that any 

disobedience is unacceptable and will be treated appropriately,” she finished poisonously. 

I was still in shock. My cheek throbbed, but the humiliation was even worse. 

She grabbed me firmly by my arm and with a painful shake put me on my feet again. 



 
 

“Usually I don’t have a habit of repeating twice. But given the circumstances, I will make 

an exception for you. Fix your hair, Miss Leran!” she hissed again, leaning over me and 

painfully gripping my wrist. 

I picked up the hair tie from the floor and hastily plaited my hair in a braid down one 

side, fearing another slap. It still looked messy, though. The woman seemed displeased with the 

result but didn’t say anything this time. 

“Follow me.” She pursued her lips and headed into a hallway, which divided the second 

floor into two similar parts with classrooms on both sides. These ones were different from the 

classrooms on the third floor that I had noticed before — they looked just regular and much less 

fancy. 

We turned a corner to the right and stopped near a door. She opened it and went inside, 

pushing me in front of her.  

All the students rose to their feet at the sight of her, then their eyes traveled to me. 

Weirdly, there were no whispers about the newcomer, and their faces held no interest. A 

pleasant-looking woman in her middle forties with a round face and reddish hair stopped 

lecturing and waited for my companion to speak. 

Mrs. James made a sign, pointing to everyone to sit down. All this time, despite my 

feeble protests, she was dragging me with her tenacious fingers as though I was a doll in her 

hands. 

“Mrs. Prings, everybody, please meet our new student, Alexandra Leran.”  

“Alex,” I corrected. It was hard not to groan aloud as her grip on my shoulder tightened 

significantly. 



 
 

I bit my lip and looked around. No one expressed any greetings. Instead, I could have 

sworn there was a strange alertness in their eyes. Somehow I got the impression that I was 

unwelcome here. 

“Welcome, Alexandra. We hope you will enjoy it here.” The teacher greeted me in her 

sing-song, melodic voice. “Please, take a sit next to Jean.” She sent me to the only open seat in 

the classroom. 

The fourth desk near the window. Not bad, I thought.  

At least I wouldn’t draw extra attention back there. The grip on my shoulder loosened 

slightly, and I slipped out to take my seat. 

Mrs. James looked sternly across the room as her eyes lingered on me. At this point my 

injured cheek throbbed painfully as a reminder that she was watching me from now on. I looked 

back at her with all the hatred I could muster. If she thought she would be able to make me 

behave like other students in this room, she’d better forget about that. I was not of that sort of 

people at all! From that very second she became my sworn enemy. 

When she finally left the classroom, it became quiet again. The teacher continued 

lecturing from the place she had stopped, interrupted by our visit. Other students began carefully 

taking notes, as though nothing had happened. No one was gawking at me, not even one 

excessively interested pair of eyes. It became quite obvious that I wasn’t an issue here. 

Fine, go to hell. As soon as I get access to the web, this school’s story will be over, I 

thought irritably, plunking my bag down on the desk with a bang. Suddenly I remembered that 

my mother’s assistant had taken care of all the school stuff for me just before the car accident. 

This flashback made my heart bleed again. 



 
 

The noise drew attention. All heads in the classroom turned to me. This time their stare 

was clearly antagonistic. What’s wrong with them? I’ve ruined their ideal learning environment 

a little, so what? 

“Miss Leran, be quiet, please. You’re disturbing the class,” Mrs. Prings said nicely. 

Having no intention to apologize, I radiated indifference while setting my stuff on my 

part of the desk. At some point I noticed that the girl who was sitting next to me was peeking at 

me from the corner of her eye. 

The rest of the lesson I spent studying my new classmates. The girls’ uniforms looked 

exactly like mine — the same plaid skirts and the blue turtlenecks. They all, with no exception, 

wore their hair in ponytails or simple buns — Mrs. James’s orders were strictly implemented 

here. I further noticed that in contrast to my previous female classmates, who used to wear a ton 

of makeup, these ones wore none. The boys also looked simple but neat, dressed in dark blue 

trousers, blue shirts, and blue cardigans. 

They all bent over their notebooks, scrupulously writing down the grammar rules Mrs. 

Prings was dictating. No glances to the side, no talking, no laughter. I quickly realized that I was 

in a class of nerds. Well, that wasn’t very encouraging news. 

This idyll ended with the bell. Moving in unison, they put away their pens, carefully 

packed up, and headed to the exit. 

I followed them without any idea where I should be heading next. There was a stream of 

students moving along the corridor. But when I walked over, they immediately stepped aside, 

giving me unfriendly glances. Some were chatting primly in an undertone as they peeked at me 

occasionally. But when I turned to look at them, they pretended they weren’t and turned their 

backs on me. 



 
 

Why is this place so odd? And why is everyone so hostile to me? There is no chance I’m 

going to stay here for the next three years, I thought. That was already too much. I had to find a 

way out of here. 

As though in response, my lips quietly whispered a name. “Robert.” He was the only man 

in the whole world I could still count on. 

Looking around for a secluded place suitable for a phone conversation, I noticed a 

restroom. I ducked inside and settled in the farthest stall so no one could disturb me there.  

The list of contacts in my smartphone was pretty short, so it didn’t take long to find his.  

Robert de Mowbray was our family’s old friend and my father’s business partner. He was 

well connected, and I had no doubt he could find the way to revoke the court’s decision on the 

guardianship. After all, this was the first time I’d ever seen my uncle, and I had zero kinship 

bonds with him or with anyone from his family.  

I looked at his phone number on the screen when suddenly my heart sank. The mobile 

data connection was missing.  

I shook the phone and even climbed on the toilet, but in vain. My phone wasn’t 

connected to the network, as though someone had deliberately switched it off. 

Shitty hole! 

Despair and rage swept over me as I sank down onto the cold floor with the useless 

phone in my hand. The hope of contacting Robert and telling him about my misfortunes vanished 

like smoke. I felt hopeless and empty, just like the damn smartphone. 

The bell rang, but I didn’t move. Even my aunt’s threats about the basement didn’t 

intimidate me any more. Actually, I wouldn’t mind it at all right now, since I could at least do 

some crying there.  



 
 

Time flew by unnoticed as I was mired deep in my mournful thoughts. Another bell rang, 

but I remained motionless. Determined to spend the remainder of the day in this stall, I was 

going to go home and get my punishment. Anything not to see this awful place again. 

Suddenly the door of the restroom opened. For a second it was quiet, then the sound of 

rapid, light steps approaching in my direction. A moment later someone persistently banged on 

my door. 

“Go away,” I said indifferently. 

“Are you out of your mind? Open it now!” The girl was whispering as if she was afraid 

that someone could hear us. 

“There are plenty of free stalls here. So leave me alone.” 

“You must not skip classes.” She continued to pound on the door as though her life 

depended on it. “It is against the rules!” 

“And what are you, my overseer or something?” I asked coldly. Then I opened the lock 

and without paying any attention to her went to the sink to freshen up. 

Two younger girls entered the restroom. The girl, whom I recognized as Jean, stepped 

back from me and pretended to wash her hands. She didn’t say another word until they left.  

I kept assessing the damage to my cheek, and, no less important, my ego, as she 

nervously glanced at her small wristwatch and grabbed my elbow, trying to draw my attention. 

“The lesson will start in a minute. We should have been in the classroom already,” she 

murmured quickly. 

“Then go.” I pulled my arm back from her fingers and kept examining my face in the 

mirror. The redness was gone by now, but the skin on my cheek was still tingling unpleasantly. 



 
 

“Others will be punished because of you!” Her voice trembled, finally making me look at 

her. “Please, just come with me.” 

I could see the fright in her big, gray eyes as she kept dragging me by the sleeve toward 

the door. Like everybody else, I hated collective punishments, which were commonly practiced 

in my former schools. Usually we were forced to stay another hour after classes, and it felt like 

torture. I had no intention of staying there even a minute longer than I had to, so I acquiesced and 

grudgingly trudged behind her. 

Outside the restroom, Jean had finally released my sleeve and lurched toward the door at 

the end of the hallway, prompting me to follow her with a nod.  

As we took our seats, the bell rang. 

Tall and thin, with a jaundiced yellow face and black hair slicked back in a ridiculous 

manner, the teacher began taking attendance. His head was small and oval, like an egg on a thin 

neck, and the jacket he wore seemed too large for his scrawny body. I thought he looked like a 

crow. 

This impression got stronger as he began talking in a hoarse, croaking voice. When he 

got to my name at the bottom of the list, he raised his small, button-like, unblinking eyes at me 

and cleared his throat loudly. 

“Alex,” I corrected automatically and felt a nudge in the ribs. It was Jean’s elbow.  

His unpleasant face twisted in a repulsive grin; his big mouth twitched. 

“Oh, we’ve heard about you, Miss Leran,” he said hoarsely and with his hands behind his 

back took a few steps toward my desk. 

From the corner of my eye I noticed that Jean cringed against her chair, clutching its edge 

so tightly that her knuckles went white under her light skin. I, on the contrary, straightened up 



 
 

and looked challengingly into his eyes, framed by colorless lashes and so unnaturally dilated that 

the black pupil almost eclipsed the iris. They didn’t radiate cruelty like the principal’s eyes or the 

ruthless severity of Mrs. James’, but I strongly disliked this gaze. 

“Unfortunately, I have to admit the rumors that have reached us weren’t pleasant.” A 

malevolent grin had spread across his face, and his left eye twitched twice. “Miss Leran’s 

behavior in her former schools, the number of which, just for the record, stands at six…” 

He made a dramatic pause to allow others to enjoy the moment, but no one else smiled or 

sneered. All this time his eye kept twitching in repetitive, spasm-like movements as though he 

had a tic  

“…left much to be desired,” he finished hoarsely, leaning over my head. 

I noticed that Jean’s posture had stiffened. She had turned pale and was nervously 

gasping for breath. I myself was uncomfortable with this. The twitching got stronger and 

expanded through the entire left side of his face, making it even more hideous and eerie. It was 

hard to keep my face indifferent when watching this. 

“Well.” He straightened up and looked across the frightened students. “How fortunate 

that in this great school we have the best professionals, who will fix this … hmm … lamentable 

trend. So I’m glad to inform you that the number seven in Miss Leran’s already pitiful resume 

will be the last.” 

You wish, I thought. All I wanted at that moment was for him to move away from me, 

and I was extremely relieved when he did so. 

He returned to his desk and turned his back to the class. I watched him unscrewing the 

cap of an iron flask, which he’d pulled from his pocket, and taking a convulsive sip. His feeble, 

weak body convulsed when the unknown liquid reached his guts, as though an electric current 



 
 

had passed through him. My classmates, as though on command, dropped their eyes. I could 

understand that — the sight was indeed revolting. 

The teacher, whose face had finally stopped jerking, wiped his mouth with a trembling 

palm and told us to open the notebooks as he started class. To my misfortune, it was Physics. 

I peeked at Jean. She was still pale but looked much better now. Like other students, she 

opened her notebook and began hastily taking notes. I opened mine too but felt bored with the 

formulas.  

Time flew by terribly slow, and I was only dreaming about this day finally coming to a 

close. Pretending I was taking notes too so the nasty teacher would leave me alone, I drew my 

old house with all the small details as I remembered them. 

How could I be so stupid not to appreciate that? I recalled a regular day from my old life. 

I’m back home for holidays. Tommy, our butler, opens the door for me and smiles slightly: 

“Glad to have you home, Miss Alex!” 

Unfortunately, he was the only one who was truly and honestly happy about that. 

I’m headed along the hallway to my father’s office. He only nods to me, because he’s in 

the middle of a business talk — as always. Mom is probably planning another glamorous party. 

She doesn’t like to be interrupted. 

She gently touches my hair, tousled after a long travel, as she’s staying focused on her 

carefully planned guest list, which she keeps discussing with her assistant.  

Here I am, welcome home. 

What will be the fate of our big mansion now? It will be sold to pay the debts. My inner 

voice kindly offered an unwanted suggestion. Shut up, I said to myself, trying to shake this 

depressing thought.  



 
 

The long-awaited bell rang at last. All students rushed to gather up their things, trying to 

flee the room as quickly as possible. Heading to the exit with my head up high, I noticed the 

teacher glowering darkly at me. 

What have I ever done to him?  

However, thoughts of him were soon driven out of my mind. This time the crowd in the 

corridor headed toward the stairs — it was lunchtime. My belly grumbled, vividly reminding me 

that the last time food was in my mouth was two days ago, so I followed others to the cafeteria. 

Situated on the first floor, the lunchroom was huge. The entrance was a massive, cast-

iron, double-leaf door, which at that time was wide open. My attention was immediately drawn 

to the glass Venetian chandelier, sparkling like thousands of diamonds. On the walls there were 

small lamps in the form of a lion with its mouth wide open. 

What the deal with this damn lion? I thought in annoyance.  

I was so irritated with it by now that I hurried to turn my attention to the rest of the 

spacious room. 

Several marble columns supported high ceilings with stucco decoration and a parquet 

floor, obviously expensive. The luxury interior seemed too snobbish and pompous to me. Why 

would anyone invest this fortune in a school in this goddamn hole, I wondered. 

There was a large buffet with plenty of dishes on it to the left. I was pleased to see that 

the food choice was wider than I expected. Well, at least this school wasn’t short on funds! 

But before heading there, I looked around. 

The cafeteria was crowded. To my intense surprise, in addition to the blue uniforms, 

there were two other colors. 



 
 

Students in yellow uniforms huddled in the farthest corner. They looked somewhat 

downtrodden and untidy. Frightened, too. The school year had just begun, but many of their 

school bags’ straps were ripped off, and their clothes had multiple stitches and stains. The few 

tables in that part of the cafeteria were small, and there wasn’t enough room for everyone, so 

some of the students had to eat standing up. However, they neither complained about that, nor 

did they try to find an open seat, of which there were plenty. They aimed to finish eating as 

quickly as possible and hurried to the exit. 

Students in blue uniforms occupied several side tables. There were several empty chairs 

on their side, but no one had offered them to the students in yellow uniforms. Everyone just 

seemed stuck to their color. They ate quietly and headed to the exit without prattling. Nerds, I 

thought contemptuously. They hardly cared about anything but their studies. 

It was in the center of the cafeteria, where all the action was. The tables there were big 

and luxurious, and students in red uniforms exclusively occupied them all. They reminded me of 

my former friends: rich, noisy, pampered, with chic trinkets, like expensive watches and 

diamond earrings. Both boys and girls had their hair perfectly styled. And unlike my unsightly 

female classmates, their girls seemed pretty passionate about makeup. Their faces were 

powdered and rouged, their eyebrows penciled, eyes touched with eyeliner, and all wore false 

eyelashes with a thick coat of mascara. They all looked remarkably well, and I could tell that 

they had money. 

They also stood out because they all were making jokes and laughing loudly, clearly 

enjoying their lunch time. Some of them hurled food at students in yellow uniforms, provoking 

even more laughter among their friends. Amid this noisy red crowd I recognized my two cousins, 

but both pretended not to know me.  



 
 

All right, I don’t care. They were complete strangers to me, too. 

There was almost no one left at the buffet by now, so I headed that way. I grabbed some 

chicken and salad. I was going to pick a bun, too, as someone moved the breadbasket away. I 

raised my eyes and saw a tall, slender, porcelain-colored blonde with plump lips and a capricious 

expression. Her red uniform fit her perfectly. Behind her were two girls, identical twins, giggling 

and so ridiculously over-tanned that it was pathetic. They wore their multicolored hair cropped 

short. If that wasn’t enough, she had two jocks, likely her bodyguards, tall, bulky teenagers with 

muscled arms crossed on their chest. All of them had the symbol of a gold lion embroidered on 

their red uniforms. 

Here we go, popular kids, I thought wearily. Several other teenagers at the buffet 

evaporated like smoke, and I found myself alone against the red five, as everybody in the 

cafeteria turned their heads in our direction. Some of the red ones leaned forward to get a better 

view. 

In my former schools I had never had any problem making friends among popular 

students. My parents’ money and status easily paved my way into their ranks. However, at this 

moment I wasn’t in the mood to establish relations with anyone at this strange place. I tried to go 

around her, hoping to avoid an unpleasant conversation, but one of her bodyguards blocked my 

way and pushed me back to the buffet. Mockingly lifting an ideal eyebrow, the blonde examined 

me from head to toe. 

“So we have a newcomer, a blue one apparently.” Her voice cut through the silence in the 

cafeteria. “Finally, something interesting has happened in this place. Just in time, because I’ve 

already started to get bored.” She yawned falsely. 



 
 

I didn’t respond. The fewer reasons to continue this conversation, the sooner she would 

leave me alone. 

“What happened? Did you swallow your tongue?” she asked mockingly. The girl seemed 

older and was half a head taller than me. Besides, she seemed quite confident in her “red” 

company. 

“Seems like that,” snorted one of her friends with spiky white-blond hair. “Another nerd 

in the blue ranks. Nothing interesting.” 

They looked as if they had lost interest in me and were ready to leave me alone. But my 

hurt pride needed revenge. Calling me a nerd! I straightened up and glared at them. 

“I don’t see any point in communicating with anyone from this hole. If you’re looking for 

entertainment in your rustic circus, you’d better find yourself a different one!” 

The face of the tall blonde went red with anger. 

“Look at her! Talking like a celebrity from the big city!” The bulky boy grinned 

unpleasantly. His huge hand pressed me into the buffet even more. 

“You bet!” I snapped at him. I had to work hard not to show the hurt. 

“She’s talking too much. Something we’ll need to fix.” The other burly boy smirked. He 

folded his arms over his chest, apparently to show off his bulging muscles under his tight shirt, a 

gesture that attracted admiring glances from his female classmates. 

“She simply doesn’t know yet who she’s messing with,” the blonde hissed at me. 

I rolled my eyes and sighed. Although something told me that it would be better to let it 

go, I was too irritated by all the things that had brought me to this godforsaken place. I just 

couldn’t keep it inside anymore. 



 
 

“Alright, let me guess. The local queen with her court — over tanned support team and 

two dumb bodyguards? Did I miss anyone?” 

Ringing silence. The twins quit giggling. They were clearly unused to this type of reply. 

Pouting — my remark about their ridiculous tans had hit the target — they waited for their 

furious leader to respond. 

While she frantically pondered her next course of action, the pressure on my back, still 

pushed against counter, grew stronger. Something needed to be done to save my spine from this 

giant brute. But nobody in the cafeteria showed any desire to intervene. All right, don’t bother. 

I’ll figure it out for myself, I thought, because everyone dropped their eyes as they met my gaze. 

“Let her go, Camilla.” A low, male, attractive voice came from the right. “She’s not 

worth your time.” 

All heads in the cafeteria turned sharply toward the door. I followed them and saw a tall, 

handsome, dark-haired guy who had appeared unnoticed and now headed toward the tables in the 

center with his cardigan carelessly thrown over his shoulder. His muscles strained against his red 

shirt, and his shoulders weren’t as broad as those of the two who were still holding me, but they 

were broad enough to fill out his red uniform quite nicely. If there were sports grounds at this 

place, I figured he was probably a team captain. Nonetheless, his popularity couldn’t be doubted 

— the reds immediately made room for him right in the center of their company. 

But the red-flushed blonde he had named Camilla was not going to give up so easily. 

“I’m not done with her yet,” she growled, torn between the desire for revenge and the 

craving to join his table. 

“You have the whole year ahead. Give her a head start before showing her your claws.” 

His mocking remark, made in the most arrogant tone one could imagine, provoked loud laughter 



 
 

from his classmates. The frenzied atmosphere in the room relaxed; they lost interest in me and 

went back to their lunch. 

As for me, I started hating him from that very moment. 

The blonde girl still looked highly displeased with the situation but acquiesced to the 

entreaties of her classmates, albeit reluctantly. The white-colored guy loosened his grip and 

stepped aside — I was free to go. 

“Don’t leave your prince waiting.” I snorted at her. 

The incident made me lose my appetite. I dumped my tray with untouched food and 

walked to the exit as their glances drilled me all the way like an invisible ray. 

“Don’t think we’re done here,” she said before I left the room. 

What a day. I walked up the stairs and turned the corner into the familiar corridor. This 

was my first day at school, and I already had a bunch of new enemies. Where was the gumption 

that Robert had always praised me for? No gumption will help gain their acceptance when you 

have nothing in your pocket, I thought. Now I found myself in the ranks of those from whom I’d 

always tried to keep a distance. This thought was almost unbearable.  

A large screen on the wall showed the schedule. There were two more classes ahead: 

Mathematics and English literature. Actually, I quite liked Literature. Moreover, it was the only 

subject where I used to have my homework done, though I rarely showed it to the teachers, so 

my former rich friends wouldn’t call me a nerd. Unfortunately, those friends had changed as 

quickly as my schools. But it didn’t really bother me too much back then, since I used to spend 

all my time with them outside the school hours and sometimes even instead of going to school. 

I found my class and took my seat. 



 
 

The break time didn’t affect my unemotional classmates in any way. I expected more 

liveliness, but each of the students kept apart, and unlike the noisy and much more sociable red 

ones, there was no talk or laughter in the class, only a few whispers about the studies. 

Determined to somehow survive this terrible day, I leaned my head over my folded hands and 

went back in my thoughts to the house. 

To my surprise, Jean, who had strongly argued with me not to play hooky, didn’t show 

up. A young, good-looking teacher put a bold cross against her name on the attendance list. 

When he got to my name, he only gawked at me through his black-framed fancy glasses and 

started class.  

At least this time I was lucky, I thought, staring out the window and watching the clouds 

gather for a storm. 

The Literature class passed in about the same fashion; my neighbor was still missing. It 

was taught by Mrs. Prings, the teacher with the sing-song voice and reddish hair. I was already 

familiar with the poem by Shakespeare we were studying, and the rest of the lesson flew by. 

When the bell rang, a long, sharp sound, the school day was officially done. In one 

motion, I scooped up my stuff to the bag and was out of my seat, heading to the exit. 

After I ran down the stairs, I saw students in red uniforms getting into their luxury cars. 

Now the silence that struck me in the morning was disturbed by the ear-splitting rumble of 

roaring high-performance engines. They raced to the gate, quickly disappearing behind the 

horizon. The cars of the students in the blue and yellow uniforms were much less flashy, and 

unlike the reds, their parking lot was located much farther. Most of their cars were completely 

wrecked; straining with all their might, the engines roared and growled, causing a storm of 

jeering among the students in red who braked in order to make some hurtful comments. 



 
 

Near the entrance, I saw my aunt. She was listening to Mrs. James with a sour face. The 

morning scene on the balcony was still fresh in my mind, and my cheeks flushed with anger. As 

they noticed me at the door, they quit talking. Without saying a word to me, my aunt nodded at 

my cousins, and they headed to a nice new Toyota parked on the lot of the reds. All three of them 

had beautiful golden hair, shining even in the absence of the sun. They exchanged a few words, 

and my cousin got behind the wheel. An instant later the car set off for home, leaving me behind. 

Well, the hell with you. I didn’t want to drive home with them anyway. 

Now, when nobody was watching me anymore, I started thinking about running away 

from this dreadful place. However, in my situation it seemed unattainable: I had no money, it 

would get dark soon, and I wasn’t familiar with the area. From a brief look at the map of Canada, 

I remembered that this small town was far from other small settlements in this rather 

unpopulated part of the country. I needed a map and a plan first. And better yet to get in touch 

with Robert somehow, I thought. That made me feel a little better. 

I tightly wrapped my raincoat around me and headed home. I wasn’t worried about the 

road — I remembered the route very well. The only thing that bothered me was the thick clouds 

overhead and the frozen air that foreshadowed a storm. Occasional cars passing by me pulled 

into adjacent driveways every now and then. 

Finally, I saw the familiar fork in the road and turned to the gate. Like the rest of the 

houses in the neighborhood, the two-story cottage was surrounded by a tall, wooden fence, and 

thick fir trees hid it from prying eyes.   

The door was unlocked. I was already going to slip quietly to the second floor when 

someone grabbed me and dragged me into the living room. 



 
 

“You little piece of trash! What did I tell you yesterday about this?” I heard the familiar 

hissing voice above my ear. Before I could utter a word, she pushed me into the room, where all 

the members of this family had already gathered. 

Sitting at the head of a long dining table, my uncle frowned. I thought that he and my 

mom had a lot in common: the same straight aristocratic nose, a strong-willed chin, the same 

light-blue, almost transparent, eyes, and straw-colored hair. Secretly, I always wanted to be like 

my mother and hated my thick, dark hair and bright blue eyes flecked with gold, which 

everybody found peculiar. As for me, I thought it was just more bad luck, and most of all I 

wanted to be like everybody else and not to stand out. While I managed to get rid of my triple 

name, it was much more difficult with the color of my eyes. 

Uncle’s eyebrows met on the bridge of his nose, and his hands kept tapping on the table 

in a sign of displeasure. It was quite clear that I was the reason. 

“Here she is, your ungrateful niece,” my auntie said in a gruff, angry voice. “Let her 

explain to you why on the very first day at school she skipped a lesson and was rude to an 

honored member of the school administration and one of the seniors.” 

Of course, no one would doubt that the witchy Mrs. James wouldn’t miss an opportunity 

to complain about me, and my aunt looked like she was about to burst with anger. Her horse-

faced daughter, her smaller copy, was obviously happy about the upcoming scolding; her eyes 

burned with a fierce joy, as though she could hardly restrain her excitement. It was easy to 

imagine with what pleasure she had told her parents what happened at the lunchroom. In contrast 

to this trio, my cousin by the window looked remarkably unperturbed. 



 
 

“I wonder how quickly your beloved school will be closed after I tell everyone how they 

treat the students. And your ‘honored member of the administration’ will find herself in jail.” I 

kept my tone deliberately casual, looking straight into her eyes. 

Her pupils dilated. For a moment it looked like she was about to have a heart attack. Her 

nostrils flared, and her wide-open eyes seemed about to leap out of their orbits; she clutched at 

her chest and was noisily gasping for air. The only thing that stopped her from pouring out a 

stream of invective was the bang of my uncle’s fist on the table. 

His lips tightened, which made him look even more formidable. For a moment I hoped he 

would take my side. 

“If you were punished at school, you deserved it, little lady,” he snarled. I could see his 

jaws working under his strong cheekbones. “And if you are going to spread this nonsense about 

the physical punishment you allegedly suffered, we will have to take appropriate measures to 

teach you about lies. I will not tolerate liars and fabricators in my house.” 

His words, like cold water, splashed my face and hit me with full force, and cruel reality 

flooded in. 

“I’m not making this up!” I exclaimed desperately, looking around for at least one 

sympathetic look. 

But my female cousin looked pleased, clearly enjoying all this. And my cold-blooded 

male cousin absently watched the downpour that had broken out of the sky, as though he didn’t 

care about what was going on here. 

“And who is going to believe you, ha?” my aunt hissed. “With your problematic behavior 

you’d better keep your mouth shut. After looking into your file, not a single police officer will 

listen to such a liar. Because this is who you are — a vile, mean, ungrateful liar who doesn’t 



 
 

appreciate what is done for her! And instead of being thankful to us for giving her a roof, this 

rubbish dares to threaten us! Who are you to say anything about our great school and the 

teachers? A pair of slaps on the face is not enough to drive something into your head! You 

deserve every whipping you will get.” 

It was a nightmare. My legs become wobbly, and I could hardly stand. They knew that I 

was telling the truth, and they didn’t care. On the contrary, looking at their aloof expressions, I 

suddenly realized that they considered any, even the most severe punishment toward me, quite 

acceptable. I was so shocked at that moment that I couldn’t find words for it. 

“Get back to your room. From now on you will treat your teachers with due respect, and 

don’t ever dare to spread your false accusations.” My uncle rose from his seat, indicating that 

this conversation was over. “For your rudeness and the lesson absence you will receive no dinner 

tonight.” 

“Did you hear what your uncle said? Go! Now!” My aunt gripped me painfully by my 

arm and pulled me along toward the door. “Consider yourself lucky that today I need the 

basement, otherwise I would have locked you in there right now.” 

Once in my room, I tossed the bag off my shoulder, walked blankly to the bathroom, and 

closed the door. I had a tight, frightened feeling in my chest, a sense of helplessness that almost 

made me cry. I undressed and stepped into the tub, turning on the water. Today’s events flew 

through my brain, lining up into a horrible future. My aunt was right about that — no social 

worker, police officer, or press representative would take me seriously. Now, when everything 

had turned against me, no one had a good word for me, and in fairness, I didn’t deserve it. I 

guess this was the payback for all I’d ever done. 



 
 

I’d stood there in a daze for quite a while before forcing myself out and looking for 

pajamas in the boxes, still scattered around. The familiar clothes that still smelled like home did 

something that was beyond the power of slapping, humiliation, and ridicule. 

I buried my face into the cloth and burst into tears. 

 

*** 

 

In the morning I woke up determined as never before to contact Robert. The thought of him 

offered me a new glimpse of hope after yesterday’s nightmare, which I was now grasping like a 

life raft. For me it was a matter of life and death, no less. 

Nothing is lost yet, Alex, I reassured myself, trying to ward off the memories of the past 

day. Very soon you’ll out of here. 

Leaning back against the pillow, I fantasized about getting into the luxury Mercedes 

Robert would send to pick me up, and even the farewell glance to my abominable relatives. No 

wonder my mom hadn’t been in touch with her brother all these years and had never told me I 

had cousins. If I were her, I would do exactly the same. How ironic that after her death we 

finally managed to agree on something. I sighed. 

This flickering flash of hope was enhanced by the fact that it was Saturday. I finally 

recovered my spirits, and even my ugly room didn’t seem so terrible to me. After all, I wouldn’t 

stay here for long. 

Despite it being late morning, there was a gray mist outside the window. I wondered if 

there was ever sun in this place. I stretched and made a clumsy attempt to get out of bed but had 

to dive back — the floor was icy. I’d had to spin to the side of the bed to reach my slippers 



 
 

before I could get up, then went to the breakfast tray that was already waiting for me on the 

table. It was no different than the previous one. Disgusted, I took a piece of bacon out of the 

moldy bread and tried to chew it as slowly as possible to quench the raging hunger. Never had I 

been punished in such a cruel way, and never before had I felt such acute hunger. A few weeks 

of this and I’d be just skin and bones. Every model’s dream, I thought cynically, squeamishly 

putting the plate with the rotten sandwich aside. 

My school bag rested where I had tossed it. I rummaged in it for the smartphone, but the 

network icon was still missing. It seemed that the people in this hole didn’t use mobile phones. 

Well, it makes sense, since no mobile company would want to go that far to install expensive 

equipment for a few hundred people, I concluded. 

That’s why they must have been using phone lines! I strained my memory. Somewhere in 

this house there must have been a phone; I just needed to get to it. Easy, right? 

The fire had long gone out, and the room was cold and damp. I changed my pajamas for a 

hoodie and warm pants and went to the fireplace to check the wood. I could still start a fire, if I 

only had a match. I looked around the boxes with my stuff — I remembered that I had a lighter 

somewhere, along with my old, half-empty pack of cigarettes. But I didn’t want to bother with a 

search right now. First I was going to try something else. 

I approached the sofa and dug through the things tossed on it. The laptop was still there, 

resting under my bag. I hoped that in this dense wilderness I’d manage to get at least some 

Internet working. I sat with the laptop on my knees and started it up. The screen flashed in a 

familiar manner, and my heart pounded faster in anticipation. 



 
 

A minute later the laptop reported that it had joined an available network. I was so glad 

that I almost screamed with joy. I quickly typed the address of my email and waited for a 

response. However, for some reason the page refused to open. 

The nerve of it! My fingers quickly ran over the keyboard, but the result was the same. 

None of the familiar websites seemed to be working.  

I couldn’t believe my eyes. I looked at the network icon — the computer was indeed 

connected to the Internet.  

Suddenly a window popped up on the screen: “Welcome to the network of Blackshear.” 

The local city’s network, I guessed. It seemed that, as in the case of mobile connection, 

this provincial town didn’t have an access to the Internet as I knew it. Instead, the residents used 

some local network of their own. 

I uttered a loud moan of despair and fell to thinking. Something about this remote place 

felt extremely weird. Even though I still hated it, I had to admit that both teachers and students 

didn’t look like hillbillies at all. Take, for example, Miss Bell, that beautifully dressed woman 

who walked me to the principal’s office yesterday. Her bracelet and earrings were no less 

expensive than my mom’s gorgeous jewelry collection, which she kept in a safe and which I was 

allowed to admire up close only occasionally. The school’s interior design and luxury cars of the 

red kids also stood out. With all this money, they could afford their own cellular company, not to 

mention the Internet. 

Then why didn’t they do it? 

I pushed the computer away and leaned back on the sofa. No phone, no Internet — far 

away from the rest of the world, I was exiled to this hole. Well, at least it can’t get any worse, 

can it? 



 
 

It looked like the only way to contact Robert remained a home phone, which I would 

have to find somewhere. 

My heart hurt when I thought about him. During his business trips across Europe, Robert 

often picked me up from another fancy boarding school to spend vacation at home. We stopped 

in Paris, Madrid, or Rome, and visited famous museums and local attractions. Sometimes he 

even stayed at our place for a few days and spent a lot of time playing golf with my father and 

entertaining me with funny faces. I could talk to him about everything — from some silly stunt at 

school to my very first kiss. When the car accident happened and I learned about moving to 

Canada, Robert was somewhere in Australia and hadn’t gotten in touch since then. I hoped that 

he would come to the funeral, but he didn’t show up, and the emptiness inside me grew stronger. 

Then came the pain and the burning loneliness. As well as the anger at him for leaving me alone. 

For lunch I got a familiar tray, but instead of a rotten sandwich there was a bowl of soup 

— or, literally, just water with a few miserable pieces of meat and a hard crust of bread. 

Obviously, I was only going to get slop in this house. Well, I could definitely use it in court 

when they were reviewing the guardianship case. Besides, I thought gloatingly, Robert will never 

let them get away with it. He had no family, and I had no doubt he would be glad to adopt me. 

“I need a lighter to start a fire. It’s chilly here,” I said, longingly observing the meager 

lunch.  

The old woman murmured something and disappeared through the doorway, locking me 

inside. 

My stomach ached from hunger. Left without a choice, I pounced on the broth and the 

hard bread. A minute later, there was not a crumb left on the tray, but the scanty meal only 

aggravated my hunger pangs. I was hoping that at least the dinner would be better. 



 
 

Cleaning up the room could work to my advantage — my aunt would conclude that her 

methods worked, and maybe I’d get a chance to find a phone. So I spent the rest of the day 

unpacking and putting my clothes in the closet. It smelled damp, so I left the clothes in 

cellophane bags so that they wouldn’t take on the bad smell. I wasn’t going to stay here for long, 

and maybe I’d have to pack quickly. 

The desk now held the useless laptop. I cleared up the sofa just in case I could manage to 

start a fire. The chill in the room was unbearable, but clearly modern heating systems weren’t 

something this people were aware of. 

Dinner came when I was almost finished getting settled. Unfortunately, my hopes for 

something more edible didn’t materialize. The old maid threw a box of matches on the desk — 

obviously, starting a fire for me wasn’t on her list of duties — and evaporated, leaving me alone 

with a viscous mixture that looked a bit like porridge but didn’t smell like it. 

Trying to swallow without chewing, I imagined one of my favorite dishes our chef used 

to cook. But the sticky, nasty mixture barely passed through my throat, and I had to work hard to 

keep it inside. 

The weekend was long and tedious. The Internet was off, and studying the history of the 

city of Blackshear — the only available website — was too boring. 

Sunday I spent in bed. Wrapped in a blanket, I listened to the howling wind and the rain 

pounding the roof. I didn’t find the lighter, and the matches that the old housekeeper had brought 

me were hardly suitable for use. After several unsuccessful attempts to light the fire, I gave up. 

Later in the evening the computer suddenly made a strange sound. Intrigued, I pulled on 

soft slippers and went the desk. I moved the mouse, and the screen immediately came to 

life. “You have a new message!”  



 
 

Relieved by the thought that somehow the computer had connected to the normal 

Internet, I clicked on the small window that popped out in the corner of the screen. But a surprise 

was waiting for me. Instead of the usual mail window, I found myself on some unknown 

website. 

At the top there was the name of the school: Thornham. I was impressed by the stylish 

design; someone must have put a lot of work into it. The school mail, of course! It seemed that 

Blackshear teenagers, who didn’t have access to Facebook, Twitter, and other modern social 

networks, stayed connected in the only available way: banal email. 

In the lower right corner was a flashing blue flag. I clicked on it, and a standard greeting 

for all the new members of the website popped up. I found attached the login and password for 

registered users. Apparently it was sent by the local school administration, which usually 

provides access to school resources. What a waste of your time, I thought sarcastically. Very soon 

I will be out of here. 

Nevertheless, my curiosity took over. 

After entering data into the appropriate fields, I realized that I had underestimated the 

ability of local residents to adapt to life in this remote region. I found myself dealing with some 

new kind of social network: instead of the usual messages or tweets, all communication took 

place in an interactive chat. Next to it there was a large window with short videos and photos, 

which were being discussed at the moment. 

Due to their special design, the nicknames of the reds caught the eye immediately. 

Underneath each of them flickered an icon of the golden lion, just like the one they had on their 

shirts and cardigans. Blue and yellow nicknames were nowhere to be seen — I concluded that 

they weren’t taking part in the current discussion. 



 
 

This separation according to colors of the uniform had puzzled me on my first day at 

school. At first I decided that only seniors wore the red uniform, but among all three groups there 

were children of different ages. It was quite clear that the red students dominated the school and 

were, without a doubt, the most popular ones. The blue ones occupied a place in the middle of 

the school hierarchy, and on the bottom were those who for some reason wore yellow uniforms. 

My thoughts immediately switched to why I was sent to the “blue” group. Given the fact that 

they were nerds, and I managed to stand out on the very first day, it didn’t seem like the right fit. 

The chat was buzzing with conversation. The reds were engaged in an enthusiastic 

discussion of one of the fashion shows that had taken place recently in Paris. I remembered a 

time when my mother was serious about taking me with her to Paris — she couldn’t stand her 

daughter dressing in simple jeans and T-shirts. But I did everything possible and impossible to 

stay at home and finally won. I detested those rich snobs who treated fashion as a form of art. 

Listening to their pretentious chatter at home was already a torture. 

And how did they even know about it? In the window the pictures of the show kept 

popping up and down, and someone had even uploaded a whole video of models flaunting on the 

catwalk in beautiful outfits. 

Unfortunately, there was nothing else interesting. Disappointed, I closed the laptop, 

turned off the light, and huddled under the blanket. From downstairs I could hear the clanging of 

the silverware — preparations for the family dinner. I pulled the pillow over my ears in an 

attempt to suppress this depressing sound and thought back to my former life, in which, despite 

all the luxuries, I hadn’t been happy. Almost all conversations with my parents invariably boiled 

down to yelling about another expulsion from some expensive school to which I was sent against 



 
 

my will and which I hated. And only those rare moments with Robert made me forget about the 

love-deprived home, where I always felt a bit alien. 

After rolling and tumbling for a while, not noticing the eyes watching me through the 

window, I finally fell asleep.  

 

  



 
 

Chapter 3  

Dream 

 

The next morning I woke up to the sound of pouring rain. I looked out of the window and 

realized that walking to school would be a challenge. This time, along with breakfast, Margie 

brought me an old umbrella. Judging by its shabby look, it had seen better times. 

“Get yourself ready fast. Before classes all the students gather in the inner hall,” she 

commanded, tearing the blanket off me. Waking me up in this way had already become her 

habit. 

Shivering from the cold, I reluctantly got out of bed and made my way over to the desk. 

“I thought they are gathering in the schoolyard,” I replied, ruefully observing another 

nasty breakfast. “Or at least that’s what that witchy James said.” 

“Wicked girl! Don’t you ever dare talk like that about the teachers!” Margie choked with 

indignation, her eyes widening. She waved her hands at me as though I had said something 

extremely blasphemous. “Students gather in the schoolyard if it’s not raining.” 

“Ah, yes, the honored member of the school administration.” I mimicked my aunt’s shrill 

voice. Then I hastily slammed the bathroom door before she had time to yell at me again. 

This morning I felt sick — apparently the result of the constant chilling cold and drafts. A 

hot shower refreshed me a little, but not a hundred percent. After I chewed a small sausage, I 

again heard a grumbling in my stomach. I’d better make it to lunch, or I’ll die from starvation, I 

thought grimly as I pulled on my clean and ironed school uniform. On Saturday Margie had 

insisted on washing it, despite the fact that I only wore it once. My wellbeing didn’t seem to 

worry anyone in this house, but everything about the school uniform had to be perfect. 



 
 

“Mistress Beatrice won’t let you stink at school — another shame on us,” she squeaked, 

gathering the clothes scattered around the room. “It is enough that we now have a blue uniform 

in this house. Poor, poor Mistress Beatrice…” 

“Who decides the color of the uniform, and what does it mean?” I interrupted her 

lamentations. I wasn’t in the mood to hear about my aunt’s alleged suffering. 

The old woman choked and coughed — it seemed that my question caught her by 

surprise. She muttered something indecipherable and swiftly disappeared behind the doorframe, 

taking my uniform and the empty boxes with her. 

The rain had picked up. When, under the strict supervision of the old woman, I went 

downstairs, I noticed my cousins getting into the car. 

“Why do they drive to school, and I have to walk in the rain?” I asked loudly. 

As expected, the reaction didn’t take long to come. 

“Do you really think that my children will show up at school with someone like you?” A 

sarcastic voice came from my back. “The students of the blue color must know their place.” 

Wrapped in her long shawl that swept the ground, my aunt came out around the corner and gave 

me an arrogant look. “Your presence has already brought shame upon this house!” 

“Actually, it wasn’t my decision to make,” I snapped back. “Let me make one call, and 

we will rid each other of the unpleasant company.”  

Her narrow face became even more pinched, and a thin vein crossing her forehead bulged 

out and twitched.  

“Get yourself to school!” she squealed and without another word pushed me out to the 

street. 



 
 

Caught under the wall of rain, I hurriedly opened the old umbrella and wandered off 

toward the main road. 

If my aunt didn’t want me in her house, she would be happy to contact Robert. It was a 

win-win situation for both of us: she would get rid of me, and I would see this strange town only 

in my nightmares. I just needed to convince her. If she hated me so much, it should be quite easy. 

Although I used the sidewalk, I was repeatedly sprayed by passing cars. However, it 

could hardly make the situation worse — the umbrella couldn’t withstand the strong wind, and as 

a result, the rain soaked me through.  

Approaching the school gate, I noticed other blue raincoats flocking from all directions. 

Some of them walked, while others had just parked their cars in the lot. Among them were the 

yellow ones. Some even walked together, dodging puddles and spray from the passing vehicles. 

Only the reds never mixed with others, sticking to their color. 

In front of me a chubby girl in a yellow coat suddenly jumped aside as a black, shiny jeep 

almost hit her. The window rolled down, and a boy with dyed white hair in a red jacket, whom I 

immediately recognized one of Camilla’s bullies, laughed loudly, then swerved into the parking 

lot of the reds. 

“Careful, Chloe.” Jean dashed over to the weeping girl. “I’ve told you a thousand times to 

look both ways before crossing the road.” 

“But I did! He did that on purpose,” she stammered, hiccupping and shaking with fear. 

“Shhh, someone might hear you!” Jean hissed at her, making a sign to be silent. 

“It’s true, I’ve seen it too.” I stopped by them and gave Chloe an encouraging look. 

I felt sorry for this poor, trembling thing, who was a small copy of Jean. The same big 

gray eyes, snub nose, and lovely freckles. A few of her blond curls had escaped the outline of her 



 
 

hood and were hanging wet on her forehead. Water dripped from the tip of her nose. The only 

difference was that Jean was skinny like a stick, and her sister was plump. Clutching Jean’s hand 

in hers, she examined me, her eyes full of tears lit with genuine curiosity. 

“I don’t think so.” Jean turned sharply and dragged her sister along with her. 

Chloe glanced backward over her shoulder and waved goodbye. I waved back. 

Having followed the crowd into the inner hall, I saw that all the students lined up 

according to the color of their uniform. The red ones took the central place. Some of them 

pointed a finger at the frightened students in yellow uniforms, while others nodded contentedly 

or shook their heads, discussing something between themselves. 

Among the dutifully lined up yellow crowd, I saw Chloe, still sobbing from the horror 

she’d been through earlier this morning. Poor thing, she was so little! Most likely it was her first 

year at school. I looked angrily at the guy who had nearly gotten her crushed today. Like a rock, 

he towered over Camilla, zealously guarding her from a red crowd of her enthusiastic fans. 

They wisecracked and made jokes, making her burst into a silvery laugh. In her close 

circle I spotted my squeaky cousin Nicole, who jumped on one leg and laughed like crazy, often 

completely out of place. 

Mike stood a little apart, engaged in a conversation with another student. Unlike 

unattractive, unsightly Nicole, he had obviously inherited more from his father’s side than from 

his mother’s. His features were perfect, his face dazzling in a slightly cold beauty. His posture 

was confident yet without arrogance. He looked like a representative of the high society often 

hanging around our house. I felt regret that I would leave soon and we would never get a chance 

to be friends. Weird, but of all my relatives, he was the only one to whom I hadn’t taken a strong 

dislike. 



 
 

My eyes swept this red crowd and caught the glance at the dark-haired guy from the 

cafeteria. Leaning idly against the wall, he looked straight at me, playful lights in his green eyes. 

Two guys in red uniforms by him desperately tried to drag him into a conversation, but he 

seemed not to care. What are you staring at? I thought irritably, turning my head away from him. 

Fortunately, I had never liked guys of his sort. And after his words in the cafeteria, I would never 

see in him more than an asshole. 

The teachers appeared on the stairs, and everybody quit talking and lined up. Mrs. James 

came to the center of the formation, followed by the incredibly elegant and impeccable Miss 

Bell. This time she was wearing a severe black dress just above the knee, accessorized with an 

oversized necklace featuring a large silver pendant. She stopped just behind her companion, 

dressed in the same tasteless turtleneck and strict skirt she wore the last time I saw her. The eyes 

of the young woman gazed with melancholy somewhere over the heads of the students, as 

though she’d been far away in her thoughts. 

Mrs. James drew herself up and looked across the students with a hard stare. Standing 

behind the others, I waited in silence for this ridiculous parade to finally be over. Whose idea 

was this? It seemed like these daily gatherings before classes were just another one of this 

school’s stupid rules.  

“Good morning, students,” she said loudly, her voice echoing through the high vault.  

“Good morning, Mrs. James,” they answered in unison. 

“Well.” Pleased with their boisterous reply, she took a step forward. “As you all know, 

our school is the greatest educational institution, which has no equal in the world…” 

Wow, they obviously don’t suffer from a lack of self-esteem! Who do they think they are? 

Harvard? 



 
 

To my surprise, my classmates looked entirely emotionless. The red ones, on the 

contrary, nodded contentedly and made chortling sounds. Did they really believe in this 

nonsense? Or were their brains so atrophied that they were simply unable to understand the 

absurdity of it? 

Mrs. James gave them plenty of time to enjoy themselves then continued her speech. 

“Our great ancestors built these great walls,” she made a wide gesture, pointing around 

us, “so that you could train and improve the great power that was given to you by birthright.” 

That’s total insanity. They think they’re all special! I was right — life in this godforsaken 

hole did have an impact: they all lost their minds. 

“Some of you are the treasure of this school, its pride, and its best heritage…” 

Her eyes beamed with pride and adoration as she focused them on the students in red, and 

they immediately burst into happy cries. 

“Others,” the enthusiasm in her voice vanished, and she turned her head slightly in our 

direction, “will play an insignificant role, and all memory of them will be wiped out of history, 

since they were not given the full talents of their fellows.” 

The students around me looked guiltily down at the floor. 

“While some of you don’t even deserve crossing the threshold of this place.” This time 

sheer hatred came out in her voice as she glared at the students in yellow uniforms, who cringed 

at her words. “Studying alongside those who will soon take over the reins of power is the 

greatest honor ever given to them. A favor that they do not merit.” 

Some of the reds made offensive remarks, and many of the students in yellow uniforms 

broke down in quiet sobs.  

Mrs. James made a sign, and silence reigned in the room. 



 
 

“As you know, there is a whole year of intensive studies ahead of us, which will end with 

the competition of our best students…” 

And again the red ranks exploded with cheers, many of them excitedly stomping their 

feet and whistling deafeningly. Some of my classmates covered their ears with their hands. I did 

the same. 

While Mrs. James was trying to calm the raging emotions among the reds, I nudged the 

shoulder of a stocky boy by me. I remembered that we studied together. 

“What kind of competition?” I whispered. 

“Be quiet. We can’t talk right now,” he whispered back. 

The students around us frowned disapprovingly at me. 

“What’s wrong with you? Can’t you answer a simple question?” I felt indignant. 

A bunch of crazy nerds and nutty teachers! This definitely should be a madhouse, not a 

school! 

“Ah, Miss Leran, I didn’t want to mention you. But since you decided to break the rules 

again, I might have to make one more exception for you.” 

In the hall, as though by magic, it became quiet. The blue crowd parted in front of me, 

forming a living corridor between her and me. Now Mrs. James was staring straight at me.  

“I didn’t intend to violate your … rules.” The word ‘stupid’ I wisely decided to skip this 

time. “I just wanted to ask about the competition.” 

A mighty chorus of laughter roared through the red rows. 

“Well, children, as you probably know, Miss Leran is a newcomer … though this 

happens extremely rarely here.” 

“We’ll do our best so she’ll like it here.” The bulky guy with white hair grinned at me. 



 
 

Camilla cast me a disgusted glance and whispered something to her fans. They sniggered. 

But Mrs. James made a sign for silence with her hand, then turned to me again. “Well, 

Miss Leran, it might be useful for you to know that students of your color also participate in the 

competition, but unfortunately for you, their role…” her eyes narrowed dangerously, “leaves 

much to be desired. As punishment for misdeeds or underachievement during the school year, 

five students of the blue color will join the tournament, which will be held after the finals. 

Considering that on the very first day at school you managed to demonstrate severe misbehavior, 

something tells me that this year you will be one of them.” She sniffed smugly. 

The competition. Perhaps that was the collective punishment Jean had mentioned earlier. 

I wondered what it was about. Mrs. James sounded like it couldn’t be anything pleasant, at least 

for those who wore blue. I glanced at Jean. Her face was unnaturally pale as she fixed her eyes 

on the floor. 

“That’s it for now. Go to your classes,” Mrs. James said, and a multicolored crowd 

flowed toward the stairs. When I went up to the second floor, I saw Camilla and her company 

chatting in an undertone as they peeked at me and laughed loudly. They passed me on the stairs 

and disappeared on the third floor. 

 

*** 
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