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			Praise for The Three Brothers Series

			“A delicious mix of action, magic, and courtly intrigue makes The Hawk’s Flight a captivating fantasy odyssey.” – Readers Favorite 5 Star Review of The Hawk’s Flight

			“The characters, refreshingly, demonstrate honesty, integrity, and even a vulnerability too often uncharacteristic of masculine heroes, as all three care deeply for their friends, family, and kingdom.” – BookLife Review of The Hawk’s Flight

			“10 out of 10 for Prose: The author’s imagination and worldbuilding are impressive, and the details of Etria really jump off the page.” – BookLife Prize of The Wolf’s Den

			“IR Verdict: A charming middle grade fantasy adventure, THE WOLF’S DEN offers an action-packed coming of age story with a medieval inspired setting and a likable cast of characters. Sword and sorcery abound in a captivating first installment.” – Indie Reader of The Wolf’s Den

			“My 3rd grader only reads graphic novels, but he couldn’t put The Wolf’s Den down, and it has no pictures!” – Mom of 3rd grader from Georgia of The Wolf’s Den

			“I love tales filled with magic, knights, and kingdoms in peril. This book checks all the boxes and then some, and I know it will be one of those books I go back to again and again for fun and comfort.” – Middle School teacher from Kansas of The Wolf’s Den

		


		
			This book is written for anyone who has experienced bullying at school. 

		


		
			Fall of the year 607

			Etria
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			one

			Wolfie

			Sabine, a petite ten-year-old girl with bright red hair in a long single braid down her back, rode on a coal black horse beside her grandfather, General Burchard Wolfensberger, known to many as the Wolf. She smiled warmly at him, and he smiled back. She knew many feared her famous grandfather, but as she gazed at him, all she could see was her Wolfie. A tall and slender older man with white hair hanging loosely around his shoulders, a white beard, and a black eyepatch over his right eye, who rode his horse as though it were part of him.

			As the sun rose over the tops of the trees, birds of all kinds took flight, filling the air with sweet chirps.

			“I am glad I am able to escort you to Onaxx Academy School for Mages, my dear. Just like I escorted your brothers to Trinity Page and Squire School,” the Wolf said quietly.

			Sabine reached over and patted his hand, knowing how fortunate she was to have a loving grandfather. “I appreciate your escort. I just wish Father had been able to tell me more about what Onaxx Academy would be like. He was very vague.”

			The Wolf chuckled. “Probably because he got into some trouble during his time there and would prefer not to be reminded about it.”

			Sabine gasped. “Father in trouble?”

			The Wolf grinned. “Yes, I even had to go to a meeting with the school’s council about it.” Sabine’s eyes widened in shock; her father never seemed like the sort to break any rules. “I would advise you to do the best you can to not break the rules.”

			“Do you know what they are?” she asked, still wondering what sort of rules her father had broken.

			The Wolf shrugged. “No idea. It’s a school for mages, and I’m no mage. I’m sure you’ll find out what the rules are once you get there.”

			Sabine yawned as her thoughts drifted back to the day she discovered she was a shapeshifter, three years ago.

			“Momma, Momma!” Sabine raced into Wolfensberger Castle, cradling her arm, her long red hair streaming behind her.

			“In here, Sabine!” her mother, Diana, called from the kitchen.

			Sabine headed into the kitchen and was momentarily distracted by the delicious smell of fresh bread baking—until she glanced down at her arm and the events of the past hour came crashing back to her.

			“Look, Momma!” Sabine said and held up her arm. At the sight of it—the forearm covered in long black and brown fur and Sabine’s fingernails looking more like sharp black claws—Diana gasped, dropping a pot of soup. The pot clattered to the red brick floor, splashing its steaming contents everywhere. Sabine had to jump backward to avoid being scalded.

			“Kenric!” Diana screamed as she stepped over the mess, gently picked up Sabine, and dashed toward the library.

			During the afternoons, Sabine’s father, Kenric Wolfensberger, usually worked on the day-to-day tasks of managing Wolfensberger Castle and the surrounding villages and didn’t like to be disturbed. Sabine knew with the way her mother was panicking that he would make an exception. He appeared in the hallway, slightly tousled with black spots of ink covering his tunic, quill still in his hand.

			Sabine giggled at her father’s appearance before she realized that her arm was still stuck with fur and claws. A whimper escaped her lips.

			Frowning, Kenric took a step toward his wife and daughter. “What’s wrong?”

			Sabine shivered in fear as she considered the possibility that her father might not know how to fix her arm. He’s a plant mage … he can’t heal. Tears trickled down her cheeks as her mother carried her into the library and set her down on the couch.

			As her father inspected her arm, gently probing the skin with his fingers, he remained silent. Sabine shook in fear, terrified that whatever had happened was not fixable. That she would be stuck with strange fur and claws forever. Her friends at the castle would think she was a monster.

			Giving her a gentle squeeze, her father tried to capture her attention. “Sabine, how did this happen?”

			Sabine could tell he was trying to keep his voice calm. She took a deep breath and tried to regain control of her emotions and answer her father so he could help her. “I was … I was … playing with the huntsman’s dogs … and …” The tears fell anew.

			Her mother ran her hand through Sabine’s hair, something she had done for as long as Sabine could remember to help calm her down. “And?” prompted Diana.

			Sabine wiped her face and gave her parents a watery half-smile. “And I thought it would be fun to run and play with them as a dog … and then …” Sabine heard her father gasp as he took both of her hands in his.

			He nodded gently, finishing her sentence for her. “And then your arm changed?” he asked.

			How did he know what to say? she wondered and watched as he shared a look with Diana—the kind of look that meant her parents just had a full conversation without saying a single word.

			“Sabine,” her father said, turning back to her, “I want you to look at your hand and arm that are not furry and concentrate hard. Remember what your other arm feels like when it is yours.”

			Sabine focused her gaze on her normal hand and arm. Keeping their image in her mind, she took a deep breath and squeezed her eyes shut tight.

			She concentrated on the image of her normal hand, how it felt to flex her fingers, a cool breeze on her skin. Slowly she could feel the long black fur on her arm changing into pale human skin. Sharp claws turned back into fingernails. Sabine opened one eye, hoping she was no longer furry. She shrieked in excitement seeing her arm and hand were back to normal.

			Giddy with relief that she hadn’t permanently harmed herself, Sabine turned eagerly to her father. “What happened to me?”

			Her father picked her up and settled her in his lap. “You’re a shapeshifter, Sabine,” he said quietly.

			Sabine stared at him blankly. “What is a shapeshifter?”

			Her father sighed. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you don’t know what a shapeshifter is … sometimes I forget that you are only seven and not a grownup.”

			Sabine laughed uncertainly. “I’m not ready to be a grownup. Is a shapeshifter a mage?”

			“Yes, a shapeshifter is a type of mage. However, it is different than my plant magic, or your brother Jules’s weather magic—types of magic that can create new things. Shapeshifting modifies the wielder. For example, you were thinking of being a dog and subconsciously changed your arm to be like one,” explained her father patiently.

			Sabine ran her hand over her arm to make sure the fur was staying away. “Can I create a dog?”

			Kenric shook his head. “No, shapeshifters cannot make new objects. But they can turn into animals or alter their own appearance—such as changing height or hair color, depending on their skill level.”

			Sabine listened quietly, considering her father’s words, and another question formed in her mind. “Is shapeshifting common?” She wondered if her lack of knowledge of shapeshifting was because she was only seven and had only been around two mages besides her father—her brother Jules and his magic instructor, Master Brixx.

			“Unfortunately, it is not. In Etria, shapeshifting is as rare as weather magic. In some countries, such as Wanonia, it doesn’t exist at all. Weather magic is still based on the elements. Being the wielder of a rare type of magic will have many challenges. I know that you are up to the task. We will be here to support you in any way we can. Your brothers too,” her father said reassuringly.

			Sabine nodded. She knew that the Wolfensbergers had always been loyal to each other. Her brothers were no exception, even though they were focused on their own journeys to become knights.

			“Your brothers are busy, but your grandfather will always make time for you. We know you are extremely close.”

			Sabine gave a slight smile in agreement. “I will write to Wolfie.”
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			two

			Midnight

			An arm gently shook her and a voice distantly called her name. “Sabine!”

			Rubbing her eyes groggily, she looked around and almost fell out of the saddle. “Where am I?” Her eyes still refusing to focus, Sabine heard a familiar chuckle. “Wolfie?”

			“I didn’t think it was possible to fall that deeply asleep while on horseback and stay in the saddle. You, my dear, have proven me wrong. We are fairly close to Onaxx Academy,” the Wolf quietly informed her.

			He offered her a flask of water. She took it and quickly gulped it down. The cool water refreshed her and aided in washing away the last of the grogginess from her unplanned nap.

			“Better?” her grandfather questioned.

			Sabine smiled and handed the flask back.

			“Wolfie … I know this might sound strange, but I want to ride into the school by myself. I want people to know me for who I am, not because they are afraid of you.” Sabine spoke quietly, afraid to hurt his feelings, but also fearful of how school would be if the other novices knew she was the Wolf’s granddaughter. Sabine twisted the reins in her fingers, waiting for his response and praying this wouldn’t be the day she felt the lash of her grandfather’s famous temper.

			Much to her surprise, the Wolf laughed. Taken aback, Sabine shifted in her saddle, and her horse shot sideways. Years of training with horses kicked in, and she quickly recovered control over the horse and rejoined her grandfather, who was watching her with amusement in his eyes.

			“You may think I do not understand your request, but I do. There have been a few times over the years where I wished people didn’t know who I am or things I have done. That I could have some anonymity. I will warn you though … your family won’t stay a secret forever. You have time to prepare for what you will do when people find out … or if you decide to tell them yourself.”

			Sabine stroked her horse’s neck, not sure how to respond to her grandfather. She shook herself, remembering they didn’t have much longer before she needed to be on her way without him.

			“If you want to stick to your plan of not announcing your ties to me …”

			She nodded quickly.

			“Then I should say goodbye and head back to Burmstone Palace.”

			Sabine nudged her horse with her leg, making it sidle closer to her grandfather. When the gap between the two of them was reasonable, she leaned over and hugged him tight. “Thank you, for everything, Wolfie.”

			Her grandfather kissed her on the forehead before pulling back. “Anytime, my dearest, anytime.” She watched in silence as the Wolf clucked to his horse and departed at a brisk trot. When he was finally out of sight, Sabine turned her black horse toward Onaxx Academy, her home away from home for the next eight years.

			Minutes later, Sabine gazed in awe at the buildings ahead of her as she walked her horse through the gate into the school. She heard coughing behind her but ignored it.

			“Excuse me!” a rough voice yelled from behind her.

			Sabine whirled her horse around. “Me?” She examined the man—guard—standing in front of her. Short, wiry brown hair, light brown skin, green eyes, and a stern expression. She gulped as she realized that perhaps horses weren’t allowed at the school.

			“Yes, you, miss. No riding allowed inside the school grounds. The stable is that way,” he said and pointed to the left. “Students aren’t allowed to keep horses, so you will have to have someone come get yours or it will be sold.”

			Sabine’s eyes opened wide in terror. “Sold?”

			“Got ya!” the guard chortled, slapping his legs.

			Sabine glared at him. “You’re joking?”

			“I’m Master Gustav … and I want to apologize. I just couldn’t resist after you missed seeing me on your way in,” the guard explained, still struggling to master his expression.

			Sabine arched her eyebrow. Curious that this so-called guard would find it amusing to trick students.

			Master Gustav cleared his throat and pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. He studied the paper. “Are you Sabine Wolfensberger?” he questioned.

			Sabine nodded uncertainly. Smiling, Master Gustav made a mark on his list. “Your room will be on the second floor, number 205. Dinner will be announced at the bell.”

			The man called himself Master Gustav, but he just looked like a guard. Wondering if perhaps she misheard the title, Sabine hesitantly spoke, hoping her question wouldn’t be considered rude. “Are you a mage?”

			Master Gustav grinned at her again. “Yes, Novice Sabine. I am indeed a master mage of stone. It is my magic in these stone walls that protects the school against intruders.” He patted the stone archway lovingly. Sabine bit her tongue, not wanting to say anything rude and hurt Master Gustav’s feelings, but having a relationship with a stone wall was definitely odd. “Master Gustav … I should get going. Thank you.”

			Master Gustav bowed with a flourish. “Good day to you, Novice Sabine.”

			Sabine shook her head, still not sure what to think of this odd guard, Master Gustav. She clucked to her horse and walked away without looking back, afraid she would be late.

			Sabine had just finished untacking Midnight and getting her settled when the stable door creaked. Spinning around, Sabine was surprised to see a girl in the aisleway. She appeared slightly older than Sabine, with olive skin, shoulder-length wavy brown hair, and brown eyes.

			“Hello?”

			“Oh, someone is in here!” the girl replied, clearly short of breath.

			Sabine eyed her uncertainly. “Stables usually have people in them.”

			“Not around here. This place is usually completely empty,” the girl replied.

			“Are you running from someone?” Sabine asked.

			“Uh, sort of … a group of us were playing hide and seek. Since no one keeps horses here, it’s a great hiding place that not many consider using…” The girl blushed and coughed. “Sorry for my manners. I’m Audrey, second-year novice.” The girl offered her hand for Sabine to shake.

			Still uncertain, Sabine quickly shook the offered hand and then dropped hers at her side. “I’m Sabine, first-year novice.” Sabine observed as Audrey looked around the barn and then spotted Sabine’s horse.

			“Ooooh, she’s so pretty!” Audrey whispered in awe.

			Sabine smiled and walked over to her horse’s stall. “This is Midnight. Do you want to pet her?” she offered, lightly petting her horse’s neck.

			Audrey reached out her hand, letting it hover just over Midnight’s neck. Sabine giggled.

			“Midnight is a good girl. You can pet her.”

			“She won’t bite me?” Audrey whispered in a mix of awe and fear.

			Sabine giggled more. “No, she won’t bite. She doesn’t have a mean bone in her body.”

			Midnight blew out a soft breath onto Audrey’s hand before nuzzling her. Sabine watched as Audrey visibly relaxed while Midnight continued to nuzzle her.

			“I can’t believe you have a real horse!” Audrey whispered, finally drawing up the courage to pet Midnight’s neck.

			“She was a gift from my W—my grandfather,” Sabine corrected herself, hoping Audrey didn’t notice her slip-up.

			“No one is going to believe that you have a horse here at school! Maybe you can share her during one of our classes … or something,” Audrey suggested.

			Sabine rolled her eyes. “It’s just a horse … don’t most families have horses?”

			This time Audrey reacted to Sabine’s tone by taking a step back from the horse. “A lot of the students here come from different places. My grandparents moved from Wanonia when they were our age. I know some other students have mentioned their family having horses … but an actual mage student? No.”

			“I’m sorry … I just assumed.” Sabine struggled to recover the conversation and not lose this opportunity to have a new friend at school.

			Audrey cleared her throat and sighed. “Exactly. You assumed … when you start doing that it usually leads to trouble.” Audrey opened her mouth to say something else when the stable door creaked open again.

			A pale face peered through into the gloomy stable. “Audrey, are you in there?” a boy’s voice called.

			Audrey smiled. “Yes, Nathan, I’m in here! There’s someone you should meet.”

			Sabine studied Audrey, wondering who this Nathan fellow was, when he stumbled through the door and fell in a heap in front of them.

			Sabine kneeled and offered the boy with black hair a hand. “Here, let me help you. I’m Sabine.”

			Nathan grinned and took her hand and pulled himself up, almost toppling her over. Sabine teetered on the edge of falling before Audrey grabbed the back of her tunic to steady her. Sabine gave Audrey a grateful look.

			“I’m Nathan, a first-year novice. Thanks for the assist! Whatcha two doing in here anyways? Chasing ghosts?” he asked. He pulled his robe up over his head and waved his arms around, imitating what he thought a ghost would look like.

			Sabine exchanged a confused look with Audrey, wondering if this was how Nathan always acted. “I was putting away my horse, Midnight.”

			Nathan gasped and then sprinted over to the stall door and threw his arms around Midnight in a hug. The mare jumped before settling into the unexpected embrace. Sabine stood there with her mouth hanging open. After Audrey’s unfamiliarity with horses, she was not expecting anyone to just run over and hug Midnight.

			The barn door creaked open again, followed by some loud coughing.

			“Uh-oh,” murmured Audrey.

			The coughing continued, and the door opened more. Sabine watched Nathan pull away from Midnight out of the corner of her eye and straighten out his robe before coming to stand next to her and Audrey. Sabine looked down at her clothing and was relieved to see it was still mostly clean even after a full day of travel.

			“Students are not allowed in the stable,” a gloomy female voice announced from the doorway. Sabine couldn’t identify the person yet. Suddenly, a glowing ball of light illuminated the aisleway and revealed a woman of medium height with black hair and dark olive skin wearing a forest-green robe with black trim, identifying her as a master mage in earth magic. The master mage came closer and ordered, “Explain yourselves.”

			Audrey glanced at Sabine before stepping forward. “Master Juniper, Sabine is a new student and just arrived. She was just putting away her horse.”

			Sabine felt like she was shrinking under the scrutinizing gaze of Master Juniper. Afraid to speak for fear of getting in trouble, she stayed silent, trying to hide her trembling hands and hoping Audrey was capable of answering any questions Master Juniper had. Master Juniper gazed at Sabine for a long time before she returned her attention to Audrey.

			“It is time for dinner and the introduction of the new novices at the dining hall. Let’s go,” Master Juniper ordered sternly. Sabine struggled to keep her facial expression neutral and followed Nathan, Audrey, and Master Juniper toward the dining hall.
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			three

			Dessert Party

			Sabine, Audrey, and Nathan entered the dining hall through the big open double doors. Much to Sabine’s relief, Master Juniper disappeared through a different door. Sabine followed Audrey and Nathan through the line to get their food. As they approached one of the tables, there was a girl with black hair who was glaring daggers at Nathan. Sabine continued to watch the black-haired girl, wondering what her problem was, when Nathan sat down and abruptly yanked Sabine into the seat next to him.

			“Who is that?” whispered Sabine, afraid to draw the black-haired girl’s attention to her.

			Nathan looked in the direction she indicated. “Oh, her? She’s my cousin Esther, also a first-year novice. She always gets grumpy when I make new friends before she does. It happens at home, too, if there is someone new in the village.”

			Sabine didn’t know how to reply to Nathan’s explanation, so she decided to try a cautious bite of the food. Her steaming plate had an assortment of colorful vegetables, pasta with red sauce, and a golden-brown biscuit. After hearing the stories from her brothers Borus, Kass, and Jules about the frequency of terrible food at the Trinity Page and Squire School, Sabine was pleasantly surprised that her food tasted really good. Almost as good as the food at home.

			Gradually the noise in the dining hall changed from the clinking of silverware on plates to the hum of voices. A woman of medium build with long silver hair wearing a black robe with green trim on the sleeves walked to the center of the room. Silence descended on the room. Sabine fiddled with her fork, feeling as though she should know this woman but unable to place how or why. As far as she could recall, Jules never mentioned a woman mage; only his advisor, Master Brixx. She pinched her hand, reminding herself to pay attention.

			“Welcome to the new school term at Onaxx Academy. For the first-year novices whom I have not met, I am High Mage Ivy, head of Onaxx Academy. Here at Onaxx, our purpose is to teach you, the next generation of mages, how to control and use your magic to the best of your ability. As students, you will be expected to respect and follow the rules of the school. If any of you have questions about the rules, one of the instructors will be glad to assist.

			“Tonight, we will gather on the west lawn immediately following dinner for desserts and the opportunity to mingle with each other. Classes start after breakfast in the dining hall tomorrow. Now, finish your dinners, and I look forward to meeting you shortly.” High Mage Ivy departed the room. Sabine presumed it was to finish preparations for the dessert gathering.

			Sabine smiled at Nathan. “Have you met High Mage Ivy before?” He seemed to be more relaxed than other obvious first-years, and Sabine was hoping he would tell her why.

			Nathan blinked rapidly at the question before answering, “My grandmother is one of the master mages here, Master Runningwater, so I have met High Mage Ivy a couple of times.”

			Aha. He did have a valid reason for being more comfortable in this environment. Sabine glanced around the table, trying not to stare at anyone. When she got to Esther, the hostility on the girl’s face was a surprise. Sabine opened her mouth to ask Nathan about his cousin again when everyone started getting up to return their trays and attend the dessert party. Sighing, she decided to remember the question for later. Sabine untangled her legs from the bench and picked up her tray. As she took the first step toward the tray station, a hand grabbed her elbow. Surprised, she jumped and almost dropped her tray.

			“You better watch it, outsider,” Esther hissed at her before disappearing into the crowd. Sabine’s mouth opened in shock. Her face heated up and sweat trickled down her back, and she momentarily forgot what she had been doing.

			“Are you going to put away your tray or just block the line?” asked a boy behind her. Turning even redder, Sabine slid her tray onto the stack and rushed outside, looking for Audrey.

			Sabine struggled to find her new friends in the large crowd of students and teachers on the west lawn. After bumping into several people, she was surprised to see Master Brixx.

			“Good evening,” he said with a smile. “There is someone I’d like you to meet.”

			Guiding Sabine gently by the elbow, he led her over to a woman with short, spiked purple hair, dark—almost black—skin, and golden eyes.

			“Mage Rasha, I want you to meet Sabine. Sabine, Rasha is your advisor. She is a journeyman mage.”

			Mage Rasha winked, and Sabine stood there watching as her advisor’s hair slowly changed color to red, like her own hair, and grew out to shoulder length.

			Mouth open in awe, Sabine hurriedly shut it, not wanting to be rude. “Nice to meet you, Mage Rasha,” she said with a curtsy.

			“None of that formal business with me, my dear. Just call me Rasha,” her advisor said with a warm smile.

			Sabine nodded, not sure what else to say, before glancing around for her friends again. Although she was used to spending a lot of time around the adult members of her family, she was rarely in the company of non-family adults, and it was making her uncomfortable.

			Sabine curtsied. “I see some of my friends,” she murmured before disappearing in the crowd. Weaving her way through people and getting jostled several times, she finally noticed a cold gray stone bench and determined it would be safer than the crowd. There were small groups of people breaking off, laughing and chatting, all seeming to enjoy themselves. Sabine realized by leaving the company of Mage Rasha and Master Brixx, she was alone.

			Maybe she made the wrong choice coming to Onaxx Academy. Lost in her thoughts and missing her family, Sabine didn’t notice when her skin began rippling with fur. She heard a gasp that was quickly muffled, and her eyes popped open. She saw Audrey staring at her wide-eyed.

			“What?”

			Audrey shook her head unable to form the words but merely pointed to Sabine’s arm. Sabine looked down at her arm and noticed the patches of short brown fur that were appearing and disappearing down its entire length. Hugging her arms tight to herself, Sabine squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself to concentrate as her father had taught her.

			“It’s gone,” whispered Audrey in a shaky voice.

			Sabine gazed at the girl she hoped would be her friend, wondering if Audrey was going to hate her now that she knew what kind of magic Sabine had.

			Offering Sabine a weak smile, Audrey sat down next to her. “Can you … can you control that? I’ve never seen anyone shapeshift before. I know Mage Rasha can, but it’s different knowing something and seeing it in the flesh.”

			Sabine raised her eyebrows at Audrey’s unexpected question. “Sometimes … I can usually make it go away if I lose control. I haven’t learned how to change my arm when I want though.”

			Audrey glanced around as though looking for someone or something before she returned her attention to Sabine. She held her hand out palm up and scrunched up her face in concentration. A tiny ball of water hovered in her hand.

			“I’m a water mage.”

			Relaxing now that she realized Audrey wasn’t going to run away screaming in terror because she was a shapeshifter, Sabine felt her face softening as tension left her body.

			“Cool,” she murmured before yawning. Covering her mouth with her hand, she remembered the other question she had for Audrey. “How do you know Nathan?”

			Audrey shrugged. “We met last year when he was visiting Master Runningwater, and I ended up having to go to the healer’s station for a burn on my hand.”

			“Healer’s station?” Sabine asked, not understanding the connection.

			“Oh, I guess you have only been here for a few hours … Master Runningwater is the primary healer here at Onaxx,” Audrey explained. Sabine’s mouth opened in an O as she finally understood.

			In the crowd of people around the dessert tables, High Mage Ivy raised her arms for silence before speaking again. “Thank you for coming tonight, now off to bed for all of you. Tomorrow will be a long day.”

			Sabine and Audrey yawned at the same time. Sabine giggled. “I guess we should go to our rooms. Hmmm … I am not sure I know where mine is. Number 205.”

			Audrey stood and stretched before she offered Sabine a hand. Sabine took the offered hand and covered her mouth with her other hand, stifling another yawn.

			“I’m sure together we can find it,” Audrey said. “Your schedule will also be on the desk in your room. But can we go snag a piece of chocolate first?”

			Sabine smiled and Audrey led the way first toward the dessert table and then the girls’ dormitories.
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			four

			New Friends

			The next morning, Sabine pulled on a pair of plain brown pants from her drawer and a tan shirt. She ran a brush through her hair, grimacing as she hit a tangle. Sabine worked at the tangles until they were smooth again. Last, she put on her undyed cotton mage’s robe, which she and the other novice mages wore until they tested to move up to journeyman-level mages. Once a student successfully passed the journeyman test, they were given a robe with a color designating the type of magic they had. Since shapeshifters didn’t have elemental magic, though, they wore white robes.

			Sabine slowly opened the door to the hallway her room was on and was surprised at how much it bustled with first- and second-year novices. At the cross point where the four girls’ dormitory hallways met were stairs going up to the third floor and the boys’ dormitory and down to the first floor where the dining hall and several of the classrooms were. Still groggy, she walked quietly down the hallway, watching as several of the second-year girls waved and called to each other. She ended up following a tall girl with shoulder-length brown hair down the stairs. At the bottom of the steps, Sabine bumped into the girl.

			“Sorry!” she said.

			The brown-haired girl turned around, and Sabine realized it was her friend she met yesterday, Audrey.

			Audrey smiled warmly. “Don’t worry about it. Are you not a morning person?”

			Sabine shrugged and continued following her friend down the stairs toward the dining hall. “I am if I get to go riding.”

			Audrey laughed. “Ah, a selective morning person. Although if you did travel all day yesterday as you said, then you do have a great excuse for still being tired. I know we ran out of time yesterday, but after classes today, I can show you around more.”

			Sabine nodded, thankful. The smell of sausage and hot biscuits wafted toward them as they walked into the dining hall. Her mouth watering, Sabine took one of the prepared trays of food and followed Audrey to the same table they were at last night. Sabine sighed in relief when she saw that Esther was not at their table that morning but was across the dining hall.

			Nathan plopped himself into a seat across from Sabine and Audrey. “Are you ready to get this show on the road?”

			Sabine wrinkled her nose. “Show on the road?” She took a bite of the steaming sausage on her plate, chewing slowly, savoring the perfectly spiced meat while waiting for Nathan to explain.

			Nathan smirked. “My grandmother says that when she’s trying to wrangle all of the grandkids.”

			Sabine nodded, wondering how many cousins Nathan had and if his whole family was full of mages. The Wolfensberger family had produced very few mages but many knights over the years, she thought, recalling some of her family history.

			Before she could ask Nathan if his family was full of mages, High Mage Ivy approached the front of the dining hall and began speaking. “First-year novices, you will start today with meditation. Please follow Master Brixx to your assigned classroom.”

			Sabine was surprised at how short the announcement was but quickly spotted Master Brixx in a bright blue robe with black braiding, which indicated he was a master-level water mage. He walked to the head of the room, pausing to allow the first-years to identify him, and then over to the door to wait.

			Breakfast finished, Sabine said goodbye to Audrey and followed Nathan over to where Master Brixx was waiting. Master Brixx winked at her, and Sabine resisted the urge to hug him. She reminded herself that if she wanted to maintain the anonymity of her family, a hug would most certainly declare that she had close ties to Master Brixx. When all of the first-year novices had assembled, they followed Master Brixx out of the dining hall and toward the classroom.
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			five

			Meditation

			Master Brixx led the first-year novices into the meditation classroom. Cushions were scattered around the floor and students milled around waiting for instructions. There was a big window that opened onto a courtyard with a pond. Sabine imagined that if it were open, she would hear the sound of the water.

			Master Brixx selected the largest cushion and sat down. “Please find a cushion of your liking and sit in a circle. Make sure you are not too close to each other.”

			Sabine surveyed the pile of cushions, uncertain if she could be comfortable sitting on one. Hesitantly, Sabine chose a shiny purple cushion with silver trim. She selected a seat between two novices she hadn’t met yet. On the opposite side of the circle from her, Nathan and Esther were sitting next to each other.

			When everyone was seated, Master Brixx spoke again. “Meditation should not be a new skill to any of you. It is one of the most important tools you have as a mage. I want you to close your eyes and take a deep breath.”

			Sabine watched as the whole class shut their eyes and took deep breaths. Not wanting to get in trouble for ignoring the instructions, she hastily closed her eyes.

			“Deep breath again,” he repeated. “Now I will count to ten and I want you to sink into your magic and become aware of how it feels. One … two … three …”

			Sabine took a deep breath, trying to focus on her magic, but her mind kept drifting to what her other classes might be like. A few minutes later, distracted by something stuck in her stocking making it itch and still struggling with being able to focus enough to meditate, Sabine gave up and opened her eyes and glanced to her left and right. She saw Nathan crack open an eyelid and smirk at her. She held a finger to her mouth, hoping he would stay silent and not get them both in trouble. Eventually, Nathan shut his eyes, and Sabine watched her friend’s breathing change.

			Sighing deeply, Sabine wiggled her fingers in her stocking to get the small piece of paper out. Paper removed, she decided to give mediation another try and closed her eyes. Sabine allowed her mind to drop into the core of her magic, marveling at how much easier that was when she was putting an effort into meditating and not just pretending. Sabine realized in that moment that if she wanted to become a good shapeshifter, she must dedicate herself to her studies.

			In the distance, a bell tolled. A hand was gently shaking Sabine’s shoulder. Groaning, Sabine slowly pulled herself out of her core. Blinking, she was surprised to see other students standing up and collecting their bags. Nathan hovered over her, his hand still on her shoulder.

			“Class is over,” announced Master Brixx. “Good job, everyone. I will see you tomorrow after breakfast!” Master Brixx stood, shook out his robe, and departed before Sabine had completely come back to herself.

			Sabine tilted her head to the side, uncertain what to make of Master Brixx’s departure. “Is that normal for Master Brixx to leave so quickly?”

			Nathan shrugged. “I have no idea, but I’m sure you know … mages can be odd at times.”

			Sabine nudged him with her shoulder. “Does that mean you think I’m odd too?” she asked in mock outrage.

			Nathan laughed and shook his head. “Never! I was referring to our instructors.”

			Sabine sighed in relief. “OK, good, otherwise I might have to let Midnight bite you.”

			Nathan laughed again. “I thought you said she doesn’t bite.”

			“Many things bite if provoked,” Sabine said. Without meaning to she glanced at Esther, who was walking with two friends several paces ahead of them.

			Nathan patted her on the hand. “I will remember to stay on your good side, Sabine, so that I won’t get bitten.”

			Sabine shuddered as she realized how close that comment hit to home. One day, she would be able to shapeshift and bite someone should they provoke her.

			“Where to next? I can’t remember if we have Master Juniper or Master Violet next,” Nathan asked, snapping Sabine out of her thoughts.

			Sabine pulled out a piece of paper with their schedule and ran her finger down it until she got to the right location. “Looks like Magical Theory is next. Do you know what that is?”

			Nathan groaned. “Yes. From what I’ve been told, they teach you the laws of magic and some history, but you’re not allowed to use your magic in class. Fortunately, this class is only part of the schedule for our first year.”
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			six

			Ball of Magic

			The first class of the day where they were allowed to use magic was Introduction to Magic with Master Juniper, the mage who found Sabine, Audrey, and Nathan in the stable. Sabine entered the classroom apprehensive at meeting Master Juniper again. So far, she had not had any issues with shapeshifting magic being so much different from elemental magic. She hoped that trend would continue for the remainder of the day.

			Sabine slid into her seat and waited while the other students finished getting settled. Master Juniper walked to the front of the room, robe swishing, her staff lightly tapping the floor at each step. “First, we will go around the room and you will introduce yourselves. Since we will be learning how to do very basic magic in here, as part of your introduction you must also state what type of magic you have.”

			Because of her seat at the back of the room, Sabine was one of the last students to introduce themselves.

			“My name is Sabine, and I am a shapeshifter.”

			As soon as the word shapeshifter escaped her lips, the room erupted in whispers. Sabine turned beet red and wished she could disappear.

			“Silence!” shouted Master Juniper. “We will finish the introductions and then begin our lesson.”

			Face flaming, Sabine shuddered in her seat, desperately wanting the class to be over, even though they still had an hour to go. Finally, introductions completed, and the lesson began.

			“Today we will do several rounds of demonstrations. The first one, everyone will be required to do anything that demonstrates what your magic is. The second round, you will be required to make a ball of magic.” Starting at the front of the room, the students performed the required demonstration of their magic. Then it was Sabine’s turn. She held out her right hand and concentrated hard, imagining fur on her hand. The skin rippled slightly, and a few long hairs appeared, then disappeared. Much to Sabine’s relief, Master Juniper motioned for the next student to continue without commenting on the quality of Sabine’s demonstration.

			When everyone had had a turn, round two began. This time Sabine was worried but hopeful that Master Juniper would make an exception for her since shapeshifters cannot create a new object, only modify their own bodies.

			Master Juniper pointed at Sabine from the front of the class with her staff. “Sabine, please show us how you create a ball of magic,” she ordered.

			Sabine cringed and held out her hand, concentrating on making a ball of magic. Nothing happened.

			“Try again,” Master Juniper ordered.

			Sabine squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them. Sweat trickled down her back as each time she tried to create something impossible, she failed. The other students giggled and whispered while Master Juniper’s attention was solely on Sabine. Her hand was still empty. She looked at Master Juniper uncertainly. It felt like hours had passed while Sabine attempted the impossible task assigned her.

			“Sabine, why are you not following my instructions?” Master Juniper demanded.

			Sabine took a deep breath. “I am following your instructions,” she said, “but I do not have elemental magic, so I cannot create what you are asking.”

			Master Juniper stared at Sabine in shock. “All mages can create a ball of magic.”

			Nathan cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Master Juniper.”

			Master Juniper whirled to face him. “What?” she said pointedly.

			“Shapeshifting is not the same as elemental magic. A shapeshifter can only modify themselves,” Nathan replied quietly.

			Master Juniper opened her mouth and then shut it again, jaw working. “I know how shapeshifting works,” she hissed, causing Nathan to audibly gasp as their instructor admitted she was forcing Sabine to perform a task she wouldn’t ever be capable of. “Unfortunately, in my class if you cannot create a ball of magic, then you fail today’s assignment. When I was a novice mage in Wanonia, it was understood that the only real magic is elemental magic. Now class, please proceed with the assignment.”

			Sabine’s shoulders drooped. She could hear her classmates snickering. She sniffed and wiped at her nose as sadness washed over her. Her desire to be accepted at the school for who she was was being smashed before her eyes by a teacher. One of the people who she thought would at least be respectful toward her. Her father had warned her about how people react when you have a rare magic … magic they don’t understand. But to have a teacher be this mean … Sabine didn’t know how to react or think.

			Sabine ran her hand over her face. Trying to return her focus back on her instructor, who was speaking again. “Class, each of you will now create your own ball of magic. Once you have created your ball, you will walk up here to my desk and show me, and then you can be dismissed,” Master Juniper announced. Slowly each student filed up to Master Juniper, hand palm up, with a ball of magic hovering over it. When it was Esther’s turn, she glanced over her shoulder with a satisfied smirk as she produced her ball of fire for Master Juniper.

			Nathan stood and looked apologetically at Sabine. “Sorry,” he whispered and walked up to Master Juniper to complete the assignment.

			Sabine allowed her thoughts to drift after deciding she would go up last, knowing that there was no point in rushing to the front to do an assignment she wasn’t able to do. The staff came whizzing by her face and slapped her desk. Sabine jumped.

			Master Juniper glared at Sabine. “Since you cannot do something as simple as creating a ball of magic, you will write me a two-page essay and turn it in tomorrow. The essay will explain why it is critical for novice mages to learn the basics of creating a ball of magic before they learn more complex spells.”

			Sabine nodded in understanding, eyes lowered. She collected her papers and put them in her bag. As soon as Master Juniper moved out of the way, Sabine bolted for the door.
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			seven

			How to Use Fire

			Sabine stepped into the hallway and peered first right and then left. She remembered seeing the pond in the courtyard during meditation class and thought she knew how to find it. Running through the deserted hallways, she finally reached the courtyard with the pond. As she checked to make sure there were no other first-years to witness her breakdown, she realized that her control had slipped again. The skin on her hands rippled, changing between fur and skin and back again. Shakily, Sabine walked over to the pond and sat on the dark stone lining the edge. As the stone’s coolness seeped into her legs, she found herself relaxing. Taking a deep breath, Sabine closed her eyes and counted backward, trying to remember how it felt this morning to meditate. Her arms went limp at her sides, and her breathing became steady and regular.

			Suddenly, the bell tolled. Jarred out of meditation, Sabine peered around her at the still-empty courtyard. Then, grabbing her bag, she headed to her next class, Properties of Magic. She continued to take deep breaths and channel the feeling of relaxation on her way to class, hopeful that this instructor would not have the same prejudices against shapeshifting as Master Juniper.

			When she reached the door, she realized that her attempt to keep herself relaxed on the way there also resulted in her being late. Not the ideal first impression. Peering through the door, she noticed that this classroom opened onto one of the garden courtyards, giving it a much lighter feel. Trying to keep her frustration at herself at bay, Sabine slipped through the back door of the classroom, hoping her tardiness would go unnoticed. Someone cleared their throat, and Sabine realized it was her instructor, a short, round man in a red robe. She turned bright red as she slid into the nearest desk.

			“As I was saying … my name is Master Eiran. In this class, you will learn about properties that are important to each type of magic. Our focus will be less on teaching you how to make things with your magic and more on ensuring you gain firsthand knowledge of various tasks that can be accomplished with each type of elemental magic. I am not saying that we will not be using magic in my class; as you will soon find out, there will be many demonstrations. In this class we will cover four major elements as units—air, water, fire, and earth. As the year progresses and you become proficient in the tasks assigned in Master Juniper’s class, then I will begin to allow you to participate in the demonstrations. Until that time comes either I or guest instructors will conduct the demonstrations. Please turn to page five of the book on your desk and we will begin.

			“Since I am a fire mage, we will begin this class with the unit on fire. Can any of you tell me how fire can be used?” Master Eiran asked.

			None of the students raised their hands, but Sabine knew the answer and debated whether or not she should respond. She decided that since this class was not about her actual ability to reproduce what they were discussing, it should be safe enough to answer the question. She also wanted to prove to him that despite her tardiness, she was not a slacker. Sabine slowly raised her hand.

			“Ah, a volunteer,” said Master Eiran. “Please tell us your name, and then how you can use fire.”

			Sabine gave Master Eiran a hesitant smile before speaking. “My name is Sabine. Fire magic can be used to create light and warmth.”

			Master Eiran smiled and clapped his hands together in delight, surprising Sabine with his reaction. “You are correct. Does anyone else know of another use of fire?” He glanced around the classroom at the still-silent students and shrugged. “Very well. It is the first day. Tomorrow I will expect more participation. To answer my own question, fire can also be used to burn things. Burning undergrowth in a forest will allow for existing trees to grow larger. You could also burn down a barrier that is barring a path.” Master Eiran looked around the classroom again. His gaze fell on Nathan. “You there, state your name and please read page five out loud.”

			Sabine listened, fascinated, as Nathan read page five: a text about how a fire mage can use fire to create light and warmth, including a list of types of objects one would use as a light or heat source. Because her brother had weather magic and her father had plant magic, she had not previously been exposed to a fire mage. Her knowledge of what they could and couldn’t do was very limited.

			Master Eiran clapped his hands together. “That went by fast. Class, please make sure you always bring your books with you. Your assignment for this week is a two-page essay on ways fire can be used in day-to-day matters. I need this turned in by the end of the week. Dismissed.”

			Sabine stood up and started to follow Nathan out when Master Eiran called her name.

			“Sabine, a word, please.”

			A tremor of fear ran down her spine as she turned and walked back up to the front of the room where her instructor was waiting.

			Sabine spoke quickly, assuming he wanted to discuss her tardiness. “Master Eiran, I’m sorry I was late, I …”

			He held up his hand and shook his head. “As long as you don’t make being late a habit, I’m not worried about that. You are Julien Wolfensberger’s sister, right?”

			Sabine’s eyes widened, surprised that he knew her brother.

			“Yes, I am,” she replied uncertainly. She heard a rustling of fabric and took her focus off of Master Eiran to see what was behind him. She caught a glimpse of the edge of a robe and could hear running feet. Uh-oh, she thought, hoping it was only Nathan who had hung back waiting for her and not someone else.

			Master Eiran coughed, drawing Sabine’s attention back to him. “While I was not one of Julien’s instructors, I was one of the examiners at his journeyman mage test. I just wanted to tell you that I am honored to have a Wolfensberger in my classroom. If you ever need anything, whether it’s help with an assignment from another class or social matters, I am at your service.” He said the last with a flourishing bow.

			A giggle escaped Sabine’s lips. She was not expecting any of her teachers to be so kind.

			“Thank you, Master Eiran,” she said with a genuine smile.

			“Sabine?” she heard Nathan’s voice calling her from the hallway.

			“You may go,” Master Eiran said and stepped away from Sabine toward his desk and a massive stack of paperwork.

			Grinning to herself, Sabine excitedly headed into the hallway to Nathan.
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			eight

			East or West?

			“Sheesh, what took you so long? I thought I was going to wither away into nothing while waiting,” Nathan said with a smirk.

			Sabine shook her head and lightly thumped Nathan on the arm. “It was only a few minutes. I don’t think it’s possible to wither and die in that short time. Besides, I didn’t ask you to wait for me.”

			Nathan blushed. “I know I upset you in Master Juniper’s class. I wanted to make it up to you,” he said. “Come on, follow me.”

			“Where are we going?” she asked as he tugged on her hand and half walked, half ran down the hallways.

			They zigzagged so much Sabine lost track of where they were and felt as though she’d never find her way back without help. Finally, Nathan’s pace slowed, and they went through a big arch and outside onto a grass lawn.

			“Isn’t this where the dessert party was last night?” Sabine asked.

			Nathan shook his head. “Nope, this is not the same lawn. Actually, we are on the opposite side of the school. However, they are identical.”

			“How am I supposed to know which one to go to, then, if I want to return here?” Sabine asked, gazing around, trying to find an identifying feature that would distinguish the two lawns.

			Nathan smiled at her. “Well, one is west and the other is east, so as long as you have a compass … you should be able to figure it out.”

			Hands on hips, Sabine stuck her tongue out at Nathan. “A compass? Is that something all novices walk around with?”

			Nathan rummaged in his schoolbag and pulled out a small box on a chain. He handed it to Sabine. Sabine took it and opened the box. The inside revealed a compass. Shaking her head, she handed it back to him, then returned her attention to gazing at the school’s perimeter wall.

			The stone wall was ten feet high with metal spikes on the top to deter unwanted visitors. Sabine contemplated the wall, wondering if anyone had ever tried climbing it from the inside. She opened her mouth to ask Nathan the question and then decided it would be better to not be so direct.

			“Is there anywhere we’re not allowed to go? Can we leave if we get free time?” Sabine asked, still gazing at the wall.

			Nathan walked over to a bench at the edge of the lawn and lay down on it, hands folded behind his head. “Yes, there is another building that is the residence for master-level mages. It also has their workshops. We are only allowed to go there if we have an invitation. As for if we can leave … I don’t think it’s strictly prohibited, but I’m not sure why you would want to leave. Everything we need for the next eight years is in here.”

			Sabine dropped her bag and sat down in front of the bench. A pang of homesickness washed over her as she considered the possibility of not leaving Onaxx Academy for an entire eight years. Could she survive without seeing her family for that long? A momentary wave of terror washed over her before she could regain control. She took a deep breath and started counting backward, clamping down hard on her emotions, hoping her magic would not betray her this time.

			“Can we have visitors?”

			At her worried tone, Nathan rolled over and propped himself up on his elbow. “Of course we can have visitors. This isn’t a prison. I was just saying that there isn’t much for us as novices out in Ironhaven.”

			Sabine exhaled in relief. Nathan gave her a quizzical look.

			“You really thought I meant that they lock us away for eight years? Did no one tell you anything about the school rules when you decided to attend?”

			Sabine looked away as heat flooded her face in embarrassment as she realized she still had no idea what the school rules were.

			“There you are!” called Audrey breathlessly from across the lawn. “I’ve been looking all over for you, Sabine.”

			Sabine jumped up and rushed toward Audrey, grateful for the distraction. “Did you go east first or west?”

			Audrey rolled her eyes. “I went west, so of course you are on the east lawn … I had to walk around the whole darned school. I wanted to make sure you had a great first day. I know it can be rough getting settled in, meeting new people and teachers. It seems like Nathan has you covered.”

			Sabine glanced back toward Nathan, who had returned to napping on the bench. “I’m glad to have such good friends. I have no idea how long we’ve been out here though.” At that precise moment, Sabine’s stomach rumbled loudly.

			Audrey giggled. “It’s almost dinnertime. If we hurry, we can probably drop our bags off in our rooms.”

			“Sounds like a good plan.” Sabine walked back over to Nathan and gently shook his arm. He opened his eyes, peering sleepily at her. “Audrey and I are dropping our bags off in our rooms before dinner. See you later?”

			Nathan nodded in agreement before his eyes closed and he began to snore. Sabine shook her head ruefully, then followed Audrey back into the building.

			They started off in companionable silence before Audrey spoke. “How was your day, for real?”

			Sabine grimaced as memories from Master Juniper humiliating her came to mind. “Mixed. Master Eiran and Master Brixx were nice,” she offered before becoming silent again, not sure if she should tell Audrey about her bad class.

			Audrey removed the choice by broaching the dreaded subject. “How was Introduction to Magic with Master Juniper?”

			Sabine made a face.

			“That good, huh? Usually Master Juniper is strict, but as long as you follow directions, it isn’t a problem.”

			A low growl sounded in her throat before Sabine could stop herself. Hoping Audrey didn’t notice, Sabine focused on answering the question. “You know I am a shapeshifter …” She tried to gauge Audrey’s reaction before continuing. “Shapeshifters can’t create objects.”

			Audrey gasped. Sabine glanced at her sideways before continuing to speak. “It is difficult to follow directions when you’re being asked to do something that isn’t possible. I can’t make a ball of magic, and I won’t ever be able to.” Sabine continued to divide her attention between ensuring she didn’t walk into anything and watching her friend’s face.

			“I can’t …” Audrey started, but struggled to get the words to come out. “I can’t believe one of our instructors would be that mean. To demand that you perform a task not within the scope of your magical ability.”

			Sabine shuddered involuntarily. “I have to write an essay about it tonight too.”

			Audrey stopped walking and Sabine bumped into her, then noticed that they were standing in front of her room. She was surprised; she was so engrossed in their conversation, she’d lost track of where they were.

			“Maybe after dinner we can work on our assignments together?” Audrey asked.

			Sabine nodded as she placed her hand on her doorknob and opened it. “Yes, I’d like that.”

			“See you in a bit,” Audrey said and wandered down the hallway toward her room. Sabine watched as Audrey greeted various girls in the hallway, wondering what it would be like to be friends with that many people at one time.
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			nine

			Family Ties

			After dinner, Sabine and Audrey went to the library to work on their assignments from earlier that day. The table they sat at had several stacks of books. Some of the books were new, while others were very old and dusty. Other than the librarian, the library was completely empty.

			Sabine wrote one last sentence on the piece of paper in front of her before setting down her quill and stretching. She gazed over at Audrey’s paper, admiring how tidy her writing was, before glancing at her own smudged page.

			“There, done with the first one!” said Audrey with a pleased smile. “Come on, let’s walk around for a few minutes before we start another.”

			Sabine nodded in agreement; moving around some would be a welcome change from the uncomfortable library chair.

			Together, the girls strolled around the library. Sabine could sense Audrey wanted to talk about something, but her friend wouldn’t speak.

			“Do you want to ask me something?” she asked in what she hoped was an encouraging tone.

			Audrey hesitated as though still debating. “I overhead Esther in the hallway, and she said something along the lines of she knows your secret … that you are a Wolfensberger?”

			Sabine stumbled to a halt. Recalling earlier that day when she had her conversation with Master Eiran and thought she’d seen someone listening at the door. Except Nathan had appeared, and she’d forgotten all about it. “I guess it’s not much of a secret anymore if Esther knows.”

			Audrey, still confused, turned and faced Sabine directly. “Why did you want to keep your family a secret?”

			Sabine sighed. She had been hoping to avoid having this conversation with anyone. “I thought it would be better if people didn’t know, because then people would form an opinion of me for who I am instead of what they know about my family.”

			Audrey smiled warmly at Sabine. “Knowing you are a Wolfensberger doesn’t change the fact that I am still your friend. It does, however, explain why you have a horse. I don’t think Nathan is going to change his opinion of you knowing who your family is either.”

			Sabine gave Audrey a slight smile. “I suppose we should get back to our assignments before it gets too late.”

			Audrey nodded and together they walked back toward the table where their assignments were waiting.
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			ten

			Sharing Secrets

			Now that Sabine had survived the first day of school, she felt more prepared for day two. Shoulders back, head held high, Sabine walked confidently down the dormitory hallway toward the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she recognized Nathan’s angry voice coming from just through the doorway. She paused, curious about the conversation.

			“You don’t make any sense, Esther,” Nathan said angrily with a quiver in his voice. Sabine strained to catch Esther’s response.

			“You chose her, a shapeshifter, over me!” hissed Esther. Sabine took a step backward in surprise. They were arguing about her, but why?

			As she mulled over this discovery, Nathan replied, “I can be friends with whomever I want—you don’t control me. If you can’t at least be civil to Sabine, then you will lose me as your friend as well,” Nathan almost shouted before there was a loud bang as something slammed against the wall.

			Sabine heard feet pounding down the hallway. Taking a deep breath to settle her nerves at this new revelation, she tiptoed back up a few of the stairs, before loudly stomping down them to announce her presence. Sabine stepped through the arch into the hallway, which to her surprise was empty, except for a confused Master Gustav.

			“Good morning, Novice Sabine,” Master Gustav said cheerily.

			Sabine gave him a wobbly curtsy and a smile. “Are you searching for something?” she asked, trying to hide that she was eavesdropping in the stairway.

			Master Gustav shook his head. “I thought I heard someone hit the wall, but there’s no one here. I must be imagining things. If you haven’t eaten yet, I can walk you into the dining hall.”

			Sabine nodded, not sure how to politely decline the kind guard without hurting his feelings. Once inside the dining hall, he waved to her and walked over to the table where High Mage Ivy was. Sabine observed his actions for a few moments more before the tantalizing smell of breakfast succeeded in claiming her attention.

			Sabine selected a tray and then peered around the room for Nathan or Audrey. She saw Nathan sitting at a table by himself and decided to see what was up with him.

			“Are you OK?” she asked gently as she set down her tray and slid into the seat opposite Nathan.

			He looked up at her, spoon full of porridge just touching his lips. He put the spoon down and sighed. “Esther and I got into an argument. Sometimes I wonder what I see in her. Growing up we were close, but in the past year or so she has changed.”

			Sabine took a deep breath as Nathan described something akin to what it had been like with all her brothers gone, pursuing knighthood. Of course, she didn’t argue with them on the rare occasions she saw them, but she knew they were changing as they saw more of the world and the realities of a country at war. Shaking herself, Sabine offered Nathan a sad smile. “Change isn’t always bad, but it is inevitable. Growing up, I was really close to my brothers, but none of them have lived at home for the past three years.”

			Nathan perked up at Sabine’s confession to having brothers. “What are your brothers doing that keeps them from being at home?”

			Sabine considered deflecting the question, but she liked Nathan and valued his friendship too much to not at least give him a small tidbit of information. “They are all pursuing knighthood,” she said, afraid if she gave him details—like how far they were in their training—that he would guess what family she belongs to.

			Audrey sat down next to Nathan, causing him to jump. Once she settled into her seat, she whispered quietly to Nathan, “Did you know Sabine is a Wolfensberger?”

			Nathan’s mouth dropped wide open, and his eyes were huge. Sabine’s shoulders slumped forward in uncertainty as she waited for Nathan to gather the courage to say something. With her grandfather’s lengthy history as a general and as a sword master, followed by her brothers’ close ties to the royal family, she was afraid people would think she was a snob, even though their family was only minor nobility and she had only been to Burmstone Palace once in her life. Many of the mages at the school were not from noble families; as long as a student was tested and had magical talent, they would be accepted to Onaxx Academy, no matter their background.

			“Did you know that Julien Wolfensberger is the youngest mage to ever test and succeed at obtaining journeyman mage status? He is a legend!” Nathan spoke in an awe-filled voice.

			Sabine rolled her eyes. “That is the question you want to ask me?” Shaking her head, Sabine wondered why she was concerned about what Nathan thought of her family. Clearly, he thought it was cool to have such a famous brother.

			Nathan was about to say something else when the bell rang, indicating they had five minutes to get to their first class. “Let’s chat about this later. I have so many questions!”

			Sabine shrugged and stood up to get in the tray return line.

		


		[image: 11]


		
			eleven

			Class Demonstrations

			Breezing through another easy meditation class with Master Brixx, Sabine began to get nervous about her next class with Master Juniper. Trying to hide her shaking hands, Sabine walked into the classroom and set her two-page essay on Master Juniper’s desk before finding a seat. Luckily there was a desk in the back still open; unfortunately it was in front of Esther. Sabine kept her eyes down as she slid into the desk, trying to not draw Esther’s attention. She pulled out her notebook, quill, and ink, and reviewed the topics from last night’s assignment, when a student passed by extremely close to her chair, brushing her back with their robe. Sabine shivered and was startled by a wet feeling on her back. Eyes opened wide in surprise, she slid her hand over her shoulder and cautiously touched her back. Bringing her fingers around, she realized they were covered in black ink. Someone spilled ink on me! Sabine glanced around, but all of the students were in their seats, and none had a missing ink pot that she could see.

			Master Juniper walked to the front of the room, ready to begin the lesson. Reluctantly, Sabine raised her hand and waited, hoping to be excused so she could clean up the ink that was trickling down her back and spreading uncomfortably across her robe. Moment by moment ticked by. The whole class seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for Master Juniper to do something.

			Finally, Master Juniper’s gaze fell on Sabine. “Yes, Sabine?” she asked.

			“Master Juniper, may I be excused to get a new set of robes? Someone spilled—”

			“No,” Master Juniper replied firmly.

			“But …” Sabine stammered in protest. Not wanting to believe that any of the instructors at their school would be so mean that they would force a student to wear a robe covered in ink.

			“My answer is no. Are you bleeding or in pain?” Master Juniper asked in annoyance. Sabine had no choice but to shake her head no. “Then there is no reason for you to miss class to change. You shall, however, be the first student to demonstrate how you create a ball of magic.”

			Sabine was taken aback and gasped at the order, causing Master Juniper to narrow her eyes even further. Yesterday, they had determined Sabine was not able to make a ball of magic, but now Master Juniper was putting her on the spot again. Not sure what else to do, Sabine folded her hands on top of her desk and politely said, “I can’t create a ball of magic, ma’am.”

			Master Juniper gave Sabine one last glare before gazing around the room for another student. Her eyes settled on Nathan in the first row. “Nathan, please stand and demonstrate how to make a ball of magic.” Nathan stood and gave Sabine an apologetic glance before creating a ball of magic in his hand.

			Master Juniper smiled at Nathan. “Very good,” Master Juniper said, pacing before the class while Nathan took his seat. “As you all know, meditation and being able to create a ball of magic are basic but critical lessons for all mages. Once you have mastered both, the possibilities of what you can accomplish are limited only by your individual strength and mind. We will now go around the room and each of you will have a chance to create a ball of magic. It doesn’t matter how big it is, only that you can create one and make it disappear too. Let’s begin.”

			Sabine felt miserable. She could feel the ink spreading along her back. The robe was likely ruined from not cleaning the ink off immediately. Each time Master Juniper came to Sabine to create a ball of magic, she would hit her desk with the staff until Sabine stood up and said that she could not create one. By the end of class, Sabine was almost in tears and wished she could disappear. As the students filed out, Sabine tried to sneak past Master Juniper without being noticed to avoid another sure-to-be-terrible direct confrontation.

			But a hand snaked out and grabbed her forearm. “Not so fast,” Master Juniper hissed. “You will write another two-page essay for me. This time on how creating even a simple ball of magic can save your life.”

			Sabine pulled her arm away. “Yes, ma’am,” she replied quietly before bowing and walking out. When she got to the hallway, she leaned against the wall to steady herself and a tear trickled down her cheek. Unsure how to handle an instructor who so obviously hated her and shapeshifting, Sabine knew she needed to ask for help. She just needed to decide who would be the most helpful.
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			twelve

			Asking for Advice

			Snapping her fingers, Sabine decided to ask her shapeshifting instructor and advisor, Mage Rasha, for help. She had a short break in her schedule before she was due to report to Mage Rasha anyhow. If Mage Rasha couldn’t help her, then she should be able to at least provide a better suggestion. Sabine found the door to Mage Rasha’s classroom, where she held her morning workshop, open. She knocked hesitantly.

			“Come in, Sabine,” Mage Rasha called in a musical voice. Sabine’s advisor was sitting in an overly stuffed orange chair. Rasha’s hair was long and dark green, and her hands had metallic blue scales on them. Her fingernails were like black claws and Sabine gazed at her in awe. Her advisor’s appearance distracted her from her original task.

			“Are you OK?” Rasha asked, clearly concerned.

			Sabine’s face fell and her lips quivered. She covered her face with her hands, mumbling, “I’m fine,” as tears trickled down her cheeks. Sabine attempted but failed to take a deep breath to help herself relax. The events of the day were too overwhelming for her to bear.

			“What happened?” Rasha asked, putting her arms around Sabine. “Did you just come from Introduction to Magic?”

			Sabine nodded into Rasha’s arms.

			“With Master Juniper?”

			Sabine nodded again.

			“I see.” Rasha pulled her arms away, her robe covered in black ink too. “Why are you covered in ink?”

			Sabine sniffled, starting to feel somewhat better now that she was with someone she knew was on her side. “I was told I am not allowed to change unless I’m in pain or bleeding.”

			Rasha shook her head. “That is nonsense. Your robe is soaked. Here …” Rasha pushed the door to the workshop shut before gently tugging Sabine’s bag off her shoulder, followed by the ruined robe. She dropped it to the floor in a heap. “Your shirt is soaked too … I think I have a spare.” Rasha walked over to a closet and rummaged around, coming out with a light blue shirt. “Here, try this on.”

			While Sabine changed, Rasha continued, back turned, “I can ask High Mage Ivy if you can transfer out of Introduction to Magic.”

			Sabine pulled on the shirt, and it dangled down below her knees. She walked around in front of Rasha, a smile tugging at her lips. “This is really big. I look completely ridiculous.”

			Rasha laughed. “At least you’re no longer covered in ink. I am serious, I can make that request if you’d like me to.”

			“Won’t dropping out of Introduction to Magic just draw more attention to me? I want to fit in with the other novices,” Sabine said.

			“It might draw more attention, yes. But is it worth suffering every day? I’m not in your shoes, so I can’t make the decision,” replied Rasha.

			“Can I have more time to think about it?” Sabine asked, feeling as though she couldn’t be comfortable deciding to drop out of a class in a spur-of-the-moment decision.

			Rasha chuckled. “Don’t worry, I don’t expect an answer now. It’s just something to consider. Besides, I am sure that High Mage Ivy would agree you do not belong in that class since you do not have elemental magic.”
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			thirteen

			Hooves for Hands

			To help get Sabine even calmer prior to starting the lesson, Rasha brewed some tea, and they sat quietly talking about Sabine’s horse, Midnight.

			Now with settled nerves, Rasha decided to launch into today’s lesson. “Since this is your first week of your first year here at Onaxx, we will start your studies of shapeshifting with animals,” Rasha said. “In Master Brixx’s class, you are learning meditation to control your emotions. The control you are gaining will allow you to decide when you want to shapeshift.

			“Today we will begin working on a controlled animal shapeshift of your hands. I want you to pick an animal. Take your time deciding. Most of this year is going to be spent on shapeshifting to this one animal, so you want to be sure to pick an animal that you already have a connection to. The established connection will make it easier for you to learn the basics of shapeshifting. Later in your education, you will learn how to shift into animals you do not have a strong connection to. I have books on many different animals if you need help deciding.” Rasha pointed to the vast bookcase behind her.

			Sabine walked over to the bookcase and browsed through the titles. They ranged from books on animals native to a particular country or landscape to ones dedicated to a single species or subspecies. Taking her time to identify what species she had an existing connection to, Sabine selected two and brought them to Rasha.

			“I suppose I should not be surprised by your choices. Horses and wolves. I think for this year, unless you strongly disagree, it will be easier if you learn a horse first. As you know they are prey animals, but they also like to be part of a herd. When you do a full shapeshift, the animal’s natural instincts will be present. A predator, such as a wolf, can be more difficult to control if you are not familiar with a full shapeshift already. Once you can master control in a full shapeshift as a horse, we will start over with a wolf.

			“With your love of horses and your tie to wolves through your grandfather, they are excellent choices. As I mentioned earlier, animal species you already have a connection to are significantly easier to shapeshift into. Therefore, some shapeshifters can only use one or two forms other than the one they are born with. Like me. I can shift into two animals as well as make small changes to my appearance to have different physical traits than those I was born with.”

			Sabine studied Rasha’s hands as her advisor made the scales appear and disappear in different places along her arms.

			“What are the scales from?” Sabine asked.

			“I cannot make a full change, but I can take on some attributes of the merpeople. My great-grandmother was a mermaid.”

			Sabine looked at Rasha in surprise. “Merpeople are real?”

			Rasha chuckled. “Yes, they are very real. Now, enough distractions. Let’s jump into today’s lesson: turning your hands into hooves. In your mind, picture two front hooves of a horse you know well. I know you brought a horse with you to school. Perhaps that is a good one to use for this exercise. Once you have the picture in your mind, you will concentrate on your hands and channel your will into the magic, turning them into horse hooves,” Rasha explained.

			Sabine shut her eyes and took a deep breath and sank into her magical core. Brow furrowed in concentration, she focused on an image of Midnight’s hooves. She could feel the bones moving around and her fingers merging together and hardening. Slowly, her hands transformed into two perfect front horse hooves. Sabine opened her eyes and shrieked in excitement. But, as soon as her concentration was broken, the hooves turned back into hands.

			“See how quickly your hooves changed back to hands when you lost your concentration? Eventually shifting will come as second nature and holding on to the shape will be as easy as breathing. For now, you must actively concentrate on maintaining the shifted body parts. Clear your mind and try again,” Rasha explained gently.

			Sabine obeyed her advisor’s request. Her eyes fluttered shut and her breath became slow and even. This time when she opened her eyes, her hands stayed as hooves. Sabine returned her focus to Rasha, waiting for instructions on the next step, giddy that she was finally able to shift something when and how she wanted to.

			“I want you to move your hooves around some,” Rasha said. “While you move them, concentrate on maintaining their shape.”

			Nodding, Sabine began to slowly move her hooves in small circles. As she concentrated on moving them, she began to lose focus, not sure if she should keep her mind only on what hooves look like or visualizing them moving. Her hold on their shape faltered, causing the edges of the hooves to change back into fingers. She stopped the movement to regain control of her shifted hands.

			“This is hard,” Sabine muttered, more to herself than to Rasha. Rasha shrugged but didn’t comment. Ten minutes later, Sabine was still losing her grip on the shapeshift when she moved her hands. She sighed and decided to return her hands back to their normal shape before turning to Rasha for more guidance. “What am I doing wrong?”

			Rasha smiled. “Nothing! I know you probably feel like you were not successful since you keep losing some of the shift when you move your hands. Let me be clear … you are successful. This is the first time you’ve ever consciously tried to shapeshift a body part into that of an animal. You are not completely losing the shift when you are doing small movements. Our bodies want to return to their natural state. It will take time to learn how to master shifting to hold it through distractions.”

			“But moving isn’t a distraction …” Sabine countered.

			Rasha shook her head. “You’re wrong. Moving is a distraction. Because you must think about creating the movement and about holding the shapeshift. Your mind is divided, attempting two tasks at one time. Think of it like talking and walking. You have to think about where you’re going and what you’re saying.”

			Sabine gasped as Rasha’s explanation finally clicked. “I guess I don’t really remember when I learned how to talk and walk, so this all feels new and really difficult. But you’re right. I suppose it is also like having a conversation while riding a horse?” Sabine smiled as she found an explanation that she could more readily relate to.

			Rasha nodded in encouragement. “Learning any type of magic takes time; there are steps you must follow that are like building blocks. By learning to control shapeshifting your hands, you are taking the first step toward being able to do a full shapeshift into an entire horse and to be able to perform tasks while a horse.”

			Sabine listened carefully to Rasha’s explanation as she realized that if she learned this level of control—the ability hold onto a horse shape and perform tasks—that she would be able to go over jumps as a horse, to feel her powerful hindquarters bunching before launching her through the air and over the obstacle. She could imagine herself in the future running through a field and jumping over large logs. As she started to lose herself in the idea of being a horse, another image flashed through her mind: that of a small painting hanging in Wolfensberger Castle. The painting was of her grandfather many years ago when he was a squire and at his side was a large black dog. Or what she always assumed was a dog. The creature had shaggy black fur, a pointed snout, and long powerful legs ending in massive paws. The painting was one of her favorites; her grandfather stood, sword in his right hand, and his left hand resting on the back of a massive, black, golden-eyed …

			“Wolf!” Sabine spoke aloud, causing herself to jump.

			Rasha turned back toward Sabine with a raised eyebrow. “What was that?”

			Sabine shook her head, still trying to pull herself back from the memory and understand what she saw. A few moments later she looked at Rasha, her eyes glittering in excitement. “I always thought it was a black dog in the painting with my grandfather … but it’s not. It’s a wolf!”

			Rasha covered her mouth with her hand. “You didn’t know?”

			Sabine’s eyes narrowed as she focused more on Rasha. “You did know? How …?” she blurted before thinking through the question. Then it all fell into place. Her grandfather wanting to escort her to school, his nickname … the kinship she’d always felt to the hunting dogs, even though it sometimes felt like there was something else missing.

			“Your grandfather, through Master Brixx, informed me of his connection with wolves when he found out I was to be your advisor. He wanted to be sure that I would be capable of teaching you without fear, even if you do eventually shapeshift into a wolf,” Rasha explained. Sabine opened her mouth to speak, but Rasha stopped her with a finger to her lips. “If you want to know more about your grandfather, then you must direct those questions to him. I can with certainty tell you this: He is not a mage. He is ordinary, if you would dare use that word to describe the Wolf. However, I do not know whether or not the wolves he has handled possess any sort of magic.”

			Barely able to contain her excitement, Sabine desperately wanted to write to her grandfather to ask him these questions. A bell sounded, startling her and reminding her that her day was not over yet. She still had Alchemy. Sabine gathered her belongings before realizing how rudely she was behaving.

			“I’m sorry, Mage Rasha. Are we done with the lesson for today?”

			Rasha chuckled. “Yes. I look forward to our next lesson. I hope your next class goes well.”
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			fourteen

			Stew

			Exhausted from the events of the day, Sabine trudged back to her room to drop off her books before dinner. Her classes today were double length, which at times made it feel like the day was never going to end. When she got to the dining hall and entered the line for dinner, Sabine waved to Nathan and Audrey, and they grinned, waving back. With her tray fully loaded with beef stew, cornbread, and a cup of milk, she made her way across the dining hall toward their table. Two tables down from her destination, Sabine took a step and her foot hit something hard, causing her to trip. Her tray went flying; she threw out her arms to catch herself and tucked into a somersault. Unfortunately, just as she started to get back to her feet, the upside-down tray of food landed on her head with a splat, sending hot beef stew cascading down her face and back.

			She could hear Nathan gasp and Esther burst into uncontrollable laughter. Sabine considered what tools would be available to help clean up the mess on her and the floor of the dining hall. The stew was almost unbearably hot as it trickled down her back and head. Another student offered her some towels, and a teacher came up with a mop.

			As Sabine worked on cleaning herself off as best she could, she heard Nathan somewhere to the side confronting his cousin, furious.

			“How can you be so cruel?” he shouted.

			Unable to see her face, Sabine imagined Esther glaring at Nathan as she retorted, “What, it’s funny.”

			Sabine bristled and started to take a step toward them when a chunk of beef rolled off her head and squarely into her eye. Muttering insults directed at Esther, but too low for anyone to hear, Sabine swiped the piece of beef out of her eye.

			“You tripped her on purpose,” Nathan yelled.

			“How can you be friends with that abomination?” Esther shouted back. Struggling to get the last chunks of stew out of her hair, Sabine couldn’t believe how awful Esther was.

			“Sabine is a mage, just like you and me,” Nathan said defensively.

			Esther laughed cruelly. “She is no mage.”

			“One day, you will regret your choice to make her your enemy,” Nathan said quietly before turning on his heel and leaving the dining hall.

			Sabine finally had all the stew pieces out of her hair. Audrey rushed to her side as the crowd dispersed. “Are you OK?”

			Sabine pressed her lips tightly together and shook her head.

			“Come on, let’s get you up to a tub.”

			As Audrey led her out of the dining hall and away from prying eyes, Sabine let go of the tight hold on her emotions and sobs wracked her small body. “She called me an abomination. I don’t understand why she has to be so mean.”

			“Esther is just a bully,” Audrey said with her hand on Sabine’s arm as she led Sabine up the staircase back to her room. “Some people are like that. You need to learn how to ignore them.”

			Sabine drew in a ragged breath and reached for the key to her door as they approached it. “I was ignoring her, but she still tripped me. Ignoring Esther doesn’t work.” She unlocked the door and pushed her way inside.

			Audrey sighed and followed Sabine into her room. As Sabine pulled off her soiled novice robe, Audrey walked over to the tub and turned on the hot water. Sabine smiled gratefully at her friend’s kindness and stepped behind the screen to take her bath. Sinking into the almost-too-hot water, Sabine felt the last pieces of beef stew falling off of her skin. At least I have Audrey and Nathan, she thought. Two friends are better than none.

			“Would one of your brothers help you?” Audrey asked out of the blue.

			Dunking her head under the water, Sabine took some time to consider the question. When she resurfaced, she responded with, “Probably, if I can reach them. Except … they don’t know that I am a shapeshifter or here at Onaxx. I don’t really want to tell them in a letter.”

			“What about your grandfather?” Audrey suggested.

			Sabine nodded, liking the idea of having two reasons to write to the Wolf. “That is a great idea. As long as he doesn’t decide to come down here and take care of Esther himself.” Although Sabine had watched her grandfather wield a sword, she had never personally felt the full brunt of his temper and had no desire to do so. From stories her brothers had shared, she knew he could be terrifying.

			Sabine rose from her bath and wrapped herself in a fluffy towel. Stepping out from behind the screen, she saw Audrey admiring the numerous figurines of horses and wolves that lined the top of her big dresser. Audrey ran a gentle finger across a black wolf that was incredibly lifelike. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered in awe.

			Sabine smiled and stepped over to the wolf and picked it up. “My grandfather gave this one to me when we found out I am a shapeshifter. Since you know my last name is Wolfensberger, I am sure you know my grandfather is General Burchard Wolfensberger, known to many as the Wolf.”

			Audrey nodded.

			“I just found out today that the dogs he had as companions were actually wolves. Kind of changed my perspective on things a bit.”

			Audrey looked at her in surprise. “Really?”

			Sabine nodded. “Yes, I think it’s why he got his nickname. But I’m not positive. I want to write to him to find out more, but I haven’t had a chance yet,” Sabine said quietly.

			“Have you ever shapeshifted into a wolf?” Audrey asked.

			Sabine shook her head. “Not yet. In many ways shapeshifting is a lot like elemental magic—you have to learn basics first and then move to more advanced tasks. This year, I am learning how to turn fully into a horse.”

			Audrey smiled. “That is so cool.”

			“Thanks. I’m excited to learn how to do a full shift.” Sabine decided not to say any more, not sure how much Audrey would understand or that should be shared with anyone other than her advisor. She walked over to her dresser and pulled out some clean clothes before retreating behind the screen again to get dressed.

			“Do you want to study together tonight?” Audrey asked.

			Sabine slapped her forehead. “I completely forgot we still have assignments. Yes, that would be great!”

			Shaking her head, Audrey made for the door. “I will go grab my things and then be right back … and maybe a snack for you, since you ended up wearing your dinner …”

			As soon as Audrey shut the door, Sabine sat down hard on the bed and rubbed her face with her hands, wondering how she was going to survive eight years of school if every day was as crazy as the last two had been. She had two amazing friends who had helped her even when people did terrible things. She also had one enemy, which she could not understand. Did Esther really hate her that much simply because she was friends with Nathan? Because she supposedly stole him from her?
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			fifteen

			Advice from Wolfie

			Three days later, much faster than Sabine expected, she was sitting at her desk in her room reading Wolfie’s response.

			Dearest Sabine,

			Yes, you are correct there is a black wolf in the painting at home, not a dog. My history with wolves has spanned many, many years and while I do want to share it with you, I want to do so in person.

			Regarding your question about the trouble you’re having at school. As difficult as it may be to hear, often the best first step to resolve conflicts—even bullying—is by talking to the person. I will admit talking is not usually my first step, although it is the smartest one that is least likely to result in any physical injuries.

			Sabine paused in reading the letter. Surprised that Wolfie just suggested talking to Esther and admitted that he usually takes physical action. No wonder people are terrified of him. Shaking her head, Sabine continued to read the letter.

			Asking for help from one of your teachers or your advisor could also be helpful.

			Next week I will have a break in my meetings at Burmstone Palace. I’m sure you could miss your classes for one afternoon for us to visit.

			Love you forever,

			Wolfie

			Sighing, she set the letter down, wondering if confronting Esther and asking to have a civilized discussion was too much to hope for. Grumbling to herself, she shook her head. If the past few days had taught her anything, it was that Esther was not interested in talking. She just wanted Sabine to quit school. The ink spilled on her robe, being tripped in the dining hall, the whispers behind her back—it was a lot of bullying.

			Sabine tucked the letter into her desk and grabbed her schoolbag before heading out of her room, deciding to ask for help to talk to Esther instead of confronting her on her own. Walking at a brisk pace, she made it to Master Brixx’s office without seeing any other students in the hallway, hoping that her choice to come before breakfast was a smart one. Sighing, Sabine knocked on the door and then entered.

			She found Master Brixx sitting at a table with several glass beakers and jars filled with different types of liquids. He looked up and smiled when she came in. “Sabine! What a pleasant surprise.”

			Sabine smiled back.

			“Master Brixx, I need to talk to you. It’s about another student,” Sabine said in a controlled voice.

			Master Brixx nodded. “You mean about Esther?” he asked.

			Sabine raised an eyebrow. “You know?”

			Master Brixx shrugged. “I know lots of things. Including that you wrote to the Wolf and he told you to talk to her.”

			Sabine’s eyes narrowed. “You read my letter?”

			Master Brixx held up his hands defensively. “No, I would not breach your trust in that way. The Wolf wrote me a letter as well as his response to you. I told him he could make his suggestions and that I would be here if you needed more help … and here you are.”

			Sabine sighed, pulled a chair closer to the table, and sat down, folding her arms on top of the table. “There are things I really enjoy about Onaxx, and things I hate. Esther is not the only one that seems to want me to quit.”

			“Children your age are not always nice to each other. However, what I want to know is, do you want to quit? Or do you want to continue your studies?” Master Brixx asked seriously.

			Sabine twisted the end of her braid in her fingers before answering. The idea of quitting before she had learned how to fully shapeshift had never seemed like a viable option. Fear of losing control and not being able to get back to her human shape had been driving her need to stay. Esther hadn’t let up, but Sabine still did her best to ignore her, pretending like she couldn’t hear the rude comments Esther made to her friends and getting to classes early so she could sit as far away from Esther as possible. It just made the remaining years at the school seem daunting if this was how it would be until she was eighteen.

			“I want to continue my studies,” she said finally.

			Master Brixx nodded. “Good, I was hoping you would want to continue. I am going to rearrange part of your schedule. Mage Rasha has kept me apprised of the problems you have had in Introduction to Magic with Master Juniper. Instead, you will have different lessons in that time slot. After conferring with High Mage Ivy, your advisor, and the Wolf, we agree that these new lessons will include learning about different animal handling techniques, such as falconry, hunting hounds, and advanced horseback riding lessons. One of the healers here at Onaxx specializes in animal healing as well as human. Our idea is that if you know more about the animals you will want to shift into, then you will be able to function better in those shapes.”

			Sabine stared at Master Brixx in awe. When she walked into his office, she never expected to be given the opportunity to solve the problem of Master Juniper and to be allowed to learn useful skills instead.

			“The new class sounds amazing! I would love to know more about healing animals and spending extra time with Midnight will be a bonus. But what about Esther?”

			Master Brixx picked up a beaker with a blue liquid in it and swirled it around. “I will see about setting up a meeting with Esther and a mediator so that the two of you can have a discussion in a safe environment, but it will have to be sometime tomorrow, hopefully in the morning. In the meantime … you are allowed to defend yourself if you’re being attacked. I’m not saying bully her back, but you have every right to protect yourself from harm.”

			Sabine knew that he was well aware of her self-defense skills, especially the ones taught to her by her three older brothers over the years.

			Sabine let out a huge breath she didn’t know she was holding. “I can defend myself?” she asked, wanting confirmation. Not that she thought Esther would ever attack her with anything but words, but until Master Brixx mentioned it, Sabine had never considered she was allowed to defend herself from another student who had chosen to attack her.

			“Of course. Usually, the safest defense is getting help from an adult. But there are times when help is unavailable,” Master Brixx reminded her firmly.

			Sabine drummed her fingers on the tabletop as she struggled to find the right words to say. “I hope that Esther and I can talk with a mediator. I know that she can be a decent person. While I am not expecting to become best friends, I would like to resolve whatever is driving her to be so mean if possible.

			“I appreciate the knowledge that I am allowed to defend myself against a student attacking me. I want you to know that I am not willing to hurt another student, no matter what they do to me,” Sabine concluded.

			Master Brixx nodded in approval. Sabine sighed, wondering how her brothers handled this kind of situation.
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			sixteen

			Battle Magic

			Running down the hallway after her meeting with Master Brixx, Sabine worried about being late. She slid into her desk just as Master Eiran walked to the front of the room to start the lecture.

			“The past week, we have been learning about how fire magic can be used in practical ways. This week we will briefly cover fire magic as battle magic and explore how it can be used offensively and defensively. Let us begin by gathering around this table.” Master Eiran motioned for all the students to come around the large table he had set up in the front of the class. On top, there was a model building surrounded by a wall and some other wooden objects Sabine was not familiar with in the space in front of it.

			Once the students were in a circle around the table, Master Eiran began the lesson. “When you are using fire magic defensively, what can you do with it?”

			One of Esther’s friends, Lila, replied, “You can make a wall.”

			Master Eiran nodded, and on the table in front of them a tiny wall of fire formed across part of the field. “Very good, Lila. What are other ways we can use it defensively?”

			Nathan grinned before replying, “You can set obstacles on fire.”

			Master Eiran nodded in approval. “Very good. Do the objects that you are setting on fire have to be something that burns naturally?” he asked.

			Sabine raised her hand, and he motioned for her to speak. “No, they don’t have to burn naturally. But if you use something that burns naturally, it will take less magic to maintain the fire.”

			Master Eiran clapped. “Excellent! It seems like you have all done last night’s reading and are well prepared today. Those of you here that are fire mages, if you can create a ball of fire and send it somewhere, then you could absolutely set wood obstacles on fire for defense. However, if you need to maintain the fire without natural fuel for it, then you will need greater skills than a first-year novice possesses. Similarly, if you can make a ball of fire and send it somewhere, you could use that skill as an offensive attack. However, unless the person you are attacking is not a mage, the amount of power you can put into the ball of fire will not do enough damage to the opponent.”

			Sabine raised her hand again, thoughts drifting to her brothers and their experiences on the battlefield. “Couldn’t a fire mage provide a fire source for an archer with fire arrows?”

			“Absolutely! The point to remember is that even though as novices you do not have the amount of power or skill to successfully attack or defend on your own, you could quite easily be extremely useful to those around you, performing tasks that will indirectly aid the battle. You can return to your seats.” With a snap of his fingers the miniature fire wall on the mock castle disappeared.

			While the students took their seats, Master Eiran continued, “Fire can also create smoke, which is another possible defensive tactic. Smoke obscures vision. Now I want you to open your textbooks to chapter five, and we will go around the room and read aloud. Nathan, you first.”

			When the bell rang, Sabine felt as though her head was going to burst with everything she learned. She wondered how much of what she learned was what her brothers were living as all three of them experienced Etria’s two wars firsthand in their roles as squires.
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			seventeen

			The Confrontation

			When the final bell for the day rang, Sabine smiled and stretched. She decided to take her things back to her room and then go to the courtyard with the pond, one of her favorite places at Onaxx Academy.

			Sabine dumped her bag in a heap just inside her bedroom door. She glanced over at the bed and was surprised to find a large wooden box sitting on it. Her mother’s careful handwriting was on the label. She opened the top of the box eagerly to find a complete disaster. Bits and pieces of shredded paper, torn brown wrapping, crumbs of some cookies. All of it ruined. She bit her quivering lip hard, trying not to cry. Just when Sabine really needed a reminder from home. Sabine suspected who was to blame: Esther and her crew. But without proof, there was nothing she could do about it. Only hope the meeting Master Brixx was setting up would be arranged sooner than later.

			Sabine wiped at her eyes and took the box to the trash can to dump it. She knew her mother would send another box if she told her what happened, but she also knew Esther would never stop, and it would just happen again. She needed to do something. Instead of waiting for the meeting with the mediator, she could confront Esther on her own. It could be worth a shot; what’s the worst that could happen?

			With her plan to confront Esther on her own in mind, Sabine headed back downstairs to the courtyard with the pond. The sunlight sparkled on the surface of the pond and occasionally the fish splashed, sending tiny droplets of water spraying everywhere. Previously she had planned to meet with Audrey after class; Sabine would ask her to help find Esther so that Sabine could confront her directly. Sabine sat down at the edge of the pond, watching the colorful fish swim around.

			Sabine heard footsteps crunching on the gravel path. Without shifting her gaze away from the pond, she called out, “Hey, Audrey.” There was no reply, just the footsteps coming closer. Odd. Sabine stood up and turned to see why her friend wasn’t speaking, when a fireball sailed through the air toward her. She dove to the side just in time. Tucking into a roll, Sabine popped up onto her feet and looked for her attacker. To her dismay, Esther was facing her with another fireball in her hand. The other girls that followed Esther around, Talia and Lila, were standing on either side of her, vicious looks on their faces.

			“What are you doing?” Sabine hissed, fists clenched at her sides.

			Esther smiled cruelly. “Doing what no one else will. Making sure you leave and don’t come back.” She threw another fireball at Sabine. Talia created a ball of fire and Lila a ball of lightning, but both girls hesitated, seemingly unwilling to attack Sabine outright.

			Sabine easily skipped to the side, dodging the fireball. She eyed the three girls, wondering if the other two had the guts to attack her too. She might be able to outsmart Esther, but could she get away from all three of them?

			“Why don’t we talk about it?” she suggested as she edged farther away from the pond so that she wouldn’t be trapped.

			“Why would I want to talk?” Esther demanded.

			Sabine took a deep breath, willing herself to remain calm and not react to Esther’s taunts. “So that we can find a solution and—” She stopped talking to dodge another fireball. The grass behind her turned black.

			Talia stepped toward Esther and Sabine heard her words. “Maybe we should talk.”

			Esther slapped Talia’s hand away. “If you are not willing to help me, then go away. I don’t need a distraction.” Recoiling as though Esther had slapped her face, Talia took a few steps back before grabbing Lila’s hand and leaving the courtyard. Sabine watched in surprise as Esther’s two supporters abandoned her.

			Sabine decided that maybe a more direct disruption would snap Esther out of whatever mood she was in. Waiting for the perfect moment, she took her chance when Esther closed her eyes in concentration to create another fireball. Sabine sprinted toward Esther, head down, and plowed straight into her stomach, knocking them both to the ground in a tangle of robes. Esther screeched and wildly struck at Sabine, trying to dislodge her. Sabine blocked Esther’s hands and then jumped backward to get some distance between her and Esther.

			Esther writhed on the ground. Sabine watched warily, thinking maybe her plan worked after all, but then Esther wildly threw not one but two fireballs in succession at Sabine. She successfully dodged the first one, but the second fireball hit the corner of her novice robe, and it went up in flames. For the first time since the fight started, Sabine was scared. She pulled at the robe, trying to get it over her head, but it was catching fire too fast.

			“Help!” she screamed. Her gaze went behind Esther, before she realized that Talia and Lila were gone and she was alone with Esther in the courtyard.

			Finally, she remembered what you do if your clothing caught fire, and she moved quickly over the gravel and dropped into a roll, hoping the gravel would help put out the fire on her robe. However, she could feel the fire spreading to her pants. Cursing, Sabine kicked off her shoes and tore at her pants and the robe, frantically trying to pull them off. Panic washed over her as she realized that if she couldn’t get the robe off, she was going to burn alive. Her skin began to ripple as she continued to lose control of her emotions. Animal fur broke out over her arms. Sabine shuddered and disappeared inside the flaming robe.

			Her body shrank and changed. Everything was covered in thick, coarse black fur; her mouth and nose elongated, and sharp teeth filled her mouth. Taking a deep breath, she inhaled and became overwhelmed by the smell of burning cloth. Shaking her whole body, the burning robe started to slide off. Within moments, a black wolf leapt out from the flames and bounded toward Esther.

			Sabine-wolf growled menacingly, teeth bared, as she lunged toward Esther. Esther let out an ear-piercing scream of terror. Sabine-wolf shook her head as images of the black wolf tearing out Esther’s throat pushed their way to the forefront of her mind. Growling, Sabine struggled to control the wolf’s natural desire to destroy its enemy.

			Growling and shaking, Sabine-wolf halted her advance toward Esther as she began to figure out how to control the wolf’s nature with her mind. Now fully understanding why Mage Rasha wanted her to learn how to shapeshift a horse first.

			I will not attack her, Sabine commanded her wolf-self.

			Behind her, thanks to her superior wolf ears, she could hear footsteps running toward the courtyard. Taking a deep breath through her nose, she sorted through the new smells. The footsteps belonged to someone that she thought was familiar, but she wasn’t sure who. A snarl escaped her lips as the person the footsteps belonged to slid to a halt, throwing up gravel.

			She took another menacing step toward Esther, who was now whimpering and curled up into a ball. More smoke filled the air as the fire suddenly went out. Master Brixx is a water mage. Blinking, Sabine-wolf raised a paw to take another step and halted as a thought broke through—Master Brixx came! Help was here.

			“Woof,” she said, forgetting that she was not in human form.

			Confusion flickered in Sabine-wolf’s golden eyes as she saw Master Eiran cautiously approaching Esther.

			“Sabine,” Master Brixx called in a gentle voice from behind Sabine-wolf. “It is Master Brixx … I need you to come over to me, Sabine.”

			A shudder ran through Sabine-wolf’s body as she slowly obeyed and turned away from Esther. Master Brixx held his hand out as though to a dog. Sabine-wolf cocked her head and tilted it from side to side as though confused by the gesture. Whining, she took a hesitant step toward him.

			“Sabine, you are safe.”

			Sabine-wolf growled and then whined, shaking its head. Brixx nodded in approval of her actions.

			“Sabine, I need you to come here to me. Nothing bad will happen to you. Mage Rasha is coming and will help you shift back.”

			Just then Mage Rasha slipped into the courtyard and sat down on the ground next to Brixx, directly in front of Sabine-wolf. “Sabine, it’s me, Rasha. You can do this. I can see you already have some control. Now I am going to help you get full control and then shift back. I’m going to count to three and you are going to take a deep breath. One … two … three.”

			Rasha and Sabine-wolf both took a deep breath. Sabine-wolf lay down and put her head on her paws as she continued to allow herself to relax, knowing that Rasha would help her.

			“Very good,” Rasha said soothingly. “Now I want you to remember what you look like and how it feels to be you.”

			Sabine-wolf closed her eyes and almost seemed to stop breathing as she remembered. Her long red hair. It was braided today. Standing next to her best friend Audrey, laughing over one of Nathan’s jokes. As she remembered, she could feel her body as it changed: the fur became skin, ears slid down to their normal position on her head, and her nose and mouth shrank. When the transition was complete Sabine sat up, gasping for breath. Rasha quickly draped Sabine in a warm blanket.

			Sabine looked at her advisor gratefully, then realized that her clothes were gone. “What happened?” she asked in confusion.

			Rasha gave Sabine a smile. “Eventually you will learn how to shapeshift and keep your clothing. Today though, today I am so proud of you for keeping control of a full wolf shapeshift.” Sabine blushed at the unexpected praise. “Come on, let’s go see a healer and get your burns taken care of,” Rasha suggested.

			Sabine stood up, pulling the blanket tight around herself, and winced as the pain from the burns on her legs hit her. Rasha took her hand and led her away.

			Before they are out of earshot, Sabine heard Esther screaming. “That wolf attacked me. I was just walking and it came out of nowhere.”

			Worried that Rasha and everyone else would believe Esther and not her, Sabine squeezed Rasha’s hand, wanting to stop. “Please don’t believe her. She started throwing fireballs at me. I did run into her on purpose before I lost control and shifted, trying to see if I could get her to stop. But she didn’t, and I called for help …”

			Rasha shook her head. “Shhh … you’re OK. I promise that the truth of what happened will come to light. If you didn’t attack her as a wolf, then I believe you. For now, we need to get to the healer.”

			Sabine hung her head and followed Rasha to the healer, still not sure if she believed her advisor.

			As they walk through the doorway, Rasha said, “Master Runningwater, this student has severe burns,” as she guided Sabine to the exam table.

			Sabine gingerly sat down on the table, trying to avoid having her legs touch anything and cause the burns to hurt even more. Holding the blanket tight to hide her trembling, she asked hesitantly, “You’re Nathan’s grandmother?” She thought she could see a faint family resemblance but wasn’t sure.

			“I am going to step out and see if Master Brixx needs help with anything,” Rasha said before leaving the room.

			Master Runningwater nodded. “Yes, I am Nathan and Esther’s grandmother,” she said before gently examining Sabine’s arms and legs, noting on a piece of paper the burns’ locations and severity. The healer stepped away for a few moments, leaving Sabine to her thoughts, before returning with a shallow bowl of salve, a stack of bandages, and a steaming mug of tea.

			“Here, drink some tea, and then I am going to put the healing salve on and then wrap your wounds. It is likely to sting some, so I would recommend meditating to help calm your nerves,” Master Runningwater explained. Sabine nodded and closed her eyes, trying to let her body relax. Instead, she heard a conversation in the hallway through the partially ajar door.

			“The Wolfensberger family seems to have a knack for defying logic when it comes to talent. The oldest brother became a junior sword master as a fourth-year page, the middle brother is exceptionally talented in archery, the youngest brother became a journeyman mage at the age of twelve, and now the little sister, who is a shapeshifter, has unheard-of control over one of the most difficult animals to control.” She thought the voice belonged to Master Eiran.

			“While that may be true, Sabine is still a ten-year-old first-year novice. We cannot shirk our duty to teach her everything she needs to know just because in a high-stress situation she managed to control a wolf shift,” responded a second voice, which she was confident belonged to Master Brixx.

			What a strange conversation, she thought somewhat groggily. A shiver went down her spine as she belatedly wondered why she was groggy … the tea!
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			eighteen

			Mother’s Comfort

			There was a gentle knock on the door. Sabine groaned and sat up on her bed, realizing not only had she fallen asleep, but someone had to have carried her back to her room. She glanced at the clock. It was almost ten at night. Her wrapped ankles were throbbing where she was burned from Esther’s fire. Slowly she got up and walked over the door. She yanked it open and was pulled into a familiar warm embrace.

			“Momma?” she said in disbelief.

			Her mother hugged her tighter before pulling back.

			“Let me look at you,” Diana said softly.

			Sabine grabbed her mother’s hand and tugged. “Can we go back inside? I don’t want to wake anyone up and get into trouble.”

			Diana stepped inside, concern in her voice. “Are you OK, sweetie?”

			Tears spilled and Sabine shook her head. Diana hugged Sabine tighter until eventually Sabine’s sobs stopped. “Do you want to tell me about it?” Diana asked as they found a seat on the bed.

			“There is a girl who has been bullying me,” Sabine said. “Master Brixx was setting up a meeting between us with a mediator, but it hasn’t happened yet, and today she attacked me with fire.”

			Diana gasped in shock. “Fire?”

			Sabine mumbled, “Yes.”

			Diana ran her hand through Sabine’s hair, just like she used to. Sabine sighed in contentment. “I was able to dodge all her fireballs, until she threw two back-to-back. I wasn’t quick enough, and my robe caught fire. That’s when I lost control,” Sabine said, her face feeling hot with shame.

			Diana gently turned Sabine toward her. “I know you have had it drilled into that you must have control or bad things will happen. But Master Brixx told me about how awful your burns are. He also said if you hadn’t shifted when you did you would have been covered in third-degree burns or, worse, be dead. There are times when you must rely on your instincts to survive. Heaven knows your brothers do often enough. I am so grateful you are alive, Sabine,” her mother said.

			Sabine snuggled deeper in the covers against her mother and yawned, eyes beginning to droop once more. “I am glad I am alive too … and that you are here with me.” She felt her mother slip out of the bed and then the room went dark, before she slid back into bed with Sabine and pulled her close.

		


		[image: 19]


		
			nineteen

			Consequences

			Two days later at breakfast, when all the novice mages were gathered in the dining hall, a hearing was called.

			High Mage Ivy was overseeing the hearing with Master Efaris, one of the other Onaxx Academy council members, presenting the information neutrally. Because there was no single individual other than Esther and Sabine who were in the courtyard for the entire incident, the high mage decided to listen to each girl’s own account of what happened, with supporting evidence from Master Brixx, Mage Rasha, and Master Runningwater based on what they found when they were alerted to the incident. Talia and Lila also spoke even though they left before Sabine shifted.

			Sabine viewed the room nervously from her chair in the front row. Her parents, Kenric and Diana, were at the back of the room, as were Esther’s parents. When requested, Sabine stood and sat in the designated chair to give her side of the incident. After all people who needed to speak had done so, High Mage Ivy left the room to consider the evidence in private.

			The novice mages whispered among themselves, and Sabine glanced around, fidgeting with her hands, wondering who in the room would believe her story over Esther’s.

			Suddenly, High Mage Ivy returned and was rapping a gavel on her stand. “Quiet,” she ordered, and the room instantly fell silent. “Today we have heard the accounts of the confrontation between Sabine and Esther. As all of you here know, at Onaxx Academy we do not tolerate students attacking one another. That being said, Esther, you have been found guilty of attacking Sabine with balls of fire magic. You previously received a warning about bullying students. It is clear the warning was not a severe enough punishment. Sabine’s actions were only in self-defense, and she did not physically harm you after she shapeshifted.

			“Esther, you will be suspended for the remainder of the school year, and your magic will be bound so that you cannot use it. If in one year from now you have sufficiently proven that you are willing to change your ways, then your magic will be unbound and you can restart your education here at Onaxx Academy as a first-year novice. What happens after the binding is in your hands alone. The binding ceremony will take place in two days, when the moon is full, at midnight.” High Mage Ivy slammed her gavel down on her stand and stood. Everyone in the room rose and the high mage walked out.

			Sabine gasped as she let go of a breath she didn’t know she was holding. High Mage Ivy believed her! Even though she knew in her heart that her actions were acceptable, having the head of the school confirm that in front of everyone changed things. Maybe … maybe some of the other first-years would finally accept her for who she was. None of them were able to choose what kind of magic they were born with. They could only choose what they did with it.

			Sabine could hear sobs from Esther’s mother in the back of the room, bringing her out of her thoughts. Looking around, Sabine caught her own mother’s eye before she felt Nathan’s hand slip into hers. She turned toward her friend, giving him a small smile.

			“I knew you wouldn’t be punished,” he said, grinning triumphantly.

			Sabine shook her head in wonder. “You are so confident in others. I appreciate it, but I needed to be prepared for the worst.” Nathan gave her hand another squeeze and then disappeared into the crowd. Audrey and some other students came over and gave their support. Sabine blushed, not expecting that so many people were on her side. Kenric and Diana came up behind Sabine and hugged her. While hugging her parents, Sabine gasped in surprise when her grandfather appeared just behind them.

			“Wolfie?” she whispered. The Wolf gave her a smile and gathered her into his arms. Sabine felt her body relax in her grandfather’s strong arms.

			“We are so proud of you, Sabine,” murmured her mother, before offering a huge smile to Audrey. “And you must be Audrey!”

			Audrey beamed and to Sabine’s surprise hugged her mother.

			Sabine gazed from her mother to her best friend and back. “Audrey, this is my grandfather, the Wolf,” she said quietly, stepping away from her grandfather to give him room to properly greet Audrey. The Wolf gave Audrey a very slight smile. Sabine glanced at him before realizing that was all he was going to do. “C’mon, let’s go find Nathan, and we can all go get something to eat.” She started to lead the way out of the dining hall, guessing where Nathan went when her father stopped her.

			“Let’s go eat somewhere special, so that we can get to know your friends. Have you ever been to the Bad Dog Inn?” her father asked.

			Sabine giggled at the silly name for a place to eat. “Nope, but I’m sure we’ll love it!”
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