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CHAPTER ONE


I didn't get a chance on Saturday, so on Sunday I walked across the athletic green toward the area of woods where I had seen the malicious person. Beyond the tree line, I looked up the oak's trunk, finding that twist of mistletoe.

Today it was silent. A moment pressing my hand against the oak told me it had already gone dormant. I sighed. The oak’s branches swayed slightly, curved green leaves wiggling despite the lack of a breeze.

“If you could tell me what it saw, I'd consider cutting it down. Or at least ask if Miss Bissette can relocate it to the lab.”

Another herbaceous rustling sound came from behind me. I didn't mistake it for the tree, though. I wasn't hatched yesterday after all. One glance over my shoulder revealed Emi from Aventurine section.

“Are you seriously talking to plants right now?” she asked.

“Yes. I'm a wood dragon. Talking to plants is part of my magic.”

“Oh. I didn't know that.”

“Easy mistake. There are an awful lot of us here this year. It’s probably easy to get our elements mixed up.”

“No, I know you’re wood. I just didn't realize plants could, well, talk?” Her nose and mouth were crinkled.

“They don't, not like we do. I understand them anyway. Very concise, no-nonsense. Say what they mean, unlike some people.”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“Oh, no. It's just that people are more confusing than plants. That's on me, not anyone else.”

“You're not blaming me? Or, like, angry?”

“Why would I be?”

“I accused you of something.”

“Do other people get angry with you about that?”

“That's none of your business.”

“Okay.”

I turned back to the oak, put my hand on its bark again, and focused my attention on the flow of its sap. Behind me, Emi cleared her throat.

“Did you need something?”

“Yeah. What are you doing here?”

“I saw something here yesterday, thought I'd check it out.”

“What did you see?”

“A person. But I couldn't see who. I'm asking the trees if they saw anything.”

“Maybe you shouldn't.”

“Why?”

“Whoever it was might want their privacy.”

“Or they might be lonely and only angry because everyone else has company.”

Emi's eyes went wide. She blinked, then shook her head. After that, she hiked her shoulders up, turned back toward the field, and hurried away over it.

I drew a deep breath, which caught in my throat like a kite in a tree. When I finally wrestled it free, the air left my lungs along with a trickle of tears at the corners of both eyes.

They should have surprised me but didn't. Scald would have said I had won that battle of wits. Brackish would have said I'd outfoxed the kitsune and scored a point for Team Tourmaline. I felt as bad as if I'd slapped Emi in the face.

“What did I say to hurt her?”

The trees had no answer. They didn't socialize like extrahumans, not even a wood magic wielder like me. I paced beneath the branches, heading farther into the forest area.

Emerald-tinted early autumn light typically soothed me. It was a type of illumination I liked to think of as a greening hour. The trees drank the sun's rays, and I didn’t need to. Still, in the shade of their boughs, I found a familiar sense of ease, if not the comfort I truly sought.

As though sensing my need for rest, the underbrush moved aside as I approached, blazing a trail toward an unexpectedly calm clearing. At its center sat a pair of small, humped boulders, about six feet apart.

“Not boulders. Markers,” I realized.

More underbrush rustled at the far side of the clearing. I spotted Wren there, dressed in rugged khaki pants and an orange and yellow flannel. She was mountain man size but female with deep brown hair in a ponytail.

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“What are they for?”

Wren didn't cross the clearing to meet me. Instead, she made a semicircle around the monuments to stand at my side. “There's a legend, an old one from before there ever was a Canada. Two warriors fell here.”

“How?”

“Nobody knows. Not even Grand Appy, and nobody can say how many stories are in my forebear’s noggin.”

“I'm not sure about that, Wren.”

“Are you saying you remember something from when you were in the egg?”

I thought about that. There were memories, vague ones. Green-tinted light like in this forest. The sound of a deep voice humming tunefully. The occasional string of words, rich in consonants and shushing sounds. None of that was cohesive enough to say out loud.

“No, not much anyway. It's just, I saw someone in here yesterday. Before we went flying. It wasn’t comfortable, noticing them.”

Wren looked up. I understood why. Although there was enough space to let the sunlight in, this clearing shouldn't be visible from the air.

“It wasn't exactly in this place. It was the tree line. A person watched Tourmaline take off.”

“I reckon there's more to that story if that uncomfortable feeling made you come back here today.”

I told her about the mistletoe, the malice, and the fact that the oaks and their parasitic squatter remained mute on the matter since then.

“So, if warriors died here ages ago, maybe that malice came from somebody who does remember them,” I finished.

“Can't think of anyone that old around here. Headmistress Celine’s the only one and she loves all the students.”

“Well, what about a vampire?”

“Wouldn't we sense something undead?”

“Not me. But Wren, I still haven't learned much about what sasquatch can and can't do.”

“I might see things here differently after nightfall. Reckon I could come back then, check it out for you. Might amount to a molehill, though.”

“Thank you.”

“Don't be thanking me yet. It could be a third year hoping to meet their date mate for a tryst or something.”

“That's okay. At least we'll know who it isn't.”

Wren chuckled, a throaty sound like a warbler. It was strangely contagious, so I joined in, at least until my stomach growled.

“You skipped breakfast to come here. I knew it. At least the cafeteria is open all day on the weekends. Let's go rustle you up some grub.”

She sauntered toward the trail I'd taken to get there. I took a few steps to follow but turned back for a moment. I took my phone out, snapped a picture of the monuments, tucked it back in my pocket, and bowed my head.

Whoever those boulders were meant to honor, the least I could do was show some small gesture of respect. Not in spite of the fact that they had been forgotten to time, but because of it.

My sisters and I had almost suffered the same fate.
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I wasn't the only member of Tourmaline section late to breakfast. It appeared that Zillah, Uri, and Scald had decided to make it Sunday brunch instead. They sat with such a large selection of foods on the table in front of them that I didn't bother with the line. Wren went to get her drink before joining us.

I enjoyed an English muffin topped with strawberry jam, a ham and cheese sandwich on a croissant, and apple slices with Red Rose tea, water, and orange juice to wash it down.

Wren’s steaming mug released aromas of mint and berry.

“I don't understand how you two can drink that hot leaf juice every morning,” Uri signed.

“What’s in your cup then?” Wren asked.

“A magical awakening potion brewed from expertly roasted beans.”

“There’s a time and a place for coffee. Like at Tom’s shop.”

“Hey Linden, want to go to Curious Coffee later?” Uri signed.

“Oh, that’s a good idea. Scald hasn’t been yet. Let’s all make an outing of it.”

Uri hung his head but kept his hands still.

“This is the place you were talking about, with all the old horror movie monster cutouts?” Scald asked.

“Yes.” I grinned.

“I'm in!” She clapped once.

Uri got up and bussed his tray. Wren raised an eyebrow. Zillah shrugged. Scald lifted both hands, one on either side, palms up. I glanced at the rest of the food in front of us. There wasn't much, but I didn't want it to go to waste. That's why I smiled when I heard a footstep behind me, even before turning around.

Across from me, Zillah’s eyes went wide, and her complexion turned ashy. She leaned back in her chair with her hands on the table. I glanced over my shoulder.

Astor stood there. Instead of the casual attire the kids from Newport favored on weekends, he wore a pair of tan khakis and a sky blue polo shirt, freshly pressed enough that I saw creases left behind by the iron. That wasn't the only fancy thing about him, though.

Clasped between both his hands like a weapon was a bouquet of purple flowers with yellow centers, a variety often mistaken for daisies. I knew they weren't, though. These were asters, a cold-hardy late-blooming plant commonly found in Ontario. The similarity of their name to his probably wasn't an accident. I realized a moment later that the color wasn't either.

“Under Hatched Zillah, Ward of Crow Merlini, Eldest Sister from the Uncharted Seas, I humbly request the pleasure of your company at the Maple Leaf dance.”

He bowed at the waist. A faint squeak came from Scald's throat as she covered her mouth with both hands. Nearby, a cup, thankfully plastic and empty, clattered to the amber terrazzo at Petrichor's feet.

Zillah glanced at me. I looked back, letting our eyes meet as I had so many times on the island under Ludovico's watchful eye. We’d connected that way so many times that the act felt automatic, her fear of answering wrong also familiar.

“I don't know. I need time to think. Space too.”

Astor straightened, lowered his arms, and flattened his lips. “I—”

Zillah left her seat and dashed out the back exit of the cafeteria. The words fell from Astor's lips despite the lack of her presence to hear them.

“I understand?”

He shuffled toward the garbage can, lifting his arm as he clutched the flowers over its bag-lined opening. He opened his hand but before they fell in, a streak of blue darted by, snatching them away. My eye wasn't quick enough to follow and see where the flowers had gone. Wren elbowed me, then jerked her chin at the next table over from us.

Brady sat there alone, long legs crossed and propped up on the seat of the chair beside him. He rolled his eyes at Wren and me, then directed his gaze toward Astor and smiled.

I turned back to look at my section mate. Astor blushed but hurried out of the cafeteria through the nearest exit.

Wren rose from her seat, then stomped toward Brady's table with her hands on her hips. “What's your game, Rodriguez?”

“Aside from the fact that I've got game and you don't? Not much, at least for now. Mostly I don't want anything so beautiful going unappreciated.”

“I'm watching you. Be nice.”

Brady rose from his seat, chuckling. He draped the flowers under his chin like his face was part of the bouquet.

“Nice is overrated. Anyway, I've got a breakfast date with a broccoli and cheddar omelet. Ta-ta for now, little bird.”

He sauntered toward the lunch counter, where Keri had set down his tray.

“I think we're done here,” Scald announced. “Go and fetch your bestie. We’ll have a nice walk to La Grange together.”

“Well, what about Zillah?” I asked.

“She texted me. She's already there. Let's get a move on.”

Wren came with me, although she grumbled. I beckoned to Petrichor with one eyebrow raised. He'd retrieved his fallen cup, thankfully empty so he hadn't made a mess on the floor. He shook his head at my unspoken question and headed to the table where Eshed and Brackish sat.

Uri was at La Grange with Zillah. Mrs. Beaulieu opened a way for us, sent a gnome as a chaperone, and we all had fun walking around town. We ended up at the Boo-Tique, where Tom seemed delighted that we'd brought more friends. Scald cooed over all of the memorabilia.

If Uri seemed distracted, I chalked it up to the social awkwardness of Astor asking Zillah out. I already knew I wasn't ready for dating. Maybe she wasn't either. Whatever the reason, she seemed at ease among friends.

I remarked on this during the walk back from La Grange to the dorm.

“That’s because the Boo-Tique is a good place,” Uri signed. “Safe. Not one of the dead zones.”

“Dead zones? What does that mean?”

“Something important. I’m still figuring it out, though. Can you wait for me to tell you more?”

“Sure. It’d be helpful to have a list of safe places and these dead zones, though. Whatever they are.”

“I’ll send a map to your tablet.”

“When?”

“After we get back. Just remember, it’s incomplete.”

“Okay.”

By the time I was done with the bathroom and in cozy clothes, he’d sent his version of the campus map through the school tablet message system. The dead zones were all tiny and marked in gray. I noticed a pattern and sent a message back.

Put the casino with the dead zones.

Did something go down there?

I told him about the oxygen levels and how Gerah had said an unfamiliar magic manipulated them. That his marks so far were near sleepy shrubs and trees. Then, I mentioned the malice under the two oaks at the edge of the athletic field.

I’ll add the casino and check the field myself tomorrow. Hey Linden?

What?

Three dots bounced as he typed a message. Stopped. Bounced again. Stopped again. The third time was the charm. He sent that one through.

We should figure out how to fix up this dorm. The space, I mean. Tents aren’t giving us enough time in dragon form.

You’re right, it’s stifling. I’m not sure how I can help.

The dots returned and did their three-fold pattern again. Was something wrong with Uri or his tablet? I made a suggestion.

Maybe if you come to Arts during Rec we can draw a few things.

Okay, I’ll check that out. Good night, see you tomorrow.

Yeah, tomorrow.

The dots bounced but lights out stopped any more messaging that night.

During the next week, Mr. Kalonymus let us all take walks around campus for the second half of Rec. He called them inspirational, and I agreed. Uri seemed distracted, as though he didn't. Maybe Bishop’s Row for the first half had him tired. All the same, he made use of the time in his way.

His map of dead zones grew, and he expanded the legend to include safe zones. Curious Coffee was one, the studio another. The cafeteria and gym. Also the east and west lawns.

Our avoidance of conflict with Aventurine failed on the third Monday of school. Miss Bissette paired us up with new partners. It broke our peace, and it was all Sophia's fault. She tried to blame it on Uri.

“I'm not working with him. He can't even talk.”

He signed something back that I won't repeat.

“Uri, don't sign that word in my classroom again or you'll spend your Monday mornings in the headmistress’ office,” Miss Bissette warned. “Now, explain the problem for me without expletives.”

“Miss B, I can talk just fine. It's not my fault Miss Linguistics over here can't understand American Sign Language. If she's such a polyglot, it should be easy for her.”

“Miss Leda, I await your response.”

“The school’s required to make accommodations for special needs kids, not me. If you force me to do extra work outside the curriculum that isn't eligible for extra credit, my mother will hear about this.”

“Part of magiscience innovation is in developing new ways to do things. Your quizzes last week placed the two of you at equally high levels in your respective sections. Find one.”

Uri snorted, tore a piece of paper from his spiral notebook, and slapped it on the bench in front of him. Then he pulled a Sharpie out of his bag and wrote Will this do with three question marks after it before pushing it toward Sophia.

She sighed and rolled her eyes but nodded. I thought that would be the end of it. It wasn't. On the way to lunch, I heard her. Although her words weren't as crude as the ones Uri had used in class, they seemed designed to sink his feelings fathoms deep. As though she wanted to crush his heart.

I glanced behind me, hoping to lead Uri in a different direction so he wouldn't hear what I had. He wasn't there. I spotted him walking past the library on the other side of the common. I was puzzled but relieved.

Petrichor tapped my shoulder. “You look like you just made a safe landing in the middle of a storm.”

“Not me, Uri. I'm glad he didn't hear what Aventurine section was saying about him.”

“Oh no. That crisis wasn't averted, I'm afraid. He heard them.”

“From all the way over there?”

“Yeah, he can read lips. This time, it just so happened he teleported away after hearing it. Space dragon, remember?”

“Oh no. I should go check on him.”

When I looked back, he had gone again. I sighed. Petrichor echoed me, then made an observation.

“He's like a dragon version of Gandalf. He shows up when you need him but vanishes when you're not looking.”

“You should tell him that. I think he'd like it.”

“Next time I see him, I will. Have a good lunch, Linden.”

“I will. You too.”

Uri wasn't at lunch or Rec that day. I worried about him because he looked upset even from that distance. I found Gerah chiming near the kiln, watching pottery made by the third years go through its first firing. I asked if he could find Uri and make sure he was okay.

“Of course. I'll go have a look now.”

According to Gerah, Uri had spent some time at lunch with Mrs. Costanza, the Bishop’s Row coach, then went to the infirmary after. It seemed he was fine, just a little grouchy.

I had no idea the person I should have been checking in on was Astor.


CHAPTER TWO


For the rest of September, Scald smiled whenever she saw me with Wren and Uri. One day, as they both jogged toward the art studio. I stopped, turned, and finally asked.

“Why do you always laugh at us?”

“I'm not laughing at you, more like smiling about.”

“But why, though?”

“Well, Zillah’s the umbral dragon but you've got shadows.”

“We all love art, even if Uri’s also playing Bishop’s Row and Wren’s wrestling. I could be one of their shadows, you know.”

“It's just a figure of speech. If it bothers you, I'll stop.”

“It doesn't now. Since you explained, it feels like an inside joke. Mostly, I'm annoyed at myself for not getting it. Anyway, someone's got more shadows than both of us. Actual shady ones.”

I pointed at the same boy I'd seen on my first day in town at Clifton Hill. He still wore gray and carried that same parasol over his shoulder. We watched him pause to lean against the metal post supporting the sign for the bus stop.

For some unknown reason, he ignored the wooden bench, which I knew from experience was quite comfortable, and moved to the metal one, which wasn’t. Scald noticed this too. She glanced from him to the bench and back again before speaking.

“Are you talking about the emo guy?”

“You think he dresses like Ed Redford?”

“Okay, maybe he's a goth. Hey, I bet he'd like the Boo-Tique.”

“Probably not. I've seen him walk by it a bunch of times and he's never given it a single glance.”

“Maybe he’s shy or lonely. You could always ask him to join you.”

“Why would that make any difference?”

“Because you're cute and so is he.”

“Oh, no. I wouldn’t ask a complete stranger that.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too awkward.”

“Suit yourself. Oh, by the way. Your friendly neighborhood shadows are waiting.”

I glanced back, throat tightening as I saw Uri and Wren holding the studio doors open for me. They’d gone out of their way, and I hadn’t noticed. Apologetic noises poured from my mouth as I waved at Scald before hurrying away.

Since my back wasn't toward her, I noticed she gave the goth boy, bus stop, and the bench plenty of space on her way toward the music studio. Odd, considering she’d called him cute. Maybe her eyes were on him but her heart wasn’t.

In the studio, I flipped to a new page in my sketchbook and went to work on pictures of parasols. None of them were exactly like the goth guy’s. I made them in designs inspired by my section mates and a few other people I'd met. Wren peered over my shoulder. That day his physique was diminutive, but his features had the fine-boned symmetry of his conventionally aesthetic guise.

“I like that wicker umbrella.”

“That's a relief.”

“Why?”

“You inspired it.”

“I thought the bus stop kid did that.”

“Well, the parasols in general, yes. But, well, the rest come from all of you.”

Uri stepped away from the enormous piece of newsprint he had been working on. He came around to my other side and gazed down at my work.

“You didn't make one for me,” he signed.

“Yes, I did.”

I turned my pencil sideways to gesture with my finger. Since Uri was a space dragon, I'd done something different with his. The parasol representing him stretched over everyone else’s. I'd tried my best to make it look like a wide expanse, open and full of possibility.

He walked around to the other side of the table to get a better look, then his mouth dropped open, eyes shimmering. My stomach sank.

“You don't like it?”

Uri shook his head, put a hand over his heart, closed his mouth, then brought his other hand up. Instead of signing a full sentence, he made a single gesture. Both his hands were curled in, palms toward his chest and wrists crossed.

“Oh! You love it? Thank you.” I smiled.

Uri's bronze cheeks deepened in color as though burnished. He blinked and nodded. As he turned to walk back toward his work, the corners of his mouth tilted up softly. I smiled, then turned the same expression toward Wren.

I hadn't heard him leave the building.
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October would begin the next week. That meant it was almost Thanksgiving in Canada. In addition to a large dinner held on the common along with younger students from the elementary Annex, Weir Academy third years also ran carnival games for all the other kids. Local authors, crafters, and artists came to campus to display age-appropriate books and wares.

On one of our in-town outings, I went to the Boo-Tique to ask Tom if he'd be on campus. When I walked in through the door, he greeted me strangely.

“Hello, welcome to my little cafe. My name is Tom. Can I help you?”

“Tom, it's me. Linden.”

“Wow! I didn't recognize you with the new ‘do, sorry. Nice hair color. Is it a temporary dye?”

“No, it's almost October. My hair does this every year when I'm in a climate where the seasons change. It’ll be brown at the end of December.”

“But that means you're a wood dragon. I didn't think there were any more of those left.”

“Really? Who said that?”

“Lots of people. It's in books too. What are they teaching you up at that school, anyway?”

“Lab, local history, breath conjuring, and shifting safety. Also coming into town so we can get used to mingling. It's very important. Most of us didn’t grow up anywhere so populated as here.”

“Oh, that makes a lot of sense. Forget I asked. Anyway, blueberry falls again?”

“Maybe something different this time. Fixed the same way, though. What do you recommend?”

“I just got this harvest moon flavor in. It's cinnamon, vanilla, and a hint of orange peel.”

“I'll give that a try.”

Tom fixed my coffee. After it was ready, I tried it as he watched and waited, then rewarded him with a smile. It was as good as the blueberry falls but completely different. Some changes, especially when you expected and wanted them, were good.

I sat at the spooky tree table in the window with my sketchbook open, doodling as I drank and the people went by. Gerah floated through the window, hovering over my paper. We passed the time chatting about things we'd seen and done on campus during September. It felt like the end of a beginning, more than the start of something new.

Most of my conversations for the rest of the week felt that way. The following week was bustling. The night before our Thanksgiving dinner, Astor walked up to Zillah again. This time he did it in front of the fountain in the dorm.

“Zillah, have you given any more thought to going to the dance? With me, I mean.”

“I, um, still have one more sister to talk to.”

The twangy tone in her voice told me she hadn't thought about it. She probably hadn't had a chance to discuss it with anyone either. Except maybe for her Squishmallows, but they couldn't give her advice.

“Which one? Maybe I can help you find her.”

Zillah's eyes met mine. She squared her shoulders and pointed at me.

“There's Linden now. Excuse me. I'll get back to you, uh, soonish.”

She hurried toward me, leaving Astor beside the fountain, blinking small water droplets from his eyes. Zillah grabbed my hand and dragged me vaguely toward the restroom.

“Hold on a moment. I need my bag,” I commented.

“Oh, that's great. I mean that's okay. I can wait for that.”

I put my hands in my overalls pockets and strolled toward the tent. Zillah followed me inside. I took my time putting my phone on the charger, gathering my toiletries bag, a hair band, and pajamas. Zillah got her things together and let me lead the way back out, past a still bewildered Astor, and into the bathroom.

Eshed was letting Riv have a dip in one of the sinks, so we went into the girls only bath and shower area. Once inside, I started getting ready for a quick rinse off along with washing my face and brushing my teeth. Zillah stopped me before I stepped behind one of the shower curtains.

“Wait, can we talk first?”

“Okay.”

“Linden, what do I do? He keeps asking for an answer, and I don't have one.”

“Well, I guess the only thing I can think of is, do you want to go to the dance with him?”

“I don't know Astor, barely at all. He's spoken to me maybe twice before walking up out of nowhere with the flowers and all. Everyone was looking at me. It didn't feel comfortable.”

“I don't feel comfortable talking about dating either. It's hard enough just making new friends.”

“That's part of the problem. Astor doesn't feel like a friend, not to me and not really to anyone else in our section.”

“Are you saying you think he's hostile somehow?”

“I wouldn’t go that far. I just haven’t seen him being friendly. Like Wren’s been, for example.”

She had to be right about that. I tried to imagine a reason for Astor’s unfriendliness. Could it be like how Wren felt unwelcome in Aventurine section? I'd seen them go out of their way to exclude and ignore the sasquatch. Were we doing the same thing to Astor by accident?

“Maybe he feels out of place. He’d met us once before coming to live in here. What if we all go to the dance as friends and invite him that way? Maybe he’d feel more like part of the group if it’s all of us together.”

“You're right. Go on and take your shower, Linden. I've got some texts to send.”

“Are you sure you don't want me to wait? I can help.”

“No, you did most of the work this time. I just need to get everyone on the same page. I’ll tell Astor he’ll have his answer tomorrow at the Thanksgiving celebration.”

“Okay.”

I went in to do my shower thing. Before I turned the water on, I heard Zillah go back into the sink area and speak to Eshed. By the time I finished my bathing, they were both gone. Passing through the empty fountain courtyard, I hoped whatever she had planned would lack the awkwardness most of my social ideas carried.
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Dinner happened in the middle of Canadian Thanksgiving Day. Fortunately, it was clear and dry, though chilly. This allowed the third years to go all-out with their decorations.

The tables were under pop-up tents, the kind with all four sides open. They'd wrapped the poles in corn husks and hung garlands of fabric leaves along the inside of the roofs.

Bright tablecloths in autumnal tones of orange, yellow, and brown shrouded the wooden tables. The lighting was done with hanging globes of glass beads that matched. These had battery-powered candles inside.

The pots of chrysanthemums they'd chosen as centerpieces were the only disappointment. I lingered near a cluster of older students, listening to their lamentations. A girl with glossy brown curls shook her head, bobbing them as bristly whiskers twitched thrice before fading. The sharp scent of the ocean hung around her.

“The boy at the nursery told me they should have bloomed by now. I don't know what went wrong, Vinny.”

A guy with a five o'clock shadow and his long chestnut hair caught back in a ponytail peered at the plant with brown eyes that briefly flashed red. He pawed at the soil in the pot with a briefly hooflike hand, then hung his head.

“I ordered them from the old lady. Too bad that boy was there, Cindy. I don't know him, but it looks like there's nothing we can do now. Besides getting these late bloomers out of here and hoping we can use them for something else next week.”

I peered at the plants, understanding exactly what they needed in an instant. Also, I realized that I was speaking to a selkie and a kelpie, respectively.

“Excuse me.”

“Are we in your way, kid? Sorry,” Vinny apologized.

“No, you're not. I have wood magic.”

“Almost nobody at this school has wood magic. Except that one first year wrestler. Maybe you know this kid from tutoring, Cindy?” Vinny asked.

Cindy put one hand on the back of her head. “I don’t, but if what she says is true, right now she seems like an angel to me. Do you need anyone to help you channel? It's just that you look like a first year, and all the magi at Weir are remedial students.”

“Oh, don't worry, I can do this on my own. I'm not a magus.”

Vinny opened his mouth, raising a finger, but my impulse to channel a stream of growth and nourishment at the plants was one I couldn't control. Leaves and stems rustled, waving buds at their ends. The flowers should have started blooming then but didn't.

I frowned at my stream of conjuring, watching it spill over and down the sides of the pots they sat in. No matter how consistently I channeled, I couldn't get my magic near the roots of the plants.

The moment before I was about to give up, a hand rested on my forearm. I recognized it, although it had been in almost constant motion most other times I'd seen it.

“Uri, what's going on?”

He stepped to where I could see him, removed his hand from my arm, and signed, “Space magic says there’s something that doesn’t belong in these pots. Feels like one of Petie’s gadgets. Maybe they’re blocking your element. Anyway, I can use space and teleport them out if you want.”

“Only if it won't hurt the plants.”

“I have a plan for that, don't worry,” he signed.

“Then go on, I trust you.”

Uri put one knee, one foot, and his left hand on the ground. He held his right hand out at the chrysanthemum pot nearest himself, flat with his fingers pointed up like he wanted to stop traffic. He did. People walking by paused to watch, although whatever he was doing with his magic wasn't visible.

Or at least not to everyone. Brackish stood with her mouth wide open, staring at the ground Uri knelt on. Between her and Vinny, they looked like a pair of flytraps. Only for a moment, though. Brackish held both her hands out, channeling an orb of earth.

Nearby, Petrichor commented, “Preventing the imminent cave-in, am I right?”

Uri rolled his eyes and shook his head. While Brackish and Petrichor whispered their confusion to each other, I understood the gesture. Whatever he was teleporting out of the planters would compress the earth beneath him, meaning Brackish's precaution wasn't necessary underground but in the pots.

One by one, the potted plants reacted to my magic as Uri removed each object and Brackish provided soil for him to put in its place. The buds opened, giving an illusion of spinning, like a bike with russet spokes on its wheels.

It only took a few minutes to complete our collaborative exercise. Brackish banished her earthen orb. Uri rose from the ground, brushing dirt off his knees and hands.

“You're the dragon hatchlings, aren't you?” Cindy asked.

“Yes,” he signed.

“Thanks for the help. I guess you have a two-year head start. You know, for when it's your turn to do this kind of decorating.” Vinny grinned, signing as he spoke.

“You know ASL?” Uri signed.

“My uncle's deaf. He taught me, and I taught everyone in my year. I tutor folks too if anyone's interested.”

“You should go talk to the RA of Aventurine section. They work with us sometimes, and their lack of ASL knowledge is holding them back,” I remarked.

“I'll go do that, but after dinner. Nobody wants to wait much longer for our big meal, and I've got to go tell our RA that we're done here.”

“By the way, what were your names?” Cindy asked, also signing.

Uri introduced everybody, beaming like the sun lit his face from within. He didn't often get the chance to do formalities like this, but the fact that the two third years understood him made a big difference.

After that, Vinny and Cindy headed away. I stood in what I thought was a comfortable silence with my friends. At least until Zillah ducked behind me, followed closely by Scald, Crystal, Eshed, and Petrichor. Zillah leaned close, lowering her voice as she spoke to me.

“Linden, I need help with Operation Plan to Go as Friends.”

“I've got this, don't worry.”

“Operation what now?” Petrichor raised an eyebrow.

I looked up, ready to face the approaching crowd of my section mates. From a direction perpendicular to theirs, Wren strode toward us from the other side of the common. Today she was of average height and build with black hair in a thick braid over one shoulder. I waved. She didn't wave back, only increased her pace.

As they reached us, I still couldn't read Astor’s expression or the others although their faces were more familiar to me. I tried not to let this deter me from my promised course of action in aiding Zillah.

Fixing my eyes firmly on Astor’s nose, I recited the speech I'd cooked up and practiced in private.

“Hello. As the two oldest sisters from the Under, Zillah and I decided we would attend the Maple Leaf dance as a group of friends. We invite all of you to join us.”

Astor crossed his arms and planted his feet.

“What kind of cop-out is this? There's no way a girl who looks like Zillah wants to go to a dance with just friends.”

Uri snorted, then signed, “Friendship’s important. Also, if she doesn't want to go with you for whatever reason, deal with it.”

“None of us can afford to be celibate, in case you forgot.”

“Miss Saya got engaged to a woman. Doctors exist, or did you forget all about your father?” Uri smirked as he signed.

Astor's face went an alarming shade of crimson, clashing with Scald's hair. His nostrils flared, and his hands curled into fists. He turned away from me toward Uri, lifting his forearms.

I wish he hadn't thrown the punch, but it was a good thing Wren was there when he did. She caught his fist in her hand, blocking his left hook.

“Take a step back now, bud. It's bad enough y’all are at odds with Aventurine. You don't need to fight among yourselves.”

Astor lowered his hands, unclenching them. He stepped back, but that didn't mean the fight was over.

“You're not one of us. You can’t possibly understand, swamp thing.”

Instead of arguing, Wren turned her back. I wished I could have.

“If we don't understand, explain it to us. We're not psychic, but we're also not stupid,” I reply.

“So says the village idiot.” He turned away from me but toward the others. “You'd all best get interested in dating sooner rather than later. Or don't you care about the continuation of our species? On second thought, maybe it’s better to leave Linden out of your gene pool. Anyway, I'm out of here.”

He strode away across the squad, the cluster of kids from Aventurine section directly in his path.

Uri signed a stream of curses after him while Riv stood on Eshed's shoulder growling. Crystal flexed her fingers, her knuckles cracking like ice under pressure, and ozone-scented air rose off Petrichor in waves as his hair stood on end.

Scald shook one redder-than-normal fist, and Brackish held a death glare on Astor's back like a follow spot. Zillah flung her arms around me, pressing her cheek against mine. I hugged her, waited until her grasp loosened, then stepped back.

“I'm sorry. I should have told him myself instead of getting you involved. Those things he said, I'll understand if you don't want to forgive him or talk to him again.”

“None of us knew he'd react that way.”

The circle of faces around me stared, blinking. I knew before Scald spoke that I was wrong.

“Oh, Linden. No. I wish I had known what you were up to because I would have seen that mess coming a mile away. Next time, get a little help from more friends.”

“I won't forget,” Zillah replied.

“Well, how about it? Should the rest of our section go as friends, Wren included?” I asked.

Silence unfolded like the chrysanthemums had done earlier. I stood waiting for an answer from anyone.

Scald, the most socially adept of us as I'd begun to recognize, provided hers. “Well, I wanted to go on my first actual date. Maybe others feel the same way.”

“Somebody go on a date with this literally hot girl already.” Crystal gestured at Scald. “I mean, she's just so freaking cute I can hardly stand it. Petie, how about you?”

“Sure?” He blinked.

After that, nobody seemed able to look at each other. Soon we each trailed away, finding seats under the pavilions next to people we didn't know.

Except for me. Wren followed. She was one friend I at least hadn't scared off. We passed food around, and she kept the horrible potatoes away from me. As we sat with the dessert of pumpkin pie a la mode, she casually ventured back to that volatile topic of conversation.

“I'm cool with going in a friend group if that's still happening.”

“It's the only way I can imagine going to dances, so it's still happening even if I'm the last friend standing.”

“That's good.” Wren held up her glass of sparkling apple juice. “Here's to quality over quantity.”

“I'll clink to that.” I did, with my glass of regular apple juice.

Despite the gesture of merriment, I sensed through our common magical element that Wren was deeply worried. Just like me.


CHAPTER THREE


After Thanksgiving, everyone seemed to be in constant motion. With Maple Week coming at the end of the month and so much preparation to do, I wasn't surprised. The heated rush made more sense than any other behavior I saw from my friends.

Most of them, anyway. Wren remained his steady self in all ways and about seemingly every aspect of Maple Week, including the dance. At lunch one day, Uri asked him how he did it.

“I always slow down this time of year. Wait until Primrose Week next spring, and you'll see me freak out too.”

“It's a nature thing. I get it. Must be why Linden’s so chill too.”

I didn't have the heart to correct Uri. I wasn't chill, not at all. All the artwork I'd made since coming to Weir Academy was unfinished. I had nothing to display in the art show. After lunch, I headed across the quad to the studio, thankful that Uri and Wren would be at practice for their sports during the first half of Rec.

“Mr. Kalonymus, I'm so sorry. I can't display anything. It's all newsprint or planning stage sketches.”

“Tell me, Linden. Do you want to put something up? Because it doesn't have to be a piece you made here, you know.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and texted Uncle Cosmo. Mr. Kalonymus took this in stride and returned to examining pottery glazes for signs of drying instead of hanging over my shoulder, waiting for an answer. That was good since it took a few minutes for my phone to beep with a reply.

Cosmo’s on his island. This is Saya. Can I help you?

I sent a text back, asking more specifically after the painting I'd meant to inquire about. Miss Saya replied a moment after I sent it.

Mother hung that one in the game room last month. I'll have her choose another canvas to replace it, box it up for you, and send it along through La Grange. It should reach you by tomorrow at the latest.

Thank you so much. You have no idea what a relief it is to read that.

No problem. Next time text me directly for a speedier response. Cos will be away for quite some time still, although we expect his return before Yule.

I thanked her again, then shut my phone off and put it away. After that, I got a thick sheet of watercolor stock out, the media I’d finally chosen for my study on parasols. I might finish it in time, but I wished I'd know for sure whether that would happen.

The painting I'd requested from Newport was a single subject, but I wanted to show more versatility with a collection of permutations on an item type. We were allowed up to three entries, but I couldn't think of any more studies in finished condition.

I sketched the parasols in an arch shape, with the arrays making the top and the others and columns along either side. The parasols would be sunlit on the outside, but inside the arch would contain a rainy day.

The light pencil marks jolted my memory. I'd done something similar before, in paint and finished, more than three years earlier. But how could I put forward a waymark from a wall in Salem for an art show in Niagara Falls?

“Photography is a visual art,” Mr. Kalonymus replied.

“I said that out loud?”

“You sometimes drop a few of your thoughts while working. If you don't mind my asking, what is this project you’ve got gracing the Witch City?”

I explained. He nodded, then said he'd arrange for me to take snapshots of my work over the weekend.

That's how I ended up with two out of three permitted works to enter in the art show. After that, I felt like less of an impostor when my sisters and other friends remarked on my apparent calmness. At least for another few days.

“Since you're going to Salem, Linden, I figure you've made an appointment at State of Grace to get fitted for a gown for the Maple Leaf dance?” Scald said.

“No, I didn't. I don't think I want to wear a gown anyway.”

“Are you looking for a pantsuit like me?” Zillah asked.

“No. I was kind of hoping I could wear my dressy overalls. You know, the corduroy ones.”

Crystal sighed, shaking her head.

“I'm afraid that won't cut it. It's not black tie, but the dance is still a formal evening event. Those dressy overalls are more like afternoon attire.”

“Oh.”

The bell rang, cutting off our conversation. I was grateful for the distraction class provided. It took my mind enough off the question of dresses for my brain to come up with a possible answer in the background. Fortunately, it was an in-town visit day. At lunch I headed straight toward Wren in mountain man guise.

“I need to check the Boo-Tique today. Can we go there first this afternoon?”

“Check the Boo-Tique?”

“Yes.”

“Sure thing. I want to take a walk into Candy Mountain afterward though, if that's okay with you.”

“Of course. We can walk with our coffee and everything.”

At Rec I did more work on the parasol watercolor. It was coming along at a decent pace, so I thought I'd have time to enact my plan. During the second half of the period, Wren appeared, although Uri didn't. I asked where he was.

“Bishop’s Row has extra practice.”

“Okay. I wanted to ask you a question about the sewing machines.”

“Oh, right. I have been fiddling around with those. What do you need to know?”

“Do you think I could learn to use one in an hour?”

“I don't know, Linden. I still don't know exactly what I'm doing with them myself.”

“That's fair. Show me what you have figured out.”

Wren did as I asked. I got my brain around the basic concepts quickly, how the foot worked, and where the thread and bobbin went. When I tried using it, though, I understood what he meant.

Some things were simple in concept but difficult to master. The sewing machine seemed that way for me. It would limit my plan’s options, but I'd still try following it.

After the second Rec ending bell, we headed to La Grange. Everyone from Aventurine section was already there, cloistered off to one side. They didn't bother looking up when Wren entered the building.

Our magic making us resistant to her powers was a rational reason for Sophia's animosity toward me and Wren. There seemed to be no explanation for her shunning the rest of my section. It's not like we were popular school-wide. If anything, our status as hatchlings made us less likely to mingle with the rest of the first years at Weir.

I hummed to myself to soothe my nerves about the social situation. It didn't do much, but a little was better than nothing. It tided me over until the RAs arrived to lead us out into Clifton Hill. Astor went off with Aventurine section.

Uri derailed my plan to head directly to the boutique alone with Wren. He stepped in front of me and walked backward as he signed, reminding me of Uncle Cosmo.

“There's a dead zone in the quad, Linden. It's new.”

“What? I thought you and Petrichor had put your heads together and decided those were naturally occurring hiccups.”

“Well, that might still be true. It's just that they're not static like we'd hoped.”

“Any idea yet on what element they are?”

“Still no. I'm sorry, I should be doing better for you.”

“It's not about me.”

“From my perspective it is.”

“How?” Wren asked.

“The dead zones mess with wood magic. That's Wren’s magic too, remember?”

Uri nodded but said nothing else. What I said kicked off a new line of thinking.

“Where on the quad is this new dead zone?” I asked.

“You remember Thanksgiving?” Uri signed.

“The chrysanthemums, yes. Do you think whatever you teleported underground is making the dead zones somehow?”

An arched gray shape brushed by overhead. Uri tucked and rolled before it hit him in the face. He stood glaring at the passerby, both middle fingers in the air. Wren gave voice to Uri's frustration.

“Hey, bud! Watch it!”

The gray-clad goth boy who’d almost taken Uri’s nose out with his parasol didn't even glance over his shoulder.

“Some people, am I right?” Wren asked.

Uri nodded, then turned to face forward and walked with us to Curious Coffee and Boo-Tique even though I hadn't invited him. It didn't bother me that he'd come and wouldn't deter me from the conversation I intended to have with Tom. As if he were psychic, Wren asked Uri to look through the movie memorabilia with him while I approached the counter.

“Hey, Linden. Nice to see you in so early. What can I get for you?” Tom asked.

“Something to wear to the Maple Leaf dance.”

“I have plenty of vintage stuff. What are you thinking of?”

I hooked my thumbs under the straps of my overalls and held them forward. Plenty of people wouldn't have got the message, but to my relief, Tom did.

“I think I've got something I haven't priced yet. It's in the back, though. Hang on.”

He headed behind the curtain on his side of the counter. A few minutes later he returned with a garment bag on a hanger. He hung it on a Boo-Tique section rack, unzipped the bag, and pulled it aside. I put my hand over my mouth when I saw it.

“It's almost perfect.”

“I know, you'll need to wear something under it. But this is vintage early ’90s. Overalls were a thing back then, according to my mom. You don't mind the floral print, I hope?”

“Not at all. I think I already have a shirt to wear, too. How much?”

“Like I said, I'm still not sure. I have to do the research on it. Your school dance isn't until next weekend. Can you wait until Monday?”

“Okay, sounds like a plan. Can we order coffee now? We're going over to Candy Mountain next.”

“Oh, sure. If Adam's working today, tell him I said hi.”

“I'll do that.”

We got our coffee and headed out of the store. We waved at Brackish, Eshed, Crystal, and Zillah, holding the door so they could go in and get their hot beverages. Instead of staying behind with them, Uri tagged along with us to Candy Mountain and bought an entire bag full of Red Hots. Wren got maple sugar candy, and I had lemon drops.

We walked up and down the street enjoying our treats and the brisk weather. Although I looked for them, I didn't see Scald or Petrichor anywhere. I asked Uri and Wren if they'd seen them.

“Scald went into the casino almost right away. I didn't see where Petie went though,” Uri signed.

“That's too bad. I wanted to ask them about the gray goth boy.”

“Don't get me started on that jerk.” Uri wrinkled his nose.

“That's kind of the point. To not get started in any more conflicts with more people, including that guy,” Wren replied. “Matter of fact, I think it's a good thing good old Uri here dodged that pretty, pretty parasol.”

“Yeah, I'm not a Bishop's Row player for nothing. Sad boys watch out!”

“I agree with Wren. The gray goth shows up way too much for his presence to be unintentional.”

The grin faded from Uri’s face. “Wait, it wasn't an accident? How do you figure?”

“I've seen him around since orientation. While going over pictures I've taken for art references, he showed up in more than half of them. He's never taken so much as a clumsy step, from all I've seen.

“You're right,” Wren agreed. “Graceful as a Sidhe, that one. Has the sense of an old soul, too. I reckon he might be a changeling.”

“Do changelings usually go to Weir Academy?” Uri asked.

“Not many unless they've got a magical shifter sibling enrolled here.”

By then we'd reached the waymark, and it was time to head back to campus. After we returned, our RAs called our sections into separate dinner meetings, which tabled that discussion for the time being.

The next day, my painting arrived before breakfast. I spent half the time I had to eat getting it from La Grange to the studio, then rushed through my meal.

Work on the parasol watercolor occupied the rest of that day. I lost track of time and worked through lunch. Thankfully, Susanna brought me sandwiches. It dried enough during dinner for me to apply the final touches of gilt, making it a mixed-media piece.

That afternoon, Mr. Kalonymus brought me to La Grange where I met a summoner from Salem, Paula Catellus. She opened the way to the mark I'd made three years ago. We came through in the middle of Salem's golden hour, the perfect time to photograph it.

On Sunday, Mr. Kalonymus called me to the studio again. My friends from Thanksgiving, Vinny and Cindy, were there. They were both photographers and willing to help me blow up and develop the image into something fitting for the gallery walls.

It looked like I would have three entries for the art show after all.

[image: ]


Monday of Maple Week brought the band and dance performances. We had morning classes as usual along with lunch, but after that, the rest of the day was devoted to letting students from all three years display their talents. That would hold through the rest of the week.

I raised my hand in the lab after Miss Bissette made this announcement. She called on me.

“I have to pick something up in town.”

“That shouldn't be too difficult. Just don't expect to do it early on in what would have been the second half of the day. It'll be closer to free time before dinner. If you need an escort, I'm available.”

“Thank you.” I sat.

With that arranged, I could focus on our lecture and lab exercise that morning. It wasn't difficult, only tedious, measuring the amount of elemental power it took to recharge a communication orb.

At lunch, Crystal barely took a bite of her bacon, lettuce, and tomato club. Scald ate her entire plate of chicken parmesan and half of Crystal’s sandwich. Eshed sipped soup from a cup, easily the calmest of my three section mates performing this afternoon.

We headed into the auditorium. We'd become accustomed to Astor leaving our group in favor of joining Aventurine section, but I wasn't prepared for what Uri did when we entered the building.

He sprinted down to the first row, lying across half the seats in the section. Everyone else hurried to join him, including Wren, but I froze. There was no way I'd tolerate sitting so close to all that light, sound, and movement.

Nearby, two sets of melodic chimes sounded. I turned to find Gerah and Vavie hovering in the air behind me.

“We have a spot in the balcony if you'd like to join us,” Gerah offered.

“Yes, please.”

“Just follow me!”

Vavie bobbed and swooped toward a set of steps. I went after him, and Gerah brought up the rear.

The balcony gave me a vantage point that reminded me of being in the sky. It was a comfort although unfamiliar in an enclosed space like the auditorium. Most of the seats up there were empty. Only a handful of students occupied them, mostly third years with schoolwork to do.

The lights went down in the house, although the third years’ tablets emitted a faint but steady glow on the balcony. This didn't bother me since I sat near the railing.

The curtain went up on a darkened stage. I sensed the dancers waiting in their places on the stage anyway, along with the fact that one was Crystal. There were lights, although in front of the stage’s apron and down.

In the orchestra pit, Eshed sat behind a grand piano, a far cry from the portable keyboard he had brought from Newport. The music rack above the keys was empty.

He played the opening notes to a song I didn't recognize, but it reminded me of the piano lullabies played at the Harcourt Home for the youngest hatchlings. Nearby, Scald accompanied him on guitar. Second and third years made up a small chorus of vocalists.

Up on the stage, Crystal leaped and bounded across the stage with a score of other dancers. They wore flowing ruana wrap-style garments over pale tights and leotards. The movements in the music and the dancers' bodies matched, coming together in my mind like complementary colors. When they finished, I stood to applaud.

The stage lights went down, and a second group of dancers switched places with the first. We saw them when the lights came up again. This next routine was a classical piece, one Scald and her guitar sat out. I didn't know any of the dancers or the style they used, but the music also complemented their performance.

Crystal returned to the stage for the third piece. This was a smaller group of dancers, only four of them. I recognized this song, Happy Phantom by Tori Amos. The dance style was like watching a story spoken in movement. I imagined Uri in the front row, enthralled, maybe wondering if he should try dance for himself.

A flurry of movement in the orchestra pit made me think that was the last routine. The lights didn't come up, though. I checked the time on my phone, realizing we still had hours left in the day. What more could they possibly be doing?

Plenty. The orchestra pit magically lifted until it was level with the stage's apron. Eshed remained on the piano bench, but he had turned. A flute rested in his hands. The vocalists had gone, and four other musicians had taken their place.

They played a medley of chamber music pieces. Some I recognized and some I didn't. At least I knew the genre. After that medley, more musicians joined them including Scald. They played three more sets, classical pieces that moved forward through eras. They were a joy to listen to and inspiring.

After that, the pit lowered from the stage level. The curtain opened again on a darkened stage, and the dancers did three more routines. My favorite was the tap number to the song Smile Bomb. I’d heard that one from an anime Petrichor showed us, Yu Yu Hakusho.

It must have been Crystal's idea since it was one of her favorite songs. The fact that the dance club let a first year choose music for a routine, especially something as flashy as tap, made me smile too.

When the lights came up at the end of the performance, I headed down the stairs from the balcony. My friends were already at the theater's exit, intending to go outside to the annex door and congratulate our section mates.

I reached them as they began. Uri took one look at me, signed an apology, then walked away as fast as he could. My first impulse was to go after him, but Miss Bissette chose that moment to collect me for our errand in Clifton Hill.

The reason for Uri’s behavior remained a mystery, although not for much longer.

[image: ]


I didn't have time to be nervous. That morning was the magiscience fair. We got a chance to walk around the gym, where students from all three years with magiscience projects stood behind folding tables to present them.

Petrichor was there, but not as a member of the magiscience club. He'd done his own project, which looked awfully familiar.

I approached the table, pointing. “Those are our sleep masks, aren't they?”

“Yes! I'd say you win one of them as a prize, but technically one is still yours. So, there's that.”

Brackish leaned on the table, asking a question of her own.

“Most of these kids are second and third years. Do you have to compete with them?”

“No. As a matter of fact, I'm one of only three first years who bothered making anything and aren't here with the science club.”

I followed his gaze and spied Steven across the room. The contraption on the table in front of him looked much more complex than Petrichor's simple enchanted sleep masks. Maybe he'd also worked on it during the first week of school. I turned more, my feet in motion as they moved me across the gym.

“Linden, don't go alone!” Brackish called.

I sensed Wren coming behind me on my left.

She reassured my sister, “She's not.”

Wren reached Steven’s table before I did. That day she looked like a pro basketball player, bulky enough to be on defense in the WNBA, too. She leaned one hand on its surface, causing it to creak slightly.

“Don't you dare knock it over,” Steven warned.

“I would never.”

“Well, Sophia said—”

“It doesn't matter what Sophia said. You’re a scientist. Believe the evidence. I'm not like that, and you know it. Hold your horses and tell me about your project already.”

I listened as Steven launched into a description of his contraption. Like Petrichor’s sleep masks, this device was supposed to help people. It was much more advanced, however.

“This little gadget recommends the ideal aromatherapy based on your stress hormones at the time of testing. It needs a lot of work, though.”

“It sounds like a great idea. I can't imagine what to improve, though,” I commented.

“Currently it needs a drop of blood to give a result. I really don't want people pricking their fingers when they're stressed out, you know?”

“Oh, that makes sense. I bet if you got yourself a lab partner, you'd be able to solve that problem. Why not ask Petrichor?”

“I can't do that. Actually, I shouldn't even be talking to you, Linden.” Steven looked down at his feet, shuffling them. “Could you leave?”

“Okay.” I turned and walked away. Wren caught up with me in short order.

“You didn't have to go.”

“He asked me to and already answered my question, so I didn't need to stay. Right?”

“What I really mean is, you shouldn't cave to Sophia like that.”

I looked up and glanced around the gym.

“She's not here.”

“Some people leave their marks, even when they're not present. She’s got one on Steven, for sure.”

“Are you having a hard time in your dorm? Like with a roommate or something?”

“No, one upside to being in Aventurine section is we each get our own room. Rooms, actually. Because we have private baths.” She blushed.

“Is that embarrassing somehow?”

“It's way too fancy for the likes of me. And, well, a little birdie told me you all are living in tents.”

“Our bathrooms are communal but fully constructed, don't worry.”

“That's good.”

We wandered around, checking out the older students' projects. Even though neither Wren nor I planned to compete in the magiscience fair until we had to, this gave us a preview of what we might work on in future magiscience labs.

The whole time, three judges circulated, asking questions surely far more involved than ours. One judge was Mr. Greenfield. I didn't recognize the other two. Maybe they were from the university.

When it came time to give out prizes, they started with the first years. Off to one side, I heard Sophia.

“Of course, they’ll give first prize to the headmistress’ son even though all he did was enchant some scraps of fabric.”

“Yeah, that sucks,” Emi echoed.

Except the judges did no such thing. They walked to Steven with a blue ribbon for first prize, while Petrichor’s got an honorable mention instead. Nobody won second or third. Back at his table, I caught the tail end of him explaining how that happened.

“There are point total brackets, and I didn't qualify for second or third place. Mostly because when I wrote my report, I forgot to give credit to my enchantment helper. Sorry, Linden.”

“No, I'm sorry. You would have gotten those points if I hadn't helped.”

Scald elbowed me. “You silly goose, he wouldn't have made working sleep masks without your enchantments. Don't forget that or the fact that we’d have been sleepless without them.”

I nodded. After the second and third years got their awards, the magiscience fair let out. We headed for lunch, then after that walked over to the gallery.

When I walked in, one of the first displays I saw was a series of photographs taken by Vinny. I wasn't the only person who appreciated the contrast between the cypress trees and the brick buildings on campus. I stood gazing at them for so long that I lost track of time.

I also noticed something. The presence of a gray-clad figure in the first and last photos of the series. He carried a parasol. I tried getting a closer look, attempting to find dates or times when Vinny took the pictures. Nothing was on the mats inside the frame or the photos either.

I stepped back, almost bumping into the photographer himself. Vinny grinned.

“You're enjoying ‘Three Falls in Succession.’ I see.”

“Is that the title? Three Falls in Succession?”

“Well, yes. I took the first in the series in my first year, the second last year, and the third one this September. Why do you ask?”

“Brackish would say you made a play on Niagara Falls since there are two falls, and your piece is named for three.”

“You caught me. It's a bit of a pun. There are three casinos, though. That’s the real connection, see.”

“That makes sense. I’ve been wondering, who's the emo kid? I mean the goth, I think? You caught him twice.”

“No idea. You’ve seen him around too, I gather?”

“Yes. He reminds me of someone, but I can't put my finger on who.”

“I guess he has one of those faces because I always think the same thing when I see him. He's probably a third year like me.”

“He looks so young though.”

“Hey, you know what would explain that? I bet he goes to the night school and he's a vampire.”

Before I could tell Vinny I'd seen that gray gentleman out and about in the afternoon at Clifton Hill, Uri dashed toward me, signing so quickly I could barely make out what he said. Wren followed at a slower pace.

“Could you repeat that, please?” I asked.

“You won a freaking ribbon, Linden!” he signed.

“That's impossible.”

Vinny guffawed, clapping me on the shoulder. “It's not, just unlikely. Come on, let's go see what you got.”

It turned out to be an honorable mention like Petrichor’s. The biggest difference was that I’d been competing across all years as the only entry from first. Even more surprising, my watercolor parasol study was the one worth the honor.

“I would have predicted the waymark as my prize winner.”

“Me too. It's beautiful and useful,” Wren agreed.

“I think the judges prefer pieces that speak from the heart,” Vinny replied.

“Then it makes sense. The waymark was a commission for a friend of a friend. The parasol piece, well, that's much more personal.”

Beside me, Wren grinned, and Uri beamed. I felt appreciated and validated by my friends, new and old.


CHAPTER FOUR


On Monday and Tuesday, we crammed all our usual classes into the mornings and afternoons. Rec periods were for last-minute setup. We wouldn’t head into Clifton Hill that week, either.

Wednesday was dedicated entirely to Bishop's Row and cheer. The first years’ matches were at the beginning of the day, right after breakfast. This must have been hard on Zillah and Uri because they didn't eat much at breakfast.

A cheer squad routine started things off. Sophia featured heavily in this, acting as the apex of a pyramid formation. I didn't recognize the song they used until halfway through.

It was I Don't Like Your Girlfriend by Avril Lavigne, which I should have guessed. Scald had spent the last two weeks changing the lyrics into something bawdy enough to make any adult in earshot blush. The best part was how she managed this without using any cuss words.

The match went on. What I hadn't realized was each of the first year Rec sections had two teams per year. Second and third years had even more, so the games would take all day. When first years’ first groups took their places on the court, Uri was reverse point for one of them.

In case you’re not familiar with Bishop's Row, these are the basics. It's something like magical dodgeball where players conjure orbs and toss them, trying to get each other out. One player, usually the captain, stood in the back. The game was over if he got tagged out and the opposing team was victorious.

The two players in front were on defense, so they were usually the fastest at moving and conjuring. Between them and the reverse point were the mid players, all-around good athletes who could take over if the defense fell.

Brackish would give you an entire history of the game, dating back to ancient Greece, but that wasn’t part of this story. Suffice it to say that Uri's position at the back was a testament to his ability as an athlete. And Zillah’s up front just as much.

Emi was beside her. This elicited a chorus of dismay from my section mates. Surely, they couldn’t think Emi would play poorly on purpose to make Uri and Zillah look bad.

Beside me, Petrichor explained the match’s progression to Eshed, adding his commentary.

“Uri’s got them making full defense plays. That's a Salem schools standard playbook if I ever saw it. It should work, but Zillah and Emi don't get along as well as they should to pull it off.”

“Maybe they'll get the hang of it later,” Eshed replied.

“I hope so. Oh no.”

“What happened?” Eshed asked.

“Uri called a time out. Looks like he's reading Emi the riot act.”

Eshed groaned. “My brother didn't do the meditation exercises Doctor Nimue gave him this morning, did he?”

“I didn't hear him doing them, no. He should have. This doesn't look good.”

I saw what he meant. Emi glared daggers at Uri, crossing her arms and shaking her head. He stomped, then pointed at the bench. One of the reserve players got up to take her place.

Zillah got between them before they could switch. She spoke to Uri, then turned toward Emi and gestured at the court. Instead of replacing Aventurine’s kitsune, the reserve took the position Zillah had vacated. The coach blew the whistle, restarting the match.

“Whoa! Other team almost got Uri. Not the defense's fault, either. He's distracted now,” Petrichor reported.

“Can he call another time out? Is that allowed? I think he needs a break,” Eshed replied.

“He could, but I don't think he's going to.”

“How did he squeak by?”

“Mid player took the hit instead.”

After that, Emi scored a hit, taking out the opposing team's first defense. I wasn't sure how she'd done it. The blue foxfire orb she threw took an unexpected twist. At least the attrition was even.

Their play got sloppy without the first defense, who appeared to be the opposite team's key teammate. It was the only reason Uri’s team managed to win. Even without Petrichor’s commentary, that was obvious to me.

They had a second cheer routine with a slightly different group from the second half of Rec. In addition to Sophia, Scald was on this squad.

Even if I hadn't noticed her in the rows of performers, Scald’s talon prints were all over this routine. The song was Miles by Sub-Radio, one she'd surely suggested. Sophia frowned through the entire routine, too.

The Bishop’s Row team for the second half of first year Rec was all kids I didn't know. They must have been from other sections because I recognized them from the cafeteria and around the quad. They played a good game without any of the drama, disruptions, or awkwardness of the last match.

After that, they gave us a short break to stand and stretch. I paced before the bleachers a few times, looking for Wren. Then I remembered wrestling had something to do at the end of the brief break.

Sure enough, after we sat, a group of Spandex-clad students ran to the middle of the gym. They were a diverse bunch in a wide range of sizes and shapes. I didn't spot Wren, but one figure wore a ghillie suit. The wood magic coming from underneath made my friend's identity unmistakable.

The wrestlers did a brief skit, which I later learned was called a promo. It gave everyone watching something to look forward to the next day because it established rivalries between the different characters. There was a wrestling-specific name for those—personas.

Wren didn't make a peep, only stood with the wrestler taunting the other side. This was a small and agile-looking fellow in neon green tights, a T-shirt that said George of the Jungle, and a full mask over his head.

After they finished, the wrestlers stomped away in opposite directions. A few moments later, the second year cheer squad took their place. Vinny's friend Cindy was in this group. She looked like she was having fun dancing to the music. I liked it so much that I tapped my foot. Crystal noticed.

“That’s Take My Breath by The Weeknd,” she advised.

“Thanks.” I nodded.

The Bishop's Row matches after that didn't hold my attention. I couldn't get invested in the sport without people I knew playing it, so the next time we had a break, I brought my sketchbook to the top of the bleachers and started working on a sketch from the wrestling promo.

Not long after that, the wooden bench creaked nearby. I looked over to see Wren, his form average height but rotund, sitting next to me. Instead of interrupting my process, he peered over my shoulder and nodded.

I'd always felt odd being alone in a crowd, especially during an activity everyone else focused on while I didn't. Even though he paid some attention to the games and the routines, Wren’s presence didn't give me that feeling. I felt accompanied in a crowd instead, but without pressure to do anything but my chosen activity.

The bell rang, signaling lunch. Instead of heading to the cafeteria, dining hall staff set up a grill to make cook-out food outside the gym. It only took a few minutes to get our choice of chicken, hot dogs, or burgers, veggie or otherwise. On the side, we selected from a variety of grilled vegetables. Dessert was a collection of fruit, with or without ice cream.

“You must love this,” Wren commented.

“It's good.”

“What I mean is, there's not a potato in sight.”

“You know me too well.” I grinned, then took another bite of my hot dog. “What would you do if there were potatoes?”

“Destroy them for you, of course. In my belly.” He slapped it to make a point, and it jiggled.

I giggled.

Somewhere off to our left, Sophia's laughter honked.

“Look at the fat-squatch over there. Oh, my gods.”

Brady shook his head with his arms crossed. “Well, Sophia, it looks like he at least has a girlfriend. Which is more than I can say for you.”

“What makes you think I want one? Anyway, I've got better things to do than hang out with a wet noodle.”

She dumped her paper plate, meal and all into the garbage and walked away, hips swinging. After she'd left, Brady was close enough for Wren to take a few steps in his direction and speak.

“Uh, thanks, Brady.”

“Don't let her hear you say anything like that. And don't thank me again. I've got my own reasons for shutting down fat shaming, and they've got nothing to do with you.”

Brady didn't leave. He lifted one hand off his arm and shooed my friend away. Wren shrugged and headed back toward me, then farther away. I followed him.

“I know you said you had a private room and everything yesterday, and it’s such a relief after watching that. Are you sure you're okay? Do you need to get away from here?”

“There's really nothing you could do about it, Linden. Even when they're not as mean, they're still jerks. It's because I don't fit in here. If that's how you have to act to belong, I don't want any part of it.”

“It's not how you have to act, just because it's how they act. Zillah told me something like that, and it makes a lot of sense.”

“Well, I'm glad your sister at least has her heart in the right place. But I've got the feeling you and her are in the minority. Going to school here is harder than I thought it would be.”

I wasn't sure what to say, so I stayed with him. When the bell rang again, we had to return to the gym. Getting back up to the top of the bleachers in our location from earlier was easy. Just like being together was.

We each had challenges, but we always helped each other with them. If we could only stick together, I was confident we'd make it through whatever obstacles Wren’s section threw at us.

I wasn't prepared for the ones that would come from my section.
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The next day, there were three events. The morning was devoted to Publishing’s live readings and solo drama club performances. We met in the auditorium after breakfast.

A girl in a power chair rolled out onto the stage with a microphone clipped to the lapel of her magenta blazer. A matching blanket covered her legs. She smiled at the audience and introduced herself.

“Hi! I’m Audrey, and welcome to the Publishing presentation. It’s my third year, and I am excited to see so many new faces in first year. To start things off, here’s a reading from one of these newcomers, Brackish.”

My sister stepped on stage, carrying a leather-bound folder to the podium in the middle. She set it down, opened it, and read into a microphone on a flexible black stand.

“I call this ‘Faulty Foundation.’”

Underfoot, we scramble

Feet, eggs, signals.

The bare earth trembles

Pebbles, rocks, boulders.

No stone unturned except us;

Gemstones, uncut potential.

Saved for a special occasion

That thankfully never came.

She bowed her head. Applause shook the air like the ground described in her poem. As it died down, she looked up with red-rimmed eyes.

“Thank you.”

My focus moved in and out after that, continuing through the rest of the readings from students of all years. Since it was too dark to consider drawing in the auditorium, my mind examined Brackish’s words instead. She’d seemed the most well-adjusted of us, unshakable. Stable as the stark earth.

That poem changed my mind. None of us had fully recovered despite the years of care and help we’d had since leaving the Under. Zillah’s crisis in the first week of school might only be the beginning.

The house lights came up in the auditorium. I didn’t budge at first, my brain still circling the possibility of more trouble as it tried to predict where it might come from.

I ruled out Astor and Petrichor, who’d grown up in normal families. Uri and Scald, with their respective successes on the court and the stage, also seemed immune.

Before I could further contemplate the next possible mental health crisis, Wren spoke from the aisle.

“Intermission also means snacks. You want some?”

I glanced down at my legs, which I’d lifted from the floor and crossed like a denim-covered pretzel.

“Sure, but my feet fell asleep.”

“Have a hand up, then.”

He held one out to me. I took it and let him help me out of my seat. Together, we ignored Sophia’s honking laughter from a row down in front and headed out to the lobby for crackers and juice.

After that, we returned to our seats just in time for the lights to go down. Drama club’s ensemble revue was about to start.

From my point of view, it was similar to some of the music performances and parts of dance. Two major differences were that the instrumentalists stayed in the orchestra pit, and the performers sang and did dialogue scenes together along with dancing.

The biggest and most dazzling difference was the costumes. The entire group wore a real uniform of royal blue slacks or skirts and cream tuxedo shirts with gold buttons. That outfit acted like a canvas primed for glamour bracelets to work their magic on.

Old-fashioned bustled gowns and tuxes with tails appeared for a ballroom dance number from Hello Dolly. This morphed into gloriously embroidered medieval clothing for a song called Magic to Do.

At times, some performers skipped on and off stage to change the group size. There were no solos. The smallest groups were quartets, comprising three of the numbers.

The last one featured Brady and a girl I didn’t know singing while Astor danced with another in the background. The singers wore risqué outfits in dark colors while the dancers wore modest pastels. Later, Scald told me the song was Dangerous Game from Jekyll and Hyde.

At the end of the revue, everyone was hungry. Lunch in the cafeteria was pizza. Wren got his in a to-go box, then headed to the gym to prepare for wrestling. Uri sat across from me with his tray.

“You got two sodas,” I pointed out.

“You forgot yours,” he signed.

“Oh! Well, thank you.”

“No problem.” He grinned, then moved his hands again. “Linden, I wanted to say that—”

Scald chose that moment to sit beside Uri, letting Riv direct Eshed into the seat next to mine. For a moment, something seemed off about the two of them. Then I realized that both wore all black, their way of staying low-key in the orchestra pit.

“Music’s way more involved with everything than I thought.”

“True, but I like it.” Eshed smiled.

Scald unwrapped the scrunchie from her bun. Its volume kept it on top of her head anyway. She tried shaking it, but the hair didn’t budge. “A little help here, please?”

Scald batted her eyes at Uri. He blinked but shrugged, then stood to help unwind her hair. He didn’t touch it, opting to use his magic instead. It seemed like a practical choice to me, so why was he blushing?

Space appeared between Scald’s ringlets, separating them until all fell free. Her hair waved and flickered like flames, and she giggled.

“What?” Uri signed.

“Just tickles, is all. Thank you, Uri. You’re more of a gentleman than I expected you’d be.”

He sat without signing another word, picking his pizza up and taking a huge bite. Did Scald somehow not understand that Uri wouldn’t want hair in his food? Or was something else going on here?

My only suspicion, that Scald was flirting with Uri, seemed far-fetched. My homegrown opinions on flirtation were shaky at best, so I looked for more evidence.

One glance at Eshed’s face told me the idea bore fruit. He bent his head over his plate, but he didn’t touch any more of his food. From his shoulder, Riv tilted his head quizzically down the table at Petrichor.

Right. He was supposed to be Scald’s date to the Maple Leaf dance tonight. Unlike Eshed, Petrichor looked unbothered. Instead, he seemed his usual upbeat self, speaking with Brackish.

“I just don’t get it.” I wished Wren could hear me. Uri did, instead.

“Same,” he signed.

We finished lunch in silence. I would have said more, at least some words encouraging Eshed to eat more. Riv beat me to it.
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The wrestling show was so much fun that I forgot about the drama at lunchtime. It was hard to focus on that, as uncomfortable as it was, while the fictitious rivalries between the wrestlers played out in the ring at the center of the common.

The first matches were in the lightweight category, where small and agile athletes astounded us with their acrobatics. Wren wasn't among them, although the guy he'd done a promo with the day before was.

During his match, we discovered he was some kind of magical cat shifter, and that his name was Milo. I wondered aloud about this and got an answer from Gerah and Vavie, who had come to watch the match.

“That's a glamour-based magic shifter if I'm not mistaken,” Vavie answered.

“Yes, he appears to be a Kells cat. They’re neutral in terms of Seelie and Unseelie, once upon a time ambassadors between the courts.”

“There isn't much use for that with the monarchs happily reconciled.”

I raised a finger. “Not according to another Kells cat I know. He says the new monarch’s establishing a court. They'll need messengers again.”

“I can only assume that a physical sport like this one will help in that future career,” Gerah replied.

“It should. Kells cats working for the courts will undoubtedly spend a good deal of time traveling across a variety of terrain.”

Before I could ask why, the next bracket of matches began. This time they were tag teams, a category Wren had told me he'd participate in. There he was in the first matchup, along with his partner, who hadn't gotten much of a break.

The gym went silent when Wren walked out to his team's entrance music. I was surprised for a moment. I'd seen a sasquatch in their true form before, but then I realized not many others had.

My friend had taken on a tree-like appearance, probably the reason a magical cat completed the tag team. As they walked down, I realized Wren differed from Grand Appy in key ways.

For one thing, Wren was smoother all over, lacking the extremely hairy and gnarled appearance I'd seen Grand Appy show in the park. For another, Wren was smaller than the average tree. Taller than the average wrestler, though.

To my surprise, Wren had leaves instead of hair, brushed brightly with autumn hues. This was a similarity I hadn't expected us to share, although my leaves only sprouted from my horns when I was in dragon form or partially shifted. They were seasonal too.

“Do they flower in springtime like mine, I wonder?” I asked.

Beside me, Uri rolled his eyes and signed, “Who cares? Let's watch the match already.”

He had a point. It had started. The opposing team was a pair of fauns, a pretty girl with blunt, curving horns and a tough-looking heavyweight-class boy with sharp, pointy, multi-pronged ones. The duo appeared to be related.

The boy faun charged at Milo, leaping when the cat tried to spring out of the way. One of the prongs scratched him, but it healed quickly, a common trait for shifters, magical or not.

Milo took that opportunity to tag Wren in. They switched places as the faun charged again. His antlers bashed against Wren's waist, making a hollow thunk. He staggered back, selling a massive wave of dizziness. The only way I knew the faun was faking was by watching his hooves. They stepped with a grace that matched the dance performance.

The faun tagged his partner in. She stood in the ring shaking her head, staring up at Wren’s leaf-wreathed face. Behind her back, I watched her cross her fingers before speaking.

“No way, let's call a truce. I surrender!”

Wren stepped forward through the ring, extending one bark-covered hand.

From the corner turnbuckle, Milo called, “Don't believe her! She's lying!”

Wren turned more slowly than necessary toward Milo, wearing an exaggeratedly puzzled expression. Quick as a flash, the girl faun scrunched her haunches and leaped up, butting the back of Wren's head with those blunt-looking horns.

The sasquatch hit the mat face down. The boy faun jumped into the ring, trying to help his partner flip their opponent over to no avail. As their futile efforts continued, Wren’s senses returned.

The two of them tumbled as my friend's substantial form lifted off the mat. Wren stomped, and the mat jostled them. Their heads clunked together to disorienting effect.

Milo called, “Cat up a tree! Go, go!”

Wren put both hands on the ropes, and Milo scaled them. As the sasquatch held the position, standing still like a tree on a windless day, Milo did a flying moonsault and knocked both fauns to the mat. The referee counted three. The fauns were pinned, and the match won.

I jumped up and cheered, waving both hands. The rest of Tourmaline section did too, although nobody in Aventurine moved a muscle. I don't think Wren cared with the two tag team belts claimed and wrapped firmly around their middles.

The rest of the tag team matches were between second and third year students. I didn't pay much attention because my friend's match had inspired me. I drew the finishing move in a woodland scene out of my imagination, but otherwise pretty much the same.

The next segment was medium-sized wrestlers. I didn't know or recognize any of these, so I added some finishing touches to my sketch instead of paying much attention. After that came a heavyweight segment, and Wren was there again.

The opponent was the victor this time, which made sense. She was a third year and turned out to be a magical snake shifter. Her finishing move involved constriction, something Wren couldn't counter well with an immovable object wrestling style.

Despite protests from Scald and Uri, Zillah insisted we wait by the locker room to congratulate our friend on well-played matches.

“We have to get ready for the dance,” Scald protested.

“So does Wren. We're all going, remember? Besides, it's not like Aventurine section will show up like this,” Zillah pointed out.

The wrestlers filed out of the locker room, but there was no obvious sasquatch, which left everyone scratching their heads. I noticed Wren right away, now appearing in a slender feminine form. A moment later so did Uri. He pointed as I moved to greet her.

As though trying to be the opposite of this morning, Wren’s random humanoid form was underweight. She paused to tie the bottom hem of her T-shirt in a knot so it wouldn't billow out too much around her.

“That looked like fun. It was fun to watch too,” I remarked.

“It's harder than it seems, but thanks. What are all your friends doing here?” she asked.

“Your friends are here to say congratulations, of course!” Scald opened her arms. “Bring it in.”

Wren did, blushing the entire time. Behind them, Uri narrowed his eyes. He signed a thumbs-up though, so I tried not to worry about what he might be thinking. Maybe he was concerned about how underweight Wren looked or something.

No, his gaze wasn't on Wren or me. I turned to see what he was looking at.

Sophia stood to one side, laughing and elbowing Astor, Brady, and Steven. Brady stood nearby with his head high and staring at nothing. Maybe he didn’t think jokes about weight were funny or something.

Uri rushed toward them. I reached out, trying to stop him, but I was too late so I followed. I caught up with him in time to catch the end of what he signed at Sophia.

“Seriously body shaming? That's a new low even for you.”

“Last time I checked I was on top of the social ladder here. Nothing’s low about me. You, on the other hand, are uncommonly grubby. It's no wonder your crush isn't interested.”

Uri dropped his hands and curled them into fists, struck speechless by rage. For once, I wasn't confused about how he felt. I shared the emotion.

“I told you to leave us alone, Sophia. What do they say in baseball? Strike two? Don't anger us again.”

“Don't anger us again?” she mocked in a sing-song voice. “Or you’ll do what, spit dandelion fluff at us? Oh no. You’ll say we’re mean. I’m so scared.”

Her words mismatched the situation so entirely, my brain refused to supply any further comments, witty or otherwise. Fortunately, Coach Buonanno stepped between us.

“Move along and break it up, kids. It's Maple Week. Get in the spirit. Besides, none of you want to clean the locker rooms when you should be at the dance tonight, right?”

I hooked my arm under one of Uri's, leading him away and out of the gym behind the rest of Tourmaline section, who’d decided to walk Wren back to her dorm. I didn't see Sophia again until after I got to the dance.


CHAPTER FIVE


I wore the vintage 1990s floral print overalls skirt. The top fit like my usual attire over my newest green T-shirt, and had plenty of pockets. What made it fancy was that rayon fabric printed with pink rosebuds on a cream-colored background covered my legs.

The work boots went with it better than my sneakers, so I wore those. I braided my hair so it’d be out of my face, holding it together at the end with a green scrunchie. Crystal insisted on giving me some lip gloss she hadn’t opened. Since it wasn’t the sticky kind, I put it on.

I appreciated being comfortable more than anything else about the outfit. Other people felt differently. I was running late but nearly collided with the last couple still lagging on our way out of the dorm.

Petrichor wore a blue suit with a flame yellow tie and vest set. Scald’s gown had come straight out of Hertha Harcourt’s closet. It clung to her generous curves, had a plunging neckline, a slit to mid-thigh, and was entirely covered in orange, yellow, and magenta sequins.

She beamed with emerald eyes twinkling. A cascade of rampant ginger curls framed half of her face. A gold-tone set of combs held it captive behind her ear on the other side.

“Ohh, you look pretty! Don’t you think so, Petie?”

“This whole look is very you, Linden,” he replied.

“Uh, thanks.”

“Come on, let’s go.”

Scald hooked arms with us, then hurried across the green toward the gym. We had to keep her pace to avoid getting dragged. I silently thanked my sturdy boots and how they helped my feet feel more stable than usual.

At the gym doors, Petrichor held the door because his mom had raised him with manners. Scald let me go first, even though neither of us had that kind of childhood experience.

I’d stepped aside to look for the others when she made her big, fashionably late entrance on the most eligible hatchling bachelor’s arm. I noticed. Everybody did. She’d timed her steps with the space between songs, which were at least as retro as my clothes.

All of Scald’s planning, from her date to her dress, added up in my head immediately when I saw her upstage Sophia dancing with Astor. They wore silver, he in a shimmery silk suit and she in glitter-covered tulle.

My sister’s bold look made them practically invisible.

Hey Jealousy by The Gin Blossoms blasted out over the speakers as Scald brought Petrichor to the dance floor. That song matched the look on Sophia’s face, although Astor’s remained neutral.

Zillah stood by the refreshment table with her back turned to the dance floor, ordering punch from Keri. I headed over.

“I like your outfit,” I offered.

It was true. Zillah didn’t much like dresses either. She’d gotten advice from a friend of the Harcourt family, who favored pantsuits for formal occasions. Zillah’s was lavender chiffon with black accents.

“Oh, thanks. Yours is nice, too.”

“It has pockets!”

I showed her. She smiled and showed me her pockets. She had four, two each in the trousers and jacket.

“Have you seen everyone else yet?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m bringing their drinks. Want to help?”

“Okay.”

Zillah gave me one for each hand, somehow juggling four herself. We carried the cups over to a set of folding chairs, where Crystal, Brackish, Eshed, and Uri sat with Wren. She wore the same calico dress she’d had on at the casino and smiled when she saw us coming.

Uri stood and strode over to get one of the cups from me. I tried handing over the other one, but he shook his head. I shrugged, then went and gave it to Brackish. When I turned back, Uri offered his cup to me.

“Oh, I didn’t want one, but thanks.”

He nodded, then took a few large gulps. I went around greeting my friends as they finished their drinks. Crystal suggested we all get up and dance, so we did as a new song began.

“What’s this one?” I asked.

“Karma by Taylor Swift,” Eshed answered.

“Like what Scald called down on Sophia tonight.”

Crystal hooked an arm through one of Eshed’s, matching steps with him so he wouldn’t get lost in the dance floor shuffle.

“Really? Because from here it sounds like she’s on a date.” He sighed.

“Don’t take it personally, Esh,” Crystal advised.

He said nothing else, but his expression matched Zillah’s. If I had to give their apparent moods a color, it would be greige, a cool neutral tone often used inside office buildings and doctors’ offices.

That feeling deepened and broadened, including Crystal as the song changed to something slower. If my friends hadn’t just had drinks, I would have suggested leaving the dance floor to get some. I tried my next idea.

“Does anyone maybe need the restroom?”

It didn’t have the intended effect of getting them off the dance floor. Instead, everybody laughed. Zillah and Eshed had tears in the corners of their eyes. Wren slapped her knee, and Crystal clutched her sides. Brackish hugged me, still chuckling.

“Oh, Linden. Never change.”

They put their arms around each other’s shoulders in a long line, swaying slowly to the music. I grinned. Someone tapped my shoulder. I turned to find Uri, who signed a question.

“Want to dance?”

“Sure!”

I put an arm over his shoulders, then joined the swaying line with him. The night went by in a jumble of light, sound, and color. Even the part back in the dorm, where we washed up and wound down for sleep.

Before dropping off, I sat bolt upright in bed, only then realizing what Uri had meant. I curled in a ball and tried convincing myself I still had it wrong.

After all, I so often did in situations like that.
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The next day was Halloween. The Weir Educational Complex had a big party on the common and trick-or-treating.

The younger kids in grades one through five got to trick or treat, while the middle schoolers and most academy students like me handed out candy at our dorms. We wouldn’t see anyone from third year or the university. They had passes and credits from the casinos for a night out on the town.

The party was for all ages and during the day. Thankfully it started at noon. Everybody was tired from all the dancing last night and lights out pushed back by two hours.

On the common, we found a lunch of foods that looked spooky but tasted delicious. Burgers in pumpkin-orange buns, chicken fingers arranged like actual fingers around cups of dipping sauce, and pasta topped by meatballs with cloves of garlic to make them look like eyeballs.

Activities included pumpkin carving, pin the hat on the gnome, an extensive autumn craft table manned by Mr. Kalonymus, a hayride around the common, and a haunted house in the auditorium.

Everyone from the smallest Annex kid to the oldest third year was out enjoying themselves in some fashion. As I walked through, attempting to decide what to try first, I stopped and asked a question, even though I was alone.

“Who set all this up, though?”

Vavie drifted down to hover in front of me. “The night school kids did it. While you were dancing and sleeping.”

I thought back to the walk from the gym to the dorms.

“That’s why the common was blocked off. Makes sense now.”

“What will you do first?” Vavie asked.

“The haunted house, I think.”

“Let’s go!”

We headed to the auditorium. The door was decorated to look like a coffin. As I approached, it creaked open. Miss Forsythe stood holding the door, dressed as a zombie. She pointed inside so I went, Vavie chiming behind me.

The lobby was probably glamoured. I sensed the presence of magic. It looked like a moldy old house, although the smell didn’t match. I was about to enter the auditorium when a dark-haired, ruddy-skinned, nondescript boy stopped me. I knew him.

“Hi, Wren.”

“Don’t go in there.”

“Why not?”

“Uri reckons there’s another dead zone. Worst he’s found so far, and I agree. He came in when I did and saw me get nauseated walking too close to the second door.”

“So we can’t even see the haunted house?”

“Nah, just got to stay here until he comes back. He’s using space magic to locate the thing causing it, reckons he can blip it away like he did with the ones in the flower pots the last time.”

“Okay.”

I sent a message to Brackish while we waited. Uri emerged from the auditorium as she entered the lobby.

“You can go in,” he signed.

“Tell me it’s not all clear.” Brackish groaned.

“It is. Sent that piece of garbage to the cafeteria dumpster where it belongs. You think I’m going to leave it here and let Linden, uh, and Wren get sick again?”

“Well, no. But look, next time you find one, call me first. I want to have a look at it with my magic.”

“Why in the worlds would anyone want to examine magical hazmat?” Uri signed.

I answered. “If it’s made of earth-based things, Brackish might find us more clues that way.”

“I guess,” he signed. “Anyway, have fun in there.”

Brackish and Wren went in. I paused, facing Uri.

“Aren’t you coming?”

“The surprise part that makes these places fun is kinda ruined for me now. When I find the fewmet who’s been planting these things, they’ll get a knuckle sandwich.”

“What if it’s all a mistake, somehow?”

“Then they’ll get a piece of my mind. Meet me at the craft table?”

“Sure. See you later.”

Uri wasn’t at the craft table when I got there with Wren later, although I thought I’d seen him for a moment. We were hungry so we got some snacks, caramel popcorn and cheese crackers. Apple cider washed it all down.

After that, we ambled, trying the rest of the activities. At times, we joined other students we’d met, including Milo and the two fauns from wrestling. The girl’s name was Elena and the boy Dima.

“Are you twins like my friends Uri and Eshed?” I asked.

“Siblings but not twins,” Dima said.

“He’s older,” Elena added.

“You’ll need a new tag team partner next year. I’m graduating.” Dima glanced at me.

“I hear you’re a dragon, nature type. Doing anything during first Rec in second year?” Elena asked.

“Oh, she won an honorable mention in Arts. I reckon she’s busy enough.” Wren grinned.

“Wow!” Milo whistled. “Most first years don’t even get three pieces together, according to my sister. Gratz!”

“Oh, thanks. Maybe your sister could team up with Elena?”

“Nah, she’s at the uni. But if you have any questions, she knows practically everything about this place.”

“The teachers do.”

“I’m talking about the gossip.”

“You ought to meet my sister Scald..”

“The lady in red? I’d say hell yeah, but I hear you dragons can’t seriously date anyone who’s not a hatchling.”

“Not in a dating way, for gossiping.”

“Oh, then that’s cool.”

“How does this look?” I turned the jack-o-lantern I’d been carrying around. I’d given it fangs and a widow’s peak, like Bela Lugosi’s Dracula because I’d missed Curious Coffee all week.

“Never quit Arts,” Dima replied.

“Ditto,” Elena agreed. “I’ll check the Bishop’s Row reserve players for a tag team partner. How’s your carving, Milo?”

“Mine’s just a circle.” He chuckled and showed off his lack of handiwork.

I patted his shoulder. “Wolf shifters might think it’s spooky. It looks like a full moon.”

He burst out laughing a breath before everyone else. I grinned, still not used to being considered funny but getting more comfortable with the idea as time went by.

After giving the carved pumpkins to Miss Bissette, we parted ways. Wren and I climbed into the wagon to take a hayride and found Petrichor, Uri, and Eshed already there. As we sat across from them, Scald showed up.

“Hey, Petie. Do you want another date?”

“Scald, our evening at the dance was like tumbling through a neon kaleidoscope. I’m not sure I can handle that much excitement again, though.”

“Cool, we can still be friends. Hmm. I really like dating, though.”

Eshed cleared his throat and spoke up. “Scald, I’ll go on a date with you. Uh, kind of wanted to ask you that for a while, you know. Curious Coffee on Monday afternoon?”

“Oh my God, I thought you weren’t interested in me that way. Yes, it’s a date! I can’t believe it. Gotta go tell Crystal. I owe her ten bucks now.”

She bounded down from the wagon as it pulled away. The ride took us on a path around the sides of the dorms that didn’t face the common. I turned to gaze out at the woods instead of looking at the boys. Everything about the hayride felt awkward, although I couldn’t put my finger on why. Even hanging out with Wren.

We all got out when it brought us back to the starting point. The party was almost over, with dinner being served. It was more of the same from lunch so I got chicken fingers again.

After that, it was time to return to our dorms and set up for the younger trick-or-treaters. On the way, Uri hung back, completely distracted. He twiddled his thumbs until I fell back to walk with him. After taking a handful of paces without saying anything, he signed.

“Linden—”

I tripped over nothing and fell flat on my face. I tried lifting my head but felt too weak. Uri couldn’t call for help by yelling, but he didn’t let that stop him. I heard him tapping his phone and beeping replies. Once they stopped, I felt his hands on my shoulders, turning me over.

Concern creased his forehead and anger burned in his cheeks.

I lifted a hand, hoping he could help me up, but it barely got to my eye level. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out so I dragged my other hand up and signed. “Dead zone?”

He nodded, then signed, “Even worse than the haunted house one. Brackish is on the way. Whoever did this is gonna be extra crispy.”

I wanted to tell him not to hurt anybody or get in trouble on my account, but I felt too tired. I could have gone to sleep right there on the ground. Brackish didn’t let me.

“Linden, sit up!”

“Sleepy.”

“Tiamat’s Scales, it’s a good thing Wren isn’t here getting sick with you. Sit her up, Uri. Then move her over.”

He got on the ground with me and did. Brackish joined us, ripping back the yellowing grass to expose the ground where I’d been lying. After getting her hands on it, she closed her eyes and focused. She opened them again a minute later.

“Fewmets. I need Petie.”

“To talk about what you sensed? It can wait. I need to teleport that piece of crap to the nearest dumpster so we can get Linden out of here,” he signed.

“Okay, fine. Do your thing.”

“Hold her up.”

Brackish took his place, and Uri touched the bare earth. The lethargy began fading a moment later, and they helped me up. The unsteadiness remained in full force, though. I had to shuffle back to the dorm between my friends.

Inside, I insisted I was fine and asked them to leave so I could wash up and get my costume ready. That’s when I discovered my overalls had holes in the knees from when I fell. Big ones. In both legs.

They’d been my favorite pair. I sat on the floor in my tent, pulling my hair, my face soaked in tears and snot. Time went by. The curtain I’d drawn earlier pulled back, revealing Zillah. She sat on the floor with me.

“Oh no, Linden. What happened?”

I pointed at the holes.

“Look, I know you were going to use a glamour bracelet to be Bela Lugosi’s Dracula, but how about this? We put some straw on my old sun hat and in your pockets, and you can be a scarecrow. You don’t even have to wash your face. We’ll talk about patching those up later or tomorrow. What do you think?”

I nodded, still with my stomach churning and the impulse to keep pulling my hair. Zillah got that old sun hat from her wardrobe and went to work on roughing it up more.

Brackish came in right after that, dressed as Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz. Zillah murmured something to her, and she left. When she returned, she had a basket of straw. I wasn’t sure how long time stretched, but it couldn’t have been much. Zillah had her costume on too, Toto the dog to match Brackish. They put the hat on my head, and it turned out comfortable instead of itchy. A blue bandana kept the straw in the hat but not on my head.

We went outside the dorm and sat by the entrance on straw bales. That must have been where Brackish filled her basket. It had candy in it now, along with several other filled containers. Our offerings included a variety, separated so kids with allergies could easily get treats that wouldn’t make them sick.

During the lulls, I overheard Brackish and Petrichor.

“I sensed coal right away along with the metal. I’m not familiar with it, so I’m still stumped on what it is,” she said.

“Describe how it felt.”

“Soft, kind of like gold. But it was gritty somehow. Also, like it was dangerous to touch it for too long. As though I was a changeling and it was an iron alloy.”

“Sounds like lead.”

“Who in the world goes around planting lead-wrapped coal balls all over campus?”

“If you ever find out, don’t tell Uri.”

“Why?”

“He’ll go dark side. He’s already said he’d—”

A quartet of kids no older than seven ran up.

“Trick or treat!”

I’d had enough of tricks, coal or otherwise, for one day. I treated the youngsters for the rest of the night instead.

The next morning, I discovered Susanna had laundered my overalls while I slept. She marched me down to Arts, where Mr. Kalonymus gave me access to quilting squares, needles, thread, and a variety of manuals, videos, and audio guides to patching denim.

I worked through breakfast, so Susanna brought some to me. When she returned to see if I needed lunch delivered too, I refused, leaving the project there to work on the next day.

I had friends to go and thank, after all.


CHAPTER SIX


In Lab on Monday morning, Tourmaline section arrived early. Uri marched to the chemical supply cabinet and flung the doors open. He rummaged on the lower shelves, where Miss Bissette kept the rocks and minerals.

“You get a sudden idea for a spring magiscience fair project?” Petrichor asked.

Uri ignored him and kept up his search. For what, I couldn’t guess. I crossed the aisle and nudged Petrichor. Before I could say a word, he paced to the back of the classroom and tapped him on the shoulder.

Uri turned halfway around, still crouching, and glared at him.

“Miss Bissette will be here soon. You want help getting whatever this is done before that, or do you want detention?”

Uri stood, then slammed the cabinet closed. Thank goodness the containers inside were magically reinforced, or I’d have worried about them breaking with the clatter they made. He rolled his eyes. Petrichor softened his tone.

“What’s really going on here, Uri? Talk to me.”

He signed back, “You want to know, you’re working with me today. At the bench back here.”

“Fine.”

Brackish and Eshed were alone at their benches. Before they could get up and move together, Aventurine section arrived. Steven took one look at the atypical seating arrangements and made a beeline for Brackish.

From the doorway, Sophia scowled. When she saw me looking, the expression turned into a too-bright smile. Her voice drizzled synthetic sweetness like pancake syrup made from saccharine.

“Astor, dear. Come and sit with me.”

He rose from his seat, tugged on his collar, and went to the bench she’d indicated. Brackish waved Scald and Crystal over. A moment later, they split up to change lab partners. Scald with Eshed and Crystal with Brackish.

Wren stood in the doorway, watching all of this with a blank expression on her round face. Her shoes clunked oddly as she crossed the room, clearly too big for her current set of feet.

“What happened?” I gestured at the footwear.

“This was the only pair of shoes I could find.”

“The closets are that big in the Aventurine dorms?”

“No, I take mine off when entering the building. Got a pair for each shoe size I tend to get. Used to, I guess.”

“I could help you look later.”

“Why?”

“Maybe they were taking space, and someone moved them?”

Sophia coughed nearby, one hand over her mouth with one pinkie extended. Astor stared down at the bench’s stainless steel surface.

“Yeah, no. Anyway, I told Mr. C. He said someone’s on it.”

A paper touched my elbow. I turned to see Zillah handing me a note. I nodded as I took it, then laid it unfolded on the bench between Wren and me.

Mr. Merlini’s on the shoe hunt. Swears he’ll fix this. He keeps his promises.

Wren turned toward Zillah and nodded. Before she could say anything, Miss Bissette cleared her throat from the front of the room. We scrambled to get our tablets out. After that, it was all distillation of various salt solutions.

After the bell, Uri and Petrichor lingered. So did Wren and I. Her shoes would fit better with an alternate lacing pattern so I bent to help. From my spot on the floor, I heard and saw the conversation they had with the teacher.

“What’s going on, boys?” Miss Bissette asked.

“My brain’s been all over the place this weekend. Wondering why and how a combination of sulfur and lead would adversely affect plants.”

“That’s a left-field question, Petie. Did you do any internet searches on the subject?”

“With unexpected and confusing results.”

“You found references to alchemy, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. Thing is, even with access to the Harcourt library for the last few years, I’ve never seen any serious works on that subject.”

“You won’t. It’s strictly pseudoscience. An attempt by mundanes to reconcile science with magic while the latter remained hidden.”

Uri knocked on the table. Miss Bissette turned her attention to the question he signed.

“How far back in history does alchemy go?”

“You’ll get a more precise answer from Mr. Kalonymus, but I remember him saying that the practice is an offshoot of ancient Roman metallurgy.”

“Roman like in what’s Italy today, or vast and sprawling Roman Empire?”

“For all I know, it’s early Roman, as in still during the Grecian Golden Age. See Mr. Kalonymus. He’s the historian.”

“Okay. What about that first question, then? The sulfur and lead?”

“Yes, those two chemicals can hinder plant growth and development in the right forms and concentrations. Are you looking to do a project next semester? A device or substance to combat the effects of pollution on soil, perhaps? Work like that would certainly interest local community managers on the US side of the falls. They had a crisis decades ago, and they’re still dealing with its impact.”

“Maybe. Maybe we, uh, stumbled across someone else’s old project by mistake.”

Miss Bissette frowned.

I knew that look. I had seen it on Miss Saya’s face when the smaller hatchlings wouldn’t tell her who’d broken something.

Our teacher tucked her skepticism away, then pulled a notepad from her blazer pocket. After tearing a sheet out, she jotted a few lines down.

“Go to the library and ask Mr. Poinsettia for these titles. They’re research papers from former academy and university students. The experiments weren’t on alchemy or pollution, but the citations will help you find library resources and records of, hmm, old experiments, among other things.”

“Thanks,” Uri signed, then took the paper.

We all headed out of the lab together, late for lunch. I glanced over my shoulder to see Miss Bissette tapping messages on her phone. Scald put a hand on my shoulder, hurrying me along.

All through lunch, Uri glared daggers at Astor, who sat with Aventurine section. Before I could suggest he speak with his roommate, the bell rang. The rest of Tourmaline plus Wren split up and headed to their Rec locations.

Wren arrived at Arts promptly after the bell signaling the second half. She sat with her whittling again, carving wood as I continued patching my overalls in companionable silence. I used layers, canvas sandwiched between denim on the inside and fabric printed with wheat sheaves facing outward.

It took a full ten minutes before Uri showed up. I waved, but he held up a hand and went to the cabinet to gather his work before joining us.

He set his drafting tools aside and flipped to a fresh sheet. After that, he pulled his phone out and glanced between it and the paper as he worked. One peek revealed this wasn’t art but science.

The letters and numbers his pencil marked on the page jumbled instead of falling into place in my mind. I scratched my head, exchanging glances with Wren. She shrugged, also baffled.

Uri leaned over the table, tapping his forehead against the paper. When he sat up, graphite smudges clung to his skin. He swiveled his stool to face us, then signed, “Can one of you call Gerah for me? I think I’m doing this wrong.”

“Sure.” Wren rose and clunked toward the door.

I scooted closer to Uri, then signed under the table at him. “You should talk to Astor.”

“I’m busy with more important things.”

“Getting along with your roommate is important.”

“By the Almighty, Linden. You think my biggest problem is that jerk risking his hatchling status by running around with a nasty bird?”

“Well, that’s everybody’s problem, so yes. What else could it be?”

“You keeled over, looking half-dead less than forty-eight hours ago, and ask me that question?”

“I’m okay. Astor, not so much.”

“I don’t care about him. Not like I do about—”

Gerah swooped down, chimes ringing at full blast. “Greetings! How can I help you, Uri?”

Wren clomped back to her seat. Uri took one last look at me, trying to meet my eyes with his. I couldn’t bear it, so I bent over my sewing. Whatever he discussed with Gerah, I didn’t know. Couldn’t think any more about it with Astor’s predicament on my mind.

After Rec, it was time for Breath Channeling with Miss Forsythe. I took the hula hoop at the back beside Astor’s deliberately. Easy, since everyone else avoided him. Between breathing exercises, I spoke.

“Sophia’s pretty.”

“You hate her.”

“No, I just wish her inside matched her outside.”

“Why are we talking about this?”

“Nobody else is talking about it with you. Right?”

“True. Nobody else would dare.”

I ignored Astor’s remark and got back to the subject.

“Do swan princesses lay eggs?”

“How should I know? I escorted her to one dance, not even an official date.”

Yet he’d sat with her at Lab and lunch and had been scarce all Sunday, too. Taking that as an answer didn’t feel right.

“Maybe find out. You’re a hatchling so you've got to be extra careful.”

His upper lip curled. “You’re the last person who should talk about dating, little miss ‘go to the dance as friends.’”

“Okay then. Let’s talk about compulsion instead. Do you feel safe with Sophia?”

“Gods, shut up. This is none of your business. I’m sick of you self-righteous Newport dragons. Stop trying to be the second coming of Saya Harcourt and leave me alone.”

Miss Forsythe blew her whistle, signaling the start of the next exercise. Astor moved his hoop three times the required distance from mine. I did the classwork while trying to find a way to address this potentially huge problem. The only idea I came up with was risky.

Talking to Sophia. Alone.
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Sophia proved difficult to approach. She always seemed to be with her entire section sans Wren or at least one of them. Riv helped me stash a fully charged acorn on Astor each day. Then, I watched for two weeks before devising a plan. During that time, I noticed a few things.

First, Sophia never spent time alone with Emi. She’d walk all over campus or Clifton Hill escorted by Brady, Astor, or Steven but always had one of the boys with her if Emi was present. She also avoided speaking to Brackish and Crystal, even for classwork in Languages and Lab.

Second, she wasn’t singling out Tourmaline section. Sophia’s disdain seemed universally applied to everyone who wasn’t a teacher. She was even rude to Keri and Crow.

Finally, Sophia smelled faintly of chlorine. While the company she kept and her attitude didn’t add up to anything I recognized, the last bit did. It made sense that a swan shifter, magical or not, would spend time swimming.

One morning before breakfast, I went to La Grange. Mrs. Beaulieu greeted me with an enthusiastic bonjour. I waved and asked the crucial question.

“Where’s the pool?”

“Oh, it’s tucked between here and the annex on the far side of the gym. The elementary children get exclusive use of it in the mornings and for their physical education, but academy students may go there between the end of dinner and lights out.”

“Thanks.” I turned to leave. Her voice stopped me.

“One word of warning, Linden.”

“Yes?”

“It’s heavily chlorinated. We haven’t had any students with wood magic in a long while. Be certain to take precautions so the chemicals don’t make you ill.”

“Okay, I’ll do that. Thanks again, Mrs. Beaulieu.”

I spent my spare time that day Googling for a solution to the chlorination problem. Going back to ask Mrs. Beaulieu didn’t occur to me at that point because there were plenty of results. After finding one with potential, I grinned all the way to Curious Coffee and Boo-Tique that afternoon. Tom greeted me.

“Hey, Linden!”

“Hi.”

“Want your usual?”

“Sure. Also, do you have any wetsuits?”

Tom kept pouring coffee until my cup overflowed. He dropped it before burning his hand, shrugged, and got me another.

“Take this. I’ll clean up, then come out from behind the counter and talk to you about that.”

I nodded and paid, taking the new coffee to my favorite spooky tree table. After a few minutes, Tom sat across from me.

“You’re uncanny. I happen to have a wetsuit ready to go out on the rack tomorrow. It came in during your Rec week.”

“I’m a dragon. Of course I’m uncanny. We come from eggs, not tins.”

Tom chuckled. “I bet it’ll fit you, although I’m a small business owner, not a tailor. What do you need it for?”

“Swimming. Chlorine’s not so good for wood dragons.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that. You might want a swim cap. Goggles or a mask, too. I don’t have those, but you can find them at Hudson’s Bay.”

“Can I walk there?”

“Oh, no. It’s all the way out in St. Catharine’s. I was chatting with one of your RAs a few weeks ago, so I already know you can’t exactly take the bus over there without permission and a chaperon.”

“If you picked those things up for me, what would I owe you?”

“Well, I was thinking. I want to put a few new tables in here, but the artist who did these is a university student. He went abroad for the year. So, if you think maybe you could paint a table, I’d head up there after closing later.”

“I can do that.”

“It’s a deal. Tell the Arts teacher to expect a delivery sometime next week, and you can pick everything up this Thursday.”

“Okay.”

Some more customers came in, a lady with a gaggle of young kids clamoring for hot cocoa. I smiled over the rim of my coffee cup.
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On Friday after dinner, I stuffed the swim things into one of Zillah’s spare duffel bags and headed out to the pool. I’d already located the long, low building that housed it on Wednesday, so I walked with purpose.

Frosted earth crunched under my work boots. The sigh of them against that surface reminded me of Halloween night. I veered to the right and got on the path. After that, I stuck to the school’s paved walkways instead of the desire paths most students took across lawns and the common. Desire paths were popular and direct routes where paths should have been, but of course a first year like me had no say in planning the pavement.

When I reached the gym, I saw movement. A look to the left revealed Uri near one of the doors. I lifted my hand, and he waved, then leaned on the door’s crash bar. I figured he had Bishop’s Row moves to practice and went on.

The chlorine scent singed my nose before I came within three meters of the pool’s building. I expected this from my scouting mission earlier in the week. The nearest door was my target. I’d peeked in the window and knew this was closest to the girls’ locker room.

Once inside, I went in to change. It took only a minute. The wetsuit not being too tight helped along with the zipper’s good condition. I wasn’t sure how it was supposed to fit. I hadn’t worn one before.

Adjusting the goggles took longer, although I had experience with those from using Harcourt House’s saltwater pool back in Rhode Island. The swim cap was simple, too. Once dressed, I went through the exit toward the pool.

Sophia wore a red one-piece regulation swimsuit and was swimming laps in an Olympian style. She took this sport more seriously than a waterfowl shifter’s impulse, then. I stood at the edge of an adjacent lane, counted to three, then stepped forward to drop into the pool.

Water got into the wetsuit faster than I’d expected. Chlorine stung my skin and burned my eyes and mouth. This was nothing like the ocean in the Under or any other body of water I’d been in. Instinctively, I flailed, trying to grab the pool’s edge. All my hands found were the ropes between lanes.

I didn’t see how Sophia reacted to all my desperate splashing. Even with the goggles, I had to keep my eyes closed. I heard her loud and clear, though.

“You absolute idiot! How dare you interrupt me?”

An arm circled my waist, tugging until my shoulder and hip bumped something solid.

“Put your hand on the side, then haul your clumsy, scaly carcass out of my pool!”

I managed, but the wetsuit clung, sticking the burning water to my skin. Being out of the pool allowed me to pull the goggles off, though. I rolled on the floor, scrabbling at the spongy fabric. It was futile; I wrung my hands and lay still for a moment.

Sophia glared down at me, lip curled and nostrils flaring.

“Thank you?” I ventured.

She made a statement of the same length and with the same ending but the opposite sentiment. It began with a word I won’t repeat. She continued.

“Why in the name of all the gods would a wood dragon jump in a vat of phytotoxic chemicals?”

She knew about phytotoxic chemicals? If so, I had even more reason to be here, trying against all odds to communicate. But no. If she wanted me out of the picture due to poisoning, she wouldn’t have pulled me from the pool in the first place. I decided to stick to the topic at hand.

“I only wanted to talk to you, Sophia.”

“Well, the reason I come here in the first place is to keep you and that glorified shapeshifting philodendron away. Leave!”

I clambered to my feet, bracing myself to endure more itching from the chlorine, twitching my pinkies to cope with the awful sensation. Something creaked, and my ears popped, but those details went uncontemplated in my general but considerable discomfort.

“No. I have a message, and it’s important you hear it.”

“If that's the only way to get rid of you, spill it already.”

“Astor will lose part of himself if you get pregnant.”

She threw her head back and laughed.

“What’s funny?” I asked.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m no danger to him that way. Or did you somehow fail preschool and forget that swans lay eggs? Don't worry about Astor Silver’s precious dragon fertility. It’s safe with me. Stop sticking your snout in his business, Miss Frumpy Overalls. He told me a million times that he wouldn’t touch you if you were the last girl in all three realms.”

Uri appeared as if from out of nowhere, displacing air as his space magic teleported him between me and Sophia. He signed, hands moving so fast I could only make out the phrases “vicious goose” and “jealous twit.” Sophia laughed.

“Stop flailing before you break a wrist. Everyone knows I don’t speak dummy. Or dunce, either.”

He pushed her so hard she couldn’t take a breath to gasp in surprise.

Sophia fell backward, in line with the lane and away from the side, thank goodness. Once I saw her face was above water and she wasn’t hurt, I turned toward Uri, hands on my hips. They itched too much so I dropped them and stood staring.

I’d known for a year that Uri was blunt and gruff, but I never imagined he’d hurt someone physically. Even someone spouting ableist garbage like Sophia. Had he always been this angry? Where had the violence come from?

“Let’s get out of here,” he signed.

“Go on. I’ll leave on my own.”

“No.”

“Yes. My things are in the locker room.”

He flickered briefly, held my borrowed duffel up, and signed with one hand.

“These things?”

Splashing sounded behind me. Sophia’s voice followed.

“Celine Roche will hear about this.”

I turned to face her before Uri tried tangling with her again.

“Sounds fair. I'll go right to the headmistress with you. Make sure she hears what you called Uri and me, too. Did you know the Weir Academy Student Handbook lists ableist slurs as hate speech? The punishment for that ranges from a three-week suspension to outright expulsion.”

Sophia screamed and stomped. More chlorinated water splashed over my toes. I winced, scrunching my eyes closed as a sensory overload-induced whine rose in my throat. An arm circled my waist again, and I almost panicked.

I didn’t realize it wasn’t Sophia’s until I was in the gym. Uri held me, pool water soaking through his down coat. Instead of pushing me away, he put his other arm around me and his forehead against mine. The chlorine warmed, its scent strengthening. I sneezed in his face.

He let go, stepped back, and held the duffel out to me with one arm while pointing at the girls’ locker room with the other. I took the hint and the bag, trailing a puddle behind me.

The locker room showers weren’t as nice as the ones in our dorm, but they worked. There was a similar gap in quality between soap, shampoo, and the watery conditioner in the wall dispensers, too. Once free of chlorine, I found towels in a basket of clean linens. After using two, I put them into the hamper and got dressed.

I was unsure what to do with the ineffective wetsuit until I found a roll of plastic trash bags. The suit, cap, and goggles went into one and then zipped up in the duffel.

Out in the gym, I found Uri heading out of the boys' locker room. The floor was dry so he must have spent the time finding and using towels to wipe the pool water away. Lights flashed, telling us we had five minutes.

“I’ll blip us back to the path outside the dorm,” he signed.

“I really think we should walk.”

I headed to the gym door and through it. Uri caught up quickly.

“My magic got you out of the pool house. Why do we need to walk now?”

“To cool off. You more than me.”

“What makes you think I need that?”

“You pushed Sophia, Uri. Hard enough to knock the wind out of her. She’s a magic shifter so that takes a lot of force.”

“I went in there to keep you out of trouble with her.”

“And ended up getting into it with her instead. She’s horrible. We all know that. Best avoid her unless it’s important.”

“I know. Heard what you said in there and yeah. Making sure she knew that was important. But aren’t you worried she was lying about the risk to Astor? I mean, swans lay eggs, but that doesn’t mean swan shifters do.”

“No. I believe her.”

“Why?”

“Well, first of all, she’s a magic shifter. They have all kinds of weird anatomical things going on. There’s more, though. Things about her in particular.”

I told Uri how I’d noticed Sophia keeping everyone her age at arm’s length. When I repeated the facts I’d observed, they made even more sense.

“Sophia doesn’t want connection. Not with real friendships or by dating. Everything’s for show.”

The conclusion was simple, although the reason for it still eluded me. Uri spoke before my brain came up with possible ones.

“That doesn’t mean she won’t want, uh, other things. I mean, Astor does. He thinks the sun rises out of her tail feathers.”

I wasn’t sure about that, but I didn’t know how to express my abstract ideas that night. Especially when I hadn’t observed Astor as carefully as Sophia for two weeks. Also, my priorities had changed. Uri was still on edge.

“If that’s true, he’s wrong. People make mistakes.”

“Yeah, like I did.”

“Well, it wasn’t a bad idea, just showing up. Sophia was all talk, but the pool did a number on me. So you helped a lot by bringing me to the gym anyway.”

“I’m sorry, Linden. For thinking you couldn’t handle Sophia and flying off the, heh, handle.”

“That’s kinda good.”

“Usually, people say, like, ‘I forgive you,’ or ‘it’s all good’ after an apology. What does kinda good mean?”

“You need to talk to someone. Like Zillah did during our first week here.”

Uri’s hands stilled in front of him. The plume of his breath rose shimmering in the lamplight outside our dorm. I counted—one, two, three, four, five. The lights flickered again, so we went in. At my tent’s flap, I turned to wave good night to my temperamental friend.

He was nowhere to be seen.


CHAPTER SEVEN


We still had Rec for the regular amount of time every day during December. Our outings to Clifton Hill were reduced to once a week, and we went on Friday. Monday and Wednesday afternoons were devoted to a study hall in the library.

Scald and Eshed had become inseparable by then. They sat beside each other everywhere and partnered up for Lab and any other activity involving more than one person. They sang sappy little songs to each other in line at the cafeteria. Crystal and Petrichor thought it was cute. Uri shuffled his feet and tried to ignore it. Brackish's reaction tended to match his. Wren’s didn't.

“Look at them, all shmoopy.”

“As long as they're happy,” I replied.

“Wait. You do think they look happy, right?”

I thought about that. Eshed certainly did. Scald, I wasn't sure about. Her happiness had always seemed unrealistically large.

No, not always. I thought back, pinpointing the time her demeanor had changed. Back in the Under, nearly a year before we’d been freed from Ludovico’s enchantment. His unspeakable threat and how she’d tried too hard at everything after that. While caged and after escaping.

Scald deserved all the bright joy she wanted.

“I wish them happiness.”

“Why do I think there's a but in there?” Wren asked.

Behind us, Sophia spoke. “Because Scald’s butt is the size of Ontario province, that's why. I can't believe she ordered a double cheeseburger again. Thank the gods she's at the bottom of the pyramid in both routines, or we’d all have broken backs.”

“Soph, remember what I said?” Brady rolled his eyes.

“Oh, I remember. I just don't care. Anyway, you copped out of cheer in favor of drama club so I don't want to hear any of your opinions about squad business.”

“I'll give you drama and a different club,” Brady murmured.

“What was that? I thought I heard you threaten me, although I know you wouldn't dare. Still, I could react appropriately anyway. Use my voice.”

“I just said I missed drama club. We're not doing a whole lot in there. It's like another study hall,” Brady recovered.

“Funny, that's not what Astor says goes on in there. But I guess he's got star quality and you don’t.”

Keri rang the bell at the lunch counter, pushing Sophia's salad bowl dangerously close to the edge. She stepped up swiftly and took it, then sauntered to the table Emi and Steven were saving for them.

Wren’s salad followed, so she got her plate too, and headed to meet the rest of Tourmaline section. I stood waiting for my food with Brady, the silence heavy between us like moments before a rainstorm. Brady broke it.

“You know it's all fake, right, Linden?”

“What?”

“Come on, you're a smart girl, even if you're a bit unorthodox. Surely, you've figured it out. A secret about—” he cleared his throat around three syllables that matched Sophia’s name. “And Astor.”

Brady's winding words could only mean one thing. He was trying to tell me something without saying it outright, probably because of Sophia’s threats. I thought back to that night at the pool, how she’d told me not to worry about her and Astor. That comment about swans and eggs, as though I’d assume she didn’t care about pregnancy.

Uri thought she’d lied. Maybe he was right, just in a different direction than he expected. Maybe it was something else she didn’t care about.

“Their relationship’s totally fake,” I replied.

Brady smiled.

“Why are you helping me?”

“I'm not, just hindering someone else. I hate fat shaming.” He bent at the waist, leaning close to me. “I lost over one hundred pounds during middle school. It was a brutal time, both before and during that process.”

“Um, thank you for sharing?”

“I'm not done yet. There's something else, but this is just about Sophia. This gossip has nothing to do with Astor Silver or any other boys for that matter. I can’t say more.”

No boys in the gossip? My brain made the necessary connections because I'd met girls like that before. What I didn't understand was why Brady thought this was important for me to know.

He wanted to take Sophia's power over him down a peg. Girls who dated girls hadn’t been controversial since before the Reveal. Still, I'd figured out the clue he'd so generously offered. It was only fair to make sure he knew that.

“Transmission received.”

Brady scooped his tray off the counter, then paused and pretended to check it over as he finished our conversation.

“Thank you for doing business with me. Hopefully it'll happen again sometime in the future. It's been interesting.”

“Agreed, to all of the above.”

He headed to Sophia’s table, sitting like nothing had changed between them. Maybe it hadn't, at least not recently. Brady's dissatisfaction with the swan princess had been going on since before Maple Week at least.

My chicken nuggets and sliced apples showed up, so I thanked Keri and brought them to our table. As I chewed my food, I mulled over the information I'd gotten about Sophia. I still wasn't sure what to do with it, so I kept it to myself.

Waiting was probably the best idea for Brady’s benefit. She’d be less likely to trace it back to him if word got out days after we stood in line together. A voice knocked me out of my reverie.

“Snow Ball is coming up. Do you know what you're wearing?” Scald asked.

“No.”

“Do you want to go shopping? There's a formal wear place in Clifton Hill.”

“Everyone else already said no, didn't they?” I asked.

“You got me. I don't want to go alone. Please, Linden?”

“That was too easy. Part two of your reason is that you want me to play dress up.”

“What's wrong with that? It's fun.”

Discomfort, of course. Before I could even begin to list ten things I hated about formalwear, Uri signed.

“Can't you go to Hertha’s closet again like you did last time?”

“Oh, I've been banned from the premises, you see. That last dress I borrowed was supposedly off-limits. So, not the entire premises, just her closet.”

“Surely she has more than one.” Eshed waggled his eyebrows.

“Did I make that singular? Because she didn't.”

“If you want company, I'll go with you. But I'm not trying anything on,” I replied.

“I almost agree. Let's just say I won't ask you to try anything on. But if you see something you like, you should be free to do as you please with that.”

“That’s fair. I'll meet you at Curious Coffee on Friday afternoon.”

The bell rang so we headed to Rec. Instead of going to the gym, Wren followed me.

“Don't you have wrestling?”

“Coach Buonanno said I don't need to practice. And we need to talk, it's important. Socially, considering there’s a dance coming up and gossip is the campus pastime.”

My stomach sank. I had an idea of what my friend might bring up, and it made me almost as uncomfortable as that chlorinated pool.

“Go on.”

“I reckon this might sound like I'm pulling your leg because, uh. Well, Sophia likes pointing out I'm pretty much exactly like a plant, and in a way she’s right. Anyway, it’s on the nose, but I swear it’s not a joke. I'm asexual.”

I stopped on the path, looked up, and smiled.

“Really? That's awesome!”

A smile bloomed on Wren’s face. I wasn't sure how long we stood facing each other like a couple of sunflowers in August, but it didn't matter. The heavy feeling in my stomach had vanished. Wren's voice fell on me, warm like a sunbeam.

“Awesome, huh?” The smile lingered. “Do you have something you want to tell me?”

“My Uncle Cosmo's asexual too. He's just about the best person I know. Did amazing things when he was in high school. Big adventures, he rules an island in the Under now.”

“Well, I hope I can meet him one day. Sounds like he’s got a bushel of tales.”

“I happen to know a bunch of those. Do you want to hear one?”

“Oh yeah, I do.”

We headed into the art studio, where I told him about one of my uncle's adventures in the Under as we worked. I was still painting Tom's table, and Wren had whittling to do so we were well occupied for both halves of the period.

When the bell rang and we parted ways, I realized I should have asked Wren more about being ace. What it was like and how he'd figured it out. Did it equate to lifelong celibacy? Being a hatchling complicated that for me.

Once I thought of that, I realized I didn’t want to discuss it for the first time with Wren. It felt unfair to expect a person who’d just figured that out to explain it all to me. After class, I headed to the library and went straight to Mr. Poinsettia's desk.

“I want to look something up,” I stated.

“That’s lovely, what's your topic?”

“I'm not sure it'll even be in the school library.”

“It can't hurt to try.” He smiled.

A gaggle of third years entered the library and got in line behind me at the desk. Vinny was there. He even waved at me. I waved but kept my head turned to the side because I was blushing and knew it.

“It's, um. Well, about.”

Mr. Poinsettia leaned close and lowered his voice.

“Hang on a moment. Let's go somewhere a bit less public.” He raised his voice and leaned back. “Oh, that's just around the corner. Let me show you.”

He came out from behind the desk and sauntered vaguely toward one of the stacks in the reference section. I followed. Once he reached the end of the stack, he turned the corner. There was a small cluster of study carrels there, fortunately unoccupied.

“Go on,” he encouraged.

“I need to know about asexuality,” I blurted.

“And I know just the tome. Instead of checking out a physical copy that you'll have to carry around, would you prefer an ebook sent to your tablet?”

“Yes. You're an angel.”

“Not exactly, but thanks for the compliment. Let's return to the reference desk. I'll need to scan your ID for the library record. Take your time. You can return it after winter break.”

We performed the book-checking-out ritual. I didn't check my tablet until I returned to the dorm. I found a copy of The Invisible Orientation by Julie Sandra Decker. Before I could start reading it, Brackish came to make sure I didn’t miss dinner.
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The week went by, and I still hadn’t gotten a chance to read the book. I'd had to take time to study, particularly in Languages where French eluded me. The pronunciation part never seemed to stick, as though my vocal cords were as klutzy as my feet. Petrichor tried helping with little success.

“Maybe you need a new tongue twister that focuses on the vu.” He made the sound effortlessly. Petrichor was good at almost everything. “What do you think, Linden?”

“That I need to take a break from French and review Breath Channeling instead. My brain feels like a baguette.”

He winced at my fumbling with the vowels.

“Okay. Maybe see Uri for that. He’s a real athlete and all.”

“I’ve already made plans with Zillah.”

“Oh, that’s an even better idea. Try to have fun!”

I met her on the west lawn behind the library, not caring that snow covered it. The breathwork kept us warm. My gross motor clumsiness stretched that practice out for the rest of the study period.

I decided to wait to learn more about asexuality until I returned to Newport for winter break. On the upside, I could ask Uncle Cosmo some questions. Maybe he’d read this book or would look at it with me.

Tabling that topic had a drawback, though. I still had to go dress shopping with Scald, who would probably talk about dating. Hopefully she'd limit her questions to how her selections looked.

She didn't. I hid behind my coffee for most of the dragonish inquisition, but that didn't last.

“Who are you taking to the dance?”

“I hoped to go in a friend group again.”

“That ship has sailed, Linden. Brackish asked Petie this morning.”

“He didn't say yes. Did he?”

“Oh, he did. I think he's going to end up going to a dance with each of us at least once. Like some sort of gentlemanly obligation.”

“You think he doesn't like anybody then? Or is it the other way around?”

“Well, I certainly think he's a cutie, but the feeling wasn't mutual. I'm happy now though, so no worries.”

“That's good. Maybe you want to try this dress on?” I held up a green velvet dress with a puffy tulle skirt. It was halter style, with a high neck but completely backless.

“That's way too tame for me. Maybe you should try it on?”

“No.”

“Okay. But let's look for something a little flashier for yours truly.”

I hung the green dress up and got another in the same color, this time with a v-neck and golden sequin spirals. Scald took it to the dressing room. As I stood outside waiting, she asked another question.

“Why don't you ask Wren to the dance?”

“Wren’s asexual.”

“It doesn't mean you can't go as a duo. Think of it like a smaller version of the friend group from last time.”

“I'll think about it. But probably not. People will get the wrong idea.”

“Sounds like your best bet’s going solo. You still need a dress. Snow Ball’s mandatory. It's not like you can stay in the dorm all night.”

“Mrs. Beaulieu said she'd make a way for me to Newport tomorrow. Miss Saya's finding something for me.”

“So you do have a plan.”

“Only one for my wardrobe.”

“What will you do if somebody asks you to the dance?”

“Did somebody tell you they were planning to do that?”

“No, but you're pretty and don't have a date. It could happen.”

“I think I'd make a counterproposal to do that duo thing you mentioned. If somebody asked me. If I'm not already doing the friends thing with Wren just to stop that from happening.”

“Well, if you go alone or if you're going with your buddy, what would you do if someone asked you to dance? You know, since you're both there anyway and everything.”

“I guess we'll see when we get there. How's that dress?”

“It's perfect. I'll take it.”

As Scald went to the register to make her purchase, I sent a message to Wren. Together we cemented our plan, not going as a pair but a promise to watch out for each other at a required event. When I finished, I looked up to find Scald peering at my phone upside down.

She said nothing about that, only chattered about how excited she was for Eshed to see her in the new dress at the ball next week.

The next morning, I stepped through the way to Newport. Saya stood waiting with a collection of only three dresses. The choice was easy. Only one complimented my winter-darkened hair plus had a free-flowing fit and pockets, even if there were only two of them.

She zipped it into a garment bag, and I brought it through the way to La Grange and along the path back to the dorm. That dress hung in my closet with more anticipation for the Snow Ball than I could muster.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Our exams took half the week, giving us the Snow Ball on Wednesday night and time to head home for the winter on Thursday or Friday. We started with our Tourmaline-only courses and finished with combined sections, where we’d partner up.

Breath Channeling was first thing Monday morning. I barely ate breakfast because of how much my insides churned. When Keri saw me return my nearly full tray, she stopped me.

“Hey kid, is it nerves, or did I bomb the chicken and waffles exam?”

“Uh, nerves. Sorry, Keri. It was so thoughtful of you to make it, and I’m sad to miss out.”

“I can make a new batch for lunch if you want.”

“Really?”

“Sure thing.”

I nodded, eyes stinging as I scrunched my toes inside my work boots to hold back the tears. Getting all emotional in the cafeteria might attract attention of the Sophia Leda variety. I managed to contain them until I’d left the building and gone to sit with my back to one of the cypress trees.

After having a much-needed stress-reducing cry, I emerged from the line of trees and looked at the sky. Its vast, gray expanse heralded more snow. Vague shapes in the clouds captivated my imagination. I got my phone out and snapped several shots of the sky outstretched.

The east lawn was only a short distance away, but my face felt sticky. It’d look unmistakably tear-stained, too. I hesitated, unsure of where to go to wash up. Behind me, water sloshed. I turned to find Uri standing there, holding out a water bottle and pack of tissues.

After taking and making use of them, I asked him, “How did you know?”

“I notice you, Linden. It’s only fair since you notice me too.”

“It’s hard not to. One of my problems is getting stuck on all the details.”

“Maybe it’s a strength.”

I shook my head. “Uri. Everyone knows I’m the weakest hatchling in our cohort.”

“There’s no such thing. We’re all strong. Just some of us in ways they don’t know how to measure. At least not yet.”

The bell rang. I tried returning the bottle and tissues to Uri, but he shook his head and pointed at my cargo pockets. I stowed them, and we walked the rest of the way to the east lawn together.

The exam went better than I expected. Miss Forsythe let me go first so I wouldn’t work myself up while everyone else took their turn. I noticed this put Eshed at ease, too. With my admittedly mediocre performance, the bar was low.

Like my hair and dragon form, my element changed with the seasons. At the leading edge of winter, my successful breath conjure was a drift of disintegrating brown leaves. I hadn’t aimed it properly at the target hoop, either.

My spirits lifted anyway. Breath conjures hadn’t come easily to me. The fact that I managed one on a frigid day that threatened snow was a personal achievement. When Miss Forsythe handed us our scorecards after Zillah ended the demonstrations, I saw this reflected in my score.

I had seventy points out of one hundred, at the lowest end but still a B. One of the categories measured today’s demonstration against past performance. That column had full marks and put me over from a C grade.

Miss Forsythe took her hula hoops to the gym, and we followed her. Coach Buonanno had us sit on the first row of bleachers, then stood in front of our section. He rubbed his hands.

“We have a two-part PE exam today. The first half is a brief Q and A before lunch. The second half is after and starts with a warm-up before I put you through your paces. Now, I’m taking a vote to see if you want a break between PE and Shifter Dynamics or to get on with it and finish early for the day.”

Almost everyone wanted to move from one subject to another, except Eshed. As Scald consoled him, Coach Buonanno approached.

“I can put you at the end for Shifter Dynamics, so you get a break while your classmates show their skills.”

“Oh, thanks, Coach. Yes, I’d like that. But please, don’t put me all the way at the end.”

“Will the middle do? After Brackish, Linden, and Astor but before Petrichor, Crystal, and Scald?”

“Sure. Um, what about Uri?”

“He tested out over the weekend, along with Zillah.”

“Oh, okay.”

After that was settled, we did the Q and A. Coach Buonanno invited each student up to the front. He asked our opinions on different PE activities and exercises. From there, he gave us worksheets to make three personalized exercise plans for next semester. They were five-, ten-, and fifteen-minute lengths. Everybody passed that part with full marks.

The bell rang and we had lunch. Keri didn’t bother taking my order. She handed over another plate of chicken and waffles, bigger than the one from breakfast. I got water and a cup of maple syrup, then sat and cleaned my plate.

The PE warm-up after lunch was a bunch of stretching with jogging in place between. Our exam was the ten-minute personalized exercise plan we’d made earlier. After finishing the routine, we put notes on the paper, marking anything that felt like too much or too little.

Riv helped Eshed with this like he typically did with writing tasks. Astor frowned down at his paper, writing nothing. He was the only one of us who didn’t get full marks.

We went to the paved area behind the gym for the last exam of the day. Brackish positioned herself precisely, taking her time to refocus between shifting on demand, and made a solid and safely successful showing. The only thing it lacked was flair.

I took her place to go second, not entirely sure whether I was in the center of the space or not. It didn’t feel like I set a low bar like in Breath Channeling. Still, going back to my natural form wasn’t perfect.

I kept the displaced mass between both forms from knocking over the traffic cones Coach Buonanno had set out, although they wobbled precariously.

After that, I made changes to my appearance as Coach Buonanno called them out. From two horns to one, then none. Sharpening and blunting my talons. Sending away the thorn at the end of my tail, then calling it back.

The horns and thorn took more time and effort than they should have. I ended up with another B, this time at the top end of the scale. It was more than a relief. Those cones staying upright was an accomplishment in my book.

I sat on the bench as Astor took his turn. His silver scales gleamed under the gym lights, somehow gleaming all the brighter with the overcast sky visible through the window. I tried looking away but couldn’t.

He moved with a grace that rivaled Crystal’s, but his partial shift timing was erratic. Half the changes went too fast and the rest too slow. At the end of it all, I guessed his grade must be similar to mine.

It was Eshed’s turn. Riv helped him get in position by flying between the cones and chirping. It worked better for him than my unassisted efforts. The cones didn’t budge a millimeter when he took dragon form.

He listened closely for Coach Buonanno’s voice and followed directions with a pause between them and his response. The result resembled Brackish’s from earlier, neatly done. The main difference was Eshed’s exam made me think of parts adding up to make a whole, like his was one piece.

Petrichor went next. All his transformations were so fast that I could barely keep track of them. Coach Buonanno shook his head as he marked each task. One cone trembled when Petie shifted back to humanoid. He showed his grade to everyone, only two points above mine and an A.

A flicker of movement at the window inside the gym caught my eye. Maybe outside, it could have been a bird flying by. After that, I got the impression of watching a show in the auditorium. It was appropriate, considering what happened next.

Crystal took her place like a dancer. Her entire exam went that way, movements fluid and filled with emotion. My sister astounded me. Any fear of this test or any later this week channeled through her and away. The performance earned her a solid A.

Scald went a bridge farther, setting it ablaze behind her to an astronomical degree. The cones remained still and every move she made crackled with charm. My sister’s sheer joy in shifting lit her eyes and swept over us all. Her rhythm counterpointed Coach Buonanno’s commands perfectly, too. We all applauded.

The coach cried, “Full marks!”

A clamor of sound came overhead, too late in the season for geese flying south from Ontario. Had someone brought dogs to exam week? Or were there magical canines taking a similar test elsewhere on campus?

My questions went unanswered. When I looked for paw prints in the snow on the way back to the dorm, I saw none.
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The next morning, we met in the humanities building for Mr. Kalonymus’ history exam. It was all written and followed the notes from Lecture. Brackish had insisted on drilling the lot of us with flashcards for almost a month, and we had the entire time before lunch. Everyone did well.

Natural World happened during all of what would have been Rec. The headmistress had us sit for a brief written exam in another humanities classroom. Then she brought us out and across the green to the woods.

Our task required the field guide and cameras on our tablets. We had to identify and photograph at least twenty mundane and five magical species while out that afternoon.

The first thing I did was lean against a tree and ask for help. Wood magic was my biggest asset in this course, although interpreting tree thoughts wasn’t exactly easy. Especially with them all groggy from snow on the ground.

I thanked the tree, correctly identified it as a larch, then moved along to a hollow log it had helped me sense. I cataloged it as from a fallen elm. Tilting it revealed a basilisk’s tail peeking from a shallow burrow, a woodlouse spider egg sac, several pill bugs, and a magical arthropod called a centurypede. They were active for only a hundred days but slept for a hundred years between each.

After setting it gently back in place, I examined the hand-shaped hole in the snow that had covered it. Three kinds of lichen, two varieties of shelf fungus, and a colony of morphomoss. I breathed on it to be sure of the identification for that one. When it changed color, I marked it down.

“Two more to go,” I murmured.

“Hey, Linden!”

I looked up to find my classmates all waving at me from the other side of the clearing.

“Yes?”

They held up their tablets. Scald called, “Say ‘save the bees,’ please.”

“Save the bees?” I grinned.

They all snapped pics of me. I realized that, yes, wood dragons like me are a species found in this ecosystem. I followed their lead and took a selfie. After that, I showed them the log and its denizens. Brackish helped Eshed document his exam by describing everything.

As I leaned against an oak to wait, Uri came and leaned with me.

He signed, “Thought I saw something on the way over here, but I wasn’t sure. Want to check it out with me?”

“Okay.”

He led me a short distance away toward what turned out to be blackberry brambles. Uri pointed at a fall of snow, disturbed from the overhang by some creature’s passage. I made out a long footprint, half obscured by that snow, then looked up to see what he had to say about it.

“Could be a plain old rabbit burrow. But maybe it’s a moon hare,” he signed.

I hunkered down to look. That didn’t give me an answer, but the bramble bush did when I brushed my fingertips against one of its slender branches.

“Yes, it’s a moon hare. I’m not sure how we’ll get a picture when it’s inside the burrow, though.”

“Leave that to me. Get the others. I’ll make sure we all document it,” he signed.

I headed back toward the log, unable to move as quietly as I’d like. Everyone else had finished with the log and came along to meet Uri.

He sat in a circle he’d cleared of snow with his hands on the ground, the tablet face up between them. It reminded me of the times he’d moved the dead zone devices, so he must be using space magic. A click told me he’d also used his magic to activate the shutter.

An image appeared on Uri’s tablet, a slumbering moon hare doe. He looked up at me, jerked his chin at the tablet, and nodded. I got the message and replaced his tablet with mine. He repeated the process.

Each member of our section moved in and out, getting a rare chance to see and document this shy but charming creature in a peaceful state. All with Uri’s help.

Petrichor got the idea to identify the bramble bush as our last mundane species. That was a shorter process since we could all do it at the same time instead of taking turns.

We returned to the headmistress, surprising her.

“Tourmaline section has beaten the record for completing this exam by a full hour. It seems you’ve got some time to yourselves now. What would you like to do?”

We each had a different answer, so Headmistress Celine let us go our separate ways until the bell signaled the literature exam. This was back in the humanities building.

Mr. Clarkson’s questions, whether multiple choice or short answer, were straightforward. I didn’t remember everything, but it was enough to score a low B. So far, exam week seemed easy.

I should have considered that so far, I’d only been tested in subjects I either enjoyed or had some natural aptitude for.
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Lab had a written exam, which Miss Bissette handed out early that morning. I used a strategy I'd learned while living with the Harcourts, going over every question and answering only the easy ones first, then making a second pass or even a third to complete work that took more time.

It should have worked, but out of fifty questions, I knew only five immediately on the first pass. There should have been more. I'd done all the experiments without any mistakes or lab crises. Maybe it was a matter of confidence more than anything else.

The written test portion ended, and I’d left seven questions blank. I suspected this wasn't a no-fail test-taking method after all, at least for me. Could I have studied harder or with more compatible classmates? I reassured myself that I'd make things up during the practical portion.

My heart sank when Miss Bissette brought us to the room she'd prepared with the practical stations. She assigned partners, not randomizing things. Instead, she made us work in the unlikeliest of pairs.

I ended up with Brady, which wasn't so terrible. I knew he had an honor code and wasn't completely hostile, anyway. We went first too, always a more comfortable situation for me. It didn't bother Brady either.

We moved through the room together, reading the instructions at each station and following them. It was impossible to complete any of the tasks individually. For example, an identification station required one of us to hold a magnifying device while the other looked through it.

Halfway through, I looked up at the doorway at Miss Bissette. The corners of her mouth tilted up, and her eyes weren't focused on us. I wondered if she was perhaps remembering something, maybe her student days.

“Help me with this titer solution experiment or whatever?” Brady asked.

I nodded, and we got to work. The instructions for that task weren't only about reaching the endpoint to measure the solution’s concentration. They also included safely disposing of our results and leaving clean containers for the next pair of students.

Brady hesitated over the disposal containers. I stepped in and held up my hand. He nodded and gave me our results. I murmured words from the safety handbook like an incantation as I went through the motions they described. He retrieved the new containers from the cabinet and set them out.

“Not bad, Linden,” he commented on the way toward the door.

“Thanks, you did well, too.”

We left the room at the end of the practical, and the next pair went in. It was a relief to see Scald and Steven. I didn’t worry because the lindwyrm seemed non-confrontational and they both wanted a good grade on this exam.

Out in the hall, I looked at the other pairs. Astor was with Brackish, Wren with Crystal, Eshed with Emi, Zillah with Petrichor, and Uri with Sophia.

I swallowed audibly, caught between telling the teacher that pairing them up was a bad idea and my implied agreement with Sophia that we wouldn't speak of the incident at the pool.

The wheels in my mind spun, circling around a potential solution to the problem, something reasonable that remained out of reach as Scald and Stephen exited the lab together. Astor and Brackish went in, and I still hadn't thought of something.

I twitched my pinkies, crossing my arms over my chest to hide the gesture from anyone who might be looking. I was only partly successful.

Brady leaned closer and spoke in a low voice. “They have a beef?”

“Of course.”

“Are you going to spill the tea?”

“Can't, sorry. But I need to stop them from partnering up on this. It'll be a disaster.”

“Tattling won't work either, then. Can I suggest something?”

“That depends. Why are you helping me?”

“Soph pisses me off, but I’m still trying not to be a bad friend. I don't want them throwing down in the lab together any more than you do.”

“Go on then.”

“She really doesn't know sign language.”

“He’ll have to write everything down. That's an undue hardship in testing for Uri, according to the student handbook. Thank you, Brady.”

I approached Miss Bissette as Wren and Crystal headed in to begin their practical. When I cited the rule that applied to Uri’s situation, her eyes widened, and she covered her forehead with her palm.

“I can't believe she still hasn't taken the time to get a little fluent. Thanks for bringing this to my attention, Linden. I'll take care of it.”

In the end, Eshed went into the practical with Zillah, Sophia with Petrichor, and Emi with Uri. I breathed a premature sigh of relief. We had averted that crisis, but I’d been unaware of another, longer-running one. I found out about it after the bell rang for lunch.

I walked with Wren, lagging behind everybody else. Many from both sections compared notes on the practical since we hadn't gotten our grades back and wouldn't until after our meal. Brady was speaking with Uri ahead of us.

“Why do you think you bombed it?” he asked.

Uri hung his head and signed, “I've barely been sleeping. Used up most of my energy Sunday and Monday for all the physical subjects.”

“Astor tells me your dorm's not that uncomfortable, even if you're sleeping in tents.”

“I'm not sleeping in the tents.”

"What, did they kick you out or something?”

“It's none of your business. Anyway, lunch line’s starting. Go stand with your princess before she says, ‘off with your head’ for talking to me.”

Brady shrugged, put his hands in his pockets, and caught up with the rest of Aventurine section, which had separated from Tourmaline after a withering glare from Sophia in the doorway. Only Wren remained.

“You reckon we should talk to him, find out why?” Wren asked.

“No. I already know why Uri’s sleeping rough.”

“I don’t.”

“Astor’s his roommate.”

“Oh no. Can we help?”

I thought that over. Knowing what to do wasn’t as clear as why. Except for one glaringly obvious idea I wasn’t sure would work in the unfinished scar. I sat at lunch, forcing myself not to think about it until after our last exam.

When Miss Bissette arrived with our grades, my report said I’d barely attained a C due to failing the written exam. There was a note.

Recommendations for remedial work during break and possibly beyond are on record with the headmistress and have already been sent to your legal guardian. I’m confident you’ll understand the course material with extra help and time.

That last sentence didn’t give me confidence. I had no trouble keeping my mind off sleeping arrangements after reading that bad news.

Languages would have been another disaster if it hadn't had a written component. I easily recognized words and phrases in French on the page, translating without issue. The conversational part was another story.

My pronunciation was so garbled that even with Wren’s kindness and patience as my partner, he only understood half of what I said. I had no trouble understanding him. His childhood in the woods of northern Ontario at the border of Quebec meant French sounds came naturally to him.

At the end, I had a B, but it felt hollow. The academic ups and downs were a temporary distraction from social pressure. I said goodbye to Wren and headed back to the dorm.

As the rest of Tourmaline hurried to get ready for the Snow Ball, where dinner would be served, I went into the empty space behind my tent.

Susanna stood over a foam pillow and rumpled comforter, evidence of Uri’s alternate sleeping arrangements. They were rumpled against one curving side at the farthest end from the door. She looked up as I approached.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“Mr. Clarkson told me a student brought concerns about Uri to him. Now, how did you know?”

“I overheard him say something to, uh, an Aventurine student. Miss Spinoza, are you going to make him room with Astor again? It’s just that, well. He’s been dating Sophia Leda and has gotten unfriendly since then. Uri—”

“Has challenges with his temper, I know. This is your last night here for the semester. I’ll have a solution to this issue before you get back.”

“What about tonight? Is there another tent and time to set it up?”

“There isn’t, for either. If worst comes to worst, I’ll sleep out here and give him my tent. For now, we’d best both get ready for that ball. I’m a designated chaperone this time and everything.”

“Okay. Just give me a minute.”

“Sure. Should I text you in five minutes, just in case you woolgather?”

“Yes, please.”

“See you in a while. Thank you for being such a good friend to your classmates, Linden. Kindness matters.”

After Susanna left, I gathered Uri’s blanket, pillow, and my thoughts. I hesitated before following the RA back to the scar's most habitable area, trying to understand why this far edge of the space between worlds hadn’t been relaxing enough for Uri to rest in.

I had my answer in moments. It was unstable, with erratic movements on the floor and wall at irregular intervals. Uri couldn’t have stabilized even this one corner. He didn’t have enough control over his emotions, which bled into his magic.

I didn’t have that problem, and my experience with conjuring and crafting even under extreme stress was nearly lifelong. He needed a shelter. One that would hold him as securely as a ship on the water.

So, I pulled the enchanted acorn from my pocket and worked some magic. Or tried, at least.

While the seed sprouted shoots and roots, when I placed it on the floor, they couldn’t take hold. The instability at the scar’s edge proved too inhospitable. I almost messaged Brackish to come and conjure earth for a better foundation.

The scar’s surface bucked like a steed refusing to be ridden. The roots and shoots withered. I scooped up the poor, doomed acorn, recalled my magic, and tucked the seed’s remains in my pocket.

Susanna’s text reminder came a moment later. I headed back to the fountain square with Uri's bedding under one arm. After putting the pillow and blanket outside the RA’s tent, I headed into mine.

The steps I’d planned to get ready were deliberately simple, leaving me room to contemplate what went wrong. I came to a singular conclusion.

Nobody could fix this scar or the roommate problem except for Uri himself.


CHAPTER NINE


I wasn't the last in line to leave the dorm for the Snow Ball. Instead, I stood behind Eshed and Scald, who had linked arms. She leaned her head on his shoulder as he smiled contentedly. I only hoped the rest of the evening would go as well.

Instead of the gym like the Maple Leaf dance, Snow Ball was in the cafeteria. This made it easier to serve everyone a sit-down dinner, although I wasn't thrilled about having one of those in formal attire. At least the tables were round, so I wouldn't have to worry about accidentally elbowing anyone.

Wren pulled out the chair beside me and sat. She'd shifted at some point since the afternoon exams, her symmetrical and angular model features paired with the medium-build physique.

“You changed,” I commented.

“So did you. There's something different, but I'm not sure what.”

“I did some magic before getting ready. I guess what I meant to do was ask you why.”

“It’s easier being feminine at events like these.”

“Hmm.” I studied my friend, noticing the beginnings of circles under her eyes and uncharacteristically droopy posture. “Looks like you wore yourself out trying to get there.”

“I did. And I'm not exactly happy with the results. I liked my random form from earlier.”

“Next time that happens, maybe come as you are.”

“I'm not sure how to dance or act at one of these shindigs as a boy.”

“I wish I could help.”

“Thanks, Linden, that means a lot, actually.”

Uri took the seat on my other side as Zillah and Brackish sat across from us. He glanced around me at Wren and waved. My sisters followed suit.

Shortly afterward, the staff came around with beverages and an appetizer. Wren watched the rest of us carefully before selecting a fork. The small garden salad was basic but good, with fresh vegetables and crisp lettuce.

Our main course was a chicken cutlet over riced cauliflower. Unfortunately, the other side was a baked potato.

“Oh no.” I wrinkled my nose, leaning away from the plate.

Uri and Wren both reached across at the same time to remove the offending tuber. Their eyes met across my plate.

“You want to split it?” Wren asked.

“Yeah, fine,” Uri signed.

“Please, don't cut that open on my plate,” I insisted.

They froze, unsure of what to do. Brackish had long experience with this situation. She passed her unused bread plate to Uri, who used his knife to nudge it there. He held the porcelain as Wren cut the potato and removed the halves.

Once they did that, we all dug in. Carefully enough not to make a mess of our attire or manners. At one point, I sensed someone watching and looked up. Sophia gazed at Uri with her lips pursed.

I finished my meal, unable to figure out why it bothered me so much. As the wait staff moved through the room replacing dinner plates with slices of spice cake, I got an idea.

Since the first week, she’d seemed focused on upsetting me through Astor, but what if I wasn’t her target? What if she was trying to goad Uri into an outburst instead?

That idea held weight if she’d lied about not knowing ASL to everybody. How else would she know what would get to him?

Sophia had been in the cafeteria when Uri and Eshed discussed the rooming arrangements. That explained her going after Astor despite her supposed disinterest in dating boys. She was trying to drive a rift between the roommates.

Sophia could have complained to Miss Bissette about partnering with him for the exam but didn’t. Maybe she’d planned a disruption where he’d be at fault without me there to talk reason. What about the incident at the pool, though?

I’d figured out by Snow Ball that Uri used his magic to follow me around campus that night. Sophia hadn’t seen that parasol watercolor in the gallery until Maple Week, but Uri had signed about it for ages in Lab.

There was only one logical reason she thought goading me would incite Uri. He wanted to date me.

The idea held up. The way he blushed at my compliments. His knack for arriving almost exactly when I needed help. All those times he waited through social events to have a word with me alone. Being foiled most often by someone from Aventurine, if not Sophia herself.

I savored the idea of being his girlfriend along with forkfuls of dessert. The spice cake remained sweet but imagining myself behaving with Uri like Scald did with Eshed soured quickly. Did I dislike the examples of romance I’d witnessed so far or the specific prospect of being in them with Uri?

While sipping tea, I tried picturing myself with a girl. The prettiest one I’d seen who wasn’t one of my sisters, Elana the faun, resulted in the same reaction. I tried imagining a boy, intending to set my thoughts on Petrichor, but that didn’t happen.

Instead, Brady’s face came to mind. That made sense. He was aesthetically attractive like masterwork sculptures from the Renaissance. My nose still wrinkled in response. Maybe Eshed and Scald were sappier than I’d like.

Before I could contemplate further, Wren spoke in a low voice.

“Are you okay?”

“Just thinking.”

“About the French exam? Because that was one sour face.”

“No. It’s—”

The lights dimmed. Every other table had been cleared and moved. A waiter stood expectantly nearby. I set my teacup down and got out of his way.

Wren beckoned so I went to the wall with the other first years. We stood with Milo and Elana.

Uri joined us. He waved at Milo, then signed, “Your tag team match was cool.”

“Thanks! I liked your team’s game, too.”

Uri’s fists clenched, and his face tightened. I wasn’t sure why until Sophia spoke behind me.

“They're all losers. Only won because Emi's so talented.”

Uri lifted his hands, signing as though he could slice the air.

“You say that again, I dare you.”

Sophia stepped between us, smiling.

“Apologies, I misspoke. They’re not all losers. Only you are.”

Uri lunged forward. Wren grabbed him under the arms, restraining him despite her smaller stature. I was about to step in, unsure what information I’d dump on Sophia. Perhaps the etymology of the word loser. Something unexpected happened.

Uri turned on Wren.

He leaned back, knocking her off balance, then wrenched his arms free. Then, he turned and cut loose with a rant in sign so fast I could barely make it out.

“All I ever wanted was to live my life, and this is what I get? A sasquatch stepping in my way all the time? By Hashem, leave me alone, Wren!”

He clenched his hands and held them up like he’d throw a punch. Wren stood firm and shook her head.

Sophia chuckled. “Go on, fierce dragon. Hit the harmless little daisy. Show the world who you really are.”

She gestured at the growing group of spectators. Music started, dispersing them. It was a song I knew from an old Harcourt playlist, so I stepped forward and put my hand on Uri’s arm. It might not have been the best idea, all things considered, but it seemed like the only reasonable selection from of a batch of bad choices.

We stepped out on the dance floor before anybody else to One Hand in My Pocket by Alanis Morissette. Neither of us were dancers so everyone stared, but I didn’t mind. Uri didn't seem to, either. His shoulders eased under my hands as we swayed to no particular rhythm. Halfway through the song, I made my intentions clear.

“I had to get you out of that.”

He nodded, then took his hands off my waist and held them between us to sign.

“Is that all?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He kept swaying but hadn’t moved his hands back to dance position. He drew a deep breath, then signed another question.

“Before life interrupts again, can I tell you something?”

“Okay.”

“I won’t lie. I came here intending to ask if you’ll be my girlfriend because I appreciate you. How you notice the little things other people miss. The way you always seem to watch for ways to help your friends.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to expect any answer yet. He put his hands back on my waist to dance for the rest of the song. Afterward, Uri beckoned me toward the punchbowl. As he ladled red liquid into a paper cup, I asked a question.

“Are you going to be angry if I say no?”

He hung his head, set down the cup and ladle, and signed anyway. “No. You just said it. Figured this was a long shot. I’ve got to go and be alone.”

He moved in measured paces out the nearest cafeteria door. I knew full well that he wasn’t okay but had no clue what might help him.

I’d believed and agreed with every word he’d said about me out on the dance floor, even if he didn’t view those traits as the liabilities they sometimes were.

Still, nobody can make themselves feel something they don't.


CHAPTER TEN
GO YOUR OWN WAY


Uri

Out in the frigid night, I walked although I could have teleported. The gym lit the snow-strewn grass in front of me. I needed to walk the common’s expanse and wanted the cold to seep into my body, bone deep. A physical ache to match the one in my heart.

Cutting my feelings off was impossible. Making Linden change what was in her heart even more so. That didn’t make it hurt any less in the meantime.

I almost turned toward the infirmary. Doctor Nimue said I could go any time I needed to outside of my regular appointments. Being confined in a space of someone else’s making wasn’t easy for a space dragon like me, so I kept walking, relying on the chill to cool my frustration and soothe the heartache.

The west lawn was deserted, exactly as I’d hoped. Sometimes, the universe gives us a break. Usually in small ways, despite its vastness. I stopped in the middle and flopped to the snow on my back as if to prove that point.

Life didn’t go according to plan. The ones I’d dreamed up while stuck in the Over were before I knew what life outside it was like. Making new ones was easy once I realized that.

Every plan I’d made since getting out of the Over had gone sideways except one. Learn enough to get into Weir Academy at the same time Linden did. I'd made it by hard work, and she didn’t care.

That’s not true. She cares, but only as a friend.

I chewed on that thought. Was there an “only” to friendship? Had the grown men I aspired to be like ever considered their platonic relationships as somehow less than? My heart told me the answer to both of those questions was no.

Numbness crept into my back, so I conjured breath as Miss Forsythe had taught us. My element didn’t naturally generate heat, but the effort did. Magic could be mastered but still worked mysteriously.

Like the universe. It was so vast. It would take millions of extended dragonish lifetimes to discover and make sense of it all. Like the contents of my heart, too.

Most days, it felt too full of feelings. On the rest, one or another swelled to enormous size, threatening to overwhelm me and everything I touched. Eshed didn’t have that problem. If anything, he was the opposite.

Or not. Maybe we both contained such vastness, and he simply had the blessing of deep water to cover it all. What did I have but an ill-defined open space as unstable as the scar we’d scraped out a temporary home in? A curse.

If Eshed were in the field with me, he’d probably disagree. He’d say I had room to house any emotion that struck me and space to hold it until the right time to bring it out and make something from it.

What if all that space was a blessing by itself? Didn’t I want to build things and improve the universe, starting with this mundane realm? What better way to fuel all those big ideas if not with these gigantic feelings?

I’d had them already about the dorm. Sleeping out at the farthest side had given me chronic insomnia, but that wasn’t all. I’d gotten a sense of what a scar was in a way most other extrahumans couldn’t.

Potential.

Spaces between worlds came from events of extreme trauma in one realm or another. That’s why we called them scars. I still didn’t know why the one we lived in had come to be. That was a matter for historians and I wasn’t one of those.

I was an athlete and aspiring architect, so the why was less important than another question. What to build in it. How could we shape it and make it feel less like a dank unstable cavern and more like a home.

I was still a bit broken, but our dorm didn’t have to be. That thought sat me up. The gentle December breeze blazed up my back like ice on fire. I could fix the scar’s parameters, eliminate the instability, and make us some real room. Surely, if I managed that, I’d be strong enough to do the same with my heart someday.

I didn’t need time spent walking to think or calm down anymore. Tonight, the excitement and inspiration inside me deserved use, not diminishment. I stared at the stars overhead, called on my magic, and teleported to the dormitory’s door.

The lights were on at the arch outside, but when I went inside, nobody was home. That was fine. I didn’t need help with this. I might have held back, been self-conscious in front of observers. It was ironic since this was surely the type of work a dragon like me was hatched for.

I paced through the area until I found its center. It was obvious where it was once I looked for it. A tourmaline levitated high above that spot, partly filled with solar and umbral magic. The source of our light and night in the scar. There was room for more within it, too.

Perhaps by design, the tents, fountain square, and bathroom were an ideal distance away. Calling on a different kind of magic, I shifted entirely all at once.

With wings outstretched, I stood facing the door, chuckling at a lifetime of irony. My wingspan had felt awkward and overgrown until this moment when I needed its entire length and breadth. The magic coursed down them, shooting out at the tips.

I directed my element toward two undulating sections of the wall. They trembled, appearing to breathe a sigh of relief before settling. Carefully, I turned, using my feet to angle my wings at a different section of the walls. Then I repeated the process.

I left a few flexible areas a step up from the floor at four points to make future expansion easier. Another addition was marking space for some team effort to make a second door someday. It’d be opposite the other, with the fountain square in the middle. Not having an emergency exit seemed foolish.

Once I finished that, I paused. The tiny corrections my legs and feet made to keep me balanced bounced the floor, threatening the structural work I’d done with the walls. I conjured more magic, using my feet and wings to direct it.

This time, the work went more quickly. I had more time to rest with a solid floor supporting me and the walls. As I did, my stomach rumbled. My tent had snacks, but I’d have to shift because my talons were too big to open drawers designed for hands. I’d risk running low on my element if I did that.

I chuckled again. When I rose to do the final task, I teleported the snacks from the bin in my drawer into my mouth. Fortunately, they were leftover blueberry muffins and not something wrapped in plastic.

The muffins barely blunted my hunger, but I was almost done. I lifted my wings, pointing the tips at the ceiling. Imagining a reverse lightning rod, I channeled my conjure up and out.

At first, I thought it didn’t work. The ceiling was too high for me to see it well in Zillah’s evening darkness. Then I reached for the tourmaline with my magic and felt it working. Just in time, too.

My well ran dry. Too tired to shift back, I folded my wings, curled up with my snout on my paws, and fell asleep.

The floor and walls cradled me soundly for the first time since I’d spent the night out here.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Linden

Scald had seen Uri leave. During drink breaks, she’d pried the story out of me. What he’d said and how we’d parted. She nodded and patted my shoulder.

“You can’t blame the boy for shooting his shot, Linden, but don’t you ever think his reaction is your fault. Not for a heartbeat.”

I wanted to believe her. Scald had more experience with dating than anyone else I knew. Still, I had to be sure. I cared too much just to let it go.

“Not even a little?”

“You were honest with Uri and said what you needed to without insulting him. If he’s not okay, there are mental health services at the infirmary.”

“Does he know about that?”

“Eshed tells me Uri’s used them before.”

“You think he’ll be okay?”

“How about this? If he’s not, I’ll bring him to see Doctor Nimue myself.”

“What if he is?”

“Then you owe me coffee and pastry at Tom’s place.”

“It’s a bet. I hope I lose it.”

“Oh, I think you will. Look. Everyone’s back on the dance floor. Let’s go!”

We headed back out while the DJ played Set Fire to the Rain by Adele. Once out there I looked back to see Eshed standing alone, so I sent Scald back to get him. After that, the group of us was pretty much inseparable.

We all said goodbye to Wren at the end of the dance. I hugged her in case we didn’t meet again over breakfast the next morning. After that, Tourmaline section followed Susanna back to the dorm. Along the last stretch of the path leading to the door, I noticed a set of footsteps already there.

Through the soles of my high tops, slumbering meadow annuals told me they were Uri’s.

Prickles of some unidentifiable emotion plagued my arms and legs. Calling forth my wings for balance and speed, I bounded ahead, leaping into the marks he’d left behind hours earlier.

A string of mouths rounded like letter Os turned toward me as I went. My classmates stared, then followed. I’d gotten such a head start that none of them caught up.

I flung the door open and swooped inside, feet off the ground. Close behind me came Scald, borrowing my idea. The momentum carried us to the fountain square.

When my feet touched the floor, I immediately turned toward the space between tents to hurry off and find Uri. Scald stopped me with a hand on my arm. I turned to find her round cheeks flushed and full lips stretched in a smile.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Plant your feet and shut your thoughts off for a minute.”

I did, if only to humor her.

“Don’t you feel it, Linden?”

My eyes widened, not with what I felt but what I didn’t. I gasped, then let words out with my breath. “The floor’s stable.”

“Hmm, I just won our little bet. I think Uri’s perfectly fine.”

A massive snore echoed through the dorm proper.

I chuckled. “Actually, I think he’s better than that. Come and see.”

Scald let go of my arm and followed me to the far corner. It was a longer distance than earlier that day and a good thing, too. There was room to accommodate all of us in dragon form.

Uri slept soundly, his thickly scaled muscular body curled yet relaxed. He wouldn’t need to borrow Susanna’s room that night after all.

A crowd quietly gathered behind us. Fearing judgment or maybe disdain, I turned to face them, Eshed first. Instead, I found relief laced strongly with pride. I’d somehow overlooked his concern for his twin in all the details I'd noticed earlier.

Each resident of this dorm wore similar expressions with one exception. Astor wasn’t looking at Uri or the well-behaved floor and walls. His eyes rested on Scald.

Not in the areas where most boys and some girls looked, but at the back of her head. Like a target covered it instead of hair.

The lights flickered. Susanna led us back to the fountain square, where we dispersed to get ready for bed. Although my brain ran in circles trying to figure out what fresh drama Astor might have with Scald, nothing stood out besides one theory.

It had something to do with Sophia Leda.


INTERLUDE
BLACK SWAN EVENT


Sophia

Sending Uri’s fuse up in flames had been a spectacular washout instead of the explosive victory I’d visualized for most of the semester. Maybe I hadn’t mastered those hermetic manifestation techniques after all.

Or it was my fault, some error in practice. How had it happened, though? I’d read all the pamphlets the mysterious meanie had left in my mailbox, meditated three times a day on what I wanted, and still hadn’t gotten it.

I stared over Astor’s shoulder at Linden with Uri by the punch bowl. Internally, I affirmed my desire, willing them apart so they wouldn’t pair up. If those two became a power couple, nothing would get by them.

When Uri left the building, my spirits lifted. I watched Linden, waiting for evidence of her heart’s devastation to show on her face.

It never came. Instead, the girl I’d grossly underestimated danced in a circle with female Groot and all the hatchling dragons that didn’t have dates. Smiling. The nerve of her, happily single.

I must have let my mask slip, because Astor dipped me to gaze into my eyes. The familiar tension through his brow softened, and his pupils dilated as he asked a question. An unexpectedly insipid one, too.

“Hey, what’s the problem?”

It’s me, I didn’t say.

“Nothing.”

“You look, well, unhappy. I’ll help if you want.”

“In what way, exactly?”

“Any way you need.”

I led him off the dance floor into a dark corner. When I put my arms around Astor’s neck, he leaned in expecting a kiss.

Stupid boy.

Instead, I gave him a secret. Not one of mine. Something I’d learned at cheer practice. Benignly innocent at its core but laced with malice and fluffed like cotton candy.

He seemed dissatisfied but not entirely disappointed, even though I knocked his hand away when he tried to cop a feel later during a slow song. I hadn't lied to Linden about precautions. The mantle’s magic meant I needn’t fear a disruptive mammalian pregnancy no matter how far we went.

I didn’t fear love in his direction, either. Astor was a boy and no threat to me in a romantic way. However, I had to be strategic with my physical affections if I meant to use them for control. Which I most certainly did after failing to torpedo two hatchlings at one go.

I looked over my shoulder outside after the dance, watching Astor’s feet drag as he reluctantly followed the other saps in his section.

He’d get his from me eventually, but not in the way he expected. I secretly scorned Astor as much as the other hatchlings, whose magic was guaranteed for an unnaturally long lifespan. No creature in this realm or any other could take the sky from them as the whims of Eros could from me.

Back in my room, I found yet another postcard in the fireplace demanding even more information. At least this time it didn’t contain any threats, although I hadn’t forgotten or forgiven the first.

While lighting the small fire I’d need to send my response, I mulled over what I’d say. I had more information this time, so no fear of the anonymous blackmailer dropping me on a pretty girl’s doorstep anytime soon. I sat to write.

Dreadfully Stereotypical Nemesis,

Tourmaline section remains a nest of ninnies, although they’re getting outside help. All my efforts to apply your ideas on prodding Uri toward expulsion and Linden toward abject misery have failed. One setback, that undine psychiatrist over at the infirmary is outside of my influence. The other two, not so much. Read on. I’ve already set up a disaster for next spring.

Linden is the biggest thorn in my side. She blocked me twice in my efforts to sabotage Uri, although I suspect this is by chance. Some questions others asked in Lab make me think you’re already testing a plan to hinder her. I’d suggest speeding that up, but you probably won’t. Miss Bissette is surely suspicious, so you haven’t been covert enough.

My other problem is Scald. By sheer luck, she’s ended up on my level socially. It won’t be hard to knock her down from the roost and tear her to pieces, though. I already set a plan in motion to utterly destroy her reputation.

That brings me to poor, gullible Astor. He wants validation, status, and most of all, affection. Tourmaline hasn’t given it to him, so I stepped in. Stringing him along is easy but tiresome. It paid off. He believes every word I say and does half of what I suggest without coercion. Because of this, he’ll watch Scald like a hawk, finding malice in all her actions until school starts again and probably longer.

One other note. I’ve discovered that Petrichor carries a raging torch for Zillah. I’m not sure how long that’s gone on, but it seems like an invisible part of the scenery to all the otherworld-hatched dragons. Astor gave me this tidbit shortly after I asked him to the Maple Leaf dance. Yet another example of how useful he is sometimes.

I hope my plans to make Scald crash and burn are enough to keep you off my back this spring since my priority should be grades over doing your bidding. Surely, she’ll take one or more of her friends with her. Scorned women have a furious way of burning things down, after all.

Never Yours,

Sophia Leda, Aventurine

Once more, I folded the letter into quarters. In the fireplace, it curled and twisted like a slug crawling through salt. Hope was absent in this missive’s brief flare, although I’d learned to deal with that. Anticipating the sulfurous odor, I’d acquired potpourri to keep on the mantel.

Tossing a handful of last year’s dried primroses and this fall’s asters from Brady’s stolen bouquet, I managed to cover it. Tears stung my eyes, and a sudden prayer to Elpis, the spirit of hope, came unbidden to my lips.

“Although you’ve refused me comfort and fled my heart, Elpis, may you be the last to die.”

I hadn’t prayed to any of the gods in years, let alone such a minor personification. Feeling so scorned by the Fates had shaken my faith almost completely loose.

How much more of myself could I afford to lose and still consider myself free? The manifestation exercises had my mind in their teeth as surely as the postcard’s sender had my soul.

At least I could still say that no creature in any world had my heart.

The End

This story continues in book three, Wings in Flames.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS


Tourmaline Section

Linden: An artistic and attentive wood hatchling, hatched in the Under.

Zillah: A reserved umbral hatchling, hatched in the Under.

Brackish: A meticulous earth hatchling, hatched in the Under.

Scald: An impulsive fire hatchling, hatched in the Under.

Crystal: A graceful ice hatchling, hatched in the Under.

Petrichor Roche: An inventive lightning hatchling, hatched at Niagara Falls, Canada.

Uri: A bold space hatchling, one of the twins hatched in the Over.

Eshed: An introspective water hatchling, one of the twins hatched in the Over.

Astor Silver: A dedicated air hatchling, the last son of the Silver family born in Salem, Massachusetts, USA.

Aventurine Section

Wren Hemlock: A pragmatic sasquatch from northern Ontario, Canada.

Sophia Leda: A driven swan princess from Toronto, Canada.

Brady Rodriguez: A talented encantado from Brasilia, Brazil.

Emi Wolfson: An athletic kitsune from Yokohama, Japan.

Steven Lunding: A geeky lindwyrm from Madison, Wisconsin.

Faculty and Staff

Celine Roche: The headmistress, an elderly air dragon, Petrichor’s foster mother.

Miss Avril Bissette: The magiscience lab teacher, science club adviser, a psychic.

Mrs. Jean Beaulieu: The languages teacher, transportation coordinator, music adviser, a psychic.

Mr. Aaron Kalonymus: The history teacher and arts club adviser, a solar hatchling.

Miss Teresa Forsythe: Channeling and breath teacher, cheer coach, a water dragon.

Mr. Janus Buonanno: Shifter Dynamics and PE teacher, wrestling coach, a fire dragon.

Mr. Oscar Clarkson: Literature teacher, drama club adviser, Aventurine resident assistant, a serpent shifter.

Miss Susanna Spinoza: dance adviser, Tourmaline resident assistant, an umbral dragon.

Ms. Amber Costanza: Bishop’s Row coach, seasonal event coordinator, a faun.

Mr. Poinsettia: Head librarian, publishing club adviser, a salamander shifter. Tithed fae.

Dr. Nimue: Infirmary director, mental health counselor, an undine.

Keri: Nutritional director, seasonal event assistant, an empusa.

Cornelius “Crow” Merlini: Jack of All Trades (campus maintenance and odd jobs), Zillah’s foster dad, a celestial crow shifter.


GLOSSARY


People

Average Dragon: A type of shifter that is born human with a typical human lifespan. They begin taking dragon form in early puberty, like other shifters. Each can conjure one magical element. Their offspring are born live like they were.

Changeling: A mortal child of either one or two faerie parents, who become full fae during adulthood and must tithe to a monarch or risk illness that results in loss of powers or death. Most changelings undergo this process sometime in their twenties but can do it as early as their teens. These extrahumans include Sidhe, redcaps, ogres, trolls, goblins, and more.

Dhampyr: The mortal offspring of two vampires. They aren’t as rare as many suspect, but because their blood is exceptionally sustaining to vampires, they keep their status secret. Dhampyr sometimes have magic or psychic powers that work unreliably and an uncanny ability to mitigate imminent harm. 

Dragon: The only shifters who can see magic and psychic abilities, but only while shifted. The most powerful ones, called hatchlings, can partially shapeshift. Dragons are immortal and reproduce infrequently. There are so few of them since the Reveal that they've started taking other magical shifters as mates. This makes them average dragons, who are no longer immortal and can't lay or fertilize eggs. 

Enchanted Magic(al) Shifters: Magical shifters whose power comes from a separate otherworldly object. Most can be passed down as inheritances. Some of these items are ancient and are low on magic or in need of repair.

Extramagi: Magi who can use more than one magic element. This always comes with a sensory drawback like hallucinations, migraines, or other ailments and a hunch-based advantage.

Extrapsychic: A psychic who also has access to glamour and a changeling mantle. Most can go their entire lives without using their fae side and not needing to tithe. Overuse of glamour means they must tithe as changelings do.

Faerie: A term used to describe a changeling who has tithed to a monarch and spent a year and a day in the Under or the pure creatures such as gnomes and pixies whom the king and queen created. The word “pure” designates the types in conversation and lore.

Ghost: A dead person with unfinished business becomes a ghost. If a mortal makes a contract before death, that gives them unfinished business and lets them linger. If left too long alone and unheard, they become dangerous wraiths. When ghosts finish their business, they move on. No one knows where they go from here. 

Hatchling Dragon: A dragon shifter that hatches as a whelp, enjoys extreme longevity, and is the most powerful type of dragon. They begin taking humanoid form in mid-childhood. Each can conjure one magical element. Their offspring are hatchlings if they mate with other egg-laying magical shifters. If not, they become average dragons.

Kelpie: A magical shifter who gets their abilities from an enchanted faerie pelt that bonds with their soul. The Goblin King created the kelpie pelts, so they have Unseelie energy and restrictions. A kelpie's animal form is a horse. Families pass the pelts down each generation, and part of each ancestor lives on to help their descendants. The ancestors can get distracting, however.

Magical Shifter: These beings can shapeshift into an alternate form and have elements, glamour, or psychic talents, sometimes a combination. Their magic can come naturally or through an item enchanted by otherworldly beings. The latter are often called enchanted magic(al) shifters.

Magus: A mortal who can use magic. Magic comes from energy in the world. Most magi can only use one type of magic. However, a rare few can do more than one kind. Those are called extramagi.

Merfolk: People who can live on land with legs or in the sea with fins and tails. They only emerged from the ocean after the Reveal and are still extremely rare outside of harbor towns. 

Psychic: A mortal with psychic power. Psychic ability comes from a person's body and mind. These extrahumans can manipulate minds, bodies, or surroundings with their energy using powers called talents. Examples include telepathy, summoning, telekinesis, projection, and psychometry/memory. Extrapsychics have access to glamour like changelings but don't become faeries or tithe to a monarch unless they use it.

Selkie: A magical shifter who gets their abilities from an enchanted faerie pelt that bonds with their soul. The Sidhe queen created the selkie pelts, so they have Seelie energy and restrictions. A selkie's animal form is a seal or sometimes a sea otter. They can use water magic as long as they wear the pelt. Families pass the pelts down each generation, and part of each ancestor lives on to help their descendants. The ancestors can get distracting, however.

Shifter: A mortal who can take an animal’s shape. Shifters have one form, with coloring similar to what they have while human. They usually have an enhanced sense while human-shaped, which goes along with their animal. For example, an owl shifter might have keen eyesight, and a wolf shifter has a great sense of smell. 

Tanuki: A magical shifter with enhanced speed and the ability to see all types of magic while shifted. They are also the only creatures who can manipulate Luck, causing it to turn from good to bad or the other way around. They stop aging if they own a charm infused with Luck from humans. Very few of those charms exist after being used up during the Reveal or locked away. 

Vampire: An unliving nocturnal person who drinks blood to survive and enhance their abilities. They suffer in sunlight or under solar magic. Only regular mortals, psychics, and magi can get turned into vampires through an exchange of blood. This is heavily restricted by law and the difficulties the undead face. Shifters, changelings, and faeries won't turn, but most of those wouldn't survive an attempt. 

Powers

Air magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish wind or air.

Earth magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish earth, sand, or rock.

Empathy: A psychic power to sense and influence emotions in other people.

Fire magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish flames.

Ice magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish ice.

Lightning magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish lightning.

Meadhan: A word whispered through the Under since time immemorial. Although in the mundane realm it’s known to mean balance, what it signifies for the faerie realm remains to be seen.

Medium: A psychic who, after a near-death experience, can see and work with ghosts. 

Pledge: The process of a summoner making a contract with an otherworldly being.

Poison magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish poison. Each magus has a different type of toxin they produce. Some are antidotes to others. 

Precognitive/Clairvoyant: A psychic power to foretell future events.

Projection: A psychic power that allows for leaving the body. A silver thread connects the spirit. The body is in danger if left unguarded and the soul if it encounters wraiths or other ghostly hazards. Projection psychics need trustworthy people in their lives.

Psychometry: Sensing and projecting emotions or memory by touch, through direct contact or an object.   

Spectral Magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish light. 

Spectral Affinity: A trait some spectral magi have that makes them charismatic and memorable. 

Summoner: A psychic power that lets the user make contracts with pure faeries, letting the summoner call them at times of need. Each creature has an anchor, some item symbolizing the bond. Mastery of summoning takes decades of study, which is why the most powerful are vampires or past middle age. However, the Over reopening has changed bond dynamics in still unknown ways.

Seelie: The Sidhe queen's court. The Seelie way is about following the letter of the law, even when it's hard or cruel. They have a hard time reconciling faerie rules with the new mortal laws since the Reveal.

Space magic: The power to conjure, manipulate, and teleport through space. Some can move other people.

Space Affinity: This space power comes with an ability to locate people or things important to the magus. 

Telekinesis: A psychic power that moves objects. 

Telepathy: A psychic power to read minds. 

Tithe: The process of pledging to either the queen or king, making a changeling choose to be either Seelie or Unseelie. 

Umbral magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish shadows and veil or camouflage objects or people. 

Umbral Affinity: A trait some umbral magi have that makes them difficult to remember without psychic ability, faerie magic, or a shifter pack bond. 

Undeath magic: The power to conjure, control, and banish unliving energy. 

Unseelie: The Goblin King's court. The Unseelie bend the rules and often navigate mortal society more easily than their Seelie counterparts. 

Water magic: The power to conjure, banish, and control water. 

Wood magic: The power to conjure, banish, and control wood. It takes dragonish levels of power to influence a living plant, but wood dragons are exceedingly rare. 

Magical and Otherworldly Creatures

Basilisk: A venomous serpent that also has poison magic. 

Celestials: Otherworldly beings from the Over, which are born of righteous acts and personify a single concept. Their magic is presence, a single ability in line with their concepts. They are immune to the three-question debt incurred by pure fae and sometimes make agreements with psychic summoners. They choose a Path, either Left or Right Hand. 

Dragonet: A tiny dragon-like creature, always associated with one or more elements that power their breath attacks later in life. They have scales but are warm-blooded like birds. Most don’t get much bigger than a small cat. 

Familiar: A magical or mythical creature who makes a bond with a magus. 

Gryphon: A bird/mammal hybrid that comes in many varieties. It’s said they only bond with particularly brave magi.

Karkus: A crab that can change its shape. They’re said to be the offspring of the crab that pinched Hercules as he battled the Hydra. 

Lightning Bird: A familiar from South Africa with an affinity for lightning. Its beak can jump-start a car. 

Mercat: A shapeshifting feline with fur for land and scales in the water. They can live in lakes, rivers, or the sea as well as on land. They must never completely dry out or they will die. 

Moon Hare: A magical rabbit that gets power from its particular moon phase. They commonly bond with umbral magi. 

Pharaoh’s Rat: These are natural predators of dragon shifters, but they are no danger if pledged to magi. They are the size of ferrets and resemble a mongoose with more fur. They have an affinity for space magic and can use it on occasion. 

Pigeon: Not as mundane as most think, some pigeons have an uncanny sense of direction due to their affinity for air magic.

Pricus: An aquatic goat said to be descended from Capricorn. They can warp time like gnomes, but only when bonded with a magus.

Pure Fae/Faeries: Creatures who spring to life from magical sources in the Under. They are genderless unless they choose otherwise. Their magic is glamour, and their type and ability depend on their place of origin. They're associated with only one court but will work together to defeat a common enemy and make agreements with psychic summoners. Asking three questions puts most beings in their debt. Examples include gnomes, pixies, caits, palugs, and several types of hounds.

Sand Cat: A feline that lives in the desert, able to go for weeks without water by consuming sand. Earth magic lets them do this. 

Sha: A magical desert dog from Egypt. Sha are the size of mundane toy breeds with short hair and small pointy ears. They could pass for mundane except for their blue tongues. They are attracted to anything undead.

Sphinx: A magic cat with an affinity for fire. The reason they’re hairless is because they’re resistant to flames. 

Strix: A venomous owl with an affinity for poison. Female striges have rounded tufts on their heads while males have pointed ones.

Sumxu: A lop-eared cat found only in northern China. They are masters of camouflage and have an affinity for several kinds of magic. 

Wisp: These faeries are found all over the world and appear to be flames of various colors. They're not actually fire, but magic, and little is known about them.

Other Terms

Magical Elements: Water, fire, earth, air, ice, lightning, wood, celestial, umbral, and solar. Extrahumans that use only magic are called magi. Some changelings like selkies and kelpies can use an element along with glamour.

Magiscience and Magipsychic: The study and practice of combining magic and technology or psychic talent and technology. Often used interchangeably when both magic and talent are present in an enchanted object.

Magical Creatures: Worldly yet magical beings that are a natural part of the mundane or middle realm. Their species are as numerous as mundane animals. Examples include gryphons, moon hares, dragonets, sha, basilisks, bookwyrms, and Pharaoh’s rats.

Places

The Academy: Something between a community college and a military academy for extrahumans. The Academy is geared toward helping extrahumans who don't play well with mortals get ready to join a blended society. It has divisions for learners of all ages, but they are housed separately.

Cherry Blossom School: A dojo geared toward teaching extrahumans self-restraint, meditation, and how to temper their enhanced physical abilities with more mundane skills. It's been around for close to 100 years, run by the Ichiro family. Mundane classes used to be offered as a front but now are a separate division. 

Ellicot City Magitechnic: A prep school for magi and psychics specializing in magipsychic technology. It’s located outside of Baltimore. 

Gallows Hill School: Traditionally for shifters, this charter school in Salem recently opened its doors to changelings and any other extrahumans not categorized as magi or psychics. Those are also welcome if they take courses specific to their powers at neighboring schools. 

Hawthorn Academy: A preparatory school for magi in Salem. Its campus is in the space between the mortal realm and the Under, giving it unrivaled privacy. They specialize in teaching familiar magic. 

Providence Paranormal College: A school founded one year after Brown University and located in its shadow. Providence Paranormal used to admit only magi and psychics but has accepted all types of extrahumans since Henrietta Thurston became headmistress. There has been trouble since then for students and faculty, leading people to believe dissenters are sabotaging the school. 

Rutland Umbral Academy: A school in the Rutland, Vermont, town limits, where sun-sensitive students can live and attend classes safely from preschool through high school. 

Troutbrook Academy: A prestigious preparatory school for changelings with magic, recently opened to magi and magical shifters. Its campus is in South County and has been operating in some form or another since Rhode Island Colony was founded.

The Over: The celestial realm. Closed off ages ago by a mysterious process, it has opened again. This realm is made of potential, which is accessed by the Right Hand and Left Hand Paths, and ruled by a High One of each. It is the birthplace of all celestials. 

The Under: The faerie realm. It was divided into two parts when the Sidhe queen and the Goblin King split up thousands of years ago, but those boundaries eased once they reunited. Mortals don't age in the Under, but it's a dangerous place for them to be. Getting lost means never being seen again and it's easy to get indebted to something nasty while trying to get through or out of the Under. 

Weir Academic Complex: A campus in Niagara Falls, Canada, with three levels of schooling for magical shifters and their relatives. The Annex is elementary and middle school, Weir Academy is high school, and Weir University offers degree programs up to the doctoral level.

Wolf Messing Psychic Institute and Academy: An institute in Salem for psychics to learn to control their skills before heading to college. 

Historical Events

The Big Reveal: Also referred to as the Reveal. The term used for the 1990s, when the world discovered magic was real and extrahumans existed. The decade was marked with fear as everyone adjusted to the changes. Since the twenty-first century, law and technology work for humans and extrahumans. 

Boston Internment: A reaction by Boston government officials to the disappearance and suspected trafficking in extrahumans, especially shifters. All registered extrahumans in Boston lived on barges for close to a month under guard by the Boston police. The traffickers got their hands on some magical gadgets, rendering the protection useless. Few survived.
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