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CHAPTER ONE


At La Grange, Petrichor was there to say goodbye. He'd be staying for the break with Miss Celine, where he typically spent his winters aside from New Year's Eve. Astor had already left for Salem twenty minutes earlier.

Upon arrival at the Harcourt mansion, Miss Saya greeted us. She led us down the hall past the Harcourt House area where the younger hatchlings lived. Instead of stopping at an empty communal room, she led us around a different corner. Farther down that hallway, we found individual rooms.

The first one had Brackish's name on the door, and the second Crystal’s.

Scald looked up, grinning. “We get our own rooms over break?”

“Summers too, if you choose to stay here.”

Scald dashed down the hall, past Eshed’s and my door. Hers was almost at the end, close to Uri’s. As the others entered their rooms, I stood outside studying the letters of my name.

They needed work. White on white gave a chilly impression, not something I wanted to associate my living space with. I pressed my hand against them, sensing they were wood, but with their thickly painted surface, I could do nothing to change their appearance with magic. I’d come back with paint later, though.

“Hey Linden! Aren’t you going to check out the inside?” Scald called.

I nodded, then reached for the door’s latch and pressed down, pushing. The door swung wide into a vast space decorated in neutral colors. The humanoid-style accouterments were across from the door, close to the bathroom and closet. The rest was empty, giving me the option to sleep in dragon form as I pleased.

The Harcourts knew my tastes well. The tones were warm if bland. They'd furnished my room for sleeping and relaxing but also for art. It included a drafting table, well stocked with supplies.

I set my art case on top of this and my suitcase inside the closet. It wasn't as large as the one in the communal bunk room, but I didn't mind. Especially when I saw several sets of overalls in different fabrics, colors, and styles. Even the skirted kind and a few with flowy legs.

The dresser contained more of my favorite shirts in an even wider variety of colors than I already owned. Many of these had twins with long sleeves. The top drawer was well stocked with underthings. Satisfied, I headed into the bathroom.

There was a full soaking tub, a separate shower stall, a sink with a wide vanity, and a toilet. I used that and the sink before doing anything else after checking the decorative vase for brownies. As usual, there weren't any.

I sat to draw and lost track of time until I heard a growl. Since it came from my stomach, I set my pencil down and opened the door, intending to peer into the hall.

Zillah stood there with her fist up, not to punch but to knock.

“Is it dinner time?” I asked.

“Better. It’s pizza time. Come on, you’re the last one still here.” She smiled.

We went down the hall together, turning a few corners until we got to the dining room. It was the same one we’d shared with all the younger hatchlings before leaving for Weir Academy, which made sense. They surely missed us. A kindergarten boy with deep brown skin proved me right. He ran up to jump in front of me with his arms wide.

“Linden, guess what?”

“What, Bruno?”

“Miss Hertha says you gotta take Magiscience even though it’s Yule and stuff.”

“Oh, yes. I know that already.”

“Because you’re super smart, right?”

“The opposite, actually. I need help in that subject.”

“I’ll help, then!”

I was about to explain to him that this was complex coursework, a difficult topic with dangerous lab work. Bruno’s hands wriggled, and he hopped from one foot to the other. If the little earth dragon wanted to help, it didn’t have to be with homework.

“Sure, you can help. I’ll let you know when it’s time for me to start and what to do.”

“Awesome!”

He dashed back toward his seat at the table, then vaulted into it and attacked his pizza. It reminded me that my plate waited in front of the chair between Zillah’s and Scald’s. As we had our meal, I listened to the chatter, slowly overtaken by a sense of relief.

I wasn’t the only one who had work to do during the break. While Zillah’s and Uri’s efforts would focus on mental health care, Crystal needed to review Literature, Eshed History, and Scald Magiscience like me. Professor Blaine would help Eshed and Crystal in the library.

Scald and I met in the butler’s kitchen. An array of glassware and other items I recognized from the lab at school sat on a stainless-steel counter alongside stacks of textbooks and a laptop displaying a list of videos.

Two pairs of goggles sat inside a black box at the counter’s edge. A note in Miss Saya’s handwriting taped to it instructed, Put these on. I followed the directions immediately, although Scald took a moment to wind her hair into a low bun before donning hers. Once I looked up, I saw our instructor.

He was a ghost who appeared to be in his prime with shoulder-length hair, horn-rimmed glasses, a hawkish Roman nose, and a toothy smile. The ghost of an owl perched on his shoulder. It opened its wings to lean forward and blink at us, revealing four wings. I identified it as a strix, a creature with poison magic, most commonly seen as familiars to poison or umbral magi.

The pair were only visible and audible due to some enchantments on the goggles. Leave it to the Harcourts to find us a ghostly tutor and the equipment to learn from him. I stood, waiting for our instructor to introduce himself. Scald didn’t.

“Hi, I’m Scald! We’re here partly because I bombed the practical. What’s your name?”

“Greetings, Miss Scald and Miss Linden. My name is Professor Luciano, and this strix is my familiar, Julia. I’m here to monitor and grade your efforts, not instruct.”

“Then how will we make up the material we missed, Professor?” I asked.

“Each day save Yule, you’ll watch a video, take notes, then collaborate on a laboratory task. Miss Bissette believes this is the best approach since you each need improvement in different types of coursework.”

Scald blinked. “Wait a minute. Linden, you passed the practical?”

“Full marks.” I nodded. “The written exam got me.”

“Oh wow, this makes sense now. Let’s get started. Which video comes first?”

Professor Luciano showed us. The Harcourts’ kitchen stools were more comfortable perches to watch Miss Bissette’s video lectures than the ones at school. It also helped that we could pause, rewind, and rewatch the entire presentation and toggle captions or read a transcript.

When it came time for the experiment, I began to take the lead, selecting containers. The professor stopped me.

“Miss Bissette’s notes say that she’d like Miss Scald to do most of the setting up, then for Miss Linden to initiate the elemental reaction.”

“Okay.”

I stepped back. Scald reached for too many containers at the same time, scooping them carelessly off the countertop. One crashed to the floor. I winced as she grimaced and glanced at the notes.

“Oh well, we don't need that one at least. Not sure why I grabbed it, but no harm no foul. Am I right?”

She turned to walk away from the mess on the floor with the necessary objects. The professor raised an eyebrow, marking something down on a translucent clipboard. I wiggled my pinkies, eager to correct my sister’s mistake but unsure if that was okay.

Julia preened the professor's hair. He looked up, noticing my reaction. Instead of nodding he glanced down at the broken glass, then at Scald, and finally at me.

“Miss Scald, don't forget lab safety.”

She set the intact glassware down on the workspace, then chuckled. It was lower pitched than her usual laugh, though I wasn't sure exactly how else it was different. A broom and dustpan leaned near the sink, she picked them up and made use of them.

After disposing of the broken glass in a red bin, Scald reached for a flask of distilled water. She'd carried it halfway to the workspace before realizing we didn't need it yet. When she went to put it back, she sighed and hung her head.

“What’s next? I can't remember.”

“The salt,” I answered.

“I don't think I can do this right now. Can we take a break?”

“You still have an hour before this session is over, ladies. I suggest you use it wisely,” the professor replied.

“Check the instruction sheet,” I suggested.

“I shouldn't have to. The lecture explained it all. Anyway, Crystal usually tells me an item we need and points me toward it.”

“I don't remember much of what the lecture says. Wren never needed to point me at anything.”

“Then how did you get full marks on the practical? Is Brady sweet on you or something?”

“Oh no. I always use the list and instructions during experiments as a matter of course. They explain everything in the moment so it doesn’t matter what I forgot before. On the practical, the sheet acted like external data storage. It helped my hands remember what I did before in class. It's, I don't know, like when you bake cupcakes?”

“Except I don't know what making cupcakes is like. I don't do baking.”

“Okay, and sorry in advance because this is not a nice memory. But back in the Under, sometimes you'd have to make a fire outside that stuck around when you weren’t there. Do you remember how that worked?”

“Ugh, yes.” Scald wrinkled her nose. “I don't like thinking about it. Conjures angst and trauma all over my brain.”

“I’m sorry. I know it’s hard but try to focus on the actions instead of the feelings if you can. Remember, you had to prepare the space before conjuring the flame.”

“Like collecting and enchanting seeds before you grew us a new building, you mean?”

I swallowed, hugging myself as my eyes misted over. I managed to nod anyway. Scald’s tense jaw unclenched. If I hadn't known her for her entire life outside the egg, I might have wondered whether my distress boosted her. It wasn't like that. When she rubbed my back, it conveyed what a relief it was not to feel alone.

Scald bent back over the instruction sheet, studying it intently. Then she headed to the counter and held it in one hand while gathering supplies one at a time with the other. It proved a better strategy, even if she often reached for things haphazardly at first and correcting her impulses took more time.

I saved some by arranging equipment and ingredients as she brought them over. Once she had gathered the last item, we only had to put the final piece in place.

This experiment was supposed to compare elemental magic’s effect on saltwater. We mixed a solution at the strength the directions specified, then split it evenly into two containers. After that, Scald and I aimed each of our elements at the containers with timers running.

As I'd expected, hers evaporated quickly on the first attempt, leaving a salt crystal residue behind. Everything I conjured had little effect on the solution. At least until the end.

I'd done this experiment with no problem on the practical exam, so I already knew I had to conjure marine plant energy. I would have done that immediately if Professor Luciano hadn't told us to take our time.

Scald had been tapping her foot for the duration as I ran the gamut of wood energies from different ecosystems. It didn't distract me because at first, I thought she was passing the time by thinking up a song. When my container’s water level started dropping, her reaction told me otherwise.

“Oh, thank Tiamat.”

I sighed, continuing my conjure until salt coated the glass’ interior with no trace of liquid left. Once done, I stopped the timer and recorded the seconds elapsed.

“Are you ready to graph the results?” I asked.

“I've been ready for five minutes, Linden. Did you space on the method like you did on the written exam?”

“No. I wanted to end up with enough data to make a real graph. If I only have one point, it's just a couple of dots. Showing the results skillfully is part of the practical score.”

“So why don't you think about graphs and showing them or whatever when you're stumped on the exam?”

“That’s a very good question.”

“I believe it's an instructive one. I'll note that down. Carry on with your graphing, ladies,” the professor prompted.

I did. Making the comparison was simple, too. Fire evaporation was the fastest method, although my salt crystals were more varied in size than Scald’s.

With the experiment finished, all that remained was to clean up. This was simpler in the butler's kitchen than at the lab since there was a dishwasher to put the glassware in. Once we'd done that, Professor Luciano spoke.

“Good work, ladies. You may go about your day secure in the knowledge that you've learned several things here.”

“When do we come back?” I asked.

“The day after tomorrow. No one expects you to do remedial class work on Yule, after all.” Julia hooted her agreement.

“Thank Tiamat.” Scald grinned.

“Have a happy one. Don’t forget, leave your goggles in the box before you go.”

We did. Out in the hall, Scald linked arms with me and hurried away from the butler's kitchen.

“What's the rush?” I asked.

“They're playing Rock Band in the game room.”

“Okay.”

It made sense. That was Scald’s and Eshed’s favorite video game, and I agreed. Uncle Cosmo liked it too, and I hoped to see him there since Yule was the next day. I missed him but also had several questions.

The game room was crowded with younger hatchlings and other visitors here ahead of the holiday celebration. I wove through the room, greeting a host of friendly faces I hadn't seen over pizza earlier.

Uncle Cosmo’s wasn't among them.
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The next day I woke with sweet and savory aromas filling the air. At first I was puzzled by this until I remembered I'd slept in dragon form, so my sense of smell was miles above the bipedal level.

After shifting back, I had a serious case of post-dragon breath, so I went to the bathroom and straight for my toothbrush before using the facilities and taking a shower. Once refreshed, I returned to the cavernous bedroom and got dressed.

A knock on my door kept me from drawing as I would have liked, but since answering it resulted in following the others to a delicious breakfast, I didn't mind. After filling up on banana pancakes, I turned to leave, but Bruno jumped in front of me.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

Scald chuckled. “She's got a date with her sketch pad, I bet.”

“And you've got a date with Eshed!” Bruno clapped his hands while hopping from one foot to the other.

“That's tonight. Right now, I've got a date at the spa.”

“I'm telling Eshed you're running around with the spa behind his back.” Bruno laughed.

Behind him, Eshed smirked. “I'm running around to the barber shop while she’s there, so it's actually in front of me across the street.”

“Have fun, you two.” I waved.

“I'm not visiting any spa when I get big.” Bruno snorted.

“Just wait. You might change your mind if you get interested in dating,” Crystal replied.

“Why aren't you going, then?” Bruno asked.

“My appointment’s during their date. Besides, I have last-minute gift shopping.”

My stomach dropped. “Oh no, gifts.”

“Do you want to go into town with me?” Crystal asked.

I did some mental math. I'd spent most of my allowance at Curious Coffee all fall plus a big chunk on buying the Boo-Tique’s vintage overall dress for Maple Leaf dance. Fortunately, I had the perfect extracurricular talent for an occasion like this.

“Thanks, but I can manage something here. You have fun in town.”

Bruno pouted. “Rats. You all just got back to Newport, and I’ve barely seen you.”

“You can come hang around in the butler’s kitchen with me. I'm baking snickerdoodles,” Zillah offered.

“Awesome!”

Just like that, Bruno dropped me like I’d drop any potato and dashed off after my sister. I didn't mind. I had work to do.

In my room, I got a stack of eight-by-ten Strathmore pastel paper from the drawer beside my drafting table. The oil pastel crayons in my case had barely been used. I'd opted for using ones at the Arts studio all last semester. It was a good thing in this situation.

The act of creation took all the time I had between breakfast and lunch. Uri fetched me for that meal. He and Brackish were the only other Tourmaline section hatchlings still at home. Zillah had gone out with Miss Saya and the younger hatchlings on a winter stroll while the cookies cooled.

Lunch was light. Brackish had tomato soup with grilled cheese, I had a plate of chicken nuggets and sliced apples, while Uri had ham and cheese on rye. I worried things would be awkward between me and him after how we'd parted at the Snow Ball. I shouldn't have.

Whether it was the therapy appointments he’d done since the Sophia incident, the progress he'd made back in the dorm, or the simple fact of being welcomed home to Newport like family, Uri seemed more relaxed than I'd seen him in ages.

“You've been doing art all day,” he signed.

“How did you know? I asked.

“You have oil pastel smudges all over your forearms.”

“At least I washed my hands, right?”

We laughed together at that, although his was silent. After taking another bite of his sandwich, Uri set it down and signed again.

“You don't want to be caught scrambling the entire winter break. Set an alarm so you have time to get ready for meals.”

“Look at you with the life hacks.” I grinned.

“That's basically what therapy is. Life hacks. For some people, alarms reduce stress. Not so much for me. I can’t stand most of the sounds. But it might work for you.”

Brackish looked up from the water she’d sipped. “I agree.”

“Thanks, I'll do that alarm thing right now, then.”

I popped the last chicken nugget in my mouth, brushed my hands off on my napkin, then opened the clock app on my phone. I figured out how much time I'd need to shower and change before the party, then set something up.

We parted, and I returned to my artwork for the second half of the day. I only got up to use the restroom or adjust the lighting. I finished the last eight-by-ten more than five minutes ahead of the alarm I'd set for getting ready.

After spraying the artwork with a fixative, I turned my alarm off and headed to the bathroom. I’d washed my hair that morning, but the mirror showed red streaks I didn’t recall. I peered at them, wondering if it was leftover tint from my fall tresses.

An attempt to finger-comb through it confirmed my suspicions. Yes, it was oil pastel pigment. I washed that section a few times in the shower to ensure I got all of the tenacious substance out.

My hair was damp and would be during most of the party. I'd planned to braid it, so I didn't mind. I selected a set of maroon velvet overalls and a long-sleeved green shirt from the closet.

After that, I stood at the mirror braiding my hair over my left shoulder. None of the hair ties suited it, so I used a simple brown elastic and added a sprig of holly from the vase of seasonal cuttings on top of my dresser.

I opened the door and stepped out into the hall, feeling a distinct chill on my feet. I'd forgotten shoes. I sighed and turned back into my room. One of the racks in the closet was full of slippers, a few in fancy fabrics. After selecting some green velour ballet-style ones, I returned to the hall.

Atypically, I was early. I waited beside the decorative marble table at the intersection nearest our hallway. Losing track of time was all too easy for me, especially with interesting, patterned marble to look at. Crystal showed up with an array of brightly colored bags.

“Oops,” I murmured.

“You forgot your gifts.” Crystal sighed.

“They exist. They're in my room. So, I guess I don't have have them, but technically I do?”

“Go on and get them together. I've got extra gift bags in my room, so I'll meet you back in yours.”

Crystal was so quick to get the extra wrapping that she made it into my room before the door fully closed behind me. That's why she saw her gift before I could flip it over or otherwise hide it. She recognized it was hers immediately, a depiction of a dragon-shaped ice sculpture.

“Wow, this is gorgeous. Don’t worry, I'll pretend I haven't seen it before when I unwrap it. And thank you!”

“I'm glad you like it.”

She liked the rest too, oohing and aahing over each one as we tucked tissue paper around them before stowing them in the bags. With her usual flair for etiquette, Crystal labeled each of the gifts as I told her whose was whose.

Back out in the hall, we ended up at the rear of the crowd, but neither of us minded. The line turned into a cluster anyway as we crossed the expanse between the living spaces at the Harcourt House wing and the ballroom.

It was decorated festively, with artificial and real evergreen plants figuring in heavily. One exception was the gift table, which still had room to hold mine and Crystal’s. A simple white cloth draped it.

The music was a combination of Celtic chant and instrumental music from around the world. There was room for dancing but not much of it, except for the ghosts. A special device combining magic with psychic talent revealed them, and they whirled practically everywhere overhead without needing a break. Everyone solid had brought an appetite along with gifts and wanted food and drink first.

Special occasion meals weren’t always easy for me, even buffet style like this one. Most hosts didn’t serve the types of food that worked for me, especially not dragon royalty like Miss Hertha. I walked past all the fancily presented dishes with intolerable-to-me textures, filled a cup with juice, then brought it and an empty plate to a seat. I remained standing, holding the plate but not the cup.

Fortunately, I had an infallible plan. I’d lived in this house for three years, so I knew what to look for. A black-aproned and bow-tied caterer swept through the room, holding aloft a silver tray. I waved, and she brought the tray over.

She let me take two small square pieces of toast with mozzarella and tomato on top. The next caterer wasn’t far behind. His tray held mini meatballs, five to each little foil cup with a toothpick for each portion. I took two.

In this way, I gradually got enough for dinner by the time others had filled plates from the chafing dishes and carved meat stations. My meal consisted of several more pieces of toast with various toppings, bacon-wrapped sausages, shrimp cocktail, and cheese-stuffed mini peppers in a rainbow of colors. I sat before the rest of my cohort.

After finishing the meal, everybody wanted to dance. Many of the adult guests were already either married or in long-term relationships. The only couple near my age was Scald and Eshed. I breathed a sigh of relief as the rest of us partied in a group, but my heart wasn’t entirely at ease.

Uncle Cosmo didn’t make an appearance, although I stayed for the entire event. As I headed into the hall, last out the door, I looked back over my shoulder.

The oil pastel piece I’d made for him sat in its bag, alone on the gift table. Miss Saya noticed me watching. She tucked the gift under one arm and pressed her free hand against my shoulder as she passed.

“Don’t worry, I’ll personally ensure he gets it.”


CHAPTER TWO


I had another week of remedial magiscience in the butler’s kitchen with Scald. I liked Professor Luciano and wondered what being his student was like before he died and became a ghost. Julia was cute and helpful, too.

The hardest part for me was doing the schoolwork in the afternoons instead of the mornings. Structuring my drawing time wasn’t easy without outside help, and I forgot to reset an alarm more often than not.

Help arrived tardily but still not too late in the form of Uncle Cosmo. He knocked on my door at breakfast hour, still wearing his naval uniform from being at sea in the Under. Although he stood smiling with his arms outstretched for a hug, I scratched my head, puzzled.

“That’s not a Seelie uniform or an Unseelie one, either. Where’s it from?”

“It’s Epiphany’s. I mean the Monarch of Sea and Sky’s design.”

Magical shifters who didn't originate with one of the monarchs weren't required to pledge fealty to a faerie court, so I didn't ask about that but wasn't sure how to continue the conversation. Fortunately, my uncle took the lead.

“The Court of Sea and Sky hasn't even been around for a year and only has a handful of courtiers. I thought I’d make myself a walking advertisement for them. What do you think of the colors?”

“It's hard to find something that goes with seafoam green, so I'm impressed. The dusty rose and navy blue are nice callbacks to the other two courts.”

“I hoped you'd say that. Epiphany will be happy to hear it.”

“From me? Why?”

Cosmo chuckled, putting one hand behind his head. “I might have talked you up a little bit and showed off your art. Speaking of that, thanks so much for the new piece. You’re improving by leaps and bounds over at Weir. I love gryphons, and that feline albatross is just—” He made a chef’s kiss gesture. “Anyway, do you wanna go get some breakfast with me?”

“Sure!”

I twitched my pinkies the entire walk down the hall and into the dining room. The omelets were delicious, especially with a variety of toppings to choose from.

This wasn't much different from when the dining hall at Weir Academy served this food, but being with my uncle made all the difference. Over breakfast, he told me a few anecdotes about life on the island he ruled in the Under.

“Anyway, the addition of those two big cats to the faerie realm has given me a lot more to do. They're good citizens but still skittish around each other and prefer to get their exercise with me so far. I can't say I blame them after being stuck in that scar together for hundreds of years. But enough about me. I hear you’re doing some remedial lab work.”

“I am. In some ways I'm glad I'm not alone in it, but in others it's harder to ask for more specific help with Scald there.”

“Did you know I almost flunked magiscience too?”

“You? No way!”

“Oh, way. Did a remedial course myself, got a real evaluation and all. Have they mentioned that to you? Teachers or Saya, I mean.”

“An evaluation? Nobody said anything.”

“Maybe Weir runs things on a different system because it's Canada. I'll drop a few lines and paw a few strings, see if I can get some balls rolling. Not the yarn kind, either.”

“Maybe you want to talk to my tutor. He's been watching all my remedial work.”

“Who is it, Blaine?”

“No, a ghost. Professor Luciano.”

“Oh, yeah. That guy’s on the ball. I was already planning to chat with whoever you had later. I know that guy from a few years back. I'll bet you half your dessert tonight that he's already got it covered.”

“I know better than to take you up on that when it’s cheesecake night. Thanks for helping me out. There’s one thing I have trouble with though. It's not an in-class sort of thing.”

“My ears are open, like my mind.”

I chickened out on bringing up the topic of asexuality. Instead, I told Cosmo about my troubles with remembering to use and set up scheduling and focus strategies. He sighed and nodded.

“That’s rough. I still struggle with that, to be honest. The only thing that's worked for me consistently so far is having a buddy system.”

“Who’s your buddy?”

“See, that’s the neat part. It's a system. I have more than one buddy. Doesn't really work well with only one for some reason. I guess because life happens to everybody if that makes sense.”

I thought back to how Zillah and Uri had both been through the wringer during the fall semester and nodded.

“Brackish already kind of helps me, but it's usually reactionary. There's another kid at school, in a different section that works with ours sometimes. They're my friend.”

“I bet Brackish would appreciate it if you asked her to help you set things up in advance. She's organized like that and a good choice, by the way. Who’s this friend?”

I told him about Wren. Cosmo seemed fascinated by the concept of the sasquatch in general, but I didn't have enough information to answer all of his questions, only the ones specific to my friend.

“Wren sounds like a good pal to have around, a common sense kind of personality, like Hope was when we were in high school together. I think that's a good start, but you really should get one more friend you can count on. Three’s a magic number, you know.”

“I'll think about that. With Brackish’s organization skills and Wren’s common sense, what else do I need?”

“An innovator. Someone who thinks outside the box.”

“Like Petrichor.”

“Yeah, he's one example. Thing is, Linden, he's book smart, and so are you. That’s like doubling up.”

“You want me to buddy up with someone who has a different kind of intelligence, then.”

“Absotively.”

“Any suggestions?”

“Not yet. Give me some time to think about that, and I'll get back to you.”

“Okay.”

We’d finished our breakfast so we got up to leave. I didn't want to part ways with Uncle Cosmo yet, so I tugged his sleeve as we walked into the hall.

“Do you want to come see more of my artwork?”

“Oh gods, yes. Let's go!”

Instead of practicing techniques or drafting new pieces, I spent the rest of the morning showing off what I'd brought or taken pictures of from Weir and done over break so far. It was as fun and fulfilling as creating. I realized that the work process wasn't the be-all-end-all of creating art, even when a piece was finished and finalized.

It took display and feedback to make it feel complete.
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Cosmo showed up at the end of remedial magiscience. Scald raised an eyebrow and scratched her head as she removed her goggles and set them next to mine. He picked my pair up, wiped them down with a lint-free cloth, and put them on. We left him in the room chatting with Professor Luciano.

“Does the Lion King need help with magiscience for some reason?” Scald asked.

“No.”

“Then what gives?”

I told Scald about my conversation over breakfast, only the academic and focus-oriented parts. By the end, she grinned like a cat that caught a canary.

“Listen, I'd like to be that third buddy.”

“Really?” I blinked.

“Really. First of all, I want to borrow some of those focus hacks. I've got my own problems with that, although they seem to go in a different direction than yours. Second of all, well. You navigate rules and information like I navigate social stuff. I think we could help each other, don't you?”

“It makes sense when you put it that way. Yes, let's do that.”

“Perfect. Let's go talk to Brackish. Maybe we can get on a video call with Wren at some point too.”

I already knew that last part wouldn't happen. Wren’s ancestral home, which they'd returned to over break, was well outside wireless and most satellite range. When I mentioned this while meeting with Brackish, my sisters thought that discussion could continue when we all returned to campus.

With Brackish’s help, Scald and I had alarms for key parts of our days set up on our phones by dinner. We also had a set of new apps to fiddle around with. Once we'd chosen one, Brackish would help us organize those too.

“I feel bad. You're helping us both so much, and we're not doing a thing for you it seems,” I fretted.

“Linden, you broke my enchantment when we were trapped, you know. Back then. I'll never not help you.”

“Still, it's only fair that we do something helpful or at least nice for you in exchange,” Scald insisted.

“If I think of something I'll let you know,” Brackish replied.

As it turned out, it took quite a while for her to figure out what she needed.
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In the end, I was glad I hadn't taken Cosmo’s bet. Since Professor Luciano had been a teacher at an international school during his solid life, he'd quietly evaluated Scald and me for specific learning disabilities by Canadian standards. His observations were incomplete, but he'd assured Cosmo that Headmistress Celine would have them at least a week before school started again. With enough time to get inventories from our other teachers, too.

My gratitude toward my ghostly tutor was so great that I began an artistic study of him and Julia. The alarms Brackish had helped me with did the trick. They were perpetually set for the entire remedial session so I'd never suffer from forgetting to engage them.

After dinner, I spent time with the younger hatchlings in the game room, gym, indoor pool, or ballroom. Before bed, I curled up with my school tablet to flip through that book by Julie Sandra Decker, which Mr. Poinsettia had helped me check out from the library.

There was a lot of good information there, things I hadn't known about asexuality and might have been afraid to ask, but wasn't sure how they applied in real life to me specifically yet. Although I'd put it off without really meaning to, I knew this meant I needed to talk to Cosmo about it after all.

At breakfast on my last day of remedial classes, a week before school started again, Cosmo told me he was leaving the next day.

“Epiphany’s throwing a party for her newest courtier in waiting. I’m off to help set things up the morning of.”

“Can I go?”

“Sure! You want one of these spiffy Meadhan court uniforms?”

“Are they comfortable?”

“As pajamas. Also, they have a lot of pockets. Check it out.” He showed them off.

Scald watched, still holding her breakfast plate.

“Did someone say party?” she asked.

“Yeah. There’s room for more. Epiphany said I could bring folks if you want to go also.”

Scald squealed, barely managing not to tip her plate before setting it down next to mine. “Yes! Tell me all about this shindig.”

As they went over the details, I zoned out while eating my breakfast. As long as the clothes were comfy and the occasion not too formal, I felt confident I’d have fun. The party wouldn’t be a good time and place for that overdue chat, though. I stopped Cosmo after breakfast, well out of Scald’s earshot.

“Oh, yeah.” He nodded. “Let’s go to the library. I’ll answer whatever you want to know.”

By lunch, I had it figured out. I wasn’t exactly the same as Cosmo, who didn’t ever want to have kids, but I could confidently call myself asexual. I’d learned it was a spectrum, one much of how I viewed romance and dating fell directly on. Now I felt more at ease than I had since starting at Weir and had so many things to discuss with Wren after I went back. Receiving a final A grade along with Scald in remedial Magiscience only amplified that emotion.
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A summoner let us into the Under directly at Monarch Epiphany’s island keep. He was tall, bulky, dressed like a theater techie, and infested with gremlins who adored him. The faeries took turns dangling from his wallet chain, pulling goofy faces at each other.

When he grinned and greeted Cosmo, I finally recognized him from the day I’d left the Under and wanted to say hello but couldn’t remember his name. Scald did.

“Mr. Muscat, hi!”

“Uh, do I know you?”

“We’re those hatchlings! My name’s Scald.”

“Oh, right, right. You’re the fire gal. And your friend?”

“Linden’s wood.”

“Wow. You’re an extra rare breed.”

“I’ve heard that a lot lately.”

“Well, enjoy it while it lasts. Probably gonna be more of your element flying around in a decade or three and thank the gods for that. Anyway, have fun at the party. It won’t be a rager, but I have a feeling you prefer that.”

I did. It wasn’t like a Harcourt soiree with too-fancy everything. This was more like Harcourt House's birthday celebrations for the six-year-old hatchlings when they first changed to humanoid form. Cake, punch, and silly games. Goofy music and glamoured balloons. This made sense. The new monarch was just shy of a year old, although they looked about ten. Most of the guests were adults but not all. I saw a few familiar faces.

Kiara Knight and Fiona Connolly were a sidhe and an ogre respectively. They each had graduated high school with Miss Saya and Uncle Cosmo and had been frequent guests at the mansion until this winter. I immediately understood why they’d been absent.

At some point, they’d chosen Meadhan over Seelie or Unseelie and tithed to Epiphany, the new Monarch of Sea and Sky. The insignia on their glittering courtly gowns marked them as duchesses. Scald dashed over to them, gushing about how much she loved their dresses.

I hung back to examine the form and structure of the island keep. According to the wall’s display of blueprints, which Uri would surely love to examine, its name matched its appearance. A keep solidly set between tumultuous environments, carved from a single rocky island. The drawings showed it rising gracefully from an ocean floor far beneath the waves to scrape the sky. A gaze out the window showed me we were inside a room halfway up the massive central tower.

A voice chimed melodically overhead. “Did you know that there are windows all the way down?”

I looked up to see a pair of celestials, both Right Hand Path. One was my friend Gerah from school. The other was his boss, Irah, who had spoken.

“Oh no, I didn’t. Even into the ocean?”

Irah fluttered down as he spoke.

“Yes. It is the seat of Meadhan, that is to say, a place of balance. Sensible, as it is the home of the Monarch of Sea and Sky, after all.”

“I know a few guys who’d love to see this place.”

Gerah sailed down, chiming. “Really? Which guys?”

“Uri, Astor, and Eshed.”

Gerah chimed. “Ah, yes. The young space dragon is a friend of yours. Scald must be thinking something similar about her paramour. Astor, well. I’m a bit surprised you thought of him.”

“He’s my classmate, though. Why wouldn’t I?”

Irah’s chimes cascaded like laughter. “Hmm. It seems Miss Linden truly is as thoroughly thoughtful as you’ve implied, Gerah.”

I had no idea what to say to something like that. My face heated up, though.

“I do apologize. It seems I’ve misjudged mundaner custom once again.”

“Oh no, it’s not you. It’s me.”

Gerah made a throat-clearing sound.

“Yes?” Irah asked.

“There’s that business I mentioned, remember?”

“Ah, yes. Gerah’s given me quite the report on Weir Academy. It differs a fair bit from what I observed of educational centers while monitoring situations in Salem. Would you mind telling me your impression of things?”

“Things is, well, a broad category. What do you actually want to hear about?”

“Whatever strikes you as primarily significant.”

“Well, there are a lot of magical shifters there, many I’ve never heard of. My section’s Tourmaline. It’s entirely made up of hatchling dragons, but the one we work with is Aventurine. It has beings most of the mundane world thinks are extinct or about to be.”

“Would you mind naming some?”

“My friend Wren’s a sasquatch. They’re even listed as purely mythological on the Internet. Brady’s something called an encantado, like a magical freshwater dolphin. Emi’s a kitsune, and I’ve only heard of one other person like her. Steven’s a lindwyrm. Then there’s Sophia. Everyone calls her a swan princess, like the ones in old stories.”

“A swan princess, you say? A leda?”

“That’s her actual last name, Leda.”

Irah hung chiming in the air, spinning slowly like a mirror ball at a school dance. After a few moments, he also reminded me of the gyrating wheel displayed on a monitor while a computer did its processing business.

“Gerah, would you mind filling in and fetching your Left Hand counterpart, please?”

Gerah zoomed away without a word. Irah moved closer and lowered his voice.

“I’ll need confirmation on a few points, but it’s highly possible that everyone in the Aventurine section is a shifter powered by magic from the Over. I can attest that the kitsune, encantado, and leda most certainly are.”

“Really?”

“Yes. All three take their power from enchanted objects that the High Celestials empowered ages ago. However, while the Over was closed, the enchantments surely waned. Many of the yokai courts, that is to say the group kitsune belong to, weathered this deficit by storing some reservoir of their magic here in the Under. The encantado survived by drastically restricting their reproductive ability in multiple directions.

“And the leda?”

“Judging by my most recent explorations, they’re barely magical in this era. What records I’ve found imply they can only shapeshift, use a single element, and access a honed version of a single extrahuman skill. Before the Over closed they had seven. Now, they’re extremely limited in power and the time they may wield it. When they exist at all, that is.”

My eyes widened. “Oh.” It was all I could say.

Had Sophia been carrying the pain and fear of an ill fate all this time? Every one of us who’d hatched in the Under knew what that felt like. After all she’d done and said to hurt us without remorse, it wasn’t easy to do more than accept that fact as an explanation.

“She still owes most of us an apology.”

Irah didn’t respond to my accidental outside voice, with good reason. He was already busy in conference with another celestial up near the ceiling. Gerah and Vavie were up there, too.

I stood for a moment, at a loss for what to do. Scald dashed over, grabbed my hand, and pulled me toward a table full of small snack crackers, fruits, and cake. After trying the tasty treats, the music died down, a bell rang, and everyone turned their attention to the dais where the Meadhan court’s creator sat.

The Monarch of Sea and Sky wore the same seafoam, navy, and dusty rose that made up my uniform colors. Epiphany’s clothing was nothing like the seafaring garb Cosmo and I wore, though. They wore a seafoam tailed coat with stark shoulder pads over a masculine navy blue vest with a frothily frilled knee-length dusty rose skirt and beige leggings underneath. A pair of Converse sneakers in the same shade as the vest, startlingly similar to mine and Uncle Cosmo’s, covered their feet. Once everyone's attention turned toward Epiphany, they spoke.

“Welcome everybody, thanks for coming. It isn't a party with no occasion, though. I'd like to introduce the reason we're here. Celebrating Antoine! Step forward, please.”

A young dark-skinned man, lean and lanky like a male runway model, emerged from the crowd. He strutted jauntily toward the dais, sedately took a knee, then pledged his allegiance to Epiphany and the foundational concept of meadhan. It was a brief and singular part of the affair, a mixture of formal and festive as the court’s name implied.

I wasn't sure how it compared to the queen's or the king's tithing customs, but that didn't matter. Their child was still building a third court and doing it in their own fashion. The magic of Antoine’s promise hung in the air, refracting light like a rainbow, so it rang true enough for the Under’s magic at any rate.

The festivities went on for another hour until the young monarch seemed in need of a nap. Mr. Muscat opened the way for those of us set to head out. Uncle Cosmo stayed, insisting that I keep the uniform.

“Maybe you can wear it to an occasion in some other realm.”

“Advertise for Meadhan, like you did with me?”

He chuckled. “Sharp, Linden. Only if you want.”

“Okay.”

I took one last look over my shoulder before going through, trying to find the celestials and hoping my information hadn't upset them too much. They were nowhere to be seen. I'd have to check on Gerah and Vavie when I saw them at school next week.

Once we returned to Newport, Scald stopped me before I reached my room.

“Hey, you know it's not a dance, but there is a Valentine's Day party. Are you planning on asking someone for a date to that?”

“No, Scald. I'm pretty sure I’m not interested in romance.”

“Wait, what? But what about having a clutch?”

“I still want to do that, just figuring a few other things out.”

Her eyes widened before her smile, but the expression seemed genuine.

“Take all the time you need, Linden. I'll stop bothering you about dates. Unless they're the kind you eat because that's a snack of the food variety.”

“Thank you, Scald. I'll see you later. Congratulations on the grade for Magiscience.”

“Back at you, science sis. See you later.”

I did, at meals for the week, along with the rest of my cohort. Mostly, I spent the last week off before school drawing at my drafting table. Half the time was dedicated to the portrait of Professor Luciano.

The other half birthed a scene from the island keep of a sleepily seated Epiphany on a shell and feather-bedecked throne. My ultimate vision for that piece involved a life-sized canvas done in full oil, unlikely to be finished before third year.

That was fine. It deserved time to grow into itself.

Occasionally, I glimpsed Scald and Eshed out the window, either taking off or landing on flights as a pair.

At the time, I imagined only views of the bay for the two of them. Later, I discovered that’s not what they were up to.


CHAPTER THREE


Our return to La Grange was uneventful, although I enjoyed the walk back to the dorm and how my breath filled the air with vapor. Inside, we discovered that Uri’s efforts to stabilize the space had held. Petrichor helped inform us since he was already there.

“The whole place is great. The only problem is the floor is chilly overnight. Not here by the fountain square or in the tents, but over where I hoped we could sleep in dragon form sometimes.”

“Can’t do a thing about that, sorry,” Uri signed.

“It's okay, we'll figure it out eventually.” Petrichor patted his back.

“How about some rugs?” Eshed asked.

“That’s a lot of rugs, dude,” Uri signed.

“Hang on a minute, let me, heh, see.” Eshed sent Riv off into the distance. A few moments later he nodded. “Yeah, I think we'd have to ask Miss Hertha to buy out an entire warehouse. Maybe seven.”

“Do you think she would though?” Crystal asked.

“I'm not going to be the one to ask her,” Brackish replied.

“Me neither.” Crystal sighed.

I glanced around for Scald because the solution to this problem seemed obvious. Her magic. She disappeared past the flap in her tent. Maybe she didn't feel ready to supply heating, the same way Uri had about stabilizing the space and Zillah supplying darkness last semester. I decided to give her time and bring it up the next time I thought of it.

I went to my tent with my newly wider array of overalls, including something already picked out for Primrose Week. I’d wear the Meadhan court uniform to the Valentine's party, although my eventual oil painting would likely make a bigger impact. I stowed them in my closet and dresser, along with some socks to replace ones that got holes in them last semester.

When Brackish came in, I reviewed the school term alarms with her. They were set up already, but I wanted to ensure that a recent phone update hadn't altered or reset anything. I needn’t have worried. They were fine.

I went back out to the fountain square and sat with my sketch pad, doodling randomly. After passing a good amount of time that way, my alarm went off, signaling dinner time. I returned my pad to the desk and went out to meet the others for the walk to the cafeteria.

Aventurine section was already there, including Astor. Wren lurked off to one side and joined us as soon as we sat. Today, he was medium in size and stature along with hair length and its brown color.

He seemed contented to listen with me to the others chatter about their break activities. At least until dessert, when he pushed crumbs around on his plate and turned toward me.

“Did you do all the same stuff the rest of them did?”

“No, not exactly. Scald and I had remedial Magiscience.”

“Oh my God, Linden. You're not going to tell him about the party?” Scald asked.

“Y’all had a Yule bash, right?”

“No, well, we had Yule, but Scald’s not talking about that. We went to a tithing in the Under.”

“You went to the faerie realm? Is this something you normally do?”

“Well, it's been a long time, but we were hatched there, you see. Usually we don't like going, but well.”

Scald interjected, “I'm adventurous, and she's curious. Besides, it's not like we went back to exactly where we were from. Only the castle keep for the brand-new faerie court. It’s called Meadhan, and their majesty’s the littlest monarch. So cute!”

Nearby, Eshed sighed. “Don’t rub it in.”

Scald put a hand to her cheek and blinked. “Sorry. I'll stop.”

“Wren, have you been to the Under?” I asked.

“Oh, no way. I guess you could say sasquatch stick to the mundane. At least as far back as Grand-Appy’s memory goes. I reckon that’s ages.”

“Well, next time I get an invite, do you want to go?”

“Totally. Appy might freak out a little when I ask.”

“Will that make things harder for you?”

“Nah, Grand-Appy will talk some sense, and Appy will bend like a sapling in a stiff breeze.”

“I'll be sure to let you know well in advance, then. What did you do?”

“Took care of some sasquatch business.”

“Did you have to wear a sasquatch business suit?”

We chuckled over that, even though it was a dad joke and neither of us was a father. I'd missed Wren over break and had worried at times that our friendship wouldn't fit the same after a three-week separation. It was like we'd only spent a few hours apart, like any other day.

It was too cold to go for a walk after dinner, so I headed toward the library to return my ebook. I knew I didn't have to go in person, that a few taps and swipes would do the trick. I wanted to thank Mr. Poinsettia. Wren tagged along.

His eyes widened when he saw what I'd checked out and read over break. On the way across and down the common toward the dorms, he kept pace with me and asked the question.

“Why that book?”

“Why do you ask?”

“It’s the same one I read.”

“Mr. Poinsettia is a smart fellow.”

“Wouldn’t be head librarian if he wasn't. What did you think?”

“I’m pretty sure I'm ace like you for the most part.”

“What do you think is different?”

“Well, I want to be a mom someday. I know my sisters go on sometimes about how we have to and it's an obligation. But I really want to experience that, along with raising my hatchlings. I’m not sure exactly how that works when you don't want to date anyone or get all lovey-dovey.”

“I thought you said that an older girl already had kids, uh, eggs, with help from a doctor.”

“Yes, because her fiancée is a woman. I'm not sure if I want to get things done that way or not yet. Nobody’s attractive to me like how they are to Scald, for example. But the life cycle’s an entire process for most creatures including dragons, if that makes any sense.”

“I think it all does. You’re curious about everything else. Why not this?”

“Don’t hold me to it. I could play it safe and see a doctor. It might turn out to be no big deal. Or it could end up like the first time I tried potatoes, and I never go there again.” I stopped in front of the Aventurine dorm. “This is you. Are you okay, being back here with the rest of them?”

“Yeah, I reckon. Warmer temperature than the woods and that's nice in a physical way. Colder in others, not so much.”

“I kind of don't believe in gods or anything, but I really hope things turn around for your section sometime soon.”

“Thanks for that. And for having me around in the meanwhile.”

“Any time.”

He went into the building, and I headed toward my still-under-construction dorm. I had hopes for that place too. Not that it would turn around, but that it would turn out well.

Susanna led Scald and me to the infirmary after breakfast the next day although classes were due to start. We met with the lead counselor, Dr. Nimue. She gave Scald a pink bracelet with gray flecks, waved her hand over it, and explained that Scald could come back anytime if she felt she needed an adjustment. Once that was done, she had Scald go to a reception desk and speak to the woman behind it to register the bracelet. Then she turned to me.

“You each have a recommendation for additional accommodations. You're an experiential learner, Linden, so I've arranged for Miss Bissette to supply you with directly related lecture material in your experiment notes and instructions. We'll know by next Monday how that works for you since you'll have a brief quiz at the start of that class.”

“What about my other subjects?”

“You did well enough in all of them. I see your point, though. History and Literature don't have much in the way of hands-on components. I'd suggest bringing some of your notes along during Arts and working with the topics that way.”

“I already have works in progress for Arts. Besides, sometimes those subjects have gone right out of my mind by the next time Rec rolls around. Do you think there's any other way?”

“I'll speak to your instructors in those subjects and see what we can do during class. Drop by after you return from your town trip this afternoon and we'll chat.”

“Thanks, see you then.”

“Have a good day.”

I left the office with Scald and headed to the magiscience lab. We arrived on time, and the additional notes helped me during the experiment. All the lecture concepts were associated with things I'd done. They stuck around all through lunch, enough that I could discuss them at the table.

At Arts, I looked back at my work from last semester and picked it up again exactly like I’d done with Wren’s friendship. It needed work, I thought. That was a good sign. It meant I'd improved over the break despite its brevity. Mr. Kalonymus praised Professor Luciano’s portrait.

In town, I went to Curious Coffee and checked out Tom's latest flavor.

“It’s called Wassail. I'm not sure you'll like it. Are you sure you want to try it?” he asked.

“I'll give it a shot. Literally, like a small amount to start with.”

“I still have some Harvest Moon leftover if you don't.”

He got the coffee, and I realized I'd made the right call. So did he the moment my nose wrinkled.

“Well, you can't win them all. Sorry, Wassail.” He poured the remaining coffee from the tiny espresso cup down the drain. “Harvest Moon, here we come.”

I enjoyed that flavor combination much better. As I sipped, I hung around at my favorite table, doodling. Out the window, I saw the goth boy in gray with his parasol. For once he actually needed it. It was sleeting outside.

Maybe that's why Sophia dashed into the shop with Emi and Steven in tow. They didn't notice me as they shook off the freezing rain and trudged over to order hot beverages. I stayed quiet, trying to ignore them but failing miserably. Sophia had tried the Wassail and already passed her cup to Steven. She and Emi ended up with plain medium roast instead.

“The lindwyrm’s paying,” Sophia told Tom.

“But I didn't—” Steven started.

“I said you're paying, and that's final.”

As if to prove her point, Sophia took a hefty swig of her coffee despite what had to be its nearly boiling temperature. Either she had some resistance to heat or the most epic poker face to ever face poker.

Steven turned toward Emi, but she'd suddenly decided to study one of the monster movie posters on a nearby wall. He sighed and hauled his wallet out of his pocket. After counting out exact change, he leaned against the wall and stared wistfully out the door at the still-precipitating weather.

“You’re both voting for me when the time comes.”

“Sure, Sophia.” Emi nodded.

“Whatever you say,” Steven added less enthusiastically.

I knew what they were talking about. Scald had been on the topic all day after seeing the poster at the cafeteria during breakfast. The primrose crown, two for each year including ours. It was one of those popularity contests you saw in teen movies that I typically wanted no part of.

My friend's interest in it had decided me to at least drop a note in the ballot box. Now Sophia had given me an opposite but equally compelling reason to help Scald’s cause.

Tourmaline and Aventurine were not the only sections in first year, or even close to the largest. That honor belonged to Garnet. We'd garnered the most attention with three captains, three soloists, and two prize winners last semester. It didn't hurt that Sophia and Scald were both head-turners, even if Scald’s solid curves meant she wasn't exactly conventionally attractive.

Unbidden, my brain formed strategies to get the word out about Scald's desire to claim that crown. I kept them to myself, pressing my lips together to make sure I didn't accidentally say anything out loud. It worked. My silence was so complete that Sophia and Emi didn't notice my presence in the shop.

On the way out, Steven did. He made a zipping gesture over his lips. I nodded. He nodded back, then slogged his way down the street. After the trio had completely passed the large window, my warning alarm to meet up and head back to campus sounded.

“Thanks for the coffee, Tom. See you in a couple of days.”

“Hold up now.”

I did but said nothing.

“Those three weren't friends of yours, were they?”

“No. Sophia is the mean girl.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured. Be careful out there.”

“I will.”

The sleet was coming down harder, so I was careful getting to the infirmary for a productive meeting with Doctor Nimue. Extra notes and resources similar to the ones in Lab would be in place for History and Literature. Later, I realized Tom hadn't been talking about the weather when he'd given safety advice.
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Astor looked glum the next day. That mood followed him like a storm cloud for the rest of the week. While I often saw him with Sophia, he didn't sit beside her like last semester. Instead, she positioned herself across from him whenever she could. By Friday I realized his unhappiness came from being kept at arm's length.

If anyone else in Tourmaline section noticed, they didn't seem to care. Not about Astor, and certainly not about Sophia. It felt wrong somehow, as though the group's vibe was off or broadcasting at the wrong frequency.

I couldn't ignore the situation, so I tried approaching Astor about it in the library that weekend.

“Is everything okay with you and Sophia?” I asked.

“Are you looking for a dating lesson or something? Because even the biggest genius in that arena wouldn't be able to help someone as hopeless as you. Get lost.”

“I'm familiar with the campus now. It's unlikely I'll get lost. I don't want a dating lesson. I'm worried about you, personally.”

He stared at nothing, as if I'd said precisely the last thing he expected and he had no idea how to respond. I knew that feeling all too well. He must be off-kilter if he didn't even have a knee-jerk reaction. Fortunately, I thought of something to say.

“What’s drama club working on?”

“The spring musical, duh. Everybody knows that.”

“Well, nobody knows what that even is this year. Don’t you?”

“Yeah, and it's top secret. I couldn’t talk about it even if I wanted to, which I don't. So like I said before, get lost already.”

I grinned because I’d succeeded at my self-assigned task. His voice had gone from monotone to varied, which meant I'd changed his mood. For better or worse, I still didn't know to or from what emotion, but it was enough. I didn't need to stick around and risk changing it back by accident.

“Okay, bye.”

I turned and walked away without looking over my shoulder. Although I paced indoors, doing a circuit of the entire library from top to bottom, my face had a faint ache as though I'd been walking outside in winter’s full chill.


CHAPTER FOUR


On our first day back in Languages, Mrs. Beaulieu sent a set of five different pronunciation guides to my school tablet. As she asked, partially in French, how our breaks went, I took a look at them.

One was a video, a close-up of someone's mouth as they pronounced the French alphabet and a few key sounds. Another was purely on audio, with the same collection of sounds but with a different voice. The third had the speaker stand before a whiteboard, pointing at letters and symbols.

The fourth was an improvement on the first three from my point of view. It had a split screen displaying the speaker’s mouth on one side while a hand drew symbols and letters on the other. The fifth and final pronunciation guide was the best, though.

It was made for elementary students with whimsical drawings appearing in time-lapse. A calm and soothing voice spoke the audio track over it. Looking at those images while listening to the sounds would surely cement them in my mind.

“All I need is to find some quiet space to be alone and speak along with this.”

“I know a good one,” Wren offered.

Mrs. Beaulieu took that as a cue. She smiled brightly, waved at my friend, and spoke in French.

“Miss Hemlock, how was your break?”

“Peaceful. Relaxing. A good time with family.”

“Yeah, all two of them,” Sophia mumbled in English as she rolled her eyes.

“Miss Leda, you've already had your turn.”

“Désolée, Madame.”

Mrs. Beaulieu nodded at the apology. When it was my turn, I didn't mention our trip to the Under. Scald had already done that, so I made up a one-sentence statement about working with oil pastels. Fortunately, I knew the words for those from the multilingual language on the packaging, although my tongue tripped over the sounds as usual.

In the first half of Arts, I began a series of preliminary sketches similar to the ones from the pronunciation guide. I’d decided to make my own, in line with the advice from Doctor Nimue about using my skill with art to improve aptitude in other areas. The second half was drafting the professor’s portrait on a canvas primed for acrylics.

That afternoon, we had another town trip to Clifton Hill. I brought Wren to Curious Coffee this time while Scald and Eshed followed us. Sophia walked by but didn't come in despite the cold, probably because it was hard to miss Scald's bright red hair in the window. The gray goth boy followed less than a minute later. Something about that got the wheels in my head turning, but Wren spun them in the other direction.

“So, I was thinking, if you want uninterrupted privacy for using that pronunciation guide, you could go to the clearing.”

“Oh, in the campus woods. Right.”

Eshed tilted his head. “Isn’t it terribly cold out there? Like bitterly so, past the point of bundling up from thermals to coats being much help?”

“It’s secluded enough for me to partially shift. I should be able to keep warm that way.”

Eshed shook his head. “I don't know, Linden. I worry about you being out there by yourself.”

Scald reached across the table and patted his hand. “She needs to study, Esh. Besides, Wren won’t let her freeze. You worry too much.”

“She needs to not get frostbite too.”

“I won't. I know what I'm doing.”

“Really? Because Brackish tells me it never got cold enough to even frost the ground where you grew up.”

“Brackish talks about that with you?” I asked.

“Is that supposed to mean something?” Eshed asked.

“She never mentions where we grew up. Not even to Zillah.”

“Chatting about the past isn’t flirting or anything. Right, Scald?” Eshed raised an eyebrow.

Scald stood, snagging her cup. “I'm going to get more coffee.”

I got the feeling something was wrong between them, like an imperfect and incomplete circle. Their words felt sharp, anyway. Other than that, their situation was entirely inscrutable to me. I wanted to say something and get them talking or laughing but worried that anything I said would only make it worse.

I kept my mouth shut.
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I couldn't test out Wren’s alone time study idea the next day. The snow was falling too heavily, and the faculty-maintained wards only served to keep the paths clear on the quad and academic building part of campus. Because of this, we had our Natural World outdoor lab at La Grange. That didn't make it any less interesting.

Miss Celine had invited some guests to teach with her. A middle-aged couple and an elementary-aged child who resembled them both stepped through one of Mrs. Beaulieu’s waymarks with various animal carriers. Each contained a small magical creature.

“Good morning, class. Although this year's focus has been our local ecology, I thought you should get a chance to see some animals firsthand that you wouldn't normally find out here. Please welcome the Gauthiers, who run Methuen Mass Magical Creature Rescue in the United States.”

We spent the class time engaging in supervised play with adorable critters that happened to be magical. The Gauthiers were very experienced with handling and caring for them, even the child, who turned out to be theirs. I found out right at the beginning because she introduced herself to me almost immediately.

“Hi, my name's Mabel, and that’s my mom and dad over there. Your magic is cool, but it seems a little sleepy to me.”

“I'm Linden, and you’re right. It's sleepy because I'm a wood dragon, and this is wintertime.”

“The tree guy doesn't seem sleepy though. His magic matches yours. Is he your brother?”

“Oh no, he's one of my best friends though. You must be magical too if you sensed all that.”

“Yes, I am.”

She didn’t offer any more information about her extrahuman type, and I didn't ask. It was much more fun to meet the creatures with her. My classmates largely ignored Mabel, probably because they insisted on several occasions that they were done with kid stuff. I didn't feel the same way.

The girl knew so many little facts about each critter that I didn't. She not only recalled their species or magic types but their individual personalities as well. Following her around felt as instructive as wandering the woods with Headmistress Celine on a nicer day but in a different way.

After the bell rang, Mabel went to help her mother get the creatures safely back in their carriers. Mr. Gauthier approached me as I was about to leave La Grange.

“Thank you so much for your kindness toward our daughter. When we've brought her to demonstrations like this in the past, she got glum when the older kids don't interact with her.”

“Mabel’s great, sir. I already told her thanks, but can you say it again to her for me? I learned so much. She's so smart and fun too.”

“I will surely do so. Have a lovely semester.”

“You won't be back?”

“Probably next winter. We do many inclement weather visits. I hope to see you then.”

“I hope the same. Good afternoon.”

Lunch and Arts flew by. The second half of the Rec period blended seamlessly into the first, with Wren’s and Uri’s presences noticeable but not remotely disruptive. I'd matched magical critters to each French letter after looking them up to find their names in that language. This project would help me in both subjects.

It did nothing for me in Literature, but I didn’t need help in that subject. The written word always conjured mental images that helped me remember the stories, plays, or poems. Doodling them on my extra notes during class worked to reinforce them.

Remedial work with Scald had shown me that I wasn’t the only one whose brain worked differently. I watched from the next desk as Crystal received her new personalized study guide. An outline covered it, black text marching boldly across white paper like improbable ants over snow.

I almost offered to help her decorate it later. Then I noticed her smiling. Crystal’s talents were with movement and sound. Maybe a bunch of doodles or colors would distract her from connecting with the subject matter.

That afternoon, I found her in the space beyond our dorm tents with the guide, our current assignment on sonnets, and a music player. She swayed as she read, making the words match the song’s beat. When she spotted me, she stopped.

“Oh, hi, Linden. Were you looking to study here too?”

“Yes, because I’m snowed out of the clearing in the woods I’d planned on. I’ll need to talk out loud and hear myself because it’s French pronunciation. I’ll leave.”

“Don’t. I’ve got earbuds, and I’m not afraid to use them.”

“Oh, wow. Thanks, Crystal.”

We worked nearby but not together, a way of being with others that had felt natural and comfortable to me for all I could remember of my life. When Zillah arrived to walk with us to dinner, we gathered our things as our alarms went off.

That one hour of study felt more effective than an entire month of library study halls at the end of last semester.
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Over the weekend, we relaxed. Both days felt coziest indoors with the snow heavy in the sky and thick on the ground. Because I wanted to spend time with Wren, we went to the studio on Sunday to sort through my works in progress from fall semester. One, a charcoal sketch of the monuments in the clearing, was done already. This resulted in choosing two to focus on for Primrose Week at the end of spring—Professor Luciano with Julia and a triptych of French alphabet magic critters.

The next week, we had an intense Monday with Magiscience lab in the morning and Breath Channeling that afternoon. I made it an early night, partly because Mr. Kalonymus had scheduled a discussion of nature celebrations throughout history with a party to celebrate one during the last half of class.

He discussed secular events like Arbor Day and Earth Day, customs involving trees attached to mainstream holidays like Christmas and Yule, the worldwide folkloric idea of wishing trees, holy trees like Yggdrasil and the Bodhi Tree along with sacred groves, and the practice of praying to or for trees before cutting them down.

“Today happens to be Tu B’Shvat, the New Year of Trees. For those of my culture, it’s a time to give thanks for and appreciate the bounty that comes from trees each year.”

“Why is it in the winter, though?” Steven asked.

“This Jewish holiday originated closer to the equator. My version is Romaniote, specifically from Ioannina in Greece. Those of us now living in different areas contemplate our responsibility toward the world’s environment on this day. That, and enjoy a selection of dried and preserved fruit in distant anticipation of our local harvest season.”

“Okay, that makes sense. Thanks, Mr. Kalonymus.”

Nearby, Sophia mocked Steven’s appreciation by moving her mouth without making any sound. The lighter patches on his face flushed crimson.

That moment of drama was cut short when Keri wheeled a cart laden with treats into the room. As we gathered to look them over, Petrichor smiled.

“I’ve been to a party or two for this holiday and tried all of these before. Everything’s good. Dig in!”

Everyone did, even Sophia although she wore a sour expression despite eating several jam-filled cookies. When the corners of her mouth eventually turned up, my stomach dropped. I set my snack down and turned toward the corner she gazed at. Eshed sat there, eyes fixed on a point near but not exactly on Scald’s face.

“I swear I saw it, Esh. A blue flame out in the woods during Natural World last fall. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

“Are you seriously saying that? After everything during and after break?”

“Oh. Oh, no. You said you understood when I said that, how it was the heat of the moment.”

“I thought so too, but I was wrong. Sorry, Scald. I can’t do this anymore.”

“Wait, what?”

“I think we’re done. With dating, I mean. I still want to be your friend when we’re ready.”

Scald burst into tears and fled the classroom. Mr. Kalonymus nodded at Keri as though entrusting us to her. Then he hurried out the door after Scald, followed closely by Zillah. Uri teleported to Eshed’s side, sitting beside his twin to offer him comfort instead of his untouched marmalade on toast.

After hesitating to decide which friend to comfort, I took two steps toward the hall door. Wren put a hand on my arm and shook her head. Before I could ask why, she pointed at one eye, then tilted her head toward the other side of the room.

I turned and looked past varying expressions of concern on the faces of Tourmaline section. Sophia sat at the center of her clique like the hub of a coneflower. Brady, Emi, Astor, and Steven all wore glum expressions. Hers was the opposite.

Sophia’s grin had shifted into a full smile. She seemed to love misery, especially when she was the only person not keeping company with it.


CHAPTER FIVE


The first weeks of February slowed to the pace of molasses. Our classes covered material as dense as the icepack under January’s last layer of snow. For once, the indoor classes were less intensive.

Outdoor work also focused on ways for dragons to stay warm in frigid conditions. It was a useful set of exercises considering Eshed’s remaining concerns about fairly recent transplants from warmer realms now living in a subarctic climate.

I fully appreciated them. My study routine needed to progress to a space where I could work with Wren, who had a better command of French than my friends. We couldn’t do that in the dorm.

The weather shifted the weekend before Valentine’s Day. I bundled up and trudged out, using every shifter dynamic and channeling trick I’d tried or seen formally demonstrated to mitigate the cold. I kept a few I’d only read up about on my tablet in mind, too.

Remembering the way to the clearing was easy. The trees guided me between and past the twin oaks, along the leftward winding trail, then following it back over on itself briefly to the right. Continue west and into the clearing.

The snow was so deep that the monuments were barely visible. I wasn't sure how we’d do much besides stand thigh-deep in snow reciting French until Wren arrived and towered over me in sasquatch form. I smiled and waved.

After waving back, my friend stomped across the clearing from one side to the other. Wren’s movements reminded me for all the world of the goat shifter gardeners chewing their way across the landing green outside the Harcourt mansion. Much like those gardeners, Wren left the edges wild.

It was enough space for us to move to the center, stand together, and pay our respects to the monuments. Once we met, Wren’s form shrank in on itself. A moment later, he stood before me in mountain man form with long hair blowing across his eyes and a five o’clock shadow edging his face.

“Bonjour, mon ami.” He grinned.

“Bonjour, mon ami,” I echoed, poorly.

“That’s not as bad as last semester. Whatever you’ve been doing to practice since we came back is working.”

“Mrs. Beaulieu would tell you to say that in French.”

“I'd say I reckon you deserve to get your compliments in your native tongue.”

“Do you have one of those?”

“Pretty much nobody speaks it. It's almost a mythological language.”

“All the same, I'd like to hear it anyway.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t say I didn't warn you.”

When Wren opened his mouth next, a series of sounds came out. Long creaks like vowels and cracks like consonants, with a rustling brush of bridge sounds in between. A flash of inspiration struck me, and I shifted my ears dragonward. After that I could understand every word. What he had to say felt like an updraft on a wearying flight.

“Never would have guessed anyone would ask to hear this. To hear me, like a gift. Didn't think I'd want to give it either. But you're always surprising me. I came here to learn, and so far you've been better at encouraging me than half the teachers on campus.

“I should say this in English or maybe French sometime. I think I'm ready now that you gave me the chance to put it like this. And I know for sure you won’t misunderstand me and think this is about dating or whatever. It's not like that.

“We’re more than just romance. All through break I couldn't wait to have our little conversations again. I'd put up with a hundred hours of Sophia's nonsense just to spend one minute with you.”

A response crossed my mind. I feel the same. I tried to say it in French.

“Je ressens la même chose.”

Wren’s mouth dropped open. His complexion deepened too. “I should have realized. I know most of you hatchlings don’t have surnames, but yours could be Woodspeaker.”

“I didn’t say a word, Wren. Not in your language, anyway.”

He threw his head back and laughed. After catching his breath, he assumed the same expression he'd worn when evaluating my greeting earlier. “I got the gist, the sentiments in French, that you feel the same way I do. Accent needs work, though.”

“Do you want me to say it again?”

“For practice, sure. But otherwise only when you really mean it.”

I repeated myself, the back of my brain working overtime, reaching for the right words to add. I found them.

“Tu es mon meilleur ami.”

“You're my best friend too. We've been out here a while. Are you okay?”

“My pronunciation still isn't, but I am. Let’s keep practicing for now.”

We did. Despite my best efforts to stay warm longer, our day out had to end. My fingertips in their layered gloves and my toes had become uncomfortably numb. Together we trudged back along the path toward campus. As we passed between the twin oaks, I worried the magical rapport we’d grown together with our declaration of friendship would fail to thrive.

Thankfully, it didn't.
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I had no trouble focusing on classes that Monday, Tuesday, or Wednesday leading up to the party. Neither did Wren, but we were the only two who weren't on edge somehow.

I kept my eye out for Scald, worried she'd be weepy again as she had during and immediately after the breakup with Eshed. To my surprise, I had found her in good spirits each time, but with that same nervous energy from the beginning of fall running beneath her mood.

Eshed seemed quieter than usual. The phrase “still waters run deep” repeated in the back of my mind for most of Tuesday until he came into Curious Coffee with Uri that afternoon. They sat with me and spoke about music and sports like any other day. He talked and laughed a little too loud, which told me his heart was still some combination of heavy and raw.

On Wednesday at lunch, I spotted Sophia on the other side of the dining room talking to other kids from the first year cheer squads. I passed slowly with my tray and listened.

“So that's why you've all got to vote for me. If I wear that crown, as your captain, you'll all get noticed too.”

“You’re only the captain for one of the Rec periods though,” a boy countered.

“The other one doesn't count, she defects to music half the time. Put your vote on the girl who does.”

I'd almost forgotten about the primrose crown. Now that I'd been reminded, it was time to begin enacting my plan. As I headed toward a table of third years where Vinny sat, I had reservations. I banished each as they arose with a bit of logic to go with each twitch of a pinkie.

In the Under, I'd learned that Sophia’s magic was decrepit, crumbling, and diminished through millennia without a steady stream of celestial energy from the Over. I told myself for the second time that despite the deficit, she’d failed to use her powers wisely. She'd hurt others with them when she compelled us and the members of Aventurine section.

In that case, wasn't I as bad as she was, trying to undermine her effort toward a goal she cared about? No. Because I could do my entire part without slandering her. I wouldn't even mention her name, only say nice things about Scald, who had her past horrors to contend with and deserved a little happiness.

Shouldn't I err on the side of kindness like Uncle Cosmo always said? Yes, but perhaps I meant to head off cruelty in this matter, an effort requiring preemptive measures. I’d learned that much on Ludovico's island, how careful planning and attention to detail could avert disaster before it happened. Maybe that's all I was doing here.

Reservations finally assuaged, I stopped near Vinny and said hello.

“Hey, Linden, what brings you to my table?”

“Some of the girls in first year are talking about the primrose crown. I was wondering, do we only vote for kids in our years?”

“Oh no, it's a school-wide vote. The ballot has categories for each year, is all. I'm not going for it in third year in case you were wondering. But in case you weren't, is there a reason you asked?”

“Yes. My friend Scald is interested in it.”

“Oh, you mean the red-haired girl who plays guitar and sings music plus captains one of your cheer squads? She's super talented. Aren’t you running?”

“Like you said, not this year. I’m voting for her.”

“Well, in that case, Scald’s got my vote.”

“Mine too,” Cindy chimed in.

“Are you running, Cindy?” I asked.

“Nah. I won last year. I figure it should be some other kid this time.”

“Okay. Thanks for your help and the information. I really appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” Cindy replied. Vinny added a thumbs-up.

I headed toward my section’s table, sat, and ate lunch like any other day. I figured the Valentine's party would give me another opportunity to suggest Scald as a candidate to even more kids from other years. All I had to do was hope that Sophia didn't consider that option or that she hadn’t somehow improved her compulsion.

I had the wrong idea about a few of that day’s assumptions, but I didn't find out about them until spring was well underway.
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Dinner was the party, and the party was dinner. I wore my Meadhan uniform like armor. There was no escaping those clouds of heart-shaped paper confetti, tables festooned with vases of carnations, or chandeliers hung with shimmering glitter cupids. My distaste must have shown on my face.

“At least you have something comfortable to wear that’s not a dress.” Zillah smoothed the skirt she’d reluctantly borrowed from Crystal. The only fancy pantsuit she’d brought was for the Primrose dance.

“Right. And it’s been an order whatever food you want kind of night,” I agreed. “Does all this fuss bother you too?”

“Not really. I just feel unprepared for it, I guess.”

“Valentine’s Day’s always on February fourteenth, though.”

Zillah chuckled because that wasn’t what she meant. I couldn’t read her mind, and luckily she explained because she didn’t expect me to.

“I’m not ready for a dating-style relationship, I mean. Not until I get through more therapy anyway.”

“I think that’s wise.”

“Crow says the same thing.”

“He’s in therapy?”

We both chuckled at that. Of course he was. This, however, wasn’t his story.

“Hey, maybe we should take the comedy to our section mates.”

“They probably need it. I mean, look at them.” She gestured at the table where our friends already sat, halfheartedly picking at cookies or cake and ignoring their punch.

I’d expected moody or wistful looks on Scald’s and Eshed’s faces, but Uri’s glum expression surprised me. Even more astounding, Petrichor’s could have been a mirror of all three of them.

I glanced at Crystal and Brackish. To my relief, they only looked bored. After that, I turned back to Zillah, unsure of what to do. Fortunately, she had an idea.

“I’ll go over and talk to Team Emo. You handle the ambiguously bored duo.”

“Okay.”

I sat with Crystal and Brackish and asked them about Rec. This got the two of them comparing Publishing and Dance as extracurricular activities. It was interesting to hear about all the effort that went in behind the scenes for those two. I’d had no idea that dancers constructed their own choreography or Publishing kids had to workshop and edit everything from epic poetry to yearbook photo captions several times.

They’d run out of punch after so much talking, so I went with them to get more and some cookies for myself. I’d somehow missed out on collecting a plate of them earlier. Those were at the other end of the snack table, so I excused myself and went over to grab some.

Astor sat with Sophia at a table near there. He hunched over like he maybe had a stomachache. I took my time over the trays of baked goods, listening.

“I don’t want to hear about your feelings, Astor,” Sophia snapped.

“You talk about what you want all the time. Honestly, the others are getting sick of it. Of you, Soph. Because you never listen to what the rest of us have to say.”

“The rest of us? Are you lumping yourself in with Aventurine now? After insisting that you and I are more than that a minute ago?”

“Don’t you want that to be true, Soph? To be part of something instead of, well, alone in a crowd? All I want is to give that to you. Connection.”

“You’re projecting again. Putting your needs on me as though I care about them.”

“You can’t mean that.”

“I can mean anything I want, take anything I want. And you can’t stop me.”

“That’s the problem. I know that’s not true.”

“Really?”

“Just because you never speak your dreams aloud doesn’t mean you don’t have them.”

“Get out.”

“This party is Weir Academy’s brand of mandatory fun. I have to stay.”

“Not at this table. Leave me alone.”

“People will think we’re breaking up and they’ll talk. Say you’re going to crash and burn just like Scald.”

Sophia stood, collected her handbag, and smoothed her pink dress. “I have to use the restroom.”

“We’ll talk about this later.”

Her grin matched the one I’d first seen on Goat Island during orientation.

“We won’t talk. In fact, you won’t discuss this matter with anyone else. Not until I bring it up. I dare you to try and convince me otherwise tomorrow.”

He sat with his head down, water dropping on the tablecloth. No, not water. Tears, silent ones. After Sophia left, I knew better than to try and prod Astor for clarification or even accidental details on what I’d overheard. I couldn’t bear to leave him like that either.

I set my plate of carefully selected cookies on the table in front of him. “These are for you.”

I walked away without waiting for a response. That's not why I’d given him the plate so I didn’t expect one. When I got back to my table, I realized my mistake.

Like Astor earlier, I still didn’t have any cookies for myself. Unlike the sadly isolated air dragon, I had plenty of friends willing to share with me.
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The party extended two hours past the usual dinner hour. To my surprise, I stayed the entire time, although most of Aventurine had left except for Wren. Astor was gone, too.

When it ended, Keri called, “Okay, kiddos. You don’t have to go home for about a half-hour, but you can’t stay here. Unless you want a late breakfast tomorrow morning.”

Nobody did, so we all headed out. I walked with Wren toward her dorm. A light was on in the second-floor window to the left of the front door. A raised voice reverberated against the quartered glass panes in it.

“Get out, already!”

I froze, wondering if the person upstairs had somehow seen us. Wren shook her head.

“That’s Sophia’s window. Did you see the shadow before she yelled? She’s got company.”

“Not anymore.” I pointed at the door.

We watched as Astor, red-faced with his hair and shirt disheveled under his unzipped coat, stumbled out of it. He whirled, wild-eyed, and glared at us.

“What are you looking at?”

“Nothing,” I replied.

“Keep it that way.”

He stalked off down the path toward the Tourmaline dorm. Wren sighed, then coughed. A stream of pale smoke followed by a sulfurous odor emanated from Sophia’s still-lit window.

“I’d better go in. Make sure she’s not burning the place down.”

“Want me to wait?”

“I’ll call the emergency line and then text you if there’s an actual fire outside a fireplace, don’t worry.”

“Okay. See you tomorrow?”

“Always.”

Although Wren had said I shouldn’t worry, I watched her enter the building. As the door closed behind her, the smoke dissipated. I was about to leave, slowly so I wouldn’t run into Astor on the way, when I heard something.

Weeping. A gust of wind chased it away before I could determine the sound's source.


CHAPTER SIX


The week after Valentine’s Day was better for most of the Tourmalines. Eshed and Scald still avoided each other most of the time, but the moodiness had finally let go of the others. It was a relief. I had classwork and art to focus on.

Recruiting votes for Scald’s Primrose Queen run, too. I wasn’t sure if she was fully okay, although she always said yes when asked. Looking out for her had never been easy for me with all her puns and sarcasm, but I couldn’t let it go this time. I’d done that before, with frightening results.

Like Brackish and Crystal, I’d also thought she was perfectly fine in the Under. Right up until she took off out to sea without warning.

It should have been impossible.

The enchantments on us were strong, cast individually on our hatching days, designed to suppress rebellious thoughts and actions before we could act on them. She flew into a web of Ludovico’s wards while trying to escape the island, and we had no idea how she’d managed it.

Later, she’d told us she’d fled without thinking first. Her mind sped after that, trapping her just out of sight but not earshot.

That day, we’d all cowered on the beach while she screamed for hours. Finally, Ludovico untangled her and handed down a sentence commuted by three days that I still didn’t know the nature of. Miss Saya’s rescue came the next day, so he hadn’t had a chance.

Since then, we’d been fortunate to have adults in our lives who were reasonably honest and had our best interests at heart. Our punishments in this realm were lessons, not threats or abuse.

Here at Weir Academy, I'd seen fresh examples of Scald's impulsiveness on full blast and realized that must have been what moved her body those years ago. It peaked under stress, including during fall exam week. Since our trip to the infirmary after break, she’d managed things better. The bracelet surely had something to do with it.

Despite her steadier physical impulses, Scald socially became flighty and fanciful after Valentine’s Day, even joking around with Brady of all people. They’d walked together to and from the auditorium and music annex for weeks. So far, Sophia hadn’t noticed.

I’d seen Scald use chummy behavior like this, both back on the island and since, to hide her true feelings. Was she being goofy or wearing a mask? Was I overlooking some key social factor that implied risk? I didn’t know.

I’d never been able to tell which situation was which. I advocated for my friend because even if she was okay for now, if Sophia had her way, Scald wouldn’t be.

Wren accompanied me during some of these voting recruitment attempts, although the sasquatch hung back without saying much. More upperclassmen listened when we went together than when I approached them alone.

Uri noticed what I was up to. His only response when I asked what he thought was two thumbs up, but he hurried off to the gym with Zillah, signing away. At Curious Coffee that same day, she approached me.

“So, Scald for Primrose Queen, huh?”

“Yes. Is there something wrong with that idea?”

“Not at all. Approaching those upperclassmen is a smart tactic. There’s a problem, though.”

“What?”

“She’s unlikely to get any votes outside Tourmaline in our year. Except Wren, of course.”

“Is Sophia compelling people again?”

“No. There have been rumors flying around since Snow Ball. That Scald’s a huge flirt, among other things.”

“Are you sure about the compulsion?”

“I did some checking around, a little reading over break in the Harcourt library too. Compulsion as a general ability is less effective unless strong feelings are involved.”

“Are you saying Sophia doesn’t care about being Primrose Queen?”

“Oh, she does.”

“Then what’s going on?”

“I traced the rumors back to Astor. Those pretty much wrecked Eshed’s and Scald’s relationship. Anyway, the current scuttlebutt has to do with Brady.”

“Is he jealous of Astor or something?”

“Not exactly. He’s, uh, seeing Scald. Not in a dating way. They, er, have flings.”

My heart felt so leaden that I pressed a hand to my chest. “What? But that’s so—”

“Risky? No. Encantado like Brady are only fertile with mundanes. They can only have one child every decade too, so they’re extra safe for dragon hatchlings like her.”

That information dovetailed with what Irah had said about encantado and extremely limited reproduction that day in the Under. Something about the information still bothered me, though.

It must have shown on my face because Zillah waited while I thought it through. I needed one more piece to put this whole socially convoluted puzzle together.

“Wait. How did you find out they hooked up?”

“Rumors again, of course. Everyone in our year’s cheer and Bishop’s Row knows. Also, Scald and Eshed hooked up over break while they were still a couple.”

I remembered seeing the two of them taking off outside my window.

“Who said these things to all those people?”

“Sophia. In the nastiest possible way, of course.”

“No, I mean how does Sophia know what any of us did in Newport?”

“After the breakup, Eshed wasn’t exactly quiet around the dorm about his heartache. Anything said where Astor can hear it gets back to Sophia in twenty minutes or less. Like a poisoned pizza delivery.”

I gasped. “Scald’s being bullied over this.”

“Pretty much. I’ve been keeping an eye on her as much as I can, but when she’s off at Music, that’s hard to do. She’s putting on a happy face, but I’m not convinced she’s okay.”

“I thought so. What else can I do to help her?”

“Not much. I’m encouraging her to see Doctor Nimue, but she keeps forgetting to make an appointment. You know how Scald gets sometimes.”

“Right. ‘Sorry, I’m a total space case,’ or ‘fell down a rabbit hole, I’ll try again tomorrow.’”

We sat, sipping coffee in silence. I nearly choked when an idea occurred to me.

“What about if Uri tried bringing her to the infirmary?”

“Uri?”

“Yes. He’s kind of like the king of taking no excuses.”

“That’s a nice idea, but it won’t work. Uri also takes no crap, and right now he’s siding with Eshed and thinks Scald’s full of it.” Zillah rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Sophia.”

“Oh. Well, what about Brackish? She’ll, like, make it a part of Scald’s study schedule or something. We buddied up to help each other with school problems during break. This seems like it qualifies.”

“You know, that might work. Should I talk to her, or do you want to do it?”

My phone's warning alarm for the end of the town trip went off. I laughed.

“You ought to. Brackish is already helping me so much. The big sister act will work better coming from you.”

“Sounds like a plan. Let’s head back to the meeting point.”

We waved goodbye to Tom while heading out the door. As we walked down the street back toward the Golden Corral buffet, I should have felt relieved we’d made some solid plans to approach this situation with teamwork. Still, with all the acts and implications circling my brain, I couldn’t.
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On the way to lunch the next day, I heard a commotion in the cafeteria’s coatroom. As I paused by the door, wondering whether I should go in, I heard Astor’s voice.

“I’ll be the one wearing that other crown, and don’t you forget it, fish man.”

A low musical chuckle followed. Brady’s.

“Dolphins are mammals. I won’t forget that overdone fish comment when all that bling’s decorating my head, Mr. Consolation Prize.”

“What did you just call me?”

“Oh, sorry. You must have forgotten I was with Sophia first. In more ways than you’ll ever be.”

Astor growled. I almost barged in, but Brady’s baffling insult continued to still my momentum. That turned out to be a good thing.

“I’m still with her, unlike you.”

“I already know that’s because you act like a total doormat, so stop bluffing.”

“Those sound like some sour grapes to stuff in your blowhole, marine mammal man.”

“Not that you’ve had them, but Sophia’s grapes were too sweet for me. A partner needs spice to deserve more than a first taste in my book.”

“If it’s not about being up there with Sophia, why do you even want that crown, then?”

“All the delicious attention, of course. I know I’m gorgeous and love flaunting it. And you?”

“None of your business.”

“I think I understand now. I'd wish you good luck, but you won't win. Not the crown or Sophia's heart. Tell Sisyphus I said hello on your way down that mountain.”

“Get out of my face already, Brady. I'm sick of listening to your crap.”

“Likewise. Next time you've got the impulse to blow a lot of hot air, do it somewhere else.”

Brady was about to leave the coat room. I tried ducking behind the door, but my clumsy feet tripped me. I bumped it instead, nearly smacking Brady in the face with it by accident. He caught it, swung it closed behind him, then gazed down at me with his head tilted.

“Sorry.” It was all I could manage.

“Linden. I wouldn't go in there for a few minutes if I were you.”

“Why not?”

A gusty howl and crash answered that question for us.

“You didn’t hear it from me.” Brady waggled his fingers at me, then sauntered toward the entrance to the dining hall.

I leaned against the wall, waiting out Astor's stormy outburst. It subsided after a couple of minutes, resulting in silence. I gingerly approached the door, reached for the latch, and pulled it open. Astor sat with his back against one wall, and his knees pulled up to his chest.

“Get out of here, Linden. I don't want to see your face.”

“I don't care. I don’t want to see this mess so I'm cleaning it up.”

I stepped inside, left the door open, and began retrieving coats, scarves, and hats to hang back on hooks and coat trees. Astor only moved to set his head down, presumably so he didn't have to look at me.

While he sat, making no motion to help, I found that I did care. He'd been the one to make this mess. Unlike the other kids in our section, he couldn't be bothered to make efforts or amends afterward. Maybe he needed a visit to Doctor Nimue as much as Scald did. As I brushed off and hung the last fallen coat, the suggestion tumbled out of my mouth.

“You should go to the infirmary, Astor. It seems you've hurt yourself.”

“I'm fine.”

“You’re not.”

“Use your nose. You won't smell blood. Oh, sorry. I forgot you’re the least powerful dragon ever.”

“That’s not the kind of hurt I'm talking about, and you know it. I shouldn't have expected you to take my advice, so don’t expect me to stick around for more of your insults. Goodbye, Astor.”

I left the coat room, then the vestibule, and went into the cafeteria. The line was long, and I was short on time. Fortunately, Wren was waiting at the nearly empty Tourmaline table with a plate of chicken nuggets and apples on the side. I went over to join him.

“Saw you in the hall, figured you'd need this.”

“I do, thank you so much.”

“What was that all about?”

I looked down at his empty plate, then up at the clock, and did some mental calculations. “I'll tell you in Arts. Don’t be late for wrestling practice.”

“Okay, see you then.”

I finished my lunch, headed to the studio, and got some of my angst out on paper with a continuation of the silver scales study I'd never finished last semester. I set it aside when Wren showed up and told him everything I'd heard.

I finished with my idea of a preemptive solution to this Brady versus Astor problem. “It seems to me we need to start promoting a guy to the upperclassmen along with Scald. The only trouble I've got now is deciding who.”

“What about Petie? Everybody likes him. Most people know him because he’s Miss Celine's son, and he's got the best attitude ever.”

“That’s a good idea. I'll go over there and talk to Vinny about it right now.”

“Hold your horses, Linden. We should make sure he’s cool with that first.”

“Oh. Right. It's PE this afternoon. Do you want me to ask him during class?”

“I reckon it's better if we do this together. Let's meet after the last bell. Just tell him we wanna talk to him.”

“Okay, I'll do that.”

PE was in the gym again, and while I did my usual sit-ups push-ups, and jumping jacks, I noticed Astor had gone over to the punching bags with Uri. Coach Buonanno stayed nearby, a smart move. With worry about an altercation between the two of them assuaged, I went over to the jump ropes where Petrichor stood choosing among them.

“Hi, Linden. Are you jumping rope too?” he asked.

“Maybe.”

“I can give you a few pointers if you want. I know you've struggled with it before.”

“That’s because I'm a klutz. I might not skip rope after all. Anyway, I came over here for another reason.”

“Oh?”

“Wren and I wanted to talk to you about something. Can you meet us on the quad after PE?”

“Right after?”

I nodded.

“I'll be there. Hey, maybe you wanna try these.”

He pointed at a set of objects that looked something like jump rope handles, except instead of a rope connecting them, they had short lengths of cord with balls at the ends.

“What are they?”

“They mimic jump rope but without an actual rope to jump over if that makes any sense.”

“It does. Can you show me how they work?”

The devices didn't need much explanation. It turned out I could use them with much greater ease than a traditional jump rope. If my arms and legs weren't moving entirely in synchronization, they still worked to get me some exercise without the risk of tripping. I practiced with them for the rest of the class period.

On the quad, Wren and I stood side by side in front of Petrichor. We weren't entirely alone. Other students from different years and sections walked by on their way to various afternoon destinations. Still, we asked about him being a candidate for the primrose crown and waited.

“Sorry guys, not this year.”

“Why not? I think you'd be the perfect candidate. People will probably put your name in anyway. Enough know who you are.”

“I know, and that's part of the reason why. I want to give others a chance, especially people who really want it. I kind of don't care one way or the other, you see.”

Eshed’s voice came from behind us.

“I'll do it. I'll be your candidate.”

“Hold your horses there, Esh. You know Scald’s going for the other crown, right?” Wren asked.

“Yeah, I heard about that, and it's no big deal. I also, well, overheard that Brady and Astor are at each other's throats about winning it. Wouldn’t it be something if the blind kid came out of nowhere and got himself crowned instead of those two?”

“You don't like them much, do you?” I asked.

“Why in the world would I like that turncoat tattletale or the guy getting busy with my ex?”

“Well, that tears it for me. I think he's the perfect guy for this plan, don't you, Linden?” Wren asked.

“If you say so. Operation Crown Eshed is a go.”

Said operation went full steam ahead with help from Vinny, Cindy, and some of their friends in Arts and Music—directly into an entire heap of other problems.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Primrose Week was also the week before exams. We’d spent February, March, and April so lost in a flurry of studying, creating, practicing, and campaigning that we forgot about recharging our protective acorns.

Fortunately, we discovered this on a clear Saturday morning. After a build-your-own-waffle breakfast, everyone from Tourmaline except Astor went out in galoshes and rain slickers to the campus forest to find more.

Collecting viable acorns in springtime was easier said than done. Squirrels had depleted their hoards over the winter, and much of what remained had sprouted or gone rotten. We were waterlogged, muddy-fingered, and footsore but found enough in the end.

After we began the trudge back, Scald gasped, turned, and dashed off through the forest. I looked around to see if anyone else noticed and discovered I was too far from the others and out of earshot in the rain.

Following her would have been next door to impossible if I’d been any other type of dragon but wood or if it was still winter. The trees were largely awake now and told me which paths to take and what pitfalls to avoid. Not a single root or branch snagged my feet or hat.

I caught up but stayed a step behind Scald. She heard me anyway.

“Come on, Linden! We can catch the fire if we move faster.”

“What fire?”

“That blue one, over there. Don’t you see it?”

I glimpsed something but only for a moment. Even if I hadn’t, I still would have gone with her. Scald believed she had seen whatever it was. Still, we’d move too slowly if we didn’t do something drastic.

“Let’s get our wings out, then.”

“Oh! Great idea!”

She called them out a moment before I shifted my own. Sparks flew off Scald’s ruddy scales, flying upward. I reflexively coughed although there was no smoke. Our speed increased.

Chimes sounded overhead, drawing closer as we went. Soon, Vavie and Gerah flew alongside us. I took a moment to wave, almost tripping over a small stone in the path.

“Watch out!” Vavie chimed.

“Okay. What. Are you doing. Here?” I panted.

“Following that wisp, of course,” Gerah answered.

I peered ahead again. That light I thought I’d imagined earlier was there after all. Scald flapped, reaching with her wings for more speed. I followed suit.

“We’re losing them, Gerah. Potential it!” Vavie cried.

A moment later, Scald was airborne, increasing her pace exponentially. Without any more effort from the celestials, we intercepted the wisp. Scald caught it like a conjured orb between her outstretched hands.

“What are you?” she asked.

“Say again? I didn’t hear you,” the wisp responded.

“Don’t, she’s a faerie,” Vavie warned.

“Seriously?” Scald asked.

Vavie chimed a second warning. “No more questions. I mean it.”

Scald nodded, then addressed the faerie wisp a second time.

“This is so strange. You’re literally on fire but cool. In more ways than one.”

“I’d thank you, but well. You’re keeping me prisoner, you know.”

“Sorry, really I am. I promise it’s only for a minute or three. It’s just that nobody believed me the last time I saw you.”

“They will now. You have that other girl and two celestials as witnesses. Besides, I can sense you know what this is like. Being held captive against your will.”

“That’s true. I apologize and shouldn’t have treated you so unkindly.” Scald bowed her head and released the wisp.

Gerah made a throat-clearing sound. “Madam, if you please. Before you go, I have a message for you.”

“I’m done with celestial missives. Have been for ages.”

“I throw myself upon your mercy. It’s from my mentor, Irah.”

“Irah, you say? The celestial of knowledge? Prove it.”

“He directed me to address you as Diot of Indisputable Wisdom.”

“As I burn and flare, you truly do speak of him. What would he have me know?”

“That’s for your ears only, madam. If you’d agree to hear it after I address the matter of a debt.”

“I do. Make your arrangements. I’ll await you on the far side of that ash tree.”

“You have my gratitude. I shall meet you anon.”

As Diot drifted toward the ash, Gerah hovered in front of Scald.

“Under Hatched Scald of Nimble Limbs and Swiftly Incendiary Wings, I am in your debt. Should you need a favor from me, name it and it’s yours.”

“Oh! Well, I’m not sure what I want for so many reasons. Can I get back to you on that, Gerah?”

“But of course. Simply call my name three times when you’re ready.”

“I will.”

Gerah sped away toward the ash and around it. The rain had seeped into our hair and clothes despite the rain gear.

“Let’s head back,” I suggested.

“Uh, Linden. I think we’re lost.”

“You’re not, follow me,” Vavie chimed.

We didn’t technically need Vavie’s help. I could have navigated for us, but it would have taken longer since I’d exhausted a lot of magic and physical energy getting this far. I followed the celestial gratefully.

“So, Vavie. What was all that about a message from Irah?”

“It’s not my place to say. Except that the search for Diot was part of the reason for our presence here at your school.”

“Does that mean you’re leaving, then?” I asked.

“Goodness no. We still have plenty to do. Including delivering some basic facts about the members of Aventurine section.”

“Get out!” Scald clapped.

“Of the woods, yes. I’m serious about that information. Would you like to hear it?”

“Okay,” I agreed.

“Sasquatch and lindwyrms are both celestially powered, like the rest of your peers in Aventurine. Lindwyrms are oviparous like hatchlings and ledas who still have their mantles.”

“What about sasquatch?” Scald asked.

“Uh, well, perhaps someone else could explain it better.”

“Scald, Wren’s my best friend, and that sounds like a personal question. I trust we’ll be told when it’s our business.”

“Oops, sorry. I didn’t think.”

“I understand. Wait, Vavie. Did you say ledas and lindwyrms are oviparous? They produce eggs, like dragons?”

“They do. The ledas need to keep their mantles on, however, or they give birth the other way.”

“Encantados only make babies with mundane humans, and once per decade at that,” Scald added.

“Yes, I’m aware. Irah said he thinks maybe the headmistress put our sections together because we can’t get each other into irreversible trouble. I’d believe that now but the only person who doesn’t make sense is Emi. Kitsune are well-documented as having live births with a wide variety of humans and extrahumans alike.”

“Well, it's a no-brainer to me,” Scald replied.

“How?”

“Emi’s strictly a ‘no boys allowed’ kind of gal. I think you’re right about pairing Aventurine with us, Linden. It makes perfect sense, and you’re brilliant.”

“If that were true, I’d also know how to make us all get along.”

“Nobody can force something like that, Linden. It takes time and luck.”

“I’ll take your word for it, Scald.”

We went the rest of the way back in silence, too tired to say more about any of the surprising new subjects. By the time we’d regained our energy, exam and Primrose Week preparations swallowed all our time and inclination.
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Classes were all review sessions, covering so much material my head swam. Rec didn’t feel like a break. It was all crunch time and scrambling toward deadlines. A cacophony of mingled songs between cheer, Dance, Music, and the spring musical filled the dorm proper. Thank goodness I had the studio to finish and frame my three pieces for the gallery show.

Study halls replaced town trips with after-dinner sessions tacked on. Tom kindly sent over thermal boxes of coffee via La Grange. We made good use of them since Mr. Poinsettia made exceptions for caffeinated beverages at the central tables during cram time. Provided we kept them in containers with covers.

On the Thursday night before Primrose Week, I headed to the basement media center to fetch some extra scratch paper. Petrichor had me drilling lab math for magiscience, and we’d run out upstairs. In the stairwell, I heard whispered voices hiss and paused, unsure whether intruding was appropriate.

“Submit or suffer, swan.”

“Submit? To you? I thought you were smarter than that, meaner one.”

“I meant to him. In the manner I demanded, as you promised and lied about.”

“Sorry, I changed my mind about that.”

“If you break your word, I keep mine.”

“At least I'll have my integrity.”

“Wait and see. I’d wager that goes up in flames immediately after you lose everything else.”

Sulfurous fumes slithered up the stairs. I put my hand over my mouth, desperate to silence my cough. Every ounce of focus and determination I had went toward that effort.

I failed.

The odor vanished in half a heartbeat. The door below creaked, and footsteps on the stairs followed. I closed my eyes, fear like ice in my veins as I awaited whatever monster had gotten the better end of Sophia’s bargain. The scent of dried primroses lifted my spirits and my eyelids.

Sophia stood two steps below me with her upper lip curled and nose wrinkled. A sachet of potpourri sat on her upturned palm.

“Out of my way, village idiot!”

I pressed my back against the wall, and she stomped past me up and out of the stairwell. A strange, fearless sensation came over me as though Sophia’s terror had taken mine with it. I paced down the stairs, confident as a lioness sauntering and surveying her territorial plane.

The media center held various equipment and supplies, even my nearly forgotten scratch paper. Nothing and no one else lingered save a sprinkle of dust or ash in the far corner I’d almost mistaken for a shadow.

Giving that a wide berth, I grabbed a handful of the paper I’d come for and left, measuring my pace with that imagined lioness in mind, although the courage she’d brought me had already fled.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Like at the start of Maple Week, we had Monday morning classes. That meant Magiscience lab. Miss Bissette gave us four practice tests that were too long to complete during the period. After flipping through them, Brackish raised her hand.

“Only one of these is magiscience. Why did you hand out packets for history, literature, and the natural world?”

“Don't panic. All of these are also on your tablet, but the headmistress thought some of you might also prefer to have them on paper. You can use them this morning, during extended library hours, or at the study hall on Friday afternoon. Remember, the library’s open for you until midnight, including on Sunday.”

After that relieving explanation and reminder, we bent our heads over our papers and buckled down until lunch. When I stepped into the cafeteria, I found practically everyone in view eating salads.

“Why?” I asked nobody in particular.

Vinnie and Cindy paused on their way by with veggie-laden trays.

“We’ve got burgers, poutine, and pizza the rest of Primrose Week.” Vinnie sighed. “Cindy’s making me eat this.”

“It’s a good thing, too. I don’t want to hear complaints about your stomach for the next five days. You should get a salad too, Linden. Or whatever vegetable you like that Keri has back there.”

“Yeah, like my colleague here always says, ‘take care of digestion and digestion takes care of you.’ Anyway, see you later!”

“Okay, thanks.”

The specials menu had a mixed steamed veggie plate. I stepped up to the counter to ask Keri the most crucial question.

“Does that veggie plate have potatoes, Keri?”

“Yeah, but I know how much you hate taters. I’ll swap them out for an extra helping of something else. What do you want?”

“Carrots.”

“Hang on, I’ll get it.”

She had it ready a moment later and handed it across the counter. I set the plate on my tray with the juice I’d already picked up.

“Thank you.”

“No problem. Now get out of here before you lose your time to head off the hangries.”

I went to my table and did that.

[image: ]


After lunch, we went to the auditorium. When Uri reserved the row of seats by flinging himself across them, I didn't feel as weird this time. Especially since I'd seen an extra one for Wren. We sat at the end of the row in the front at the center.

When the lights came up on the band in the elevated orchestra pit, and they began to play, I realized this was a mistake. My comfort with my section and best friend didn't make one bit of difference when it came to the discomfort of my eardrums. That's how I was built.

“Sorry,” I mumbled before rising and heading up the aisle.

When I reached the back of the theater, I had to turn halfway around to go up the balcony stairs. I spotted my section smiling and waving, so at least they didn’t seem to take it personally. Especially Wren. He waved with both arms.

I found the row I'd sat in last time empty again, so I settled there. Listening to the music and watching the musicians play from that vantage point was much easier. At least for me. I enjoyed the orchestral set.

The orchestra pit sank. After that, the opening strains of Vivaldi’s Spring reverberated through the theater. The dance troupe entered one by one, each dressed in floral pastel colors. Crystal was among them, and she danced beautifully as usual.

Their movements painted a picture in my mind, so I sketched it out on my pad through that routine and the three that followed. Band did a set of chamber music afterward, and I continued, heart and pencil both moved by the music.

Dance came out again with an interpretive routine followed by a jazz number. What followed was a big surprise to me. Judging by the audience's reaction, I was in the majority.

The orchestra pit rose to reveal a select number of musicians holding or sitting behind electric rock instruments. Eshed was on keyboards as usual. Both he and Scald had microphones in front of them. A trio of backup singers shared a third mic.

They played three songs by Fleetwood Mac. I recognized them as some of Hertha Harcourt’s favorites. The Chain, Go Your Own Way, and Silver Springs. All three were engaging performances that had the audience clapping and stomping their feet through the first two songs.

The last one turned out to be a total tear-jerker. I should have expected it considering I'd examined the lyrics before, but Scald’s interpretation of the song with Eshed singing backup tugged my heartstrings more than Stevie Nicks’ rendition.

The tears running down my face were unsurprising. Art imitates life, which imitates art again, and I was especially close to the real-life side of things this time. Behind me, somebody else sniffled.

I glanced back and found my astonishment at last. Irah, the elder celestial of knowledge, hovered in the air over a seat in the back row. His presence made sense, but I couldn't parse his tears, especially since they came from so many eyes. He must have been awfully emotional to have dropped his invisibility. After putting a mask over my own emotions for so many years, I understood how he felt.

I stood and walked up the aisle toward him, rummaging in my pocket. By the time I reached his side I was holding a Kleenex from a small pack of tissues out to him.

“Goodness me, I thank you for the kind gesture, Miss Linden, but fear not. I will translocate all this mess in half a moment.”

“I wasn't worried about the tears making a mess, Irah. I'm worried about you. What happened?”

“Nothing, I'm afraid. Although I made my best effort.”

“Well, once you feel up to it, why not make a new plan and try again?”

“Ah, from the mouths of scaly babes comes the greatest wisdom. Yes, I do believe I'll take your advice at some point in the future. Thank you for offering it.”

“Do you need company? I can change seats.”

“There’s no need. I was just leaving. Enjoy the big finale.”

“You take care of yourself, Irah.”

He vanished along with every tear he'd shed before I could blink. I headed back down the aisle to my seat. They closed out the band and dance production with another inspired tap number, in which the entire dance troupe put on black overalls, a choice I could certainly get behind.

The song was Step in Time from Mary Poppins. The dancers carried brooms and brushes, which they used to vault over or bang on trash cans strategically placed around the stage. A third year girl, by some form of magic I couldn’t identify, tap danced upside down on a platform hanging above the stage. It was so amazing that I stood to applaud.

Dinner was barbecue food served out on the common. Picnic tables had been set up all across it, with rain awnings erected over them. Crystal came out first, and everyone congratulated her on the dance performances.

Scald and Eshed appeared at opposite edges of a crowd of band students. Uri nudged Brackish, and they both stood to clap. The rest of us joined them a moment later. Scald grinned, and Eshed blushed as they both broke off from the group and approached, still with a hefty amount of distance between them.

I like to think that extra round of applause from us to them helped stabilize things later on. It was either the end of the beginning of the breakup or the beginning of the end of the awkwardness that terminating such relationships brings.

In any event, our study time after dinner progressed without dramatic incident.
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The next morning, I managed a full breakfast. The fact that science came first and not arts helped with that, at least for me. Petrichor picked at his breakfast sandwich. On my way back from clearing off my tray, I stopped near him.

“You’ll do great, I can tell.”

“You’ve spent so much time working on magiscience that I have to take that comment seriously.”

“You credited everybody on the report this time, right?”

“I did, and had Brackish look things over and credited her too. She did a full proofread, you know?”

“She might have mentioned that in our tent the other night. Zillah said she added some features, too.”

“I hope the judges like them. Cross your fingers for me, will you?”

“Okay.”

We went to the gym where the tables were set up to display magiscience projects. The third years made a full showing. Their tables took up half the space. I saw the same second years as I had in the fall. Some of them had entirely different projects, but others improved upon earlier work.

All the first years had another go at their fall efforts. Petrichor had the widest variety of items on his table, but Steven’s project had everyone stopping to stare. Well, almost.

Sophia ignored his table entirely. This baffled me because I expected her to engage in some quid pro quo after securing her section’s votes. It occurred to me that she behaved as though she couldn't see it. My curiosity got the better of me, so I went over to check out Steven’s table.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“I feel good, especially since my rig uses hair samples to suggest aromatherapy instead of blood this time. I don't expect to win though. Garnet section is giving me some stiff competition. Check that awesomeness out.”

He gestured at a table where a trio of girls sat with a stack of flat circles in front of them. Off to one side was a cardboard box with a small hole in the top. I couldn't make heads or tails of their display and said so.

“They made self-adhesive magiluminescent patches. They stick anywhere, light up the darkness in any atmospheric condition, and even mundanes can use them. Brilliant idea. Wish I'd had it myself.”

“It does sound pretty useful, but yours is like a mission of mercy.”

Steven sighed, then leaned his cheek on his hand. “I should have told Sophia where to stuff it and teamed up with Petie last semester.”

He sat up straight with wide eyes and slapped his hand over his mouth.

“What's wrong?”

“I can't believe I just said that.”

“Well, it's true, isn't it?”

“You’re one of the smart kids too. Don’t you get what just happened?”

“Tiamat’s Scales, I do. She compels Aventurine every day at breakfast, right? You shouldn't be able to speak against her.”

“True. Tell me something. Have you or Wren cooked up some way to whammy Sophia’s compulsions from afar?”

“I haven’t. Wren's never said a word to me about it. You want to know the why and how of this, I guess.”

“It’d be nice but highly unlikely. If you do hear anything let me know.”

“Likewise if you think of anything. But honestly, if you want to put heads together with somebody on theories, try Petrichor.”

“I might after this whole magiscience fair is over, possibly later. Primrose Week is busier than I’d guessed. See you later.”

“Later.”

I headed toward the wall, then leaned against it watching the ebb and flow of spectators, participants, and judges alike. After a few minutes, I sat on the floor and got my sketchpad out, hashing out a rough representation of the gathering in front of me.

Steven had been right. He should have teamed up with Petrichor. The girls with the light patches from Garnet section won first prize for the first years, while Steven and Petrichor tied for second place.

A group of third years got a drum and dance circle going on the side of the common with no tables. It was a festive atmosphere, perfect for calming me down enough to eat a full meal before the gallery show.

The cafeteria threw a giant pizza party at the picnic tables, with a wide variety of different toppings on the pies. Remembering Cindy’s advice, I made sure to get a few slices of veggie in there.

I paced in front of the gallery ten minutes before it opened, nerves finally kicking in. When Mr. Kalonymus opened the door, he paused before speaking to me.

“Are you sure you wouldn't rather wait for your friends?”

“Last semester they had to tell me about my ribbon. I don't want that to happen again, so if you don't mind, I'd like to go in directly to see my pieces.”

“But of course.”

He escorted me inside, power-walking past the rest of the collection until he reached the section for first years. This time I wasn't the only one who'd exhibited something. I was, however, the only first year who’d won anything. I blinked, rubbed my eyes, then blinked again.

“Two honorable mentions?”

“Yes, that's your award.”

“But you only give out five.”

“That’s true.”

“It seems unfair.”

“Wait until you see Vinny's photo series.”

“Where is it?”

He said nothing, only walked back through the gallery and toward the front. Vinny's pieces for this semester hung in the same place as his Three Falls sequence had last semester. This time, the works were unrelated and not strictly photography either. One was mixed media, where he painted over the trees framing the two monuments out in the woodland clearing, drenched in a cold bright beam of winter sunlight. That one won first prize.

His second-place piece was from the Maple Leaf dance. Judging by the perspective, he had somehow gotten up into the rafters at the gym to take this one. The lights and colors enhanced the mood, with smiling faces lighting up the room.

Although it had only placed third, the last photo was my favorite. It came from orientation when Wren’s Grand-Appy had spun the tale of the ice bridge over the lake. He’d taken it over the sasquatch elder’s shoulder.

Although he hadn't met us then, he’d centered Wren and me in the picture. I put a hand over my heart and blinked back tears when I saw the title. Bright Futures.

It felt heartwarmingly serendipitous. Like finally being seen after living half a life invisibly. Not alone, but with a new acquaintance who turned out to be my best friend later on. Bright indeed.

Congratulations were in order, and I had gone overboard in giving them. Despite that awkward truth, Vinny was beyond gracious about it, paying compliments back once he saw my work.

“I guess maybe I'm a bit more like Uncle Bob than I thought. He’s clairvoyant. Anyway, if I've got to move on from this place, at least I know there's another kid with a good eye, a big heart, and a keen imagination stepping into it.”

“Can I hug you?” I asked.

“Sure, kid.”

It was a brief, sideways, back-slapping embrace. I’d never had one like that before. I was older than all my sisters but Zillah, and she was a cuddly type of hugger. Vinny’s was the kind of hug older siblings dole out to the younger on television. I hadn't imagined receiving one.

If only being proven wrong were this heartwarming all the time.


CHAPTER NINE


On Wednesday morning after breakfast, we headed down to the gym for a full day of Bishop's Row and cheer with the wrestling promo at some point in between. I brought my sketchpad, well-armed with the knowledge that the matches and routines didn't hold my attention once they'd gotten through the first years.

I shouldn't have bothered. I didn't even get to crack it open.

The first cheer routine was Scald’s this time since Sophia’s squad had opened the sports-themed day for Maple Week. She'd picked Head First by Sub-Radio, a song she'd previously mentioned was about the beginning of something new in general, a relationship specifically.

The song was catchy and had a danceable beat, so it was a good choice. The crowd must have loved it judging by the way they cheered. The fact that Wren and I had talked her up all semester might have helped.

When the Bishop’s Row teams came out to have their match, Uri’s players made a strong showing.

The other captain called the timeout, reminding me of Uri's call last semester. She replaced one of her players with a reserve from the bench. A bulky fellow who would have looked more at home in the heavyweight wrestling bracket faced off with Zillah at the first defense position.

Petrichor put a hand over his stomach and grimaced. “I don't like this. I've got a bad feeling.”

Brackish rummaged in her bag and pulled out a small bottle of Tums. “You ate too many pancakes at breakfast is all. Here, take two of these.”

Petrichor glanced down at the two tablets, shrugged, then popped them into his mouth. The whistle blew as he chewed them, but disaster struck before he got a chance to swallow.

The opposing team’s reserve player deliberately fouled, lunging toward Zillah with his head lowered in a prime butting position. The only reason he didn't knock her out was Emi. She jumped in the way, taking the blow to her elbow.

Emi screamed almost as shrilly as the whistle that stopped the game. Coach Costanza ran across the court, but she wasn't fast enough to catch Emi before she fell to the hardwood floor, risking further injury.

Wings on fire, Scald made it just in time. It was a good thing she'd lit them up too. The massive player had lunged again but jumped to the side to avoid getting burned.

“Tiamat’s Scales, Emi! Your arm!”

Emi could only whimper in reply. Her body's shifter healing had kicked in, but the elbow was fractured, and it wasn't in the right position. That was serious business and would need to be reset by a doctor, probably at a hospital. Coach Costanza took charge of the situation.

“Okay, superhero girl, get Miss Wolfson to the infirmary stat. Both teams huddle up right now. Reserves too. Not you, Mr. Toro. You were on thin ice before all this, and now you've broken through. Stay put, or it'll go worse for you later.”

The teams huddled with the coach in the middle. Most attendees and most of the cheer squad gawked, their mouths open in varying degrees of shock. All except Sophia, who glared with her arms crossed. Not at Mr. Toro, who had caused the injury, but at Emi, as though this was somehow her fault.

Time stretched, but I knew it couldn't have been more than a few moments. Toro didn't have time to twiddle his thumbs more than twice. The Team B captain joined the big guy, and the first defense player on that side took her place.

“Captains, face off. Team A gets a foul shot. If it doesn't land the match continues.”

Uri took his shot, landing it squarely on the other player's chest. She didn't dodge out of the way, only stood there. Our team won, but the victory was hollow.

“She threw the whole match. I can't believe it,” Crystal muttered.

“I can. Look at that captain’s face. She's totally ashamed that her side broke the rules,” Brackish replied.

“What's going to happen to Emi?” Eshed asked.

“I'm just glad it didn't happen to Zillah,” Petrichor said.

“Yeah, but only because Emi got in the way. I know she’s Aventurine, but broken joints are serious. Don't you even care, Petie?”

“I do. I didn’t mean it like that.”

The sour looks on the boys’ faces reminded me of Astor’s during orientation. I didn't like that vibe back then and hadn't done much about it. This time I stood.

“I'll find out how she's doing if it helps you both feel better,” I offered.

“Yes, please,” Eshed requested. Petrichor nodded.

“I'll go with you,” Wren offered.

“Come on.”

We skirted the court where Sophia’s cheer squad was getting set up minus Scald. Sophia looked more upset about the absence of her nemesis than I expected. I had no time to contemplate her reasons, but it was probably the routine needing a lifter.

The infirmary was closer to the gym and cafeteria than any other building on campus. This made the walk brief, especially with the brisk pace I set. Once inside, we turned left and went to the door marked Urgent Care. The nurse was on the phone with emergency transport. Wren and I walked toward the bed where Emi lay, and the chair Scald sat in beside it.

Emi asked Scald, “Why did you swoop in like that? Toro could have hit you too.”

“I was partially shifted. I could have taken it, plus big-boned, heh. I could ask you the same question about jumping in front of my sister.”

“My feet just moved. I didn't even care that it would hurt me, just that I didn't want to see it happen to anyone else.”

“My wings just moved too. That means you've got an enormous heart, Emi. Everyone I've ever met worth knowing says that's a good thing.”

“My parents say that, but they're the only ones. All I hear now is how I should just look out for myself. It doesn't feel, like, right. I’m alone here at school, and nobody seems to care.”

“I can’t speak for anyone else, but I do.”

“Will you stay until the ambulance comes?”

“I'll stay as long as you want me to.”

The emergency medical magi came through the door, pulling a stretcher with them. As one spoke to the nurse and the other loaded Emi onto it, she wouldn't let go of Scald's hand. The emergency staff let my sister go with her.

Wren and I headed back to the gym. By the time we arrived, the first year festivities were almost over. I couldn't sit still, let alone draw, so I moved along the bleachers telling our section mates what had happened in the infirmary. Wren had gone farther down the benches to give the news to Aventurine section.

For once, the difference between their reactions wasn't all that great. Perhaps there was hope for them yet.

During lunch break, where Keri served bowls of poutine or chicken nuggets as an alternative, I sat at the end of a picnic table eating them absently, gazing across the common and looking for Scald.

She didn't show up. My friends were surely concerned, despite their strange conversation about the food.

“Uri. Eshed. I can't believe you ate my poutine.” Petrichor wrung his hands.

“Guess you could say it's pout-tine.” Eshed chuckled.

Uri grinned along with him, then signed, “Go back to Keri. She'll give you more. And eat it faster this time. Nobody likes cold poutine.”

Petrichor put on his best highbrow accent. “I shall order it extra salty. Both to keep you from eating it and to complement my mood.”

Petrichor stood and headed over to the food line. Fortunately, it wasn't long, and he returned shortly. Steven walked behind him, carrying a bowl. He gestured at Wren, who slid down so her classmate could sit beside me.

“Is Emi going to be okay?” he asked.

“Nobody said anything about that. But she's at the hospital and not alone. Scald went with her.”

“I can't believe you didn't ask the prognosis.”

“That’s because I've seen injuries like that. The bone heals all bent out of shape because shifters are like that. Usually, it needs to be broken and reset, but it's best if they have pain medicine and doctors to help with that.”

“Are you going to be a doctor or something?” Steven blinked.

“No. Where I grew up, we didn't have a hospital. We got injured all the same, and I don't really want to talk about what that was like. Then after that, I was at the Harcourt House for Homeless Hatchlings with my sisters. The folks there took proper care of us, so I know the difference. That's all.”

“That’s a lot of information. Where did you grow up?”

“You don't know? I thought everybody did.”

“All we know about you Tourmalines is you’re dragon hatchlings. And you call each other sisters all the time but don't look remotely related. Except maybe you and Scald.”

“Well, we're not related by blood anyway. We grew up together though.”

“Big family.”

“Actually, we're not the only ones. As a matter of fact, there are—”

Brackish interrupted me. “Some X number of younger hatchlings, do an equation if you want to figure it out, math whiz. Look, Linden, lunch is almost over. Let's get rid of our plates already. It’s Primrose Week plus exam cram time.”

“Okay. You can tell the rest of your section Emi will be fine.”

“Yeah, I'll try that. I hope they want to know.” He walked away.

Brackish scratched her head. “You two have odd conversations.”

“I don't think so. Steven makes a lot of sense when I think about it.”

“I'm not sure I trust him like I do Wren yet. At least when it comes to not spilling the beans to Sophia. Please try to keep your conversations on less personal topics with him next time.”

“Okay.”

It wasn't. After what Emi said about feeling alone because of how the Aventurine kids behaved toward each other, I thought treating them differently might be worth a try. I knew Brackish meant well though, so I didn't hold it against her.

Scald returned in time for the second half of the matches and routines to start. She told us Emi had returned and was resting in the infirmary. Also that she had asked for pictures of the third years. I helped them by snapping some on my phone and sending them to Scald.

It had been a long day, but she trudged back to the infirmary to check on Emi before lights out. The rest of us went back to the dorm after dinner, too weary to do anything but wash up and go to bed.
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Going into the auditorium for the Publishing presentation the next morning was a relief. Audrey rolled up on stage in her power chair to get things started. Then everyone went through their readings. Brackish didn't do a piece this time around. I had expected this since she said she’d done a load of work on the yearbook. Also, Publishing liked to showcase the third years during their last Primrose Week.

When all the readings and spoken word were done, the curtain opened on a pair of tables, one small square and one large rectangle. Audrey rolled behind the square one to hand out copies of the literary magazine to interested parties. Brackish sat with two more students behind the larger one to hand out yearbooks.

I stood in line for mine, taking a place about halfway along it. Once I got the tome, I thanked Brackish, then flipped through it as I walked away. A hand on my arm stopped me. I looked up to see Wren’s smiling face. She held up a pen and twiddled it between her fingers.

“Hey, can I sign that for you?”

“Oh, yes. I remember Miss Saya telling us that's the thing to do with yearbooks. We never had any where I'm from.”

“Same.”

I handed her the book. She sat on the edge of the stage, dangling her legs, then flipped to the page with her picture. It didn't look anything like the way she appeared that day, but that didn't matter. I'd always know my best friend when I saw her. I sat beside Wren, swinging my legs. She spoke as she signed.

“One of these days when we're both ready, we'll have an entire saucepan full of hot cocoa to discuss where we're from.”

“That sounds like a heavenly thing to do on a nippy autumn night.”

“Ditto.”

She closed the book and handed it back to me. I tucked it under my arm and held my hand out.

“Now it's my turn to sign yours.”

She handed me the pen and her book. I gazed at the photo Brackish had chosen to put in the yearbook. I knew she'd picked it because any other yearbook staff member couldn't have randomly chosen this one.

It was a candid taken from a distance of me in the Arts studio, stitching paisley fabric into the ripped-out knees of my overalls. Was that how she saw me? As someone who responded to the world by engaging in its small, quiet moments? I didn't feel that way, but maybe she was onto something there.

I closed the book around the words I'd written to Wren, then handed her book and pen back. She grinned as I took my yearbook out from under my arm and opened it.

“Grand-Appy says you're not supposed to read what people sign until after school's out.”

“That’s a whole week away.”

“I reckon it's worth the wait.”

“How do you figure?”

“It’s words and faces to hold close over the summer when we're all apart.”

“That makes sense. I'll save your message for now.”

“If you can't wait and somehow read it during wrestling, don't forget to look up during my matches.”

“I promise I'm not looking at anything but what's happening in the ring.”

“Hey, Wren, will you sign my yearbook too?” Scald asked.

“Sure.”

By the end of the first half of the day, I'd exchanged yearbook signatures with my entire section. I even did with several of the upperclassmen, a few of whom I hadn't spoken to before.

“Why do you want me to sign yours?” I asked one of them.

“I like your art.” She smiled. “Who knows, maybe your signature will be worth something someday.”

She moved on to Uri and Eshed, clearly impressed with what she'd seen them do too. Scald had a line of second and third years waiting to swap signatures with her. I was so happy to see it that I didn't notice Sophia scowling alone on the other side of the auditorium until it was almost time to leave.
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Wrestling was such a flurry of excitement I barely remembered the matches Wren wasn't in. It was hard for me to focus on the next when my brain wanted to start drawing the last. I tapped my toes and twitched my pinkies through Wren’s matches, doing my best to make good on my promise. It wasn't easy. There were three of them.

The first was a tag team match with Milo similar to the one they'd done last semester with Elena and her brother. Except Team Faun won this time.

They used borrowed glamour to project the illusion of fire, which had Wren running circles around the ring inside and outside. They almost got a disqualification count for being out for too long.

In the end, Wren was outside the ring when Milo got pinned, losing the match. He vowed they'd be back next year.

The second match was in the heavyweight division. Wren went up against the tiger shifter, who kept up a solid but thankfully fake act of trying to use my friend as a scratching post. The tiger ran out of breath, which made Wren think it was safe to shift back to humanoid form.

Fortunately, it was a larger-sized masculine randomization so he held his own at first. Unfortunately, the tiger shifter had been faking. Using her superior size and strength, she easily overpowered mundane form Wren.

The last match of the day was a free-for-all King of the Ring. That meant wrestlers ran in from all sides, jumped into the ring, and tried to knock other people out as best they could.

Wren ran down still in humanoid form, going largely unnoticed for a good portion of the time. He used this adaptivity to his advantage, sneaking up on other wrestlers who were looking out for flashier opponents.

It was down to the last ten wrestlers when Wren shifted back into sasquatch form. It took half of them to knock the towering arboreal form out of the ring. Most of those also hit the mat, forfeiting their potential to win the match.

The remaining wrestlers were all third years, a sensible way to let them showcase their talents in their last match and year here. It was exciting enough that I watched all the way to the end.

When Wren showed up to dinner, she was a tiny little girl like on the first day we met. We had our meal together, another variety of pizza. It was a bittersweet relief to know our first Primrose Week would end its recreational showcase with the drama club’s spring musical the next morning.


CHAPTER TEN


After a breakfast of rice cereal, bananas, and sausages, we had a half-hour to wait until the musical started. I didn't know much about Little Shop of Horrors besides the fact it involved a singing plant puppet, and Astor hadn’t said much about it.

It was an interesting show, told in part by a trio of singers that functioned like a Greek chorus except in doo-wop music style. Brady played one of those, singing, dancing, and looking glamorous on stage.

The main character was Seymour, an orphan working in a failing florist shop. He found a tiny talking plant and couldn’t figure out how to get it to grow.

As it happened, the food it needed was human blood. The plant grew and became quite the media spectacle, but not yet popular enough to save the shop. Until it needed to start eating people.

Astor played its first victim, a sadistic dentist who pulled teeth without anesthesia and smacked his girlfriend around. Seymour didn’t feel much guilt over the dentist’s demise. Unfortunately, that death was only the beginning.

I enjoyed seeing the tale spun and the actors playing their parts. The talent up there was at a similar level to the band and dance productions but applied in a different way. Astor’s dentist and the bloodthirsty plant seemed more absurd than scary.

I wanted to wait at the stage door to congratulate him, but almost everyone else left. Scald, Wren, and I headed over. Emi waved shyly at Scald, and Steven nodded at me. When Sophia noticed our presence, she glared. Not at us, but at her clique.

“Get out of here. I want some alone time with my boyfriend.”

They started to leave. Scald held up a hand, and they stuck around but positioned behind me and Wren.

“What are you looking at, fat bottom girl?”

“Your attitude. It's the size of that theater. Anyway, Brady's in there, and I wanted to congratulate him on a role well played.”

“You mean his pretend flings with you or the singing and dancing?”

“I know projection when I see it, Sophia. By the way, it's none of your business, and you can’t tell us what to do. Any Academy student is free to stand here and wait just like you.”

Sophia ignored us after that. So did Astor when he came out. They went off together. When Brady emerged, he beamed.

“Oh my God, you guys. I didn't expect to see you out here. Why do you all look so serious? Nobody died, did they? Emi, are you okay?”

“Um, no. I'm fine. Good job, you were great up there.”

“Yeah,” Steven added. “We just wanted to say that. You know, since we didn't get a chance to last time.”

The way they spoke to each other, so timidly and apologetically, made me realize something. The kids in Aventurine hadn't gotten a chance to become friends, not really. They’d banded together but had no real connections besides the ones Sofia had fashioned for them.

Yet here they were, trying to make some anyway.

I glanced at Wren, thankful beyond measure that he'd defied her during orientation and come with us instead. It was heartrendingly easy to imagine how he might have withered and shriveled in that social climate.

At lunch, the Aventurine kids sat together with Astor while Wren remained with us at the Tourmaline table. The distance between our groups didn't feel quite so large this time. The atmosphere was less frigid too.

The weather was nice, so we drilled breath channeling and the regular kind out on the east lawn for Wren's sake. We practiced some shifter dynamics, too. There was a little time left over so we walked along the edge of the woods on our way back, pointing out organisms for our Natural World class.

The humanities building was open for study halls so we staked out a room after the bell and got to work. We rotated around the room, quizzing each other on cerebral subjects and written exam portions.

At dinner we all decided to call it an early night. Tomorrow would be eventful, and we'd get plenty of time on Sunday to do more outdoor work and visit the lab. In the dorm, I got out my sketchbook and drew a pair of wings on fire.

Had Scald been the catalyst to bring this change between our sections, or was something else at work here? I remembered the media center and that fine ashy dust in the corner. Nothing I'd read or heard implied that dust could change someone's fortune. Or ashes for that matter, although some psychics read the future with those.

Sophia had done her best to try to change the lives of others for the worse. I thought of Astor doing a walk of shame away from the Aventurine dorm. How Sophia had goaded Uri and Scald. The eagerness on the faces of upperclassmen with someone else to vote for as first year Primrose Queen.

In light of that, I decided to believe that karma was at work here, a combination of factors that resulted in payback for the fruits of her bitterness. It made sense with the knowledge I had at the time.

I was dead wrong.
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They had waffles and crepes available in the dining hall the next morning. One or the other wasn't out of the ordinary on most weekends, but both were a reason for excitement. It was only the beginning of a full day of that, good and bad.

Upon emerging from the dining hall, we saw the dais set up on the common again, with the portable bleachers in front of it. There were more of them this time. The entire school would be in attendance unlike at orientation. We headed down and found some seats near the front but far off to the left.

I tugged Zillah’s sleeve. “Let Scald sit on the end,” I murmured. “Eshed too.”

“Of course.” Zillah directed everyone down the rows and made the arrangements.

There were more spectators than the bleachers could hold. Every teacher and staff member had turned out as well as the students. Some I hadn't seen. Judging by their uniforms, they worked in the kitchen or the infirmary.

As first years, everything happened to us before the upperclassmen. It was like that with crowning the Primrose King and Queen. Aventurine had sat in the front. That's why I saw Sophia stand before they began the announcement.

She tugged Astor's hand until he joined her. Brady stayed in his seat. Headmistress Celine made the announcement over a microphone behind three sets of two chairs each.

“Welcome to the beginning of the end, students. Next week is for exams but today and tonight we celebrate. You’ve marked your ballots and made your selections, so it's time to introduce our first year Primrose court.”

The headmistress opened an envelope, held it up, then read the names.

“Both from the same section, Miss Scald and Mr. Eshed.”

Scald shrieked and leaped from her seat to dash toward the dais. Eshed followed much more sedately, preceded by Riv. Down in front, Astor sat. When he tugged Sophia’s arm as she’d done to his before, she didn’t budge. I couldn’t see her face and wasn’t sure I wanted to. The way her shoulders trembled made me feel all kinds of wrong.

Uncle Cosmo’s voice came back to me. Err on the side of kindness.

I’d done that for Scald and Eshed and it was easy. Could I have handled this situation less harshly on Sophia’s side? I didn’t know and wasn’t built with that kind of social aptitude. I definitely could have asked for help finding a gentler path.

“Should have,” I remarked aloud.

My voice got lost in the cheers of the second years’ announcement. It stayed away from my thoughts as the crowning ceremony finished and we were all dismissed. We were to dress for the parade and the combination dinner and dance to follow.

Since I already had a shirt and a new set of skirted overalls set out plus a plan for my hair, I sat at my dorm desk, taking solace in pencil and paper until the last possible minute.

The Primrose court all navigated the parade on a float pulled by a pair of golf carts. The rest of us marched in groups designated by Rec activities. I paced with the other artists, helping to hold up the banner we’d all contributed to. Brackish helped carry the Publishing banner. Uri and Zillah were with their team and Wren with the wrestlers. Crystal pirouetted in the dance group, and Petrichor flanked the third year that ran the science club.

The parade took us along the paths around and through all three campuses in the Weir Academic Complex. First, we passed the Annex, where elementary and middle school kids cheered and waved excitedly. Then we traversed Weir University, where the vibe was more nostalgic but just as welcoming.

I expected our campus to be empty when we returned to it, but community members from Clifton Hill were there. I recognized more than just Tom from Curious Coffee. Most of the shops, attractions, and casinos had sent representatives. Mr. Greenfield was even there, wearing a black tuxedo with red sequined lapels.

Once the parade ended, the Tourmalines met at the float to help our friends down from their seats. To my surprise, a girl was already there doing that. She had light brown hair and wore green taffeta. She spoke to Eshed, blushing as she helped him. He nodded, cheeks going duskier.

Uri whistled, then signed, “He just got himself a date.”

As I realized he’d read his brother’s lips, another girl stepped forward to help Scald. I didn’t recognize her right away. I hadn’t seen her so gussied up before, not even for other dances.

It was Emi. The way she and Scald looked at each other reminded me of how Scald and Eshed had been at the hayride on Halloween. I smiled, the worry and guilt I'd felt all day suddenly silent.

It only stayed that way through dinner.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


After finishing my chicken dinner with double helpings of broccoli on the side, I had to use the restroom. Since the entire event was outside, that meant a trip to the library.

After I finished and washed my hands, I adjusted the pink velvet band holding my hair back from my face. It matched the little pink ribbon roses sewn onto the yoke of my overalls.

I checked the skirt to ensure I hadn't accidentally dripped anything on it. The fabric was spring green, made of a silky material I couldn't identify. Finding it free from spots, I headed back out onto the common.

The early evening sky stretched overhead like a parachute made to match a first-prize ribbon. The music had started, but I didn't recognize the tune. That didn't matter. My friends were already out on the dance floor in pairs or clusters.

I passed Eshed and his date. Both wore smiles that brightened their formal attire. Crystal and Petrichor tried their best to teach some ballroom steps to Uri and Brackish.

I turned toward the sound of giggling to find Emi and Scald. As usual, Scald was changing the lyrics to the song. More surprisingly, Emi thought the new ones were funny. She hunched over and slapped her knee.

Her hand came away coated with peppery-looking dust. Emi frowned at it and the mark she had accidentally left on the skirt of her dress. “Where did this come from?”

“I don't know. It looks like ash, but I haven't lit anything up today so it's a mystery to me,” Scald answered.

I shrugged and moved farther along the dance floor. It wouldn't be the first time Scald had unconsciously combusted something. I took it as a good sign that she was excited to be on a date with Emi.

As I moved farther through the crowd, I realized I'd made a wrong assumption again. In what had to be the sincerest form of flattery, Brady had taken a page out of Crystal’s book and begun teaching Steven some dance steps. The lindwyrm was far clumsier than any of my siblings or the boys from the Over, though. He tripped over his own feet and nearly fell.

“Steady there, you scaly boy.” Brady chuckled. “It’s only a cross step, nothing to be afraid of.”

“More like something to be embarrassed about.” Steven glanced around as though waiting for judgment. He spotted me and looked away.

I marched up to him, sick to death of all the misunderstandings between our sections. Especially when Steven and I had more than a few things in common.

“You know it took me an entire year at formal dance classes to get that step without tripping?” I asked.

“Are you serious?”

“Gross motor skills are not my friend. It's okay if they're not yours either.”

“Is it okay if I keep trying anyway?”

“Actually, I think that’s a smart choice. Trying's the only way you get better at anything.”

“The flower girl speaks the truth.” Brady elbowed Steven. “Who knew?”

“I guess we do now.” Steven glanced down at the sleeve of his blazer, brushing at a smudge. “Where did this come from?”

“Hopefully not me.” Brady checked his jacket and found the same substance on his elbow. “This is totally weird. It's not anywhere else.”

“Emi got some on her. I saw it on my way over here,” I added.

When Steven spoke, the first syllable came out hissing as though his tongue had gone snake-like. “Sophia.” He narrowed his eyes, then turned and marched toward her.

“We’ve got to stop him,” Brady urged.

“Why?”

“Because his face has the look of ‘this is gonna hurt.’ I just know it.”

Brady hurried after his section mate. I went with him, sensing Wren’s presence behind me. My tension had eased, but I recognized that hadn't happened for the Aventurines.

The dance floor wasn't packed, but it was still crowded, so it took us until the end of the song to reach Sophia and Astor where they danced together.

She wore a gray silk gown embellished with white embroidered feathers and rhinestone studs. Her hair was caught halfway up in a steely comb adorned with one large yellow stone.

The next song started playing. I knew it from the music at Curious Coffee. It was Anti-Hero by Taylor Swift.

Sophia rolled her eyes, then made a shooing gesture at Steven and Brady. They didn't budge, so she asked them a question.

“To what do I owe the displeasure of your company?”

“No, Sophia. You’re the one who owes us. Let’s start with an apology,” Steven countered.

“I did nothing but try to turn this pack of losers into something cooler.”

“By what? Making us act like cardboard cutouts in your image? None of us had any hope of fitting into your standards, yet you forced the issue.”

“How are you even saying this to me?”

“I'm not sure. I couldn't before. Maybe I just rediscovered my inner Starfleet. I've always stuck to my guns about how individuality should be celebrated until I came here and met you, anyway. The best idea in Star Trek is infinite diversity in infinite combinations. I'm done putting up with your bullshit. Don't live long, and don't prosper until you find it in your heart to let us be ourselves.”

“You’ll never be as cool as you were when you ran with me, Steven.”

“I don't care. I'd rather be myself.”

“Go slink off to those nerds in science club, you disgusting snake. I knew I shouldn't have trusted a slimy little bastard like you.”

I watched Steven retreat with his shoulders back, supporting his head held high. I imagined the slings and arrows of her insults bouncing off his tan twill jacket, sleeve smudge and all. The only reason I didn't follow him was the rueful chuckle behind me. I turned to see Brady shaking his head.

“Oh, Soph. Your inner bully stick is showing. I really can’t bear to stick around and watch you try to swing that anymore, sorry.”

Brady dipped and wove through the pairs and clusters of dancers, heading away toward the kids from Tourmaline section. The side of my face itched so I scratched it. A sense that I should turn back toward Sophia came over me, so I reached into my pocket and clutched the acorn I'd prepared before facing her.

I looked at her hair comb instead of her face. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but the yellow stone had dulled somehow since I’d last examined it.

“This is your fault somehow, village idiot.”

“If that's true, then you just insulted yourself. You realize you're less intelligent than whoever outsmarts you? But no. It wasn’t me.”

“Tell me who.”

I happened to know something about taking abuse. Nobody sticks around for that unless they think they have to, and everyone has a breaking point. Was it possible all the other Aventurines had reached theirs?

No. The dust and ash said otherwise. If they'd been under an enchantment, Sophia’s or someone else’s, something had broken it. The simplest explanation might not be true this time, but I hadn't figured out any more complex ideas yet. I went with it anyway because that was all I had and Sophia needed a wake-up call that night.

“Best I can figure is, you did this to yourself. Nothing lasts forever, not even enchantments. I’d tell you to have a good evening, Sophia, but I don't think you’ve had one since before you came here. So try to make the best of what you've got.” I glanced at Astor.

He looked away. This gave me a chance to notice that his clothes were immaculate. I was still deciding whether to reach out, either with words or actions, when Wren took my hand.

She was over six feet tall that night, so I looked up but not in her eyes. The set of her jaw told me she didn't think it was safe for us to stay here so I let her lead me away. I set the pace as slow as possible, though.

“What are you waiting for? Leave already,” Sophia demanded.

“I'm staying,” Astor replied.

“Well, maybe I'll be leaving.”

“Then I'll go with you.”

“You’re a fool.”

“Maybe, but I'm your fool.”

“That’s dangerous.”

“I don't care. I'll do anything at all to make you feel better.”

“Fine, then help me drag Emi away from Smaug the Calamity.”

Wren brought me to a punch bowl that fortunately had a good view of Emi and Scald. She pressed a cup of chilled punch into my hands.

“I want to go back over there, make sure nothing happens.”

“Give it a minute. You're all flushed. You need to drink something, Linden.”

I sipped the punch, then held it toward her. “There, I drank.”

“Half the cup, please. I'm worried about you.”

“Will you go over there, then? I'll meet you when I'm done.”

“Yep. See you soon.”

I tried to chug the punch, but it was too cold. I gave myself an ice cream headache without the fun part. I held my nose and breathed through my mouth three times, strategy that didn't always work but did the job this time. I gulped more, repeated the same breathing tactic twice, and tossed my paper cup in the recycling bin.

My path was a carefully calculated interception course between Emi and Scald, Astor and Sophia, and Wren. I stood in the middle of them all, with one hand in my pocket, not caring what might happen to me as long as all of them were okay. Yes, that included the mean girl.

“Get out of my way, you weed.”

“No, you, uh, water turkey?”

“Whatever. I'll shout over your head.”

Sophia raised her voice to shout over the music, but the break between songs only made her sound shrill and strident.

“Come on, Emi, we're leaving this lame dance.”

Heads turned, and mouths opened. Emi took her hands off Scald’s waist, curled them into fists, and put them on her own hips. She tilted her head back, and although she was shorter than Sophia by almost a head, she looked more intimidating.

“That's ableist, Sophia. There's nothing wrong with the dance, only you. Go have some alone time with your boyfriend or whatever.”

Sophia didn't go. She stood unmoving in the crowd of dancers like a rock jutting from the earth. Before my eyes, the yellow stone on her hair comb cracked. Bits of it fell from the setting, disintegrating before they hit the floor. They left a fine coating of dust on her bare shoulders.

Emi rolled her eyes and led Scald away. A bubble of space grew around Sophia and Astor. Wren and I were left half in and out of the dancing throng. Astor held out one hand to Sophia, but she shook her head and moved off the dance floor, then farther away. He followed.

I hesitated, unsure what to do. Before I could decide, Zillah found us. She led Wren and me to our mostly combined sections, where we danced to a long string of songs.

When we took a break, I found Astor sitting alone on a chair off to one side. He didn't look up as we passed, even though some of us tried waving.

Sophia was nowhere to be found.


CHAPTER TWELVE


On Sunday, Tourmaline and Aventurine sections combined to make an enormous study group. Mostly. Sophia and Astor didn't join us.

After breakfast, we rambled at the edges of the campus forest, pointing things out for Natural World. With snacks in hand, we cozied up in a library lounge to quiz each other on history and literature.

After lunch, we sat on the common and rotated partners to practice conversational French. Fortified with caffeinated beverages, we shared Steven’s and Brackish’s flashcards in preparation for the Magiscience written exam.

“How do you feel?” Wren asked.

“A lot better than last semester. I hope I'm right. I don't want to do remedial magiscience all summer.”

“I hear you. I hope I don't bomb conjuring.”

"Wait. Did you really?”

“Yeah. Guess I never got around to mentioning that. It was embarrassing. Doesn’t help that nobody knows if it's just me or a general sasquatch weakness.”

“Next time tell me. Maybe I can help.”

“I'll do that. Shoulda taken Appy seriously before I started here.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, the saying goes, it ain't safe being the only tree in a field.”

“I know a lot of adults who would agree with Appy.”

“Here’s a little Wren wisdom for you. Those adults who think like that? They're the good ones.”

I didn't have the heart to tell my friend that plenty of the bad ones would agree with that wisdom too. They’d apply it differently though. I still hadn't told my best friend about Ludovico and wasn't ready to talk about him outside my strange family. When I was, at least I knew I had someone in my life who'd listen and take every word on the subject seriously.

We all took it easy after dinner, resting up in preparation for the next three days full of testing. Everyone in Tourmaline section sailed through Breath Channeling. We’d come so far since that first day when only Zillah could conjure magic on her breath in humanoid form. I had a feeling that next year our exercises in this subject would only get trickier.

Our PE test was strictly written. Coach Buonanno had us build a five-day exercise plan. The twist was that we had to create it for someone else in our class. I chose Astor but wasn't sure why until I'd almost finished the assignment.

It was because everybody else in Tourmaline ignored him, as he had done to us for almost the whole year. On the surface it seemed justified, but I understood a crucial difference.

While Astor ignored us, we all had each other. While we ignored Astor, he had nobody. It was difficult to justify counting Sophia since I hadn't seen them together since the middle of the Primrose dance.

Everyone had improved in Shifter Dynamics, me included. Not even Eshed had worried about taking a break or the order in which we did our demonstrations. Like Breath Channeling, we were all stronger in this subject, probably with the expectation that we'd do bigger things next year.

The second day of exams was boring in comparison to the first. After sitting to take the History exam, I knew I’d do well enough that filling in the answers felt simplistic.

Because of the teamwork between sections on Sunday during our ramble, all of my classmates found enough organisms with a level of ease not far off from mine. Except for Astor, whose efforts and results matched what he'd done in winter.

I was surprised I bore no ill will toward my friends matching or potentially surpassing me in my best subject. Instead, my chest swelled with pride and love for all of them.

The Literature exam was shorter than expected, with fewer questions in the multiple-choice and short-answer sections. This was because we had to write four paragraphs about a work we'd studied that had particularly impacted us.

I chose “Everyone Is Lonely” by Billy-Ray Belcourt, focusing on how the poem reminds us that nobody knows exactly how to avoid feeling alone. The description of people as being “broken twigs” impacted me because I’d known and witnessed so many who fit that image. Me included.

That night, after dinner, I walked toward the Tourmaline dorm alone, enjoying the night. Or so I thought.

At the cypress tree line, Gerah fluttered down from the boughs overhead. He hovered beneath one off the edge of the path and beckoned. I went to him.

“I have news from Irah. It’s technically not for you, but you’re the only person I can think of who might view this situation with logic and reason, then pass the information along to the person who needs to hear it.”

“Why not tell them yourself?”

“Ah, well. I tried and was turned away.”

“Okay, who’s it for and what’s the word, Gerah?”

“It’s for the led—. Er. For Miss Sophia.”

“Oh, Gerah. I agree. She does need help. But honestly, sending me might make things worse.”

A twig snapped beside me. I turned my head to find Scald standing there.

“Don’t worry, Linden. I’ll take the message to her, whatever it is. I’m harder to turn away than most people.”

“That’s a relief.” Gera’s chimes reflected that statement. “Here it is. Please inform Miss Sophia Leda that her swan monarch mantle’s magic can be restored as though it were brand-new. However, the only being who can do such a thing is a High Celestial, and they only negotiate with persons of worth.”

My stomach dropped, weighed down by the unfairness of it all. “There’s no way she’s worthy. Why bother telling her something when it’s so improbable?”

“Because the rules of the Over dictate that an intermediary can speak on her behalf if she grants them permission to do so.”

Scald winked and gave Gerah a thumbs-up. “Got it. Not impossible or even improbable. Just your garden-variety unlikely. That’s never stopped me, I’m going.”

Scald turned on the path and headed toward the other dormitories. I moved to follow, but she stopped and put a hand on my shoulder.

“Go back inside and rest.”

“Why?”

“Because you were right earlier, Linden. Sophia won’t listen to you or anyone you’re with. Emi says she’s spent the last three nights in her room cursing your name specifically.”

“What makes you think she’ll treat you any differently?”

“I have my ways.”

“Okay, Scald. I believe you. See you in a half-hour.”

“Don’t panic if it’s not until tomorrow morning.”

“What about lights out? We’re so close to the end of term and there are rules, and—well. I don’t want you caught out alone ever again.”

“If I’m caught out of the Tourmaline dorm, it won’t be alone. Remember what I said to Emi the day that brute broke her elbow?”

“Nobody’s alone.”

“Exactly. Thanks for caring. The worlds need more of that. See you when I see you.”

I didn’t go back to the dorm right away as she’d asked. Instead, I watched her traverse the distance between the cypress line and the Aventurine dorm, not moving until I saw Emi open the door and let her inside.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
TOUCH THE FIRE


Scald

I hugged my most recent date mate before heading up the stairs of the Aventurine dorm.

“Thanks, Emi. You’re the best.”

“Any time. But are you sure you can help her?”

“No. That won’t stop me from trying.”

“After everything, aren’t you worried she’ll hate on you more?”

“She could hate me with her whole heart and still shouldn’t be stuck in whatever mess this is alone. I’ve got thick scales, don’t worry. Anyway, I think I’ve heard all her barbs already. They’ll bounce off.”

“Okay. Holler down the hall if you need me.”

“Thanks.”

The second floor was deserted. I already knew Brady was still at the library, cramming until the last minute, and the rest of Aventurine lived on the first floor. Still, I approached Sophia’s door with caution.

I shouldn't have bothered. The door didn't sit quite right in its frame and hadn't latched the whole way. No light came through the crack, but I didn't have to wonder whether Sophia had already gone to sleep.

She was awake and weeping. I conjured the smallest flame I could in my left hand and pushed the door open with my right. It creaked slightly, like the floor. I closed the door behind me as soon as I cleared it. Then I walked toward the fireplace where Sophia slouched on the floor with her hands over her face.

I got down there with her, sitting crisscross apple sauce before the marble that jutted from the hearth. After that I put my hand in the fireplace, searching for the log that should have been there. It had reduced to mostly ash.

“Leave that alone. I want it,” Sophia snarled.

“Cold night or something else?”

“The fury of a thousand suns, which is the sum total of my hatred for you.”

“I feel that.”

“I’m not joking. It’s a warning. Get out of here.”

“I can't. I've got a message for you.”

“Tell Astor I don't want to see him now.”

“It’s not from him. It's from the Over, actually.”

“Now you sound like plant number two.”

“Probably because Linden's usually the one doing the delivery service thing. Anyway, should I banish this flame and turn the light on before I get started?”

“No. There's one more piece of firewood left, leaning against the wall to your right. Burn it down, like you lot did with everything else.”

I said nothing, only retrieved the log, tossed it into the grate, and let it touch the fire. It caught without help from my magic, despite the humidity around the falls this time of year. Once it flared, I scooted around to face Sophia. She stayed in her original position, glaring into the flames.

“Let's hear this then.”

“Tonight, Gerah said that the High Celestials have a way to renew your mantle.”

She turned her head, gaze turning cold as ice. It reminded me of Brady and how he put on his stage face to perform. Sophia was no actress. The mask wouldn’t stick. Tears overflowed the corners of her eyes. She croaked out six words.

“Where were they all this time?”

“Looking for a solution to your problem, which they weren’t aware existed until the end of fall semester, thank you very much. Do you want me to continue or not?”

She pressed her lips into a thin, flat line but nodded. I gave her the rest of the details about Gerah’s message. She hung her head and echoed Linden’s earlier thoughts.

“I'm not worthy. I'll never be.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Is that a serious question?”

“Yes. I want you to explain it to me as if we'd never met.”

“Fine. You want to know what I've done? Get comfortable. Be forewarned, the weight of everything all this time nearly crushed the life out of me.”

She had no idea how familiar that sounded, but now was the time to listen, not trade battle scars.

I nodded. “Go on.”

“Your celestials aren't the first to offer to fix my problem. Before you ask, I still don't know who they are. This other person started friendly, then turned evil once they’d snared me. Their terms seemed quick and easy at first, too. Quid pro quo, I learn and do things they want me to, and they funnel power at me. It turned out to be a one-way dead-end street.”

“What kind of things did they ask for?”

“Information about the lot of you Tourmalines, to start with. I held that end of the bargain up, although they came back and said it wasn't enough. They wanted me to cause trouble. First to make Zillah too frightened to stay at school, but she started going to therapy on week one so that was a bust. After that it was Uri. I was supposed to get him expelled, but that didn't happen. I tried so hard, too.”

“What did you do to him?”

“Oh, watch out. Here comes Scald’s flaming sword of judgment.”

“Not even. He’s got a temper so it’s hard to parse and sort his outbursts. Anyway, you're judging yourself right now. You said this would kill you if you didn't get it off your chest, so.” I shrugged.

“If you must know, I saw right away that Uri had a crush on Linden so I messed with her every time he was nearby. It almost worked, but she stopped him from lashing out for some unfathomable reason. He was different when he came back after winter break, and I had to try something else. So I asked my mysterious contact what to do next. They told me to lean on Astor despite the fact they knew my side of that relationship was totally fake.”

“Wait a minute, you didn't even think he was cute or anything?”

“Oh, he's handsome and fun to be alone with if you know what I mean. But I've known for a long time that I'll never fall in love with a boy. That’s why I chose him to poach from your group after Wren defected. Easy to win over once Zillah rejected him. Also no risk for either of us because the mantle makes me oviparous like you hatchlings.”

“I already knew that last part, but the rest is a surprise. So the stories are true. You lose your mantle if you fall in love.”

“A limitation because of the depleted magic but that's right. Love, if it’s true and results in a kiss. A fake relationship seemed like a win-win at first, but then Astor started falling for me. He got insistent about certain things that I still wasn't sure I wanted with him. It’s one thing, being with someone experienced who won’t get attached. It’s entirely different being someone’s first time when it’s not yours. I’d been to places Astor still hasn’t, you see.”

“Oh, I totally get that part. Let me guess. You asked mystery frenemy how to handle the Astor situation again.”

She nodded. “Do you know what they told me?”

“To go full steam ahead and hurt Astor on purpose. Break his heart, right?”

“Worse. To hurt all of you by giving him what he wanted. Without my mantle, by removing it secretly. So he can’t father clutches in the future.”

“Fewmets, that’s awful.”

Sophia’s eyes and nose leaked worse than the faucets in the humanities building’s bathroom. I rose, got a box of tissues from her bedside table, brought them over, and sat with her again.

“Use some of these. You're kind of a mess.”

“I know, right? Most of you think I'm a horrible person, and maybe I am. I take what I want from people and put them down on purpose, and that's how I've always been. But consent is a whole different story. A line I won’t cross.

“With those instructions, I'd violate his entire life. So when the time came, I asked if I could take the mantle off. He said no and stormed out so I let him leave. But this time I didn't tell the frightful frenemy or ask their advice. Somehow, it took a while, but they found out anyway.

“Since then they gave me an ultimatum to just do it. I didn’t meet it during Rec Week so they gave me one last threat. The night of the dance they made good on it. Ashes, ashes, they all fall down. Now I'm stuck with a failing mantle, and I have to go home over the summer where my parents will try to set me up with some nice girl they approve of. I might not even be back next year if hearts move in ways I can’t control.”

“What happens to your mantle?”

“One of my sisters will get it but be less powerful than I am now. And I'll never fly again, just live the rest of my life like the mundane I am.”

“Tiamat’s Scales, Sophia. You've been through the wringer all year, and none of us had any idea.”

“Would you have cared if you did?”

“All of this? Hell yeah, I'd care, just like tonight. It feels like the end of the world, facing all of this by yourself. Especially the thought of losing the sky.”

“How would you know?”

“Because it almost happened to me. I screwed up and got caught. The punishment was shredding my wings. Then an hour shy of sunset the day before that was set to happen, someone stepped in and made a difference.”

“One of those girls you call a sister, I bet?”

“No, she was a total stranger. Didn’t know me from a hole in the wall.”

“So why did she help you?”

“For the same reason I decided to march in here and help you, Sophia. Because girls protect girls. Even if we aren’t friends or don’t like each other. Nobody should have to go through something like this.”

“Well, now I know the why and the what of this. But how?”

“Fortunately, someone owes me a favor. Would you mind if I opened your window? Or will too much of the thousand suns’ heat get out?”

“I guess that’s not so important anymore. Go on.”

I stood, walked toward the window, put my hands on the sash, and lifted. It rattled as it opened, but that didn't matter. I stuck my head out and called for the one being I knew could help us get where we needed to go. Three times, as he’d specified that day in the woods.

“Gerah! Gerah! Gerah!”

He translocated inches away from my nose. I giggled, then leaned back into the room. The celestial moved inside, and I closed the window after him. Sophia was standing, face still red but at least cleaned up thanks to the tissues.

“What can I do for you, Miss Scald?”

“You probably already figured this out, but I'd like you to translocate myself and Sophia here to the Over. On a mission to meet with the High Celestials.”

“Well, I assume that means you're calling in the favor I granted you. Is that correct?”

“It is.”

“One point of clarity. While I can translocate you both, I can't get you an audience. However, by way of your assistance to me, I believe Irah might be moved to do that task. He's in the Over now, so I'll bring you to him. Does that sound fair?”

“As the balmiest spring day.”

“Close your eyes, both of you.”

I did. A moment later, I felt a weightless floating sensation, like being in water but better. It took all my willpower not to shift into dragon form. When I opened my eyes, I was on a strange horizon between two fields, one of gold and another of blue. Sophia floated beside me.

“I don't like it here,” she remarked.

“It's unnatural for sure, but we'll get through it.”

I held my hand out to her, not expecting her to take it. She did, surprising me. If she was scared, I didn't blame her. The only reason I wasn't was because I'd already heard descriptions of this place from several people. Irah appeared before us.

“Greetings. Gerah has apprised me of your situation.”

“Thanks for coming so quickly. I might as well get to the point. Can you get us an audience with a High Celestial, Irah?” I asked.

“I am able and inclined to do so for you, Miss Scald. This other girl, I'm not sure about. Miss Linden has implied that the two of you are adversaries. Why exactly are you here together?”

I put a hand over my mouth to keep the words that threatened to spill out inside. Irah had mentioned that Gerah told him that information already. So, this was a bit of a puzzle, which required thinking before I acted or spoke. No easy feat for someone like me but challenges were worthwhile. I wouldn't be here if that had been an obstacle. Still, I didn’t know how to proceed.

Sophia figured it out before I did.

“Scald and I have come to an understanding. I’ve asked her to be my intermediary since I'm not worthy to stand before a High Celestial. She's agreed to speak on my behalf, and I give her my express permission to do so.”

“That sounds reasonable. I shall grant your request and ask for an audience. However, I bear no responsibility should either or both of the High Celestials object and refuse you.”

“That’s fair,” Sophia agreed.

Irah vanished, and I settled in expecting to wait a long time. Celestials didn’t always have a handle on the mundane experience of its passage. A moment later, a flare like the heart of the sun engulfed us. I opened my mouth, expecting it to hurt but it didn't. The light surrounding us was cool instead of hot. After seven seconds it faded into a twilit scene.

A massive being towered over us with a central orb spinning like a dusky backlit globe depicting the constellations. Eyes winked out at us from this, alongside the starlit pinpoints. Feathery wings, too massive for me to see much farther than their attachment point, jutted out in all directions around the being.

So, this was a High Celestial. One of only two, from all I’d heard. Both Sophia and I had burned down a year’s worth of enmity and pain to get this far, so I squared my shoulders and prepared to rise to the occasion. Make the most of this opportunity.

“Greetings, High One of the Over. My name is Under Hatched Scald of the Flaming Wings, from the Uncharted Isles, the Harcourt House for Homeless Hatchlings, and most recently Weir Academy. This is my peer and classmate Sophia Leda. I'm told she's not worthy to make this request of you on her own, so I'm speaking for her.”

The voice came from all around us and within at the same time. At least it didn't reverberate. That would have been way too disorienting.

“What is the request?”

“As her name implies, Sophia is a swan monarch, a leda. Through the millennia the Over spent in isolation, her mantle’s magic has waned. It's gotten so bad that other beings out in the mundane and perhaps elsewhere seek to take advantage of the magic your realm has blessed ours with. The only reason Sophia isn't worthy of making this request is because of a being like that, making demands in exchange for promises without the intention to deliver on them. Please set the situation right and restore the magic to this, your creation.”

“I sense she's done no small measure of the aforementioned wrongs directly to you. Why did you choose to speak on her behalf?”

“High One, I am still young for one of my kind, but I know this much. Nobody's ever corrected past wrongs without somebody deciding to start doing right.”

“Do you not want justice?”

“I believe this is justice. Restoration for Sophia and others like her, hopefully before they’re taken advantage of. What I don't want is revenge, if that's what you're asking. She acted from a place of pain, and I have already forgiven her.”

“You may answer this one question, Miss Sophia Leda. Do you accept this forgiveness?”

“Yes, although I’m not sure I deserve it, High One.”

The High Celestial blinked their largest eye. I got the impression that they spoke, although they weren’t words I could hear. Perhaps they weren’t meant for me. Once that feeling ended, they waved one wing.

“I believe this concludes our audience, young flame dragon. Return now to your realm with the leda. I suspect she shall chart a brighter course this time.”

Before I could take a breath to give a word of thanks, we were back in Sophia’s room. The first light of dawn had just begun to shine through the window.

I squared my shoulders, preparing to turn and face her and make an apology of my own. Because we’d failed, surely. The High One made no mention of granting the renewal.

One look at her face banished that entire idea.

Sophia’s cheeks were tear-stained again, but her face blazed with an expression I'd never seen on it. The only reason I identified the emotion there was because it had burned through me, heart and soul, after my own dark night of despair.

Hope, raised from the ashes.


EPILOGUE
SWAN’S GRACE


Sophia

I went to the Magiscience exam in my pajamas. Don't worry. I washed my face and brushed my teeth and hair. It occurred to me that I didn't have to do anything I didn't want to. Not anymore, not even the little things.

I'd suffer consequences for certain shirking, like if I outright skipped that exam, which I wouldn't. Or if I hunted down and tried to apprehend the architect of last year's torment without backup and before we were ready.

Recognizing and using discretion was nothing like living without freedom.

Although I hadn't breathed a word of it to anybody yet, the High Celestial I suspected was of the Right Hand Path had renewed my mantle. My parents deserved to hear that news first. Along with the High One’s demand that in exchange for their assistance, I find others in my predicament and speak for them as they brought their mantles for renewal as Scald had done for me.

I’d write to Harcourt House to inform her of the details sometime after I returned home, along with my Aventurine section mates and my classmates in Tourmaline. Maybe someday they’d want to be my friends, but I'd have to prove myself to them first. Earning their forgiveness was unlikely but not impossible. Like other things I’d managed recently, with no small amount of help.

The High Celestial had told me something else. I wouldn't lose my mantle and with it my ability to fly. Not by falling in love or using my powers too often. Nor would the enchantment diminish with time as long as the Over remained open. The mantle would only leave me through death or of my free will. The sky was mine for as long as I wished or lived. I’d never be mundane again. Perhaps in some ways, I never truly had been.

After the written exam, I stood in the science building’s hallway staring at my fuzzy ducky slippers. It truly seemed strange, feeling a sense of whimsy at them again. That emotion was like a long-absent friend, one I hadn't seen since the day before I'd inherited the mantle in its limited state.

Miss Bissette stopped before me, smiled down at my slippers too, then neutralized her expression before looking at me. I didn’t blame her. Yesterday’s me would certainly have scowled back at the teacher’s smile.

“Miss Leda, who would you be most comfortable working with? Mr. Silver?”

“If it's all the same to you, Miss Bissette, I’d like to try working with Scald.”

“Is this okay with you, Scald?” the teacher asked.

“Oh, sure. I’d love that, actually.”

Miss Bissette shrugged and waved me toward the girl who had unexpectedly unshackled me and all the others who would inherit the mantle after me. I understood now that I hadn't ever truly hated her. The chief emotion in my heart had been envy. Utterly unjustified, in light of the past despair she’d unveiled.

Maybe everyone else I'd met was like that. Surviving through some long and secret pain, getting by as best they could beneath untold burdens. I'd never been a particularly kind person and probably never would be. Perhaps I had it in me to watch and listen more in the future.

After finishing the practical with all possible confidence, I lingered to the left of the science building’s door, waiting. I still needed to speak to one person before leaving Weir Academy for the summer.

Astor Silver stepped across the bleak marble threshold behind Emi. She took one look at my face and made herself scarce, a wise decision although today’s reasons differed from yesterday’s. He approached, leaned one hand on the wall, and stood in front of me.

“I'll miss you this summer,” he remarked.

“That's the thing, Astor. I'm afraid I won't miss you.”

I ducked out from under his arm and walked around the side of the building to an area with less traffic. There were no bystanders, which turned out to be impeccably convenient because he followed, unfortunately.

“What?”

“I can't date you anymore. Probably I shouldn't date anyone else for a while either.”

“Why?”

“I've been a wreck all year.”

“I know that. That's why I've stuck by you all this time. Because you needed me. Or so I thought.”

“I thought I did too, but it was for all the wrong reasons. Astor, think. All this time have we ever really been together because we need each other? Like, and this will sound so pop psychology of me, but in a healthy way?”

“Everybody's messed up one way or another, Sophia. You and I are no different.”

“But we are. If anything, you're more messed up than before we got involved, and I'm sorry about that.”

“Then help me fix it.”

“Believe me, I'm trying to do exactly that. Go back home to Salem and ask your dad to send you to one of his colleagues of the psychiatric variety. Or find a different doctor if that's more comfortable for you.”

“But Sophia, I love you.”

I hung my head, too overcome with guilt to speak for a moment. I'd never meant for my involvement with Astor to go this far, not even at my most desperate. But I had to own my mistakes, so I told him an abridged version of my oppression as revealed to Scald the night before.

“It's okay if you hate me now,” I finished.

“I don't hate you, Sophia. Whoever did that to us is evil.”

“Oh, you poor boy. They did it to me. Everything that happened to you and everyone else is my fault, coerced or not. I can't be sorry for not loving you and not being able to. That's how I'm built. But please, let me apologize for hurting you with my deception. I won't let it happen again.”

“I'll believe it when I see it. You're apologizing to everyone else too, right?”

“Yes, but I've got to pack up and leave for home. There’s work to do back there, you see. Thirteen tasks I owe to others, to start with. I’ll be writing to our classmates between those endeavors.”

“Then I'll be watching. Making sure you keep your word on that.”

“Good. I'd expect nothing less of a fellow like you. Goodbye, Astor.”

“Goodbye, Sophia.”

He turned and strode away across the common. Sunlight glinted off his hair. I couldn't afford to watch him for more than a few moments, so I hurried back to my dorm.

The last thing I wanted to do was miss a flight.

The End

This story continues in book four, Wings of Zephyr.


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues with book 4, Wings of Zephyr, coming soon to Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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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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