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			To my OD (Original Delinquent) Shannon DesRoche:

			My world changed forever the day we decided to sit together back in grade five.

			Thank you for making my life bolder, brighter, and so much more fun.
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			The Five Official Magecraft Categories, 
as defined by the Worldwide Magecraft School Board 
in association with the 
Worldwide Magecraft Coalition (est. 1695):

			[image: ] Conjurer

			
				Definition: Able to summon elements or objects and manipulate them, including telekinesis and teleportation.

				Specializations: Earth, Air, Fire, Water, Objects

			

			[image: ] Caster

			
				Definition: Able to alter the way something is perceived or how it behaves, or change something into something else.

				Specializations: Illusions, Transformations, Transfigurations

			

			[image: ] Chemist

			
				Definition: Able to sense and detect ingredients, or influence the growth of vegetation.

				Specializations: Potions, Poisons, Plants

			

			[image: ] Clairvoyant

			
				Definition: Able to see and interact with the unseen, including the dead, the future, and the minds of others.

				Specializations: Mediumship, Precognition, Extrasensory Perception

			

			[image: ] Charisma

			
				Definition: Able to control, cajole, and communicate with animals or people.

				Specializations: Taming, Influencing
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			1

			Trouble

			Lavinia Lucas was in trouble. Again.

			She sat outside the headmaster’s office, stinking of smoke and singed fabric as she slouched in an overstuffed armchair, her feet dangling and her arms crossed. Waiting.

			The waiting was always the worst part. The teachers liked to throw her foreboding looks as they passed—their lips tight with disappointment—while the other students whispered and giggled behind their hands.

			What did Lavinia Lucas do this time?

			“Jessie Davies said she was caught with a boy behind the bleachers,” one girl said, loudly enough for her voice to carry. Vin rolled her eyes.

			“I heard she tried to set Amy Carmichael’s hair on fire,” piped in an older boy, craning his neck to get a look at Vin as he and his friends passed. That one was at least close to the truth. Amy had been there, anyway.

			And there had also been fire.

			“That’s not it. Her parents wrote the school saying they can’t pay her tuition, and when Miss Thornbury told her, she had a fit.”

			Untrue. Even if Vin’s parents paid her tuition—which they didn’t—they wouldn’t bother to write the school to refuse. They’d just ignore it, like they did all the letters sent their way.

			Vin lurched upright in her chair. Her sudden movement made the passing students jump and skitter away as if she were a rabid dog straining against her leash.

			She smiled darkly as she settled back into her seat. That was the one good part about her growing reputation. Since the gossip about her was always so far-fetched and unreliable, nobody actually knew what she was capable of. So, they were afraid of her.

			To be fair, even Vin didn’t really know what she might do next. Sometimes it was fire and smoke—like today—and other times it was raining ice and sleet…or cats and dogs. With every detention and expulsion, with every scorch mark and emotionally scarred staff member, the legend grew.

			And after three detentions in one week—a new record—she had leapfrogged idle curiosity and mob mentality to land squarely on fear, all before her two-week anniversary. The school year was off to a great start.

			“The headmaster is ready for you,” said the secretary, pointing Vin to the headmaster’s open door. The instant Vin stepped through, the door snapped shut behind her.

			She walked into the center of the room, chin held high. Her long curtain of dark hair hung lank around her face, smelling of smoke and crusted with fire extinguisher goop. Burnt pieces of her school blazer flaked off, leaving a trail of ashes on the thick woven rug.

			The headmaster of Strictland School of Magic watched her approach, seated behind his massive oak desk, looming above her like a judge in a courtroom. He gestured for her to sit, so she perched on the rickety wooden chair before him. There was no point in making herself too comfortable. She knew what was coming, and it wouldn’t take long.

			“Lavinia, Lavinia, Lavinia,” he said, more and more gravely with each repetition, until her name sounded like a gong heralding the end of the world. Headmaster Pratt’s graying hair was combed neatly across his forehead, attempting to conceal a shining bald patch, and he wore a sweater vest with the Strictland emblem embroidered on the chest. His hands were knitted together on the desk before him, resting on her open—and uncommonly thick—file.

			“Vin,” she corrected stiffly. She hated her full name, which always made her feel like she was in trouble. Of course, she was in trouble, so perhaps she ought to let him use it to avoid confusion.

			“Yes, well,” he said, smiling tightly at her. “We have much to discuss today, La—Miss Lucas, and none of it good.”

			Vin squirmed uneasily. If “Lavinia” meant she was in trouble, “Miss Lucas” surely meant she was in big trouble. Surname trouble.

			“It was an accident,” she said automatically. She knew it didn’t matter, that the truth never mattered, but it was all part of the song and dance that was Vin’s life at school.

			“An accident?” repeated someone from behind Vin, making her jump. She whirled around to see a woman seated in the corner of the room, next to the door. As the woman got to her feet, she looked to Vin like a flagpole in a tweed suit. She was tall and rake thin, her spine ramrod straight, her curly hair pinned down and stiff with hairspray.

			Vin hadn’t noticed her when she’d come in, her own attention too focused on Headmaster Pratt—her judge, jury, and executioner. But now she had to wonder…was this woman here for the defense or the prosecution?

			“Ah, yes,” the headmaster said, clearing his throat. He seemed…not cross, exactly, but perhaps irked that this woman had interrupted what was meant to be his interrogation. As far as Vin could tell, getting students in trouble was a headmaster’s primary role and single source of joy in any given school year.

			“Miss Lucas, this is Mrs. Priscilla Prim. She’s an inspector sent by the school board.”

			Well, this was something new.

			And also, Vin suspected, something bad.

			Mrs. Prim nodded at Vin, her lips pursed, and came to stand next to the headmaster’s desk, hands clasped behind her back. “I am here, Miss Lucas, to determine if said accident is likely to occur again. The purpose of magecraft education, as defined in the Treaty of 1695, is to teach discipline and restraint. To teach control.”

			Vin was very familiar with the tenets of the Treaty, which had been ranted and recited at her all her life.

			Magic must be controlled.

			Magic must be contained.

			Magic is a privilege, not a right.

			“Your reckless use of magic and wanton destruction of school property are serious matters, with or without intent,” Mrs. Prim continued. “And thus, we must discuss alternative solutions.”

			“Alternative solutions…” Vin repeated blankly.

			“We requested the presence of your parents at this meeting,” the headmaster began uncomfortably, “but were unable to get in touch with them. It seems their address has changed in the short two weeks since your registration, and their phone number does not appear to be in service…” He trailed off, eyes narrowed in either confusion or suspicion, Vin couldn’t be sure.

			“Very strange,” Vin said, pushing him toward the former. The truth was, her parents never stayed in one place long enough to receive mail, and when they did, it was usually so far out of the way that by the time it arrived, the topic was no longer relevant—and the school on the letterhead a place Vin no longer attended.

			They “went where the work was,” according to them. Their field of study? Dung beetles. Vin had never seen two people more obsessed with insects than her parents, who were low-level mages with high-level curiosity when it came to bugs. They weren’t interested in anything with only two feet, and that included their daughter.

			The problem was, each time Vin attended a new school, she was required to file new paperwork. Apparently they didn’t like it when you left half the fields blank, so she’d started using fake addresses and a burner phone with an old voicemail recording, which was easier than actually trying to track her parents down. Most of the time, she didn’t even know which country they were living in. Was it Canada or Costa Rica? Mexico or Malta?

			So she filled out the forms and forged their signatures, and her school administrators simply assumed her parents didn’t answer mail or return calls, not that they never received them in the first place. By the time they might have started to worry, Vin was usually off again.

			She preferred that her parents were never reached, anyway, as they had no idea of their daughter’s nomadic education status—and they would only complicate matters. They might start asking questions. They might start caring. It would be a shock to Vin’s system.

			“While their presence would have been ideal, ultimately it makes little difference,” Mrs. Prim said, well…primly. “This is a decision for the school board alone.”

			“What decision?” Vin asked. Surely she was going to be expelled—these meetings always wound up with Vin expelled—and they had never needed her parents present to do that.

			“I think it comes as no surprise, Miss Lucas, that your time at Strictland must come to an end,” the headmaster said. “According to Miss Thornbury’s account, you terrorized your fellow classmates before setting the entire gymnasium on fire…”

			“It was only the banners,” Vin mumbled. Not because she had held back at all; they just happened to be the most flammable.

			The headmaster either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore her. “…showing a blatant disregard for your fellow students’ safety, not to mention the esteemed accomplishments of the students who have come before you.”

			Vin sighed. She knew for a fact that several of the banners she’d torched had had his name on them from his time here as a student, and clearly he was taking personal offense at their destruction.

			“Furthermore, your file details a long, thorough, and rather sordid track record of similar misdeeds,” the headmaster continued. “Not only was this not the first fire you set in a school, it was not the first in a gymnasium, nor the first time the hallowed school banners paid the price.”

			Vin opened her mouth, ready to tell him the whole story—the fact that it had been a fire conjuring class, and when the teacher’s back was turned, the other students kept throwing sparks at Vin. She did what she always did when she was bullied: she absorbed the pain and the magic, refusing to let them push her into retaliation, knowing how it would end…but inevitably, by the time the last burning spark hit Vin’s skin, it was too late. She barely felt it, her own body burning up from the inside out.

			And then she lost control. She unleashed all the anger and the magic that had been brimming up inside her, going off like a bomb in the gymnasium, when the strongest fire Conjurer in their school could do no more than summon a handful of flames in the palm of their hand.

			Vin wanted to tell him they were lucky the fire had gone straight up to the rafters and not outward, like it had done in the past. She wanted to tell him they were lucky she hadn’t turned her magic on the other students on purpose, like they constantly accused her of.

			But Vin’s magic was wild, it was powerful, and it was utterly out of her control. And whether she intended it or not, that went against everything Strictland—and every other magecraft school she’d ever been to—stood for.

			It was wrong, which meant Vin was wrong, too.

			“And so,” Mrs. Prim said, “for reasons the headmaster has pointed out, your time at the Strictland School of Magic is over. You are expelled.”

			For some reason, the word hit harder than usual. Maybe because Vin knew there was more still to come.

			“Typically,” Mrs. Prim continued, “such a student would transfer to another one of the fine magecraft institutions under the school board’s banner, but alas, Miss Lucas, you have already done a rather thorough tour, from Los Angeles to Montreal and everywhere in between, not to mention several months in Alaska and a few short stints overseas. But it seems you have reached the end of the line.”

			“The end of the line?” Vin blurted, truly alarmed for the first time all day—including when she’d inadvertently burst into flame. “But what about Australia? Asia? There must be a magecraft school or two in Antarctica?”

			“There are indeed schools in those places…but none that will have you. I’m afraid your record speaks for itself.”

			“I…” Vin began, hands gripping the sides of her chair so tightly the wood creaked. If no schools would have her…where would she go?

			Would they send her home?

			But she didn’t have a home.

			All her life, Vin and her parents had slept in tents and trailers, in strange environmentalist communes and even a cave once. It had felt exciting when she was young, an adventure around the world, even if her parents barely noticed her and half the time she didn’t have a room or even a bed to herself. But the older she got, the more she saw things clearly.

			They weren’t leading Vin on an adventure. They were carrying her around like luggage—no, like an old piece of furniture. She was a burden, something that didn’t really fit into their life but they were saddled with all the same. That’s why they’d ditched her at boarding school the first chance they’d gotten and hadn’t looked back since.

			“What does that mean?” she choked out, panic high in her throat.

			“It means,” Mrs. Prim began, plucking a piece of paper from the top of the headmaster’s folder and revealing a large wooden stamp, which had been held behind her back, “that you have been branded a magical delinquent.”

			She brought the stamp down onto the paper with a resounding thump, leaving the words glistening in bright red ink.

			“And for such students, there is only one place you can go.”

			Please don’t say home, please don’t say home. Vin had been to eight schools in three years, nine if you counted that weekend in South Africa before the school was closed down, unrelated to Vin’s arrival—she was pretty sure—and all of them, with their uptight teachers and cruel students, were preferable to being sent to her parents.

			To being sent where she wasn’t wanted.

			And at least at boarding school she had a bed, however temporary.

			“See this as an opportunity,” the headmaster said bracingly, adding the newly stamped page from Mrs. Prim to her file before handing Vin a different piece of paper. A transfer form. “We think that with proper focused attention and a rigorous curriculum—”

			“Coupled with stern discipline,” interjected Mrs. Prim.

			“—you could turn it around. But this is your last chance, Miss Lucas. I suggest you make the most of it. If you are expelled again, you will be labeled a dropout and blacklisted from the Worldwide Magecraft School System. Forever. That means no further education, magical or otherwise. No job. No future.”

			Vin looked down at the paper, reading the name of her new school. The Last Hope School for Magical Delinquents.

			No, it wasn’t just her last chance.

			It was her last hope.
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			Planes, Trains, and Two Automobiles

			Vin walked out the front door of the Strictland School of Magic before the hour was out.

			Mrs. Prim assured her she had time to pack and say her goodbyes, but as she’d never bothered to unpack in the first place and the only kind of goodbye she wanted to say involved more fire and destruction of school property, she’d simply removed her school blazer—the yellow thread still smoking along the edges of the embroidered crest—before pulling her suitcase out from underneath her bed and making for the door.

			Vin strolled down the hall, head held high and suitcase wheels squeaking. Students in her path flattened themselves against the walls as if any stray bit of fabric—or protruding limb—was likely to spontaneously combust.

			Clearly, news of what had actually happened in the gymnasium had reached the student body. Good thing she was on her way out and wouldn’t have to deal with this every day. Instead, she was heading to a school filled with magical delinquents, with people like…her.

			By the time she reached the entrance hall and Mrs. Prim, the wide staircase and second-story banister were filled to the brim with staring faces.

			“What’s this?” said Mrs. Prim, frowning at the gathered students. “They shouldn’t be wandering the halls before dinner or crowding the foyer. Where are the teachers?”

			Vin looked around, and the crowd flinched—including Miss Thornbury, who ducked behind a taller student.

			Mrs. Prim’s frown deepened, and she tried to salvage her understanding of the situation. “I suppose they’re here to see you off.”

			“No,” Vin said, turning her back on the congregation and striding past Mrs. Prim out the open door. “They’re here to make sure I’m gone for good.”

			Mrs. Prim followed Vin outside, where a sleek black car was parked on the drive, the perfectly manicured lawns sprawling all around.

			The chauffeur took Vin’s luggage, depositing it in the trunk before opening the door for Mrs. Prim, who sat up front next to him. Vin sat alone in the back, getting the door for herself before staring out the tinted windows as Strictland slowly disappeared over the ridge.

			Mrs. Prim twisted around in her seat. “Since your parents are, ah, unavailable,” she said, going for delicate but just drawing more attention to the fact that Vin’s mother and father couldn’t be bothered with her, no matter the circumstances, “I will act as your chaperone and see you safely escorted to your new school. It will be a long journey—there will be a plane and a train.”

			“And an automobile,” Vin added dully, recalling the name of an old movie.

			Mrs. Prim’s brows pinched together. Another frown.

			“Well, yes. We’re in one right now.”

			Vin smiled blandly at her. Long journey indeed.

			“So, what about tuition?” Vin asked.

			Magical school tuition was government funded, but that only covered local day schools, not boarding schools. After her first incident, when it became clear Vin’s magic would require special attention, she’d been shipped to boarding school, which cost extra. Her grandfather had footed the bills…until he’d died six months ago.

			He had been, if possible, even more distant than her parents—she’d only met him twice—but at least his address didn’t always change.

			And his checks didn’t bounce.

			Vin still remembered the shock when the first invoice had arrived—this time for shattering all the windows in the school cafeteria—months after failing to reach her parents and being returned to sender.

			There had been so many zeroes.

			It had taken eight phone calls and at least six voicemails, but she’d finally managed to get her father on the line.

			He had sounded distracted, only half listening as he spoke to someone else in the room—her mother, maybe? “What’s that, Lavinia? Speak louder. Did you say thousand?” He’d barked a laugh. “Don’t be absurd, darling. We’re scholars, not rock stars. Check in with the accountant, won’t you? Gotta run. Mom’s got some fresh samples for me to look at. Study hard.” And then he’d hung up. Vin might have been more upset if she hadn’t been cringing at the thought of what “fresh samples” meant in the context of people who studied insects who ate poop.

			Once the revulsion had worn off, she’d turned her attention to tracking down the accountant her father had mentioned. As it turned out, her grandfather had left her a small inheritance, which had covered all her expenses until now, but even those funds were in danger of drying up.

			In her experience, most schools required payment up front before she could be enrolled.

			“The Last Hope School for Magical Delinquents receives private funding. As such, tuition is free.”

			Vin gaped. Free? A strange, warm feeling filled her chest. Was that relief? Happiness? Or the sense that maybe, for once, things might get easier for her and not harder?

			“Where is this school, anyway?” she asked, pushing aside the confusing emotions.

			Where would the Worldwide Magecraft School Board send its most delinquent students? Somewhere extremely isolated, no doubt, where they wouldn’t risk damaging the nearby properties. High in the mountains or on some remote island, maybe, with first-rate, military-level security and—

			“New Jersey.”

			“Where?” Vin asked in confusion.

			Mrs. Prim gave her frowniest frown, as if her impression of Vin’s schooling—already low—was rapidly plummeting. “It’s one of the fifty states that make up the United States of America, of course. It is situated on the east coast, right near—”

			“I know what it is,” Vin cut in, offended despite herself. Her education might have been patchy, but she managed decent marks when she wasn’t setting things on fire. “I was just…surprised, is all.”

			“It’s a top-rate facility, I assure you.”

			“Are there others? Schools for magical delinquents?”

			“Well…not as such.”

			“So it’s not a top facility; it’s the only facility.”

			Mrs. Prim seemed to consider that, her expression going from pensive to dismissive and then back to her Resting Frown Face. “Back in my day, students like yourself—”

			“Magical delinquents,” Vin offered helpfully.

			“—didn’t get a ‘last chance.’ They were expunged from the school system permanently, deemed unqualified to perform magic and a danger to society. The mark of a dropout stays with you for the rest of your life. So be grateful, Miss Lucas, that such a school exists at all.”

			Vin put on her sweetest, most syrupy smile. “I’m very grateful, Mrs. Prim. I cannot wait for this journey to be over.”

			Again, that puzzled look as Mrs. Prim tried to decide if Vin was being rude or obtuse. Eventually, she decided Vin meant no insult.

			She was wrong.

			“Yes, well—as I said, it will be long. First a plane, then a train, and then an automobile. Another automobile,” she clarified unnecessarily.

			Wow, two, Vin thought. She couldn’t sell enthusiasm even if she’d wanted to, and besides, with Mrs. Prim, it was better to be obtuse…for now. Once she arrived at her new school, it would be a different story entirely.

			She considered that as she leaned her head against first the window of the car, then the plane and, as promised, the train.

			By the time they encountered the second automobile—a dusty old truck with rounded wheel wells and several dents in the rusted red paint—Vin’s exhaustion had fled in favor of anxiety.

			But the look of horror on Mrs. Prim’s face as the vehicle rumbled to a stop at the curb of the train station helped a little.

			The driver leapt out of the front seat, his chauffeur’s hat askew. He looked like he was barely out of his teens.

			Mrs. Prim pressed a hand to her throat, as if she felt suddenly ill.

			“G’day,” the driver called brightly, swinging around the rumbling hood to greet them. “Mrs. Prim, Miss Lucas.”

			“What,” Mrs. Prim began loudly, halting him in his tracks, “happened to Mr. Parker?”

			“Slight mix-up,” the driver said with a crooked grin that matched his crooked hat, tie, and, well, everything. Even his shirt seemed to be tucked at an uneven angle, and his jacket sat lopsided on his shoulders. “Mr. Parker and his sensible sedan are halfway to Hoboken by now, which leaves you me”—he doffed his cap—“Mr. Fox, at your service.”

			He even looked like a fox, with his sly smile and the strands of red hair poking out from under his hat. “And this here is Ruby.” He gave the truck an affectionate pat. The exhaust pipe spat out a stream of black smoke in response. “Granted, she’s more rusty than ruby these days, but I don’t want to hurt the ol’ gal’s feelings,” he said conspiratorially, tossing Vin a wink. “Don’t worry; she’ll do well enough.”

			“How long is the drive?” Mrs. Prim asked delicately.

			“An hour, give or take,” he said, before turning to Vin. “Can I get your luggage?”

			She nodded, and Mr. Fox hoisted her suitcase up over his shoulder.

			“Anything breakable in here?” he asked conversationally.

			“Breakable? No, I—”

			Before she could finish, he had lobbed it into the bed of the truck. It bounced off the side before landing with a loud thump.

			Whistling, he turned back around.

			“I shall load my own luggage,” Mrs. Prim said, clutching her valise.

			He shrugged, unperturbed. “Suit yourself.”

			Mrs. Prim decided to keep the bag with her as she wrenched open the front door, the hinges screeching.

			“File in now,” Mr. Fox said, slamming the doors behind Vin and Mrs. Prim before hopping into the driver’s seat. “Please keep your arms and legs inside the vehicle at all times. Seat belts on? Good.”

			Vin had barely managed to click her buckle before she was slammed back into the seat with the force of Mr. Fox’s acceleration. The tires squealed as they fishtailed onto the road, and in front of her, Mrs. Prim literally clutched at her pearls.

			Mr. Fox smiled around at them both. “Next stop: Last Hope School for Magical Delinquents.”
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			Losers Weepers

			The journey across the new Jersey countryside was relatively uneventful—outside the truck. Inside, Mrs. Prim clung to the dashboard with a white-knuckle grip as Ruby tore down the highway, then several long, winding roads, and eventually a series of narrow dirt lanes.

			One of the truck’s windows was stuck partially rolled down, causing Mrs. Prim’s hair to break free of its restraints, and Vin made a game of watching each heavily hairsprayed curl pop loose. When the woman asked what that “god-awful smell” was, Mr. Fox replied simply, “New Jersey.”

			No matter the terrain, their chauffeur didn’t change his speed—which could best be described as “reckless”—or his carefree attitude. He chatted away, releasing his hold on the wheel to point out landmarks of absolutely zero importance, and twisted around in his seat to talk to Vin so often that at one point Mrs. Prim had to lunge forward and steer.

			Vin wondered if this was Mr. Fox’s first job—or, indeed, his first time driving—until he caught her eye in the rearview mirror and smirked.

			With his every word and action Mrs. Prim grew more tense and uneasy, but for Vin, the opposite happened. She even laughed.

			Mr. Fox reclaimed the wheel and eased Ruby off the shoulder, all while Mrs. Prim shouted at him, though it was hard to hear over the sound of gravel being kicked up against the underside of the truck.

			“…never seen…completely negligent…”

			“What was that?” Mr. Fox called back, grinning at her while the vehicle continued to speed along.

			Mrs. Prim frowned so deeply her face was in danger of collapsing in on itself, like a star. “I demand to see your license and registration at once.”

			Mr. Fox sighed with amusement, then held out his hand, where two pieces of identification appeared out of thin air, held like a pair of aces in a card game. He must be a Conjurer, then.

			Mrs. Prim squinted at them with difficulty as Ruby hit several bumps and potholes, but before she could open her mouth to respond, the truck came to a sudden stop.

			“Oh, look, we’re here,” Mr. Fox said lightly, the cards disappearing as he lowered his hand to shift the vehicle into park.

			Mrs. Prim seemed startled to have arrived, while Vin craned her neck, but all she saw at the end of the lane was more trees. They had been encroaching on the dirt path for a while now, stray branches whipping against the cab and arcing overhead to block out the sky and turn the road into a narrow green corridor.

			Then she spotted a red mailbox jutting crookedly out of the ground from a slight gap in the trees. Was that…the driveway?

			Mr. Fox cut the engine, and, in the sudden silence, Vin swallowed thickly.

			This was it, her last hope—just like the school name promised—and she had to make it work. If she couldn’t find a way to fit in here, she’d have nowhere left to go but back to her parents. This time next year she’d be in some rain-soaked tent in New Guinea, sorting dung samples and sharing her sleeping bag with whatever specimens her parents were studying that week. She wouldn’t even have mundane school to look forward to, because without passing magic school, she would be deemed unsafe and not allowed to attend.

			The truck door was wrenched open, and Mr. Fox appeared, bringing Vin back to the present. He offered a hand to help her clamber down while Mrs. Prim practically fell out of the front seat, still clutching her valise, her hair even more askew.

			“Come along, then, Miss Lucas,” Mr. Fox said, whistling cheerily as he fetched Vin’s suitcase from the bed of the truck and carried it over the rough and uneven ground.

			They approached the mailbox, and now Vin could see there was definitely a path of some sort. And there, in the trees…was that a wrought-iron fence?

			Still gathering herself, Mrs. Prim ambled over, her high heels sticking in the muddy lane and making her as wobbly as a baby deer.

			She fought her way through the underbrush until she found what she was looking for—the heavily chained and padlocked gate. Vin wondered if those safety measures were meant to keep danger out of the school, or to keep it in.

			The instant Mrs. Prim touched the lock, a flash of vivid blue light crawled outward across the rusted metal. For a second, the metal looked gleaming and new, but then Vin was staring at the patched and spotty gate again. Was that a Caster’s illusion?

			“Please state your business,” boomed a deep male voice. It seemed to be coming from the gate, though Vin could see no sign of a speaker. A communication spell? If so, she’d never seen one work this way. Mostly Casters used them to talk to each other after hours in the dorms, and the sound was always patchy and crackling, like an old walkie-talkie. This voice rang out clear as a bell, as if the man were standing on the other side of the fence.

			“My name is Priscilla Prim. I am here on behalf of the Worldwide Magecraft School Board, escorting a new student for enrollment.”

			“According to our records, your appointment was for six p.m.,” the voice said. His tone rivaled Mrs. Prim’s in both stiffness and snobbishness, though his had the bland edge of a person who found the conversation either dull or beneath them. Either way, it caused Mrs. Prim to bristle with indignation. “It is currently six fifteen. Please call to reschedule a new appointment. Goodbye.”

			“Excuse me!” spluttered Mrs. Prim, throwing her closely guarded valise onto the ground and reaching with clawlike hands to rattle the gate. The blue light flashed again, glowing more brightly than before, and it didn’t stop until Mrs. Prim released the metal. She did so abruptly, as if she’d been shocked. That was no illusion, then, but some kind of protection spell. Vin was mesmerized. This was magic on a level she had never seen before.

			“Please state your business,” said the voice again, as if the former conversation had never happened.

			Mrs. Prim inflated like a blowfish. “I am a representative of the Worldwide Magecraft School Board! I am here to deliver a student! We are late because there was a mix-up at the train station, resulting in a less-than-ideal traveling situation and a frankly harrowing journey.”

			“There was a mix-up at the train station,” the voice repeated.

			“Yes,” Mrs. Prim said, panting slightly.

			“Resulting in a missed appointment.”

			“Yes.” Mrs. Prim’s hands were on her hips, and her hair stood up at wild angles, like she’d been electrocuted. Vin considered the glowing blue gate and wondered if maybe she had.

			“I see. My apologies,” came the voice. “There is a number on the gate.” Mrs. Prim crouched over, scanning until she spotted a small golden plaque.

			“I see it,” she said.

			“Excellent. Please call to reschedule your appointment. Good—”

			“If you dare cut me off again, sir, you will be in a world of trouble. I demand to speak to your superior at once! Tell them the school board sent me. Tell them that I—”

			“Seems like they’ll be at it for a while,” Mr. Fox said easily, plunking Vin’s suitcase onto the dirt and perching on it like a stool. He frowned at something on the ground. “Did you drop this?”

			“Pardon?” Vin said, reluctant to look away from the show. Mrs. Prim was currently shouting her identification number and kicking the bars, to little effect.

			When Vin turned, Mr. Fox was holding an old-fashioned-looking golden pendant with ornate scrollwork and a polished silver center, like a mirror.

			“I—no, that’s not mine,” she said.

			“Oh, no? Probably belongs to someone in there, then. This is my old school, you know.”

			Vin reared back. “It is?”

			He nodded, gazing through the trees as if he could see the building right next to them. “You’re looking at a fellow magical delinquent,” he said, pointing two thumbs at his chest. “Living proof that you can survive your magical education. If you’re tough.” He smirked.

			Vin smiled and nodded. She was tough…wasn’t she?

			“Do you want it?” he asked suddenly, glancing down at the necklace. “I’m afraid it’s not my style.”

			He held the necklace out to her, and his expression had shifted from playful to something almost challenging.

			Vin shrugged and reached for the pendant. “I’ll give it to the headmaster.”

			Mr. Fox lifted it out of reach and gave her an assessing sort of look. “That doesn’t sound like the behavior of a delinquent,” he chided. Even though he was smiling, the words had an edge.

			“Or I could keep it for myself.”

			His eyes danced wickedly. “Now you’ve got the idea. Besides, what’s the saying? Finders keepers…?”

			“Losers weepers,” Vin finished, grinning.

			“That’s the one!” he said cheerily, dropping the necklace into her outstretched hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Vin clasped it around her neck. Mr. Fox kissed his fingers like a chef in a five-star restaurant. “A perfect fit,” he said, before his face turned serious again. “Don’t wait for people to give you what you want, Miss Lucas. Take it.”

			“My name’s Vin,” she said.

			He stuck out his hand for her to shake. “Mal.” He said it softly, like it was a secret shared between them.

			A loud buzzing cut through the background noise of Mrs. Prim’s tirade, and Vin turned to see the woman standing triumphant before the opening gate.

			“Aha!” she said, admiring her victory like a general on a battlefield. It did look like she’d been through a fight: her valise was covered in mud, there were several loose papers and pens strewn about, and she’d lost a high heel at some point. However, what she now lacked in dignity and grace she made up for with renewed determination. “Load this up, won’t you?” she said, chucking her bag into Mal’s unsuspecting chest. He caught it with an audible oof. “And wait for me by the truck.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Mal said once he’d caught his breath, saluting her before giving Vin another wink as soon as the woman’s back was turned. “Good luck, Vin Lucas.”

			“Thank you,” she said, her hand jumping to her new necklace. It felt like an important reminder of what she was. A delinquent, yes, but for the first time in her life—as Mal had just reminded her—she would not be alone.

			“Come along now,” barked Mrs. Prim, all fine manners gone as she stuffed her dirty foot back into her heel and marched through the now-open gate, her hair looking more like Medusa’s head of snakes than that rigidly fixed style she’d worn mere hours ago.

			Vin squared her shoulders, grabbed her suitcase, and followed.
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			School of Fish

			Vin pushed her way through the trees, the branches snagging her hair and her suitcase wheels struggling over the rough and uneven ground.

			But then her left foot lifted from squelching mud and landed on smooth stone. She looked up to find herself standing on the edge of a broad bridge, wide enough for Ruby to drive across and long enough to span what appeared to be an actual moat. In the distance was a massive house. Actually, Vin was quite sure that the correct term for a house that big was “manor.” Or possibly “mansion.”

			It was three stories tall, with rows and rows of windows and ornate stonework, columns and arches and sculptures perched on corners and tucked into niches. A wide staircase flanked by carved lions led to the front doors, with the house sprawling out to either side, and outbuildings—stables and possibly a garage—were visible beyond the sweeping drive that wrapped around the building and out of sight.

			What was a palace like this doing in middle-of-nowhere New Jersey, of all places?

			It had clearly been grand once…but no longer.

			Creeping vines covered every inch of the decaying ivory-colored bricks, the shrubbery was wild and overgrown, and the moat was algae green and murky. The grass was patchy and brown and missing altogether in some places, and even the bridge Vin and Mrs. Prim currently traversed was covered in cracked stones and bits of gravel.

			The overall impression was a strange mix of bygone elegance and crumbling neglect. It was unlike any other school Vin had been to, and she had been to, well…all of them.

			In fact, this place didn’t look like a school at all.

			As they reached the halfway point on the bridge, a pair of figures materialized at the far end.

			It was a woman and a man—her tall and slim, him short and squat. When Vin and Mrs. Prim were mere feet away, the man stepped forward. He had a prominent nose and neatly parted gray hair above stern and rather severe eyebrows. He spoke with a dignified air that matched his black-and-white butler’s uniform.

			“Allow me to present Ava Hope, Headmistress of the Last Hope School for Magical Delinquents,” he said in the same stiff, formal voice that had emanated from the front gate.

			Vin barely paid him any mind, her attention fixed on the woman. This was no stuffy administrator like her last who-knows-how-many headmasters, nor a strict, uptight disciplinarian like Mrs. Prim.

			No, Headmistress Ava Hope was something else entirely. She looked like an aviator, an explorer, and a professor all rolled into a wealthy, high-society heiress. She wore a leather flight jacket trimmed in shearling, hiking boots that reached her knees, a crisp white dress shirt with a silk scarf tied around her neck, and wire-rimmed glasses perched on her nose.

			Her dark, windswept hair was bouncy with curls and cropped at the chin, and her lips were a splash of bright red against her smooth light brown skin. She stood before them, shoulders back and chin held high, appearing both elegant and utterly effortless.

			With a gesture that could only be described as effortful, Mrs. Prim stepped forward, hand extended.

			“And this, Headmistress Hope,” continued the butler, “is Lavinia Lucas.”

			And then, much to Mrs. Prim’s indignation, Headmistress Hope stepped smartly around the woman’s outstretched hand and knelt before Vin, right there on the road. She plucked her glasses off her face, her large brown eyes framed by thick lashes.

			“It’s a pleasure to have you here, Lavinia,” the headmistress said, shaking her hand in a firm grip.

			“Vin,” Vin found herself saying. She regretted it at once. “Please,” she added meekly, all her usual armor and defiance gone in the face of this strange, mesmerizing woman.

			Headmistress Hope stared at her so intently Vin felt heat sweep her face, but then the woman flashed a dazzling smile. “So you say. Vin it is. Did you catch that, Winston?”

			“Indeed,” the butler said gravely. “I shall update the records accordingly.”

			The headmistress turned back to Vin. “Welcome to Last Hope.”

			“Th-thank you,” Vin stammered, surprised and overwhelmed by something as simple as a kind greeting. Mostly Vin just slunk into her new schools and hid in the back of her classrooms, the shadow of her record hanging over her like a rain cloud. Hardly anybody ever bothered to learn her proper name, never mind her nickname.

			That done, Headmistress Hope got to her feet and faced Mrs. Prim.

			“This is the representative from the school board,” Winston supplied. “Mrs. Priscilla Prim.”

			“How do you do,” Headmistress Hope said, replacing her glasses and giving Mrs. Prim’s still-extended hand a shake.

			“The transfer forms,” Mrs. Prim said, and Vin thought she seemed almost as taken with the headmistress as Vin was.

			“Oh, yes.” Headmistress Hope took the forms with a delicate hand, pinching them between thumb and forefinger as though the paperwork were dirty to the touch and she feared contamination. “These seem to be in order,” she said vaguely, practically throwing the documents at Winston, who caught them deftly. He flicked open a familiar folder—Vin’s file—flipping through the pages before slipping the new document inside. “If there’s anything else? I’m eager to get Vin settled, and I’m afraid you’ve caught us in the middle of some extracurricular fun.”

			She gestured to the edge of the moat, where around a dozen students gathered. They were staring avidly at Vin and Mrs. Prim but straightened and pretended to return to work when Head-mistress Hope waved in their direction.

			All except for one.

			She was short and round-cheeked, close to Vin’s own age, with wildly curling strawberry blond hair and freckles. She wore red rubber boots that were too tall and a blue rain jacket that was too long, both articles of clothing serving to make her look like a child playing dress-up, though her pale face was contorted in a look of fierce concentration.

			Her attention wasn’t really on Vin or Mrs. Prim but rather on something beyond or maybe above them.

			That’s when Vin felt a drop of water land on her nose.

			“I must confess,” Mrs. Prim was saying, her gaze idly roving the students and the house behind them, “though I’m new with the board, I’ve been curious about your school for quite some time…”

			Vin looked up—and nearly lost her footing.

			Floating above her, stark against the cloudy, early-evening sky, was a bubble of water roughly the size of a bathtub, suspended in midair. There was a variety of fish darting around inside, including minnows, guppies, and even what looked like a whiskery catfish.

			“Is that so?” the headmistress replied.

			Vin glanced at her, and their eyes met. She knew in that moment that not only was the headmistress very much aware of the floating fish-filled moat water mere inches above her and Mrs. Prim’s heads, but that she was asking Vin to keep the information between the two of them. Well, the two of them and the girl by the water…and, as Vin looked around, every other student she could see. Winston, too.

			“Such an unusual and experimental approach to magic,” Mrs. Prim continued, wholly unaware of the disaster that quite literally hung over her head.

			“Yes, well—out with the old, in with the new, I always say,” the headmistress said with a hearty laugh. “Do you have transport back to the station?”

			“The boy is waiting,” Mrs. Prim replied distractedly, refusing to take the hint. “I should very much like a tour—”

			“We would surely love that,” the headmistress said, cutting her off, though there was otherwise no change in her demeanor.

			Meanwhile, another drop landed on Vin’s cheek. She refused to look up, lest she give them all away, but her body tensed with the urge to flee. She glanced at the girl, whose face now shone with sweat from exertion. She was doing this, that much was clear, but how? Behind her, students were whispering to one another, watching the drama unfold.

			“Is it true this is a family estate?” Mrs. Prim asked, making her slow—far too slow—way down the bridge.

			“For four generations!” the headmistress said, falling in step next to her. “Do you believe it? Great-Granddad built railroads, and Granddad built Hope House.”

			A drop landed on Mrs. Prim’s muddy shoe, and Vin chanced another look up—and regretted it. The bubble of water was trembling like Jell-O fresh out of the mold, its edges blurring and shifting and barely holding together. Inside, the fish were in a panic, swirling and darting from side to side, seeking escape. The catfish in particular looked ready to leap for freedom.

			The headmistress gave an idle flick of the wrist, and when the catfish dropped out of the water, it landed on an invisible barrier exactly where Headmistress Hope’s hand had just been. The air flashed blue on impact, then the fish bounced once, twice, and over the edge into the moat. There was an audible plunk, and Mrs. Prim looked around.

			“What was that?”

			“A fish,” the headmistress replied easily.

			“Do you have jumping fish in your moat?”

			“Well, they certainly aren’t flying fish!”

			Mrs. Prim laughed. Headmistress Hope laughed. Even Vin laughed for good measure. It was awkward.

			“Please give my regards to the board,” the headmistress said, coming to a stop several feet away. The bubble of water had gone with them, remaining over Mrs. Prim’s head—which prevented her from seeing it but also made the situation far more dangerous. If that girl lost control…“And assure them that Miss Lucas is in good hands.”

			Mrs. Prim seemed to recognize the dismissal at last. “So it’s as I’ve been told. Doors locked tight.” Her distracted demeanor had changed, and a shrewd expression crossed her features. “I suppose I’ll have to wait for a formal inspection.”

			“Don’t fret,” the headmistress said. “They happen often enough.”

			“Not for the board.”

			“And too often for me.” She smiled tightly.

			“What is it you’re hiding, Headmistress Hope?”

			Vin was shocked by the accusation, but the headmistress just tilted her head thoughtfully. “What is it the board is hoping to find?” Her brown eyes turned hard. “This is a school, Mrs. Prim. I can’t have herds of inspectors strolling in and out of my classrooms as they please. It would be detrimental to the students’ well-being.”

			“To your well-being, you mean,” Mrs. Prim said. The headmistress’s nostrils flared. “I have heard the whispers, Headmistress Hope. Strange stories. You have been given a great deal of freedom here, and you would do well to remember that it is entirely by the grace of the board that you are allowed to operate in such a fashion. We will get answers sooner or later.”

			“I suspect you will.”

			Mrs. Prim studied her for several moments before her gaze lifted to Vin and the rest of the onlookers. Vin doubted any of the students had heard their exchange, but Winston’s lips were pressed together so firmly his mouth was in danger of disappearing entirely.

			“Good day to you all,” Mrs. Prim said, before turning on her heel.

			Despite his expression, Winston bowed respectfully.

			Headmistress Hope nodded smartly.

			Vin waved uneasily.

			All of them watched her cross the bridge in silence, tense and waiting for her to look back.

			She didn’t.

			Apparently the girl’s magic couldn’t span that distance, so the bubble of water remained behind.

			The instant Mrs. Prim disappeared through the trees, the headmistress glanced at Vin. Again, something in her eyes seemed to be asking Vin to keep what had happened between them. Or maybe Vin was imagining things, because next thing she knew, the headmistress was looking away again—up at the floating fish.

			They remained suspended above the bridge several feet away, but the entire bubble trembled, droplets flying in all directions.

			Vin realized that just because it was no longer directly over her head did not mean she was safe.

			“Time’s up!” the headmistress cried out, running toward them. “Take cover!”

			Vin looked around for shelter and found only her wheeled suitcase. She hoisted it over her head, while, next to her, Winston produced an umbrella out of nowhere. He opened it with a snap, just in time for the headmistress to arrive underneath it.

			Overhead, the swirling fish-and-water bubble burst.
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			Last Hope

			It was raining fish.

			Vin saw them falling all around her, along with a deluge of murky water, but as she stared at the ground, expecting to see the poor creatures flopping helplessly, she saw only damp stone.

			She glanced up and saw dozens of translucent bubbles of blueish air holding pockets of water and fish suspended above the ground like fishbowls on invisible strings.

			Though her socks were wet, Vin was otherwise quite dry, and decided it was safe to lower her suitcase.

			The headmistress strolled out from underneath her umbrella, eyeing the floating fish for a moment before she turned to the girl by the water’s edge.

			Vin braced herself for a telling-off. It was odd to be standing on the other side of it for pretty much the first time in her life.

			“Gilly Reid,” the headmistress said, and the round-faced, curly-haired girl stepped forward, head bowed in contrition.

			“Yes, Headmistress?”

			“Not your best work,” she said, hands clasped behind her back.

			“No, Headmistress,” Gilly said meekly.

			“Last time, you held the water bubble for over thirty minutes and didn’t lose a single fish.”

			Vin frowned. The floating aquarium was on purpose? And the headmistress allowed such magic? Vin had never seen a water Conjurer summon more liquid than could fill a glass, never mind a whole ecosystem. And those translucent spheres the headmistress had created…what kind of magic was that?

			“I got distracted, Headmistress.”

			“Perhaps, next time, keep the sample suspended above the moat and not above our guests?” she suggested idly, smirking.

			“It’s just…” Gilly began, her rubber-booted foot scuffing at the ground. She pointed at someone in the crowd. “Theo bet I couldn’t take it over the bridge to the other side.”

			“An astute bet, it would seem,” the headmistress said. The boy named Theo, who had brown skin and artfully tousled black hair, shrugged, hands in the pockets of his slacks as he flashed an innocent smile.

			Gilly’s eyes narrowed in annoyance.

			“What can I say?” Theo crowed in a posh British accent. “I know Gilly’s weaknesses.”

			Gilly’s nostrils flared, her cheeks flushing in anger. The meek, apologetic girl was gone, and Theo’s boasting expression faltered somewhat.

			“What were the odds, Mr. Singh?” asked Winston, closed umbrella in one hand and Vin’s file—with not a drop of water on it—in the other.

			“Five to one,” Theo said.

			“And who took that action?” the headmistress inquired.

			Several hands shot up. Vin was utterly confused. She was…encouraging this?

			“The stakes?” asked Winston, coming to stand next to them all.

			“Cash, of course,” said Theo smugly. “Though, Araminta—what was it you said? Your funds were ‘tied up in other ventures’?”

			Araminta, who had brown skin and sleek black hair pulled into a long ponytail, scowled. She wore an elegant plaid raincoat and matching ankle boots, looking like a model from a private-school catalogue.

			“So she offered up her pudding instead.”

			“Her dessert? It sounds like your sister is in for a rough week,” Winston said, lips quirking. Araminta crossed her arms over her chest, unamused.

			“You can settle your bets later,” the headmistress cut in, sounding serious for the first time. She gestured to the floating fish. “Come now, Gilly, let’s finish the job. One at a time…nice and easy…”

			Vin watched, astounded, as Gilly turned her focus back to the floating fishbowls. She drew their contents out one by one, causing the water and whatever fish were inside to soar in graceful arcs through the air before dropping down into the moat with a gentle splash. No wonder the odds were five to one—Gilly’s control was impressive.

			She was just finishing the last and largest of them when she glanced over her shoulder. “Hey, Araminta,” she said, head cocked. “Didn’t you and Theo have a side bet going?”

			Araminta, who’d been examining her nails, perked up. “I wagered Theo you’d get the fish across,” she said slowly, her accent even posher than his. “But I also bet half of us would get soaked in the process. He thought you’d give it up before you risked splashing the headmistress.”

			Vin looked at the headmistress now, who stroked her chin thoughtfully, as if this were a fascinating intellectual debate.

			“What did you bet?” Gilly asked, notably keeping the last few fish and their watery bubble floating in the air. Waiting.

			Araminta smiled serenely, as if she knew exactly what was about to happen. “Garbage duty for a week.”

			“Will this make us even?” Gilly asked. “For the hotdog incident?”

			The what?

			Araminta tilted her head. “That seems fair.”

			Gilly shifted her attention to Theo. Apparently he saw something in her expression, because the confused frown he was wearing shifted rapidly into alarm. “No, wait—”

			“Sorry, everyone,” Gilly said, before flinging her arms wide—the fish dropped harmlessly back into the moat, but the water went everywhere else.

			It was like an aquatic explosion, with bits of plants, mud, and murky water flying in all directions. Squeals of laughter and shock rang out as people tried in vain to protect themselves. Araminta ducked behind Theo, while Winston snapped open his umbrella just in time, placing it before himself and the headmistress as if it were a shield.

			Theo took the explosion full in the face and was drenched from head to toe, with stringy bits of leaves in his sodden hair, while Araminta had avoided the worst of it. As for the rest of them? They were splashed and splattered and thoroughly soaked.

			“More than half, I’d say,” commented Winston idly, shaking out the umbrella.

			“What was that you said about my weaknesses, Theo?” Gilly asked cheerfully. Theo wore a look of outrage, and Araminta a triumphant smirk.

			“All’s fair in a magical delinquent school, I’m afraid,” said the headmistress, brushing her jacket unnecessarily, as only her boots were wet. “Dessert for garbage duty seems an equal exchange. Come along, everyone. Time for a nightcap, I think.”

			Vin was drier than most of the others, but her suitcase was sodden, and her socks squelched as she made her way, rather numbly, down the path.

			What kind of school was this?

			“Oh, Gilly?” the headmistress said, calling the girl away from the other students who were both congratulating and condemning her in equal measure. “Show Vin the ropes, won’t you? Theo, Araminta—help her.”

			“It would be our pleasure, Headmistress,” Gilly said sweetly.

			As the rest of the students made for the school, Gilly strode toward Vin with determination, wild curls bouncing and muddy boots stomping, her rain slicker dripping wet. Theo and Araminta followed on either side. While Theo’s tie was loose and his shirt untucked beneath the drenched hoodie he’d donned to go outside, Araminta’s fine coat and the bits of her uniform Vin could see underneath were pristine, even after the water had splattered everyone. Vin could have sworn she’d seen droplets hit the girl, but she looked elegant and unruffled, without a speck of water or dirt on her.

			The three of them stopped before Vin, blocking her path.

			Anxiety spiked her heartbeat, mingled with disappointment. For a second, she’d dared to believe this place wouldn’t be like the rest, but it was starting already. The other students preparing to gang up on her as soon as the headmistress’s back was turned. She’d had a tour guide steal her shoes once, and another had led her into the basement boiler room and locked her inside.

			Oh well. This, at last, was familiar.

			Arms crossed and chin raised, Vin met Gilly face-to-face. Vin was taller, so she made sure to look down on Gilly, who was apparently the ringleader. Even though Vin was outnumbered, she refused to show any fear.

			She didn’t know what she was expecting—a shove, maybe, or rude and probing questions. Her muscles were tensed, her feet braced for impact.

			But when Gilly extended her arm, it wasn’t to strike Vin—or even to shake her hand. It was for the file that Theo gave her, plucked from thin air. Vin recognized it as her file.

			How had he…?

			“Let’s see what we have here…” Gilly mused, flipping it open. Her eyes bugged. “Oh,” she said, turning a page. “Oh.” She turned another. And another. She looked up, her mouth agape.

			“Let us have a look,” said Theo, snatching the file from her. Araminta made a grab for it, but he held it out of her reach. She elbowed him, and eventually the two of them stood side by side, bent over it, whispering and murmuring…appreciatively?

			“That’s not bad,” Araminta admitted. Vin got the impression she wasn’t one to give idle praise. “And look—”

			“Hah!” Theo said.

			While the two of them discussed her file, Gilly continued to give Vin a steady, appraising sort of look.

			Vin refused to lower her gaze. The first few days were always the hardest. They weren’t afraid of her yet…and maybe, at a school like this, they never would be.

			So where did that leave her?

			At last Araminta handed the file to Theo, and he made it disappear. They ranged themselves on either side of Gilly.

			“We came here straight from Strictland, too,” Theo said. He indicated himself and Araminta. “I’m the reason the headmaster is so touchy about the school banners.” There was a note of pride in his voice. “I replicated them all over the school. Papered the halls. Papered the headmaster’s car. Even turned them into actual paper…”

			He trailed off, brows raised, as if waiting for Vin to get the joke.

			“Don’t,” Araminta cut in, but Theo was already speaking again.

			“Toilet paper,” he said gleefully.

			Vin snorted in surprise despite herself. But she was also confused. What was his magic? He wasn’t just an object Conjurer—using magic to move things from one place to another. He was copying them…

			“But burning them down?” Theo continued enthusiastically. “Genius!”

			“Oh…I…thanks?” Vin said. Their praise made her even more uncomfortable than their judgment would have, because they acted like she’d done these things on purpose, as if it had been her choice to act out. But Vin wasn’t a rebel…she was an accident waiting to happen. What was worse, she couldn’t afford to let her magic get out of control ever again—not if she wanted to stay here—and that meant whatever admiration they had for her now would soon evaporate.

			“Araminta and I both did time at Miss Mabel’s Magic School for Troubled Girls,” Gilly said. It had been the fourth stop on Vin’s school tour. “Miss Mabel herself locked me in solitary confinement for a week.”

			“I believe it was called private reflection,” Araminta corrected.

			“Whatever it was, I was in there so long I turned it into a bog.”

			“A bog?” Vin repeated in confusion. All she’d managed to do at Miss Mabel’s was accidentally make her prized Cavalier King Charles spaniels disappear. Miss Mabel had eventually found them, of course—they’d wound up in the village post office, of all places, peeing on flyers and takeout menus—but Vin was shipped out the following morning along with the mail.

			“Or maybe it was a swamp, technically,” Gilly mused, tapping a fingertip to her lips thoughtfully. “It smelled terrible, anyway, and Miss Mabel did not appreciate the redecorating.”

			“Or the bug bites,” Araminta said dryly.

			“I spent that solitary semester at Dankworth’s House of Magecraft,” Theo said, lip curled. “But it wasn’t long before our parents decided we were better together.”

			He shot a falsely adoring look at Araminta.

			She rolled her eyes. “More like it made sending the tuition checks easier.”

			“Well, come along, then,” Gilly cut in, speaking to Vin. “Last Hope awaits. Judging by your file, you’ll fit right in.”

			Vin suspected Gilly was right, but the problem was, she wasn’t sure she wanted to, not if fitting in meant continuing with the same delinquent behavior that had landed her here in the first place. That would just lead to a swift and final expulsion.

			Then again, if the scene with the fish was any indication, maybe the rules were different at Last Hope.

			There was only one way to find out.
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			Hot Cocoa and Contraband

			Gilly fell into step next to Vin, with Araminta on her other side.

			“Get the luggage, won’t you?” Araminta called imperiously over her shoulder.

			“I’m not a bloody bellhop,” Theo said, indignant.

			“No, more like a pet,” Gilly said, and as Theo took up the suitcase, she added, “Good boy.”

			He scowled.

			“I can carry it,” Vin said, not wanting to make an enemy already, but Gilly waved her off. This was, apparently, how things were between them.

			The four of them strode up the wide front stairs, following a trail of muddy footprints, before stepping through the soaring double doors and into chaos.

			While the outside of the house was drab and run-down, inside was bright and well restored—but the delinquents of Last Hope had still left their mark.

			A long, two-story entrance hall stretched out before her, with a massive marble staircase leading to the gallery above and a huge sparkling chandelier hanging overhead. Niches lined the ground floor on both sides, alternating between golden-framed paintings and gleaming marble busts. Only, the statuary was currently topped with a variety of hats, scarves, and sunglasses, and the frames didn’t feature exquisite landscapes or rows of stuffy-looking portraits but instead what was clearly student work, ranging from not great to really not great.

			And next to the staircase, hanging front and center, was a framed copy of the Treaty. It was required in every magic school, but while places like Strictland treated the document with reverence bordering on fanaticism, Last Hope’s copy was slightly crooked and in need of a good dusting. Among all the other gilded frames and colorful paintings, it looked wholly unimportant and forgotten.

			Before them, students squealed and slipped across the black and white tiles, their shouts and laughter echoing in the cavernous space as they pushed and shoved one another.

			Unperturbed by the disarray, Headmistress Hope chatted with Winston, handing him her jacket, which he draped over his arm, and stepping out of her tall boots.

			There were two other adults in the foyer: a middle-aged man with a mop attempting to clean up the mud, and a smiling woman who was handing out towels.

			The man with the mop was clearly distracted, smoothing his sandy-colored hair across his forehead self-consciously, his large soulful eyes fixed on the smiling woman and not on the task at hand. The result was filthy smears all over the tiles, the area that required cleaning growing with every halfhearted swipe, though the woman was completely unaware of his attention. She just beamed down at the students, cheeks rosy and barely tamed red curls twisted back with a pencil, making her look at once like a youthful librarian and a wacky aunt. She wore pale blue scrubs with a cardigan overtop and a thermometer poking out of her pocket, marking her as a nurse, and she had a stack of fluffy white towels on a cart next to her.

			But rather than surge toward the warm, dry linens, the students ahead of Vin avoided the woman like the plague.

			The woman, however, was undeterred. Her smile never wavering, she started forcing towels on those nearby. When they dodged her, she threw them, and when one student got within arm’s reach, she latched onto him with surprising ferocity.

			“Look at you, you’re soaked!” she trilled, her voice high and sweet but slightly unhinged. “Let me help you with that.”

			The student’s eyes bugged out in alarm, then darted to either side, as if looking for escape. But there was nowhere to go, and nobody came to his rescue.

			“Rookie mistake,” said Theo from behind Vin.

			Gilly shook her head. “Stuck between a rock and a Marge place.”

			The woman—Marge, apparently—knelt down before the boy and focused her attention on his sodden school blazer. Steam started to emanate from the fabric, the color lightening as the water was heated away. Vin was impressed…until the smell of burnt toast reached her nostrils, turning quickly into the even worse scent of singed hair. Then, before her eyes, the boy’s blazer continued to dry…and dry and dry, turning from soft-woven wool in a rich shade of black to something stiff and rough, the color of a burlap sack.

			Marge let out a little laugh and tried to smooth it down—and the corner of the boy’s blazer crumbled clean off, fluttering sadly onto the tiles. “Well now, that’s…well, it’s dry, anyway…”

			A delicate frown furrowed her brow as the boy wandered away looking shell-shocked, but before long her smile was hitched back into place, more fresh towels in hand. The man with the mop didn’t react to her apparent mistake; he just continued “cleaning” with a wistful look on his face, eventually mopping up the scraps of blazer along with everything else.

			“Marge is a Caster who can accelerate time in small localized doses,” Gilly whispered, leading the way around the crowd to the cart, snatching four towels from the stack before Marge could notice.

			Vin gaped. Accelerating time? She had thought Marge might be a fire Conjurer—summoning heat instead of flame—but her actual ability was far more impressive. Casters could transform how something looked or behaved, but transforming time itself?

			“Brilliant, isn’t it?” Theo said, seeing the expression on Vin’s face. “Too bad she hasn’t quite figured out how to use it.”

			“Whatever you do, avoid her if you’re hurt,” Araminta said.

			“Or sick,” Gilly added with a shudder. “Remember Taylor Souza? Had a head cold during final exams, so he went to Marge. A week’s worth of sickness in one afternoon. It was a mess.”

			“Snot everywhere,” Theo said gravely.

			While Vin tried not to picture that, they followed the crowd into a room to the right of the entrance hall. Just outside the door, Vin wiped off her boots like the others and draped her towel over her shoulders.

			Inside was some sort of parlor. Rich fabric curtains hung from floor-to-ceiling windows, revealing rapidly falling twilight beyond their panes, and a fire roared in a hearth taller than Vin. Warm light shone from various lamps, and an assortment of elegant furniture dotted the space. There was a sitting area near the fireplace, plus several other clusters of chairs around low wooden tables, and near the back was a dartboard, chess set, and billiards.

			While everything was made of fine materials and ornate design, it was very much lived-in, the fabric faded or obscured by mismatched throw blankets and pillows, the surfaces covered with stacks of books, old candy wrappers, and empty soda cans. The space was warm and inviting, and the surge of sodden students joined those who were already present, calling out to friends and seeking their favorite seats. There were fewer than fifty people in the room, Vin thought, but she doubted they made up the whole population of Last Hope. This was clearly an optional post-dinner activity, and others were likely already in their rooms for the night, or perhaps off studying together.

			Vin made for the nearest chair but was accosted before her butt hit the cushion.

			A girl stood before her, dressed all in black, with black shoulder-length hair, black eyeliner…and a butter knife clutched in her hand.

			She held it between them, managing to both expertly threaten Vin and keep it from the sight of any of the adults moving around the room.

			“That’s my seat, new girl,” she rasped dangerously.

			Vin glanced around. The chair was pale pink and patterned with roses. She raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see your name on it.”

			The girl pointed, and sure enough, the words Nadia Hawthorne were carved into one of the wooden legs…by that very butter knife, if Vin had to guess.

			“Sorry, Nadia,” said Gilly, shuffling over to put herself between them. “She didn’t know.” She turned to Vin, pitching her voice low. “Don’t worry about her. She’s more bark than bite. She will bite, of course, but not in front of the teachers.”

			Nadia’s nostrils flared, clearly overhearing her. “Narc,” she hissed, turning her blade on Gilly. “Snitches get—”

			“Stitches—we know, we know,” Gilly said unconcernedly, grabbing Vin and steering her away. She led them deeper into the room, and Vin received several curious stares as she perched on a chair approved by Gilly. She was too familiar with being the “new kid” to be overly bothered by the looks and the whispers, and it also wasn’t the first time she’d been threatened…but it was the first time a butter knife had been involved.

			Vin glanced over her shoulder. Nadia sank happily into her chair, black-booted feet on the coffee table, and flashed a dark smile.

			“She is handy with that butter knife, though,” Theo mused, sitting opposite Vin. “I’ve seen her cut off one of Abby Glazer’s pigtails, jimmy open a locked door, and make toast with that thing.”

			Next to Vin, Araminta had barely taken a seat before someone slipped a note into her hand. She opened it, sighed, then stood. “Excuse me.”

			“Duty calls,” Gilly said as Araminta picked her way through the furniture and slipped into one of the darker corners of the room.

			“Duty?” Vin asked.

			Gilly peered around, then leaned forward conspiratorially. “She runs the underground homework trade. So if you’re ever in need of an essay—”

			“Or a test key,” Theo interjected.

			“—she’s your gal.”

			“Just make sure you can pay up,” Theo added seriously. “Don’t let the shiny hair and clean hands fool you. Araminta plays as dirty as the rest of us.” He gestured to himself and Gilly, who were both still soaked with moat water and splashes of mud.

			Brows raised, Vin looked at Araminta once again. Apparently business was good. She saw no fewer than three people come and go from the corner where Araminta stood, though she never once spotted any papers or incriminating items exchange hands.

			“I’m something of a subcontractor,” Theo explained, reclining comfortably in his chair.

			If Araminta was sleek and put together, her brother was the opposite—but in a charming sort of way. It was clear already that Araminta was the type to work hard and take things seriously, and Theo…less so. But maybe he simply knew he couldn’t compete with a sister like her, so he didn’t try.

			“Consider it a family business,” he added. When Vin stared at him, he shrugged. “Everyone needs a side hustle.”

			The rest of the students were settled in the parlor by now. The headmistress sat in the largest armchair by the fire, an open newspaper in hand, while the younger students sat together on the rug relaying the “fish incident” to peals of laughter and the older students played pool or gossiped in smaller groups near the back. There were kids here as young as nine or ten and as old as eighteen, which was unusual, as most magical education covered middle school only. Before that, they went to regular primary school, and after that, if they passed, they went on to mundane high school, college, and beyond.

			These younger students must have been deemed too dangerous for regular school—a frightening thought—while the older students must not have been deemed safe enough to leave school yet. Did that mean Vin might be here until she was eighteen? Perhaps even longer?

			Winston and an older woman with graying hair and a kind, if slightly put-upon, face had entered the room and were moving around with trays of steaming hot cocoa. Vin gathered she was the cook by her apron, and heard someone call her Mrs. Allen.

			“Let me help,” said Marge brightly, and Mrs. Allen hesitated before handing her a bowl with silver tongs and ensuring the other woman offered only a carefully regulated four marshmallows per mug.

			It seemed simple enough, but this was a school for delinquents, after all, and it didn’t take long for things to go off the rails. Soon students started cutting deals with each other, some offering their marshmallows in exchange for help with homework or chores, while others tried to use magic to enlarge their marshmallows or to multiply their original amount—to mixed results.

			In fact, Winston was currently ordering a student to scrape the results of one such attempt from the grandfather clock in the corner, while Mrs. Allen was telling off another for trying to toast their marshmallows by conjuring a bit of fire…which had promptly gotten out of hand, resulting in burnt drapes and clouds of smoke.

			“I’ve got it,” Marge said, reaching for the drapes—and rather than slowing the fire or perhaps forcing it to burn itself out, the flames doubled in size until Mrs. Allen threw a mug of hot chocolate onto the conflagration to douse it. “Whoopsie,” Marge said, smiling serenely. Mrs. Allen pursed her lips.

			Nadia turned down her hot chocolate for herbal tea of all things, holding the cup and saucer delicately in her black-fingernailed hands, while across the room, an older student was selling marshmallows out of his jacket—probably stolen from the kitchens—like one of those knockoff-watch sellers who targeted tourists in Times Square.

			It all felt so…normal, but normal in a way that had nothing to do with Vin’s previous experience of it. In her mind, “normal” was something she could never achieve. Having a normal family, going to a normal school, or even being able to perform normal magic was totally out of the question.

			But here, now, it almost felt within reach.

			While most of the wrongdoers were dealt with on the spot by Winston or Mrs. Allen, the boy selling the marshmallows out of his jacket was dragged before the headmistress, who smiled blandly at him from the folded-down corner of her newspaper.

			“Ah, Anthony Santucci. Flexing your entrepreneurial muscle again, I see,” she mused, idly turning a page. Apparently this was not his first offense. “What was it this time?”

			“Marshmallows straight from the kitchens,” said Mrs. Allen, plunking the bag onto the coffee table. “Plus assorted chips, gum, and candy bars.” The pile on the table grew exponentially.

			“So much contraband,” the headmistress said, a small smile on her lips. “While I suspect the marshmallows were acquired with a five-finger discount, the rest of this inventory must have cost you a pretty penny. I assume you snuck it in after your visit home last weekend?”

			“Yes, Headmistress,” he muttered.

			“You’re going to help with the cleanup tonight,” she announced. “The entrance hall could certainly use a good scrubbing.”

			“And the kitchen’s worse, if you can believe it,” said Mrs. Allen, smiling sweetly.

			“I sense a bit of a theme,” added Winston, coming up on the headmistress’s other side. “Brown.”

			“Could be worse,” said Theo, leaning over the back of his chair. “Better mud and chocolate than—”

			“I’ll thank you not to finish that sentence,” said Winston, but too late. Laughter had broken out, but it wasn’t the cruel laughter Vin was used to. Even the headmistress joined in before returning to her paper.

			“I could open a corner store,” Winston observed, tossing the contraband sweets into a box that rattled with all its other confiscated contents. Vin thought she spotted Nadia’s butter knife.

			As Marge started collecting empty mugs, Anthony sat gloomily on the ottoman by the headmistress’s side. One of the younger kids held out a marshmallow, sticky and half-melted, and Anthony glanced over his shoulder before hastily popping it into his mouth.

			Despite her new and uncertain surroundings, Vin’s head started to droop. It had been a long day, and it was finally catching up to her.

			“Come on, then,” said Gilly, plucking Vin’s mug out of her hands and plopping it on the table. Around them, people were standing and stretching. “Let’s beat the rush.”

			Gilly steered her back out into the entrance hall and up the flight of stairs. Vin remembered her bag with a jolt, but when she turned, it was to see Theo following, her suitcase in hand, Araminta just behind.

			They went up to the second floor, down a hall, then up another set of narrow wooden stairs. The top floor was filled with rooms, doors marked with name plaques and other personalization, but Gilly led her to a plain one.

			Vin thought this must have been the servant’s quarters once upon a time, because the walls were bare and the rooms small and unadorned—especially compared to the grandeur of the rest of the house—but she didn’t mind. It felt homier, somehow, the lamps that sat at intervals along the walls glowing invitingly and the dark wooden floor gleaming beneath faded rugs that were plush underfoot.

			The place had a sense of being lived-in, with dirty sneakers outside rooms, the bathroom filled with multicolored toothbrushes and used towels, and the name plaques on each door giving a glimpse of the person who lived beyond it by way of decoration or defacing, depending on how you looked at it.

			But what really caught Vin’s attention was the realization that this would be her first time having a room of her own at school. In fact, it would be her first time having a room of her own anywhere.

			Inside, the bed was clean and neatly made, the pillows fluffy and begging for her to sink into them. Vin had barely managed to thank the others before she collapsed onto the mattress and fell into a heavy hot-chocolate-induced sleep.
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			Rude Awakening

			Vin awoke the next morning to an itch on her nose. She attempted a lazy half scratch, half swat, convinced it was an insect or errant strand of hair causing the problem—until the problem cursed.

			She lurched upright to find a small ball of fire hovering right between her eyes.

			“It’s awake,” the fireball said, its voice tiny and high-pitched. “Bad. This is bad. Must be quick.”

			“Excuse me?” Vin said, blinking in confusion, her brain still addled with sleep. Was she dreaming, or was she talking to a floating candle flame?

			The flame flickered. “It can hear me…”

			“Yes, it can,” Vin said, more alarmed now than confused. “Who are you? What are you?”

			The scrap of fire quivered. “Must be quick,” it said again, before zipping away. “Quick, quick, quick!”

			“Wait—hang on!” Vin shouted, stumbling out of bed, still fully dressed from the night before. Had she somehow managed, in her sleep, to conjure a talking fireball?

			A talking fireball that was trying to set her bedroom on fire?

			For that’s definitely what it was doing. It whizzed around her room trailing sparks in its wake, leaving Vin no choice but to chase it like she was a swatter and it an annoying fly. Unfortunately, all she managed to do was bat fruitlessly at the air, frequently halting in her tracks to stomp on the carpet and pat down the wallpaper when they began to smoke and smolder in turn.

			Perfect. The first day of school and she’d smell like a bonfire—if she managed to stop this critter from burning the whole school down.

			Their merry chase continued for a good ten minutes, Vin starting to cough as a haze of smoke filled the air, until a knock came at the door.

			“Rise and shine,” called a familiar voice on the other side, and before Vin could shout a reply, Gilly strode into the room.

			At this point, Vin was crouched at the foot of her bed, guarding its flammable fabrics with her life—and a plastic clothes hanger from the wardrobe.

			“Reinforcements!” the fireball cried shrilly.

			Gilly took in the scene with mild interest and a shrewd eye. Then she glanced down. In her hand was a glass of orange juice, and before Vin could figure out if Gilly had brought it for her, the girl had dumped the contents into a potted plant by the door and joined the fray. As the creature veered into Gilly’s path, she raised the empty glass and slammed it against the wall, trapping the fireball inside.

			Vin expelled a breath in relief, dropping her weapon and approaching warily.

			Gilly held the glass firmly, while inside, the fireball ricocheted off the sides futilely, sputtering every time it made contact.

			“Ick!” it said, barely audible from within its glass prison. “Cold like fish!” it wailed, bouncing off the glass again. “Wet like water! Ick! Gross!”

			Gilly leaned in, examining the creature closely. “Wet like orange juice,” she clarified.

			The fireball puffed up and emitted a sound like a loud raspberry.

			“Excuse you,” came a voice from behind them.

			Vin and Gilly whirled to see Theo and Araminta standing in the open doorway. It was Theo who had spoken, and as he hastily shut the door, Araminta opened the window to let out some of the smoke. Neither of them appeared surprised or concerned, and Vin had a moment to appreciate where she was again—that these were delinquents and they’d been at the center of alarming magic in their lives as much as she had.

			“What is it?” Theo said, tapping the glass—which the fireball did not like one bit. It let loose with a string of curses Vin barely understood, growing larger and flickering impressively before eventually running out of steam and shrinking once more. She wondered if the glass was constricting the fireball’s abilities with its lack of fresh oxygen, or if it wasn’t very powerful to begin with.

			“I think he’s a fire sprite,” Gilly said, staring thoughtfully through the glass. “Any chance you’ve seen a mason jar recently? One with a tight seal?”

			Theo frowned. “Would one of Mrs. Allen’s pickle jars do?”

			“That would be perfect! But we’ll have to get rid of the pickles…”

			“No need,” Theo said, rolling up his sleeves. “She was filling them yesterday, so I caught a glimpse of some empties.”

			He held his hands before him, palms pressed together as if in prayer, before turning them sideways and slowly pulling them apart, an empty glass jar filling the space between them.

			“Did you just summon that from the kitchens?” Vin asked, still trying to puzzle out his ability. Most Conjurers could only summon objects within a certain radius—ten feet or so.

			“Not exactly,” Theo said, mouth twisted as he considered the jar. “I’m a Conjurer, specializing in objects, but I don’t summon things. I replicate them. That’s how we got our hands on your file yesterday. I didn’t take it from Winston, I just copied it. I can mimic anything I’ve seen and re-create it accurately.”

			“But he barely opened the file,” Vin said. Theo couldn’t have gotten more than a glimpse. “Do you have a photographic memory or something?”

			Theo shrugged. “I sure don’t, but it seems my magic does. My eyes see it, and my magic does the rest.”

			Vin shook her head, awed.

			“But if you look closely, there’s always a flaw,” Gilly pointed out, nodding at the jar, which was pretty much perfect…except that the glass was green.

			“I guess that’s because of the pickles?” Theo said self-consciously, his smile faltering as he scrubbed a hand through his hair.

			“I’ve got it,” Araminta said, holding a hand out for the jar. Theo passed it over grudgingly. As soon as the glass touched her fingertips, it started to clear.

			“Araminta’s a Caster. She does illusions,” Gilly explained.

			There were three main branches of casting: illusions, which altered the way things looked; transformations, which altered the way things behaved; and transfigurations, which involved turning something into something else. In one of her detentions at a previous school, she’d overheard a Caster teacher explain that an illusion could make a silver fork look gold, a transformation could make it soft as putty, and a transfiguration could turn it into a spoon.

			“Of course, she’s a delinquent, so they aren’t just any illusions,” Gilly continued. “She does more than just alter the way things look—she changes the way they feel, taste, and smell, too. Her real talent is in refinement: she edits, adjusts, and perfects, making things better than they used to be. That’s how she runs the homework trade. She can turn any C-minus paper into A-plus gold. Theo helps. Most of the teachers know not to leave answer books lying around come test time, but Theo’s surprisingly crafty.”

			That must be what Theo meant when he called himself a subcontractor. Araminta “hired” him for this particular expertise. “Araminta’s ability also comes in handy when fixing…mistakes,” Gilly added delicately, nodding at the now-clear mason jar.

			Araminta nodded primly, but Theo rounded on Gilly. “Don’t pretend it’s only my muck-ups she’s fixing! What about that little mold problem you caused in the bathroom?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about—there’s no mold in the bathroom.”

			“Yeah, because Araminta got rid of it.”

			Rolling her eyes, Gilly waved Araminta over and ordered Theo to remove a notebook from her backpack and tear off the cardboard cover.

			With one hand still holding the drinking glass that pinned the fireball in place, Gilly deftly slid the piece of cardboard under the rim between the fireball and the wall. Vin opened her mouth to object—paper wouldn’t last long against fire, and there were already scorch marks on the pale wallpaper—but it was only a temporary solution.

			Next she turned the drinking glass upright, nodding for Araminta to place the lidless jar directly overtop. Then Gilly removed the cardboard scrap.

			The fireball seemed to float upward of his own accord—or perhaps because heat rises, he couldn’t help himself—and the next thing Vin knew, Araminta was screwing the lid in place, and Theo was using a pen to poke air holes through the metal.

			The fireball continued to bounce around inside, but with less gusto than before. Like he knew there was no chance of escape this time.

			“Beasties,” he muttered, echoing slightly from inside the jar. “Tricksters and trappers and tormenters.”

			“Tormenters?” Gilly asked with a wide grin, bending to put herself on eye level. “When I arrived, you were the one causing trouble.”

			“Maybe once you’ve calmed down, we’ll let you go,” Theo said reasonably. He was rewarded by another flare of firelight crackling against the glass. He reared back. “Or not,” he muttered, handing the jar to Vin.

			What on earth was she supposed to do with it?

			Taking it gingerly, she glanced around the room, and even considered chucking the whole thing out the window, before her gaze landed on the wardrobe. She knew it was flammable, but so was everything else. At least when she closed the fireball inside, it muffled the sounds of his muttered curses.

			“Are you sure you want to—?” Theo began, but Vin spoke over him.

			“Thanks for the help, but I’ve got to get ready.” Before they could object, Vin ushered them into the hall and closed the door behind them.

			She pressed a hand to her chest and felt the necklace Mal had given her. She’d been hoping it might serve as a good luck charm for her here, but so far, things were not going to plan.

			Unfortunately, she had to open the wardrobe again to fetch her school uniform.

			“Jailer!” the fireball shouted as soon as a crack of light landed on his jar.

			Vin flinched, yanking her clothing off the hangers. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t have time to deal with you right now,” she said before hastily closing the door again. She’d have to figure something out eventually, but for now, the danger the creature posed was contained, and that was a start.

			She turned back to her uniform, which was comprised of a gray skirt or slacks—she chose slacks—and an accompanying gray V-neck sweater, a white collared shirt, a black tie, and a black blazer. The school’s crest was picked out in silver thread, with Last Hope School for Magical Delinquents stretched across on a silver ribbon.

			While Vin’s blazer bore gray piping, Gilly’s and Theo’s had been blue, which marked them as Conjurers, and Araminta’s had been red, marking her as a Caster. As for the rest of the crafts, Chemists wore green, Clairvoyants yellow, and Charismas purple.

			Vin should technically be wearing Conjurer blue, but she’d yet to specialize and so would remain in generic gray piping until the day she proved proficiency.

			She sighed, staring at the closed wardrobe. What were the odds of that ever happening when she kept losing control of her magic? And this—a cursing, violent ball of fire—was beyond anything she’d ever done before. Fire was familiar, of course. Most Conjurers had a base talent in summoning all four elements until they eventually specialized in one of them. They could also specialize in objects, like Theo. But in all her years and in all the fires she had made, including the most recent in the Strictland gymnasium, Vin had never summoned something that could talk before. Was she actually getting worse?

			Lost in thought, Vin opened her door and nearly walked right into Gilly, Theo, and Araminta, who had apparently waited for her. The headmistress must have asked them to see her safely to class.

			“So,” Gilly said, unruffled by their near collision and falling seamlessly into stride next to Vin as she rushed down the hall, “where did that little firecracker come from, anyway?”

			Vin avoided her eye. “No idea.”

			Gilly turned pensive. “Maybe he followed you from downstairs? I heard a fire sprite got lodged inside the chimney once…”

			“What is a fire sprite?” Vin asked uneasily. She didn’t know anything about them, but magical creatures were the realm of Charismas, not Conjurers. Did that mean she hadn’t actually made the fireball at all? Could she have somehow called it instead?

			“They’re creatures of magic that manifest in really hot places,” Gilly said. “Forest fires, mostly.”

			“Or volcanoes,” added Araminta.

			“Since there aren’t any volcanoes around here,” Gilly continued, “or recent forest fires, I bet he comes from the kitchens. Mrs. Allen never lets the hearth fire go out, so if a sprite wanted a nice, warm place to live, that would be the best option at Last Hope. Or maybe the headmistress’s office—that fire is usually burning strong, too. The question is, why did he wind up in your room, of all places…”

			“I don’t care,” Vin blurted. They hadn’t blamed her for making or calling him yet, and she didn’t want them to. “I don’t care how he got here, or why. I don’t want trouble. I’d rather just…” She looked around the bustling hallways, afraid people would overhear. “Pretend it never happened.”

			“That’ll be hard with your blazer still smoking,” said Theo, gesturing to a pair of scorch marks near her elbow, courtesy of the fire sprite.

			“Again?” Vin moaned, plucking at the smoldering sleeve. It was one thing to burn her uniform on the way out, as she had done at Strictland, but on the way in? It felt distinctly like starting off on the wrong foot.

			Gilly quirked an eyebrow, and Theo tilted his head, but neither questioned her response. Araminta tugged at her own pristine jacket unnecessarily, as if to show how a blazer was supposed to look. Clean, pressed, and perfectly tailored—had she done that with magic?—while Theo’s was creased and his dress shirt untucked, and Gilly’s was overlarge because of how short she was.

			“Hand it over, then,” Araminta said.

			“If you don’t want people to know, you gotta hide the evidence,” Theo explained when Vin didn’t move. “That’s basic delinquent stuff.”

			“You would know,” Gilly said.

			“She’s calling you basic,” Araminta said to Theo.

			Eventually Vin tugged off her blazer, uncertain.

			With an effortless sweep of her hand, Araminta made the burns completely disappear, leaving the blazer looking brand-new once again.

			Vin longed for such an ability, to be able to undo some of the damage she had done over the years. Or at least, as Theo had said, hide the evidence of it.

			She shrugged back into the uniform, adjusting her tie and tucking the chain from the necklace underneath. Things were off to a bad start, but maybe it could still bring her some luck…eventually.

			“You should have a go at my wallpaper,” she muttered, still admiring her blazer.

			“Uhh,” Gilly said, tossing a side-eyed look at Araminta, “I’d just hang some pictures over the scorch marks. Araminta’s not great at patterns.”

			“She tried to change a pattern on a skirt once,” Theo whispered.

			“Herringbone to houndstooth,” Gilly interjected.

			“It did not go well,” Theo finished.

			“You’re one to talk!” Araminta said crossly. “What about that time you tried to replicate a pack of markers and we were drowning in technicolor felt tips for a week?”

			“I will admit that the rainbow got away from me a little bit,” Theo said with dignity, but Vin was hardly listening.

			As they continued to bicker back and forth, a wave of relief washed over her. They didn’t seem suspicious of her at all, which meant the secret of the fire sprite was still hers, at least for now.

			Hopefully it would remain so, and no one at Last Hope would have to know she had barely lasted twelve hours here before her magic got the best of her. Not the teachers, the headmistress—and especially not the school board.

			All Vin had to do was hold it together and keep a lid on her magic. Literally, in the case of the fire sprite, until she could find a way to safely get rid of the creature without burning the whole school down.
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			Break a Leg

			Because of the whole fire-sprite debacle in Vin’s room, they were running late for morning classes, though according to Gilly, Vin had slept in and missed breakfast even before Gilly had arrived.

			“That’s why I brought the juice,” she explained while rooting around in her bag. “Also this.”

			She held out a squashed muffin.

			“Uh, thanks,” Vin said, taking the flattened pastry. It looked like it might have been chocolate chip. “So do I have class with you and Theo? You’re both Conjurers, right?”

			“You’re a Conjurer, as well?” Gilly asked. “Your file didn’t say…”

			“Yes, but I haven’t specialized,” Vin said, embarrassment creeping up her neck.

			“It took me ages to specialize,” Gilly said dismissively. “I’m a water Conjurer, but I don’t just summon water: I specialize in aquatic flora and fauna.”

			“It means she can summon and control water plants and creatures, as well as water itself,” Araminta explained.

			Vin gaped. “But plants…and animals…those are Chemist and Charisma abilities.”

			Chemists specialized in potions, poisons, or plants, able to sense the various ingredients within or grow the vegetation that supplied them. And Charismas could be tamers, able to magically control animals, or influencers, able to charm people into getting their way or convince them of all-out lies.

			“Exactly,” said Gilly. “It caused quite a bit of confusion.”

			“The definitions are a bit more blurred here at Last Hope,” Araminta added.

			Gilly shrugged. “It’s not like I can tame a cat or anything,” she said reasonably.

			“Only a catfish,” Theo clarified.

			Vin swallowed. If Gilly, as a Conjurer, could have even some control over aquatic creatures…then maybe Vin could have summoned that fire sprite after all. Look at Marge—her ability could easily have crossover with Clairvoyants, some of whom could see the future—and the headmistress’s magic was also highly irregular and difficult for Vin to even attempt to define.

			What else were these delinquents capable of? And most pressing of all…what else was Vin capable of?

			“Oh,” Vin said faintly.

			“We’ll have classes together eventually,” Gilly said, answering Vin’s original question. “Once you’re placed.”

			“Placed? Is that the same as specializing?”

			“Not exactly. It’s more a way to determine your skill level so they can put you in the right lessons,” Gilly explained. “Most schools have beginner, intermediate, and advanced. Three levels for three years at school. But at Last Hope, there are actually two levels per year, plus a seventh level for advanced study. That’s why we have some older students. Araminta and I are both level four, which is advanced for our age, but I’m sure you’ll get there.”

			Vin remained quiet. After what she’d seen these three do compared to her own abysmal attempts at magic, she fully expected to be level one.

			“I’m a level three,” Theo said cheerfully.

			“Which is average for our age,” Araminta said.

			“Oh, are you two twins?” Vin asked Araminta. “I thought you were older.”

			“I am,” Araminta replied.

			“By six minutes,” Theo said wryly.

			“A lifetime of experience,” she countered. “Hence the higher level.”

			Theo grinned. “I might be a level three in magic, but I’m level seven in trouble.”

			A beat of silence followed.

			“Seriously?” Gilly asked. Araminta, too, looked at him expectantly, as if needing an answer to what Vin thought was a rhetorical question.

			“What?” Theo said defensively. “I get in more trouble than you!”

			“That’s because you’re bad at it. That’s the whole point. Being good at trouble means not getting caught,” Gilly said slowly, as if this wasn’t the first time she’d had to explain it to him. Araminta nodded her agreement, and Vin wondered if she should take notes. Clearly she needed to learn a thing or two, if she was to survive here, and those things were not limited to the classroom.

			They left the dormitory behind and walked through the wide second-floor hallway toward the gallery and the main staircase. On the way, Vin noticed details she’d failed to grasp in her exhaustion the night before.

			Clusters of potted plants sat beneath the sunny floor-to-ceiling windows, with brightly colored flowers, bizarrely shaped leaves, and creeping vines that tried to snatch the ankles of passersby. Pieces of paper zipped through the air, though whether they were private notes or homework assignments, Vin couldn’t be sure. She spotted several animals, as well, including a raven, a pair of scurrying chipmunks, and even a goat.

			More students bustled here and there, some carrying their breakfast to go, like Vin, while others had their noses buried in books, either trying to get ahead or, more likely, catch up on assignments before the bell rang. There was a statue Vin initially thought people were tapping for luck—until contact with the marble sent them zooming down the hall at breakneck speed. And there was a painting that shouted “Hello!” and “Top of the morning!” to everyone within hailing distance. Vin jumped so badly she nearly dropped her muffin.

			“Anyway,” Gilly said as they descended the stairs to the groundfloor hallway, as if all of this was completely normal, “don’t worry. The headmistress will sort you out. She always does.”

			For some reason, it sounded ominous.

			“Wait a second—it’s the headmistress that places you?” Vin asked, dread dragging at her shoulders like a sodden cloak. They had come to a stop at a large door with a plaque that read Ava Hope: Headmistress.

			She supposed that answered her question. Day one, and she was already in the headmistress’s office.

			“Good luck!” Gilly said, giving her a thumbs-up as she strode away.

			“Break a leg,” added Araminta, digging through her bag and unearthing three essays with matching headings—each with a different student’s name across the title page.

			“Just as long as it’s not the headmistress’s,” Theo called, hurrying off after the others. “Jamie Fink did that…never saw him again.”

			And with that dire warning, the three of them disappeared around the corner, leaving Vin alone.

			She stared at the door. She could do this. Maybe with the fire sprite out of her system, she would find her magic meek and malleable.

			A girl could dream.

			She just couldn’t afford any more slip-ups. Vin didn’t need to be impressive. She didn’t need to flourish, she just needed to not fail.

			That was an easier goal, one she might just be able to achieve.

			Maybe with so many extraordinary people, she could even fly under the radar.

			She took a deep, steadying breath and knocked.

			

			•   •   •

			The headmistress’s office was exactly what Vin would have imagined, had she taken a moment to do so. An entire wall was covered with built-in bookshelves stuffed with leather-bound volumes thick as bricks, though Vin spotted some battered paperbacks and what looked like a stack of fashion magazines thrown in. Opposite the shelves was a massive fireplace, crackling merrily, with more books, crystal decanters of liquor, and other assorted knickknacks dotting the mantelpiece.

			The middle of the room was dominated by a wooden desk strewn with papers and pens and used coffee cups, with a pair of comfy leather chairs perched before it. The window behind the desk featured a stunning view of the lawns, the grass sparkling with dew in the early-morning light.

			And there, seated in front of it, was Headmistress Ava Hope.

			She looked much as she had the day before, but instead of a flight jacket over her breezy white blouse, today she wore a thick, oversized cardigan complete with elbow patches, as if determined to look the part of a schoolteacher or librarian—though she still had the air of some Hollywood starlet or wealthy socialite. Even her black necktie, which hung effortlessly loose around her throat, contributed to the effect.

			“Vin. Welcome,” she said graciously, getting to her feet.

			Rather than speak across the vast expanse of her desk, the headmistress joined Vin on the other side, smiling serenely before dragging the leather chairs across the rug toward the warm glow of the fire. Vin thought perhaps she should offer to help—despite the lumpy cardigan, Ava Hope looked too elegant for such work—but she had it done in seconds and waved for Vin to take a seat opposite her.

			“That’s better,” she said, settling in comfortably. “So. How’s your first day so far?”

			Vin almost choked. “Normal,” she said quickly. Too quickly.

			The headmistress quirked an eyebrow. “Indeed? How odd. Most days at Last Hope are anything but.” Her gaze was enigmatic as she considered Vin a moment longer before reaching for a leather folder and a pen. “As I’m sure you are well aware at this point in your career, most magic schools like to complete some basic tests before assigning a student their schedule. In this regard, at least, Last Hope is no different. I’ll need to get a sense of your abilities before I can decide where to place you. There’s no need to be nervous,” she said, perhaps reading the trepidation on Vin’s face. Or maybe all new students reacted with a similar soul-crushing fear. “There is no pass or fail, no right or wrong. I just want to try to understand your power so I can give you the best education possible. Sound good?”

			Vin nodded, hands clasped tightly together.

			“Excellent. Let’s begin.”

			Since Vin had been unofficially classified as a Conjurer, that was where the headmistress began her tests.

			They started with the elements. Basic air conjuring to activate a set of wind chimes, then separating soil from stones in a shallow tray. Vin managed both exercises to middling and, more importantly to her, unremarkable effect.

			However, things started going wrong once they got to water.

			Usually, in order to use magic, a mage had to use their imagination.

			They had to think of what they wanted to do in their head first. They had to picture the magic, feel it in their hands, see it doing what they wanted it to do in their mind’s eye before it happened in the real world. This mental creativity and control was part of why young children couldn’t do magic very well; it required a base understanding of their powers and their own minds that they didn’t yet possess.

			It was also why Vin couldn’t do magic properly, either. She still didn’t understand her power; none of the elements—a Conjurer’s bread and butter—ever consistently obeyed her will, and neither did objects. But there was a straight line between what was happening inside and what happened outside…and the harder Vin struggled, the worse her thoughts became. Therefore, the worse her magic became.

			Now, sitting before the headmistress of her new school, being asked to summon water, Vin felt her heart start to hammer in her chest. Her ears buzzed, and her mind wandered to dark, unpleasant memories.

			Water was the first element to ever betray her.

			The headmistress smiled encouragingly and placed an empty glass on the table next to them.

			Like the others, this was a familiar exercise. Vin needed to conjure water inside the glass. A few droplets would do.

			She closed her eyes, imagining a stream of water from a tap—cool, clear, and under control. She imagined the stream slowing, turning into nothing more than a steady drip. But the dripping in her mind wasn’t slow and steady…it was rapid-fire, in tune with the thundering beat of her heart. Faster the droplets fell, filling the glass, overflowing it.

			She opened her eyes just in time to see the glass, trembling under the sudden torrent of water, explode.

			Vin flinched, droplets and bits of debris flying in all directions, but then there was a flash of blue light. A translucent orb appeared exactly where the cup had been, and the sounds of shattering glass and sloshing water were replaced by a soft sizzling sound as the explosion collided with the magical barrier.

			It was a forcefield. The headmistress had obviously created it, just as she had with Gilly’s floating fish and the front gate, though Vin still didn’t understand what kind of magic it was.

			Looking wholly unperturbed, the headmistress carefully shrank the sphere and directed it toward a wastebasket, where the contents dropped with a gentle splash and tinkle of broken glass.

			“I…” Vin began, her voice hoarse.

			The headmistress looked up. “Not hurt, are you?”

			“No,” Vin whispered.

			The woman smiled kindly. “That is all that matters. Now then, let’s move on to fire.”

			Fear pierced Vin’s chest. If she couldn’t even manage water right now, considered by many to be the gentlest and most easily manipulated element, then fire—the most unstable—would probably get them both killed. Water might have been her first magical outburst, but fire was her most recent.

			“You are safe here, Vin,” the headmistress said, once again seeming to read Vin’s mind. “No harm will come to you—or me,” she added with an encouraging grin, “while you are under my care. Understood?”

			“Yes,” Vin said, but her mind was buzzing uncontrollably, her hands shaking. She could barely follow the headmistress’s instructions for the next task.

			All she had to do was summon a flame in her palm. It was easier even than the water glass, because there was no container to worry about—or accidentally break.

			Unbidden, the sight of the fire sprite zooming around her room flashed before Vin’s eyes. And then the Strictland school banners, burning out of control. The smell of smoke filled her nostrils.

			Rather than create a flame of her own, the fire in the hearth began to grow, licking up the bricks and curling around the edges of the mantel, threatening the books and bottles on its surface. Even without trying, Vin’s magic rose to the surface, stronger than ever. She closed her eyes, but still she could feel the heat and see the flames.

			“No,” she choked out.

			“It’s okay,” the headmistress said, shifting in her seat, preparing to protect them once more if necessary. “Forget your own flame. You’re connected to the fire. Now, turn your attention to—”

			“I can’t,” Vin gasped, eyes closed, hands clenched into fists.

			“You can,” the headmistress insisted, her voice as calm and reassuring as ever. But Vin didn’t want to be reassured. She didn’t want to use her impossible magic, didn’t want to lose control again, over and over, in an endless cycle of failure.

			Panic reared up. “No, I can’t,” she said, more strongly this time, lurching to her feet and putting distance between herself and the fireplace. Behind her, the flames hissed and popped, but Vin had released her hold on her magic, stifling it from within, and when she turned back around, the fire burned at a normal height once more.

			The headmistress gave Vin several moments to collect herself, then cocked her head. “Will you take a seat?”

			“No,” Vin said. Then hastily added, “I’m sorry, I…I don’t want to do this anymore.”

			Another pause. “If you don’t complete the placement test, I’ll have no choice but to place you in level-one classes. Most students your age are level three or higher.”

			“That’s…that’s fine,” Vin said, though a hollowness was starting to expand inside her chest. People would be talking about her, whether they learned about the fire sprite or not, but that was nothing new.

			“It must also be added to your file,” the headmistress said delicately. “The school board will know of your placement results—or lack thereof.”

			Vin felt that like a physical blow. Here was one more reason for them to kick her out if she didn’t get it together. But the prospect of going off was worse. “I can’t,” Vin repeated, barely above a whisper.

			“Very well,” the headmistress said, getting to her feet. She strode over to her desk and unearthed a piece of paper. Vin’s new schedule, complete with her placement level scribbled at the top. “Off to it, then.” She smiled, though her eyes were sad. “You’re already late.”
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			Level One

			Vin left the headmistress’s office in a daze.

			Eventually she remembered the piece of paper—her schedule—gripped tightly in her hand. She looked down.

			Her classes were divided into magical and mundane since most students graduating magic school would go on to regular high school and needed to keep up.

			As Vin was still unofficially a Conjurer, she had conjuring practical and theory each morning before lunch. After the midday break, her classes shifted through the usual middle school subjects, including history, math, science, and language.

			Vin glanced at the hall clock. She had missed her first class of the day, and so it was on to conjuring theory with Mr. Oswald in the Blue Room…wherever that was. She wandered the wide, empty halls, panic rising in her chest until she realized her schedule had a map printed on the back. She climbed the staircase, dodged a particularly aggressive vine from one of the nearest potted plants, and came to a stop.

			The Blue Room had a plaque mounted outside the door, confirming she was in the right location. After taking several shallow breaths, Vin mustered her courage and knocked.

			The heavy door swung wide, revealing who Vin could only assume was Mr. Oswald. He was tall and thin, with graying hair severely parted and thick, black-framed glasses. He wore a shirt and tie, both clean and crisp but several decades out of fashion, the striped tie clashing with the faded flannel shirt, and corduroy trousers.

			He lifted his chin to survey her critically, and Vin flashed back to every teacher who’d ever hated her in her short but thorough education. It took a while.

			“You’re late,” he said.

			“I had my placement test,” she started to explain, but he simply snatched her schedule out of her hands.

			His bushy eyebrows raised as he read her level, then he returned the paper to her. “Take a seat at one of the tables near the back,” he said. “I’m just finishing up my lesson, then I’ll come speak to you.”

			“Yes, sir,” she said, striding into the long, rectangular room, which was well named. The walls, the rugs—even the ceiling—were all picked out in blue paint, paper, or thread. There were golden accents, warm wood floors, and a pale marble fireplace, currently cold and dark, but the overall impression was light and airy—like a summer sky or calm blue lake. Even the student blazers were all accented with blue because, of course, this was a Conjurer classroom.

			But it was more than just a classroom. It was actually a series of rooms, including the main space where she now stood, plus two additional rooms attached. One was filled with shelves of books and comfortable chairs, maybe meant to be a common room or lounge area, while the other had the look of a workshop or studio—a place for long-term projects or messy activities. For Conjurers, that meant evidence of earth, air, fire, and water damage, plus dings and dents from all manner of summoned objects.

			As Vin walked toward her seat, she passed several rows of desks that seated around twenty students. Noting their ages, she grimaced. She’d expected to suffer the indignity of being a level one mostly in private. Though gossip traveled quickly and it would become public knowledge eventually, she hadn’t considered the fact that Last Hope had fewer students than most schools. As such, it appeared that all of the Conjurers had classes together, and simply had lesson plans tailored to their abilities. They were also, apparently, seated by level.

			There were two communal tables at the back, where three younger students sat. They looked very young, and Vin struggled to keep her expression neutral as she edged toward them. The next row of seats were individual desks, which Vin assumed were level twos, because there was Theo in the next row with the level threes and Gilly right in front of him with the level fours. There was only one additional row, so Vin suspected that levels five through seven were combined. Sure enough, she noticed for the first time that the student blazers bore colored stripes indicating not just their craft but their level—with the students at the back having only a single line of blue across their lapels, where those at the front had up to seven.

			All eyes were on her as she passed row after row, confirming with every step that she was not above average…or average…or even mediocre. She went straight to the back and plunked down next to a little girl with uneven pigtails and a wide, toothy grin. She’d had to roll up the sleeves of her blazer so she could use her hands.

			Vin stared pointedly at the table before her, ignoring the way everyone swiveled in their seats to get a look at her.

			Mr. Oswald called them back to attention sharply, for which Vin was grateful, even if she knew his stern attitude would be directed at her before long. Behind him, the chalkboard was scribbled with the lesson he was giving: Conjuring and Mental Focus.

			“As I was saying,” Mr. Oswald continued, “your magic is tied to your mental state at the time of its use. The clearer your mind, the better the results. That is why you don’t find cell phones or computers or other modern technology at Last Hope and other magic schools. Nothing fractures focus like social media and the internet. At home, and once you graduate, you may rot your brains as you see fit. But for now, your attention will be fixed on your studies. Otherwise, your magic—Mr. Logan—might get away from you.”

			There was a boy seated in the same row as Theo, his blond head propped on his crossed arms. He seemed to have drifted so thoroughly that his pencil case was floating in the air next to him and he’d yet to notice.

			Rather than being startled or ashamed by Mr. Oswald’s words, the boy tilted his head to glance up at his errant magic and smiled. “I was feeling relaxed, Mr. Oz, and I guess my magic was, too.”

			Several people laughed, though Mr. Oswald did not look pleased—at the answer or the nickname. He snatched the pencil case out of midair and dropped it onto the desk, causing the boy to rear back so it didn’t land on his head.

			Mr. Oswald addressed the rest of the class once more. “All of have you been given worksheets based on your level; once completed, you can move on to the essay portion. Those are due first thing tomorrow.”

			There was a collective groan before everyone bent their heads to work, and Gilly took the opportunity to wave at Vin from the fourth row.

			Despite his strict demeanor, Mr. Oswald seemed a decent teacher. He moved between the rows, nodding stiff approval or answering questions, before arriving at the level ones.

			He handed Vin a worksheet that was clearly designed with younger students in mind. It had fill-in-the-blank questions, diagrams to be labeled, and even a blank page for them to “illustrate how their magic made them feel.”

			Vin had done something similar at the start of her magical education—nearly three years ago, when she’d been nine. Most kids started magical school at eleven, but even back then, Vin had been a special case. Now, past and present shame caused her cheeks to heat in embarrassment as she reached for the pencils and crayons kept in jars on their worktable.

			This is a good thing, she told herself. No way to screw this up. Better to be safe than sorry.

			“I’ve got markers,” the pigtailed girl announced proudly. “If you want.”

			“Thanks,” Vin said with a sigh, and bent to her task.

			

			•   •   •

			Everyone was clearing up for lunch when it happened. Vin was putting the finishing touches on a drawing of herself as an angry stick person on fire—she wasn’t an artist, though she worried they might send the document to a therapist or criminal psychologist—when one of the other students sauntered over to her level-one table.

			Pigtail girl, called Abby, was coloring furiously to beat the bell, her drawing a dynamic swirl of colors, when a shadow fell across their table.

			Vin had been waiting for it, tense from the moment she’d sat down.

			She looked up, expression bland.

			It was the boy with the levitating pencil case. She thought he was maybe a year older than her, with three stripes across his lapel, the bright Conjurer blue perfectly matching his eyes. His hair was pale blond and curled around his face in a halo, making him look oddly angelic, and his skin was a sun-kissed golden brown.

			“Hey,” he said, flashing brilliant white teeth.

			“Hi,” Vin said back, wary. Everything about his approach was friendly, and yet there was something in his demeanor that made her uneasy.

			He was smirking at her—or more correctly, he was smirking at her drawing. It was the kind of smile that made you question whether you were in on the joke.

			He reached for the paper, but he was no match for Vin’s quick hands.

			“Can I help you?” she asked, tucking the assignment out of sight. Abby watched with wide eyes and her mouth hanging open, while Gilly and Theo, who’d been heading their way, froze in their tracks to take in the scene.

			“I’m Cam,” he said, still smiling, though there was a definite edge to it. “I always like to introduce myself to the newbies.” He paused, but when Vin didn’t say anything, he smiled wider and prodded. “What’s your name?”

			“Vin,” she replied, fully aware of the audience that surrounded them, including a handful of Cam’s own friends, who had sidled up behind him.

			“So, Vin…aren’t you a bit old to be at the kiddie table?” he asked, flaunting his widest, brightest smile yet.

			Vin sighed.

			His tone was teasing, and again, Vin couldn’t figure out if she was meant to be in on the joke or not. And she was tired of trying to guess.

			“Aren’t you a bit hurt to be standing upright?”

			He frowned. “Hurt? I—”

			Vin pushed her chair back with a screech, the hard wooden leg colliding—painfully, she hoped—with the boy’s shin.

			He doubled over. “Ow! What the—?”

			But Vin was already halfway across the room, handing Mr. Oswald her worksheet before striding out the door.

			“That—” Theo said, popping up on her right side mere moments later.

			“—was awesome,” finished Gilly from her left. “I haven’t seen Abby smile so hard since before Nadia trimmed that right pigtail.”

			Vin looked between them. Why were they still following her around? They’d more than done their duty in “showing her the ropes” the day before. She could figure out the rest from here on her own.

			“Right. Well, I’m gonna—” she began, but then Araminta fell into step with them, having come from her Caster class down the hall.

			“Lunch?” she said, and the other two nodded.

			Then, like a leaf on a river current, Vin was carried by the rush of students spilling out of various rooms down the wide main stairs toward the kitchens, which were on the first floor.

			Having missed breakfast, Vin wasn’t sure of the setup, but she joined the others as they filed into the warm, high-ceilinged room, a mass of copper pots dangling overhead. The kitchen featured a long prep table, an old-fashioned cooking range and fireplace, and a separate pantry, but was clearly not big enough to fit every student of Last Hope. Craning her neck, she saw that they were only passing through, like in a cafeteria line, picking up their food to go.

			Grabbing a tray from a stack, Vin waited until it was her turn to select her lunch from several massive platters laid out on the counter, featuring a selection of sandwiches on crusty bread, bowls of fresh fruit and crunchy salad, plus creamy tomato soup, gooey macaroni and cheese, and chilled pitchers of juice and milk.

			Mrs. Allen restocked when things ran low, hauling over a heavy pot filled with steaming soup to replace the empty one on the warmer or adding fresh sandwiches from plastic-wrapped trays out of the fridge.

			Marge was there, as well, trying to be of use but constantly finding herself underfoot. Though she was technically the nurse, apparently she liked to help out around the school.

			“I don’t need you here, you know, Margie,” Mrs. Allen said with a strange mix of affection and exasperation as Marge bumped into her and she nearly dropped a tray of sandwiches.

			“But my office is always empty,” Marge complained. “Nobody’s ever sick in this place!”

			“That’s because you take such good care of them.” Mrs. Allen smiled, then flashed what Vin thought was a warning look at the nearest students as if daring them to contradict the praise.

			As this was the woman who made them their food, none of them did.

			Still, Gilly’s smile was decidedly forced, and it was clear all three of them were trying not to look at each other in case they gave their true thoughts away.

			The man with the mop Vin recalled from the night before was here, this time sweeping up broken glass that she assumed was Marge’s fault. Once again, he was doing a poor job of it, spreading the shards of glass around rather than sweeping them into a neat pile, all while smiling rather dazedly at the nurse.

			“That’s Mr. Hart,” Gilly whispered to Vin, seeing her line of sight. “He’s Last Hope’s custodian-slash-caretaker, and he’s half in love with Marge.”

			“Fully in love,” Araminta corrected.

			“Not that she’s noticed,” Theo said. “Poor bloke.”

			Indeed, it seemed she was too busy trying to help with the lunch service. When Anthony made the mistake of complaining that the apple juice wasn’t cold enough, Marge brought the pitcher into the walk-in fridge—where there was apparently also a freezer—coming out mere seconds later with the pitcher frozen solid.

			She beamed at them all, placing the drink onto the table with a thunk.

			“Cold enough for you, Santucci?” asked an older student in Caster red, who Vin had heard was called Zayn, rolling his eyes as he pushed past. Anthony’s mouth hung open in surprise—until he was forced to vacate the kitchen in disgrace as other students who were behind him in the line hissed and booed and even threw bits of fruit salad at him.

			Careful to keep her mouth shut regarding the food, Vin smiled at Marge and hurried through, scooping up her lunch.

			Following those in front of her, she left the kitchens through a second door that led into what had surely once been a formal dining room, only the long, elegant table that would have occupied the center space had been replaced with two rows of smaller tables running along either side. Hardly anyone was sitting there, though, save for the odd older student and the teachers who were dining at the faculty table.

			Before Vin could make the complex social and strategic calculations regarding where to put her tray, Gilly had taken ahold of her arm.

			“Come on,” she said, towing Vin back out into the hall and toward the back of the house, where a pair of double doors were left open, leading outside onto a terrace. Other students were taking seats there, perched on stone benches or the steps that led down to the grassy gardens below.

			While the terrace was clearly frequently used, it was in similar shape to the rest of Last Hope’s exterior, the stones broken, the banisters crumbling, and creeping vines attempting to drag the entire structure back into the earth.

			Cutting through the crowds and down the steps, Gilly weaved through the various shrubs and bushes, leading them into what appeared to be a secluded section of the once-manicured gardens, the trees growing wildly out of hand, the grass knee high and difficult to wade through in places.

			There was a cracked fountain in the center, and Gilly made straight for it, handing her tray to Theo while she crouched at its edge.

			The contents—murky green with lily pads and other water plants dotting its surface—gurgled and bubbled like a cauldron, steaming faintly in the brisk September air. After carefully examining the contents, Gilly announced the concoction was, ominously, “almost ready” before joining Theo and Araminta, who had taken seats on the remnants of a stonework path.

			Vin perched uncertainly next to them. It was a clear blue-sky day, insects buzzing and distant laughter lost in the swish of the grass in the breeze.

			She opened her sandwich, but the effort to eat it was almost more than she could muster. She was exhausted. So far that day she had summoned a fire sprite, flunked out of placement, and wounded a fellow classmate—the story now being relayed to Araminta by Theo and Gilly.

			“…and then she just walked off, while Cam hobbled around, trying not to cry,” Theo said gleefully.

			Vin sighed. Staying under the radar wasn’t going as well as she’d hoped.

			Araminta raised her eyebrows. “I’m impressed. Nobody stands up to Cameron Logan around here. He does what he wants.”

			“A thirteen-year-old?” Vin asked skeptically. There were students like Anthony and Zayn who were surely at least sixteen or seventeen.

			Theo shrugged. “The older kids aren’t fussed with the social scene anymore, and, of course, the younger students idolize him. Even when he’s acting like a prat.”

			“He’s been in a bit of a mood ever since his best friend, Taylor, took his ascending test and passed,” Gilly said. “Now he’s a full two levels higher than Cam.”

			While placement tests happened at the start of a student’s education, ascending tests were taken during the year to move up a level.

			“Anyway, that might be why he was messing with you today,” Gilly finished. “Look, there he is now.”

			She pointed back toward the terrace, where Cam stood in the middle of a large group, making wisecracks. Vin would have guessed he was a Charisma if she didn’t know any better. He was clearly the center of attention, smiling his bright white smile—though she thought he grimaced slightly whenever the others’ backs were turned.

			“Check it out; even Isabella Torres is hovering nearby,” Gilly said with a smirk.

			“Where?” demanded Theo, but Vin had already spotted the girl—not because she knew who Isabella Torres was, but because there was someone literally floating at the edge of the group. She had golden-brown skin and long curly black hair, and wore Conjurer blue, which meant her hovering was clearly some variation on air conjuring. She was gently bobbing up and down next to a pair of twin girls with long red hair, apparently immersed in conversation, though she glanced over her shoulder toward Cam more than once.

			“Looks like she’s showing off,” said Araminta idly, watching her brother’s reaction.

			“Yeah right,” Theo said with a scoff. “She’s a level five—way out of Cam’s league.”

			“And out of yours,” Gilly muttered, but Theo didn’t hear.

			“Besides,” he continued, still craning his neck to stare at the terrace, “she mostly hangs out with the soft magic students.”

			“Soft magic?” Vin asked.

			“Oh, it’s just a slang term, really, for Charismas and Clairvoyants,” Gilly explained. “Their magic is more subtle and open for interpretation. The rules aren’t as clear as they are for Conjurers, Casters, or Chemists.”

			“What she’s trying to say is that the soft magic students are a bit…odd,” Theo said conspiratorially. Vin certainly didn’t need him to tell her that. A Clairvoyant could specialize in mediumship—as in communicating with the dead—precognition, which allowed them to see the future, or extrasensory perception, which was akin to reading minds. Of course, at regular magic school, a Clairvoyant might sense the presence of ghosts, predict mundane occurrences like the weather, and maybe sniff out a lie, but at Last Hope? Vin shuddered to think how much stranger their magic could be. “They breeze through the halls whispering about prophecies and spirits and healing energies, waving around crystals and tarot decks.”

			“Though Spencer was bang-on about the stew that one time,” Gilly said fairly. “Everyone who ate it got sick.”

			“I could have told you not to eat that!” Theo said, waving his hand dismissively. “It smelled terrible, not to mention the fact that Abby Glazer was involved, and she’s just a little bit too good at conjuring dirt, you know what I mean? Look at her!”

			And sure enough, little Abby was crouched with some friends at the edge of the terrace, elbow deep in mud. She used one of her dirty hands to pick up a sandwich and take a bite.

			“Ugh,” all four of them said in unison.

			“I heard that’s why Nadia cut off her hair,” Gilly said. “The stew made her sick for three days.”

			Vin’s afternoon class was history with Mr. Garcia, who was also one of the Caster teachers. While she often struggled in her magical lessons, Vin generally got good grades in her mundane subjects—though she preferred math and science over history.

			The mundane classes were organized by age, not level, so she got to sit with the other twelve-year-olds, not shunted to the back with the younger students. For a couple hours at least, she could pretend that she was normal—or as normal as she could be in a delinquent school.

			Gilly insisted that Vin sit next to her, and while a few whispers followed her, the class soon settled and the lesson began.

			Mr. Garcia was small but exuberant, his positive energy infectious enough to make the time go by quickly, despite the well-trod topic.

			“It’s September! And I think we all know what that means. We’re going to talk about…” He held up his hand, inviting the students to fill in the gap.

			“The Treaty,” the class recited in unenthusiastic unison.

			“Exactly,” Mr. Garcia said. “It is the anniversary of the signing of the Treaty this month, and the school board likes us to give you a refresher. Now, some background. What was happening at the end of the seventeenth century, here and across the world?”

			“Witch trials,” said Araminta promptly.

			“Yes!” Mr. Garcia said, his apparent passion for history at odds with the dark subject matter. “Accusations were made, alleged evidence and testimony heard, followed by hangings, drownings, and burnings, among other terrible fates. But what mundane history doesn’t record is that mages fought back. There was an all-out war between those with magic and those without, with many casualties on both sides. Despite efforts to defend ourselves, we were outnumbered, and it was a war that we were unlikely to win. So, what happened then?”

			“The Treaty,” the class answered again.

			“Bingo,” Mr. Garcia said. “War aside, we were not a threat to the mundane community, and we had to prove it. But how? Well, that’s how the Treaty was born. During the height of the witch trials, a group of mages who would eventually found the Worldwide Magecraft Coalition came together with a proposition for peace. There are three main tenets of that agreement, and they are?”

			He pointed at different students who answered in turn.

			“Magic must be controlled.”

			“Magic must be contained.”

			“Magic is a privilege, not a right.”

			“And so the school board was founded and our education system established. And while it successfully put an end to the war and the trials, there were those within the magecraft community who strongly opposed the Treaty and all it stood for.”

			“Like the Free Mages?” asked a boy Vin recognized from her conjuring class. She had never heard the name before, but the whole class went silent at his words.

			Mr. Garcia looked around uncomfortably, as if it was a question he didn’t want to answer, but seeing their rapt attention, he sighed. “They have gone by many different names over the years,” he said, perching on the edge of his desk. “But yes, the most prominent group of mages who actively oppose the Treaty call themselves the Free Mages. That is both their name and their calling: they wish to see magekind freed from the Treaty.”

			“Why?” asked a girl near the front of the class. “It saved everybody’s lives, didn’t it? It allowed us to live out in the open.”

			Mr. Garcia hesitated. “They believe the Treaty robs us of our liberty. That it forces us to conform, to fit our magic into easily defined boxes in order to put non-magic people at ease. That, by regulating and registering ourselves, we are turning mages into second-class citizens. And for that reason, they have lobbied for changes to the Treaty, a revised agreement between magic and mundane—but they have thus far been overruled.”

			Vin had never heard any of this before. It sounded uncomfortably like her life—and all their lives, as delinquents. She dwelled on that long after Mr. Garcia finished the lesson.

			Math was her last class of the day, and by the time she made it to the dining room that evening, Vin was too worn out to bother trying to understand the social dynamics at play. She allowed Gilly to steer her to a table with Theo and Araminta, and watched as Araminta took pity on her and asked for her schedule, flipping it over to show the map. Taking out her pencil case, she labeled the tables in the dining room and their corresponding social cliques, along with preferred hangouts—like the gardens or terrace—and various enemies, alliances, and romances.

			There was the Nadia-Abby reaction, the Anthony-always-gets-in-trouble vortex, and the Isabella-Cam attraction. Theo scowled at that part.

			She color-coded the classrooms based on craft and even highlighted a few secret passages and unlocked doors that might come in handy.

			“Hey, what’s this?” Vin asked, noticing an empty hallway on the second floor devoid of any labels or notes.

			Gilly leaned forward. “Oh, that’s the forbidden wing.”

			“The what?” Vin asked, intrigued.

			Araminta rolled her eyes. “That’s just a more dramatic way of saying the ‘off-limits’ wing.”

			“It was the family wing, where Ava, her parents, and her little brother lived. Before,” Theo said.

			A finger of unease slipped down Vin’s spine. “Before what?”

			“Before they died.”

			“It happened years ago,” Araminta said. “Some horrible accident, apparently, something that happened inside that part of the house, though my parents said it was all kept very quiet. Nobody really knows the whole story.”

			Vin couldn’t believe the headmistress had such a dark past. She seemed so confident, so positive and uplifting.

			“Ava moved out after,” Gilly said. “Couldn’t live here, because of the memories—or so people say. She was gone for a decade at least and didn’t come back until she opened the school. But she hasn’t moved into her old room.”

			“I heard that’s why she called it Last Hope,” Theo said. “This place used to be called Hope House, but since she’s the only one left of her family…”

			“She’s the last Hope,” Vin said.

			Everyone turned their attention to the food, which was delicious, Vin was pretty sure, but she was so tired she couldn’t recall what she’d eaten after clearing her tray. She did notice when Theo took Araminta’s dessert, remembering their bet from the day before, but when another student turned up and replaced Araminta’s empty tray with a dessert of their own, the smile slipped from Theo’s face.

			Araminta shrugged. “I made contingency plans.”

			Afterward, Theo, Gilly, and Araminta planned to do some homework in the library, but as Vin’s lessons were basically kindergarten level, she had nothing to do—not even the conjuring essay the higher levels had been assigned—and a strong desire to have some time alone. She excused herself and disappeared back to her dormitory, slipping into her silent bedroom and leaning against the door with a sigh.

			“It’s back,” came an echoing voice from inside her closed wardrobe.

			The fire sprite. It looked like Vin wouldn’t get that time to herself after all.
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			Hoarfrost

			It was not a restful night. Despite keeping the fire sprite barricaded inside her wardrobe, and only opening it long enough to hang her school blazer inside—and for the sprite to call her a “traitorous turnkey”—the creature’s spiteful muttering kept her up into the wee hours of the morning.

			When she opened the wardrobe to dress for breakfast, the sprite leapt up from where it had been resting, flat as a pancake, on the bottom of the mason jar.

			“Wiley, uh…watchdog,” he squeaked, with less gusto than the night before. Perhaps he, too, was tired.

			“I’ll let you out—” Vin started, but the sprite flared brightly and cut her off.

			“Do it! Do it!” he squeaked shrilly.

			“—if you promise not to do any damage,” she finished sternly. “Do you promise?”

			A pause. “Yes.”

			Vin sighed. “For some reason, I don’t believe you. And I can’t afford to have you running amok and ruining my chances at this school. Do you eat?” she asked the sprite, pulling on her blazer, her jaw creaking with a wide yawn.

			The flame quivered but didn’t respond.

			“Drink?” she pressed, smirking slightly despite herself.

			The sprite swelled and crackled against the jar. “Not funny!”

			“Look, we’re gonna be stuck together for the foreseeable future, until I can find some way to safely get rid of you, so let’s make a deal. I feed you whatever it is that you eat, and you let me get some sleep at night.”

			“New deal,” said the sprite. “It frees me. Its bed doesn’t get set on fire.”

			Vin crossed her arms. “And what about the rest of my room?”

			Silence.

			“That’s what I thought,” Vin said. “It’s my deal or no deal at all.”

			The sprite deflated somewhat but made no response. Vin shrugged and moved to shut the wardrobe door.

			“Wood chips!”

			She turned, leveling her gaze at the flame. What was it that Araminta and Gilly had said about fire sprites? That they weren’t made but rather manifested in really hot places, like forest fires or the kitchen hearth. Even though he could smolder on his own, he was clearly drawn to things that burned.

			“Where am I gonna find wood chips?” Vin said, mostly to herself. She thought of the overrun gardens with rotted mulch, and of the various fireplaces that filled the massive house. Surely she could find something?

			“Charcoal!” the little flame cried out. “Papers and pinecones and bits of string!”

			That would be easier.

			Digging into her school bag, Vin offered some crumpled-up notebook paper, a cardboard bookmark that had seen better days, and a broken pencil. “That do for now?”

			“Gimme, gimme,” the sprite crowed excitedly, and Vin considered how best to feed him. He was a sneaky little thing, and she wouldn’t put it past him to try to escape. Seeking inspiration, she poked her head into the hallway. It was bustling with students on their way to the bathroom or downstairs for breakfast, and against the wall barely two doors away was a cart loaded with towels, fresh linens, and there, hanging on the handle…

			Back inside her room, Vin raised her prize with triumph.

			It was a spray bottle filled with water, meant for misting plants like the one in the corner of Vin’s room. She gave it a few test spritzes before rounding on the fire sprite.

			Though he had no eyes or face that Vin could determine, she felt the creature’s attention on her. Or rather, on the bottle. She shook it threateningly.

			“Don’t think I won’t,” she warned before reaching for the lid.

			With one hand holding her weapon, she carefully opened the jar and dropped the paper, bookmark, and broken pencil inside before hastily resealing it.

			By the time the lid was back on, the sprite was audibly chomping on the flammable items, flaring brightly and turning the food into scorched fragments and then, before long, nothing at all.

			“Don’t gorge yourself now,” Vin said, putting the water bottle on the shelf and heading for the door. “I won’t be back for hours.”

			Perhaps unsurprisingly, the instant Vin stepped out into the hall, Gilly was there.

			“You’ve got some ash on your collar,” she said cheerfully. Vin swiped at her shirt as Theo and Araminta turned up. “Was it a present from the fire sprite?”

			“Oh, um, yes,” she said as they headed downstairs. She’d been secretly hoping they’d all have forgotten about the fire sprite by now. “He was hungry, so I fed him.”

			“Fascinating!” said Gilly, eyes lit with real excitement. “What does he eat?”

			“Anything flammable, I assume,” said Araminta.

			“You’re probably right,” Vin conceded as they joined in the queue outside the kitchens. The scent of bacon and something buttery like pastry wafted over them, and Vin’s stomach growled. “But I gave him some paper and a pencil.”

			“Both wood fibers,” Gilly said. “Smart. And I’m sure that’s what they prefer.”

			“He asked for wood chips,” Vin said. “But I don’t know where to—”

			“Leave that to me,” said Araminta. She didn’t elaborate.

			“Araminta also runs the Last Hope black market,” Gilly whispered as they grabbed their trays. “Anthony’s marshmallows the other night? Her doing.”

			Vin glanced over her shoulder at Araminta, who smiled serenely in her pristine school blazer, the picture of an ideal student. Indeed, she’d overheard that Araminta was top in her classes—both magical and mundane—as well as head of the magical historical society, editor of the school paper (First Word Weekly), and captain of the chess club.

			“It’s always the ones you least suspect,” said Theo.

			When the food finally came into view, Vin was not disappointed. There were platters of bacon and sausage, trays of eggs—scrambled, fried, and poached with hollandaise sauce—plus French toast, pancakes and waffles, bowls of whipped cream, maple syrup, and chocolate sauce. There was fruit and fresh-squeezed orange juice and pastries including muffins, croissants, and authentic New Jersey bagels still in the bag from the local bakery.

			Vin was certain she wouldn’t know the difference, but Anthony, who was from North Jersey, would apparently wax poetic about them to anyone who would listen, and he wasn’t the only one with strong feelings about the regional cuisine. The breakfast also included something called pork roll, which featured Taylor ham on a bun and was a New Jersey delicacy—and the headmistress’s favorite.

			The scent of coffee threaded through the rest, coming from a dispenser in the corner where the older students huddled, bleary eyed and desperate.

			Vin piled her plate with everything she could reach and followed the others into the dining room, the noise of voices and clattering cutlery creating a familiar, but still nerve-racking, din. It seemed that everyone in the school was there, including the headmistress, a half-eaten pork roll on a plate in front of her and a small espresso cup in her hand.

			Gilly nudged Vin toward the same table they’d sat at the previous night. Vin had been too tired to notice at dinner, but students seemed to sit together mostly according to craft—it was easy to spot thanks to the colored piping on their blazers—though there were exceptions, like Araminta sitting with three Conjurers, Isabella with her Clairvoyant friends, and Cam with his best friend, Taylor, who was a Caster.

			Vin might be the same craft as Gilly and Theo, but they were certainly “out of her league” when it came to level.

			She glanced around uneasily, spotting Abby and some of the younger students. “Oh, I can just—”

			“Come on,” said Theo, walking up behind her, his plate piled so impressively high the contents wobbled.

			Vin continued on, but couldn’t help but notice the way the other students watched her, curious and assessing. Cam caught her eye from the across the room, and she hastily looked away.

			Usually, when she arrived at a new school, she found an empty table and sat alone. It was the quickest way to announce to the entire school that she didn’t want to be bothered. It rarely worked, of course, except to scare off possible friends—but what was the point, anyway? She never stayed long enough to make any.

			She had thought that might change at Last Hope, but she wasn’t used to having others in her business all the time. How would she manage to hide her outbursts if Gilly and the others were always there, asking questions and intruding? Surely it was safer to keep to herself?

			As she slid into her seat, Theo fired a balled-up napkin across the room at some unsuspecting student, proving her point. He was an instigator, Gilly was eager and interfering, and Araminta, well…she appeared as calm and collected as anyone Vin had ever met but was clearly some kind of criminal mastermind. They had barely started to eat before a student sidled up to her, making some sort of clandestine request. Vin made enough messes on her own; she couldn’t afford to get caught up in theirs.

			“I think our fire sprite needs a name,” Theo said around a mouthful of pancakes slathered in chocolate sauce.

			Our? The word caused a strange fluttering to erupt in Vin’s stomach. She couldn’t decide if it was dread at the realization that they were never going to let it—or any of her other strange magic, whenever it should manifest—go, or pleasure at the idea that, for the first time in her life, it wasn’t just her problem.

			The others screwed up their faces in consideration.

			“Sparkie?” Araminta asked, pouring herself and her brother tea from a pot they shared between them.

			Theo groaned. “He’s a fire sprite, Minty, not a puppy. We need something more…substantial.”

			“Barry?” offered Gilly. Theo did not look impressed. “Brunson? Bruce? I had a swamp willow named Bruce growing up in Florida.”

			“A swamp willow…You named a tree?” Theo repeated, aghast. Vin shared the sentiment.

			“I like it,” Araminta announced with a shrug, delicately sipping her tea.

			“I have to admit, he does look like a Bruce,” Theo said grudgingly.

			“I don’t think—” Vin began, but Gilly spoke over her.

			“Great, so we’ll call him—”

			“No, wait,” said Theo, eyes wide as inspiration struck. “Not just Bruce. Brucifer. You know, because of the fire.” He waggled his eyebrows.

			The others laughed, and part of Vin wanted to laugh, too, but suddenly it was all too much. They weren’t her friends—or wouldn’t be as soon as her magic produced something they didn’t like—and then it would be that much harder when she was forced to walk the halls alone. Or worse, leave them entirely.

			“He’s not some kind of pet,” she snapped. The three of them stopped laughing, and she immediately regretted it. She wasn’t finished eating, but she stood. “I’ve gotta go to class.”

			She dumped her food with a pang of regret and marched out of the room.

			It wasn’t long, of course, until she had to face them again.

			Theo and Gilly were in her first class of the day (conjuring practical), and after the others handed in their essays, Mrs. Martin explained their work for the day. In contrast to Mr. Oswald, she was young and breezy; she sat cross-legged on the desk, wearing Converse shoes and a band T-shirt, her pale blond hair cropped in a pixie cut.

			Vin took her seat at the back next to Abby, avoiding the looks Gilly sometimes threw her over her shoulder, and fiddled with her necklace chain. While the higher-level students attempted to enact the magic they’d written about in their essays, the level ones only had to successfully summon and banish a chosen element. Abby picked earth, and, not wanting to go anywhere near water or fire, Vin did the same. Unsurprisingly, Abby was better than her, though Mrs. Martin had the good manners not to say it outright.

			When class was over, Theo and Gilly—along with Araminta, who had just arrived from her Caster lesson—stood in the hall, waiting for her with slightly anxious smiles. After a moment’s hesitation, Vin walked with them to lunch, and it was as if nothing had happened, though they didn’t mention the fire sprite again.

			

			•   •   •

			Things remained much the same for the rest of the week, until Friday rolled around.

			According to her schedule, Friday afternoons were dedicated to “individual lessons,” which meant each student was assigned a teacher and a chunk of time to work one-on-one, developing their specialization or working toward one. Even little Abby and her lopsided pigtails had specialized, while Vin’s placement test had gone so poorly they had no idea what to do with her.

			Until a note was delivered to her at breakfast Friday morning.

			Delivered by a bird.

			But this was no living creature like in “Snow White”; this bird was bright and tropical and clearly, obviously dead. Its wings beat in an awkward rhythm that kept it aloft nonetheless, and its eyes were glassy and unmoving.

			Vin did not reach for the note clasped in its beak. Instead, after several uncomfortable seconds, the creature dropped it onto the table before flapping off again, listing to one side.

			“That’s Hermes,” Gilly said, completely unperturbed. “Winston’s messenger.”

			“He’s a toco toucan from northern Argentina,” said Araminta, equally calmly.

			“And he’s dead,” added Theo.

			“I noticed,” Vin croaked.

			“Taxidermy,” Araminta explained. “The art of preserving an animal’s body for the purpose of display or study.”

			“The headmistress’s grandparents have a whole diorama set up in the picture gallery,” Theo explained eagerly. “It’s a jungle scene of taxidermy animals, but Winston likes Hermes best.”

			“I heard him call the others ‘prima donnas’ once,” Gilly said, smirking slightly. “Though I’m quite partial to the tiger myself.”

			Vin’s face blanched at the idea of a life-size tiger strolling into breakfast with her message, and was glad, suddenly, for Hermes’s less-intimidating size—though she was still wary of the beak.

			“But I thought he was a Conjurer,” Vin said. She had seen him conjure an umbrella for the headmistress, hadn’t she?

			“Could be,” Theo said with a shrug.

			“But then how…”

			“No one knows what Winston’s magic actually is,” Gilly said, frowning thoughtfully. “I’ve seen him sweep the floors without a broom, change the stairs into a slide, boil a pot of tea without a heat source, and even convince a police officer that the building was derelict and unoccupied…even though the alarm system had gone off, all the lights were on, and the headmistress’s car was parked in the drive. By my estimation, that means Winston could be a Conjurer, a Caster, and a Charisma—and that’s not to mention how he gets the date palm in the greenhouse to produce fruit year round, and how he always knows when it’s gonna rain.”

			“He says that’s because his ‘knees sing’ when the pressure system changes,” Araminta said fairly. “And the police officer…Winston could have just charmed her.”

			“That’s what Charisma is,” Gilly argued. “Magical charm.”

			“I hate to break it to you, Gilly, but there are people in the world who are charming without magic,” Theo drawled.

			Vin shook her head. “How is any of that possible?” she muttered, mostly to herself.

			“You think that stuff’s strange?” Theo said. “We’ve apparently got an art studio with moving sculptures and a music room where the instruments play themselves.”

			“What? Where?”

			“In the forbidden wing, of course,” Gilly said.

			“Which means they’re just rumors,” Araminta said dismissively.

			“They aren’t!” Theo protested. “I went downstairs for a glass of water one night, and I heard drums echoing down the hall. I followed the sound right to the double doors of the forbidden wing.”

			Araminta rolled her eyes. “Something probably fell over.”

			“Yeah, one of the walking sculptures!” Theo shot back.

			Shaking her head, Vin recalled her message. She lifted the carefully folded note, sealed with a blob of wax bearing the Last Hope crest, and cracked it open.

			
				Dear Vin,

				You’ll be doing your individual lessons with me this afternoon. Please come to my office during the second session.

				Best,

				Headmistress Hope

			

			Vin’s heart sank. A whole lesson doing magic with the head-mistress? Was there any way she wouldn’t screw that up?

			“Wow, lucky!” said Gilly.

			She’d been reading over Vin’s shoulder and now smiled somewhat sheepishly. She struggled more than the others with Vin’s boundaries, including the mandate that she not stride into Vin’s bedroom first thing in the morning without being expressly invited in.

			Vin swallowed and tucked the note away. She didn’t agree with Gilly’s assessment. The headmistress was the last person in the entire school she needed to know exactly how magically inept she really was. Now she’d get a weekly front-row seat.

			“It’ll be all right,” Theo said bracingly, trying to make Vin feel better. “Individual lessons always go badly.”

			He had failed.

			“What he means is,” Gilly cut in, “the expectations are low for all of us, not just you.” She grimaced.

			Since there weren’t enough teachers for everyone to get a full afternoon of individual tutelage, the lessons were staggered, and students used their spare time to catch up on homework or practice their magic. That meant the hallways were busier than usual, with students coming and going at irregular intervals, and the library, parlor, and other communal rooms were packed.

			According to the headmistress’s note, Vin would be partaking in the second session, so she decided to accompany Araminta to the library to kill some time. Both Theo and Gilly were in session one, so it was just the two of them.

			The library was a beautiful two-story room on the first floor of the house, across from the ballroom. It featured towering bookshelves, dark paneling, and countless leather-bound volumes, but while Vin might have expected such a place to feel austere, it did not. Stacks of books teetered on every available surface, and the softly glowing lamps beside the curtained windows made the place feel cozy and comfortable. The chairs next to the fireplace were soft and worn and, according to Araminta, always occupied—either by students curled up with their favorite books or by the librarian’s fluffy white cat, Cat (short for Catalogue).

			The librarian herself could usually be found at the front desk, unperturbed by the overflowing returns cart, completely absorbed in a tattered romance novel.

			Araminta made for one of the worktables, pushing aside several copies of the most recent issue of First Word Weekly and taking up over half the surface with various books, papers, and color-coded tabs. Vin settled across from her, unsure what to do with herself.

			“What are you working on?” she asked.

			“Extra credit,” Araminta said without looking up.

			Vin frowned at her. Of all the delinquents she had met this week, Araminta was the most surprising. Her grades were impeccable, her magic finely honed, and—according to her teachers, anyway—her record clean. What was she doing here?

			Araminta glanced at her and must have read some of the confusion on Vin’s face. “I like schoolwork,” she said with a shrug.

			“And you’re good at it,” Vin observed.

			Araminta’s smile was serene; Vin suspected she was good at everything.

			“So how did you wind up a delinquent?”

			Yes, Araminta had extraordinary power, but Vin bet she’d be able to fly under the radar at regular magic school if she wanted to. Something wasn’t adding up.

			Araminta shrugged again, but it was stiffer than before. “Theo and I have always done everything together, but when he first got expelled…” She trailed off. “I knew we both had unique abilities, but I could always control mine. He couldn’t. He was having a hard time at his new school, and our parents were no help, of course. Even after I got myself—” She stopped. “Even after I was expelled, too, it was always the same story: I was ‘gifted’ and ‘special,’ and Theo was ‘silly’ and ‘careless.’ A screwup.”

			Vin gaped at her. Had Araminta willingly gotten herself expelled so she could go to school with her brother?

			“You wanted to look out for him,” Vin guessed, touched by what she had done.

			“Somebody had to,” Araminta said brusquely, but there was a vulnerability to her that Vin hadn’t yet seen. “Besides, I rather like delinquent school. I don’t have to hold myself back anymore.”

			“What are you researching?” Vin asked, peering down at the open books.

			“Casting spells on objects,” Araminta explained. “I’m particularly interested in mirrors. As someone who creates illusions, any reflective surface is tricky—they can reveal flaws in the magic—but if I could spell the mirror itself…” She frowned, grabbing one of the books and sliding it forward. “It’s not unheard of. Clairvoyants use mirrors for scrying spells, but you can also create a kind of doorway or passage between two mirrors…”

			She trailed off, wholly absorbed in her subject.

			The bell rang some time later, and Gilly and Theo arrived just as Vin and Araminta were packing up.

			“You’ll do great,” Gilly said. “Say hi to the headmistress for me!” she called as Vin walked away.

			Despite Gilly’s encouragement, Vin didn’t want to do great. Unlike Araminta, she needed to hold herself back, and doing great would require her to dig deep, push hard, and grow. And you could not grow without pains. To do great, she would have to do badly first. She’d have to make mistakes, and Vin’s mistakes weren’t like everyone else’s. Vin’s mistakes were catastrophic.

			So, no, Vin didn’t want to do great. She just wanted to not fail. Why was that so hard for her?

			She came to a pause outside the headmistress’s door, the gleaming plaque reflecting Vin’s own pale, scared face. She raised her hand but couldn’t seem to muster the courage to knock. She actually started to back up, accidentally colliding with another student making their way down the hall.

			“Sorry,” Vin muttered, lowering her fist, which was still suspended in midair. The girl eyed her curiously, so Vin had no choice but to turn back to the headmistress’s door and knock.

			“Come in.”

			Vin turned the knob. The door swung wide, and the sight of that familiar room had her reeling. She recalled her embarrassing efforts the last time she’d been here, and the hungry fire sprite currently devouring a stolen pack of pencils in her wardrobe, and the Strictland school banners, and…

			She’d barely stepped over the threshold when she felt it. Cold against her skin. Freezing, icy cold.

			Was it…? It couldn’t be. Vin struggled to control any kind of water, never mind altering the temperature to turn it into ice, which was the hardest variation of the element to master.

			But sure enough, as she stood there, rooted to the spot with fear, her breath started to mist in front of her face. Usually magic started on the inside. With thoughts and intentions, with emotion and sensation, like Mr. Oswald had said.

			Usually she could feel it churning within her mind and body before she could feel it against her skin—but not this time. This time, her magic felt entirely separate from herself, which was truly terrifying.

			“Vin,” the headmistress said, smiling over her shoulder from the corner of the room as she put a file into a drawer. “I’ll be right with—”

			“Bathroom!” Vin practically shouted before turning on her heel and fleeing. She didn’t dare try to stop the magic or control the outburst—it usually only made things worse—but maybe, maybe, she could ensure she didn’t have it in front of the one person who could expel her.

			Tearing down the hall, she dodged the same girl she’d bumped into before, who was leaving the bathroom. Vin pushed in after her, bursting through the door just as the magic exploded out of her in a cloud.

			Again, Vin felt a strange disconnect, unable to sense or feel the magic—only numbly watch it unfold.

			Everything the fog touched froze. The water in the toilets turned to blocks of ice, the mirrors sparkled with frost, and the potted plant in the corner turned into a perfect ice sculpture, its leaves spiky and crystalline.

			Vin staggered backward, trying to avoid the mist as it ebbed and swirled, but the floor was as slippery as a skating rink. She flung a hand out to steady herself, gripping the sink only for the corner to snap clean off, the porcelain frozen all the way through.

			Her palm stung, and Vin looked down to see a sheer layer of ice across the surface. She tried to close her hand, but her muscles wouldn’t move.

			Panic gripped her, and she knew she had to get out of there quickly, before more of her body contacted the spell.

			Slipping and sliding, she skidded from the room—and straight into a teacher.

			“Miss Lucas?” It was Mr. Oswald. The fact that he used her last name only was familiar and unwelcome. Surname trouble. “There’s no running in the halls.”

			“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” she said, casually shoving her frozen hand behind her back and attempting to slowly walk away.

			“Now, get back to—” He paused, frowning behind her, and Vin turned with trepidation. The bathroom door was covered in hoarfrost, great spiky pieces of it protruding from around the edges, as if the spell were reaching toward them.

			He strode to the door, examining it carefully before conjuring a gust of wind to blow it open, causing a shower of ice pellets to rain down around them in a tinkling cacophony. He was an air Conjurer, then.

			Vin grimaced, fearing the freezing mist might spread alarmingly fast with the door wide and a powerful breeze to circulate it, but it seemed the spell had run its course. Nothing remained but the ice, still and unmoving.

			But that, unfortunately, was enough. Mr. Oswald rounded on her. “Did you do this?”

			“No, sir,” she said at once. It was worth a try.

			“Did you see anyone else come in before you?”

			She had, of course, but not only was she no snitch, she knew for a fact that the girl had had nothing to do with this. “No, sir.”

			He frowned, taking in the frozen toilets and the icicles now dripping from the roof. Then he stared down his nose at her. “This is advanced magic.”

			Footsteps and conversation echoed down the hall from students coming and going in the adjoining corridor, many shooting curious glances their way. Vin suspected the news of this would spread faster than the magic.

			“Too advanced…” he murmured, mostly to himself. “Where are you meant to be right now?”

			“With the headmistress,” Vin said meekly.

			His frown deepened. Reaching into his pocket, Mr. Oswald produced a small notebook and pencil. He jotted something onto it, tore the page free, then folded it in half before using a gust of air to fling it off his palm. The folded paper flapped like a bird—far more naturally than Hermes had that morning—whizzing down the corridor before making a sharp turn and sliding under the headmistress’s door.

			Vin squeezed her eyes shut, her frozen hand throbbing, and her hope of making it through the week flying away like a folded note on paper wings.
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			Capture the Flag

			As the headmistress approached, Vin did the math. It was her fourth day of school. Not even a full week had passed, and she’d had two uncontrolled magical outbursts. Panic seared her chest, and her mind raced, trying and failing to think of a single excuse, a way to explain what had happened.

			The headmistress wore a puzzled frown as she stood before them, but soon her gaze landed on the frozen bathroom door, and the winter wonderland within. “Curious,” she said, surveying the room with mild interest.

			“I was passing, Headmistress, when I saw this student running down the hall. When I stopped to question her, this magic overtook the bathroom door and, as you can see, every surface within.”

			“Indeed,” the headmistress said, arms crossed expectantly.

			“And I suspect,” Mr. Oswald said, a note of impatience in his voice, as if he thought she should have caught on to the situation by now, “that this student was behind it.”

			The headmistress reared back. “Vin is a Conjurer.” She pointed to the bathroom. “This is a Caster spell.”

			“Are you certain?” he asked. Vin shared his surprise. She’d assumed it was conjuring, as well. But if it wasn’t…

			“Quite,” said the headmistress. She strode into the bathroom, somehow managing not to slip on the frozen ground, and bent over the ice-covered faucet. She withdrew her glasses from a pocket and perched them on her nose. After several moments’ consideration, she pulled a pen from behind her ear and carefully chose her spot before striking the spout with a hard, precise tap. The fixture snapped clean off. “Whoever did this didn’t conjure ice,” she said, straightening up and retrieving the broken faucet from the sink. “They transformed their surroundings into ice.” She re-entered the hall and tossed Mr. Oswald the frozen tap; there was no sign of the silver metal it had originally been. It looked instead like an ice sculpture, clear through and steadily melting.

			He glowered at it. “Then there is a Caster in this school who has some answering to do. Surely you have a record of those who could create such a spell?”

			“There are nearly a dozen students at Last Hope capable of a variation of this kind of magic,” the headmistress said, waving away his words. “And surely a dozen more who could surprise me. Not to mention the fact that this house is old and filled with generations of magic. My granddad was a powerful Caster and quite the trickster, fond of leaving spells all over the house. I try to collect them, but it’s a big place. You know, one time—”

			“So you don’t intend to investigate?” Mr. Oswald demanded, the frozen faucet melting in his hands and dripping onto the marble floor.

			He reminded Vin of a variety of her former teachers, deter-mined to find someone to blame and taking it as a personal offense if they couldn’t. Despite the headmistress’s “unique approach,” as Mrs. Prim had put it, Vin supposed even Last Hope had its sticklers.

			The headmistress shrugged. “No one is hurt,” she said, peering around at the students who now milled at the end of the hall, watching the exchange, before glancing down at Vin. “Right?”

			Vin’s hand, which was still frozen solid, ached slightly behind her back. She nodded.

			“But she—I caught her at the scene of the crime!” Mr. Oswald spluttered, squeezing the piece of ice in his hand, causing it to melt more rapidly.

			“Crime?” the headmistress repeated with a light, musical laugh. “All I see is magic. That’s what we do here. Speaking of—are you ready to resume our lesson, Vin?”

			Vin nodded. Again. How she would conceal her frozen hand, she didn’t know, but even as she had the thought, a warm tingling spread across her palm. The hoarfrost coating the door retracted, and the broken tap in Mr. Oswald’s hand started to turn silver. The spell was fading.

			“A quick mop of the area and we’ll be as good as new,” the headmistress added. She smiled at Vin, putting a gentle hand on Vin’s arm to steer her toward her office. “You’ll take care of that for me, won’t you, Mr. Oswald?” she called over her shoulder. “I have an individual lesson to be getting on with, and you seem to have the time.”

			Vin didn’t risk looking back, but she could imagine the sour look on Mr. Oswald’s face at being denied a chance to punish her, then being saddled with the cleanup.

			She did glance surreptitiously at her hand, though, relieved to see normal pink skin again, her mobility returned.

			Her relief was short-lived. She now had class with the headmistress, and she didn’t think she could run to the bathroom a second time.

			Miraculously, Vin made it through the rest of her lesson without incident, though she held back on every task the headmistress set her—and the headmistress knew it. Still, she didn’t press, and sent Vin off with an encouraging smile.

			Vin tried to return it, but her face was wooden.

			The truth was, she was rattled. If what the headmistress said was true, and it was a Caster spell that had turned the bathroom to ice, then what did that mean for Vin? Was she not a Conjurer, as she’d always been told? Or was the headmistress trying to protect her somehow?

			There was also the fire sprite to consider. At first, Vin had been convinced she’d created the little fireball, until Gilly had told her it was a sprite. Vin knew she couldn’t create a living thing, but summoning one was a Charisma ability. It was her parents’ ability, though they were really only good at bugs.

			Vin had never shown any aptitude at it, much to their disappointment.

			From her very earliest efforts, her magic had been unsatisfactory. And when it wasn’t unsatisfactory, it was dangerous.

			Vin flashed back to purple popsicles, warm summer sun…and then terror.

			She shook the memories aside.

			Vin’s magic—while uncontrollable—had always been fairly obvious. She was a Conjurer. Not a Caster. Not a Charisma. She thought of the “blurred” lines Araminta had mentioned and squeezed her eyes shut.

			None of this was making any sense, and she suspected her strategy of ignoring her magical outbursts was simply not going to work. But the alternative, the thing she’d been avoiding since her arrival—or, more accurately, since her first expulsion—was to unleash whatever it was she had inside her.

			But the idea of doing that, of truly letting go…it would mean the end of her time here, at Last Hope, and the end of her time in magic school. Where she’d wind up after that, she didn’t like to think about.

			Vin remained on edge throughout the afternoon, unable to enjoy the warm sunshine next to Gilly’s gurgling pond as they wiled away the rest of their free time outdoors, or the fact that they had pizza to look forward to at dinnertime—New Jersey style, of course.

			“What does CTF stand for?” she asked the others as they sat sprawled in the overgrown garden, Theo snoring softly while Gilly and Araminta arranged bits of grass on his face like a beard.

			It was the last item on her schedule for the day, an additional block of time between individual lessons and dinner, but there was no teacher or classroom assigned.

			Gilly and Araminta turned as one, grinning.

			“It means capture the flag,” Gilly said excitedly. “We play once a month. Well, I mean, it’s usually only the upper levels who actually get to play, but it’s awesome. Everyone puts their magic on display.”

			People willingly putting their magic on display? Vin couldn’t think of anything she’d like worse.

			“Plus the betting,” Araminta said with relish. “It funds many of my other enterprises.”

			“And the blood,” Theo said, sitting up, his grassy beard falling to the ground.

			Blood?

			

			•   •   •

			As it turned out, capture the flag was part practical lesson, part extracurricular sport, and almost everyone at Last Hope either played or attended.

			Gilly insisted Vin come along as they and everyone else in the school filed out the back doors later that afternoon, rushing down the terrace steps toward the playing field, eager to get a good seat for what was to come.

			The game took place in a fenced-in area that had once housed several tennis courts, according to Araminta. Unlike the rest of Last Hope’s grounds, the grass was neatly trimmed and chalked—though the lines were clearly not meant for tennis.

			Bleachers had been erected alongside the playing area, and a series of tables had been set up behind them, where enterprising students were allowed to buy and sell various items in the lead-up to the match. Handmade flags and scarves were available, air horns and noisemakers, even umbrellas and rainslickers—though the weather was crisp and sunny.

			A pair of Chemists ladled a creamy potion that smelled like caramel with hints of orange and ginger—and who knew what other magical ingredients—that promised to keep the drinker warm for a minimum of three hours for only a dollar a cup, while a table full of Clairvoyants would predict everything from the first player chosen per team (five dollars each) to which team would win (ten dollars), with add-ons like who would capture the flag at the end (an additional ten).

			“Of course Spencer is there offering his ‘expertise,’ ” Theo scoffed. “As if I’d trust any of his predictions.”

			A group of Casters offered to temporarily change the color of any item of clothing in order to match the competing teams, three dollars per spell, while several Charismas were offering their support as fans.

			“Why would someone pay for them to cheer for their team?” Vin asked in confusion.

			“They can be very persuasive,” Araminta said reasonably. “If enough of them are cheering for one team, the whole crowd could shift.”

			While that was strange enough, there was also a table of Conjurers, Cam among them, selling…water?

			“It’s just a front,” Theo whispered as they joined the line, which was easily twice as long as all the others.

			“Two cups of water—no ice,” Gilly said when they reached the table, and both she and Theo slid over a five dollar bill each. The Conjurer there nodded and wrote something down in a notebook, while another student handed them their water.

			“No ice if you’re betting on the Chemists,” Theo whispered to Vin. “Ice if you’re betting on the Clairvoyants.”

			As they approached the bleachers, Gilly whispered that she had a trick to ensure they got the best seats at the top. Indeed, as they watched, a student attempted to slide onto the middle of the top row before hastily leaping up again.

			“Ugh, it’s wet!” she cried out.

			Sure enough, there was a puddle that covered enough bench for four people to sit comfortably. When Vin and the others finally arrived at their chosen seats, Gilly dispelled the water with a wave of her hand, leaving a perfectly dry bench in her wake.

			Miss Baines, who taught Caster classes as well as PE and was currently dressed as a referee, called everyone to attention. On the field were around forty players, half of them dressed in Clairvoyant yellow, the rest in Chemist green.

			“Everyone is eligible to be chosen for their craft’s team,” Gilly explained, indicating the pool of players. “But it’s usually only level fives and up who actually get picked.” Relief rushed through Vin at those words. The idea that she might be expected to perform her magic in front of everyone was more than she could stomach. “Each week, two different crafts take each other on in a round-robin tournament. The Conjurers are the favorites to win the whole thing—they always do.”

			“Except when the Casters do,” Araminta chimed in coolly.

			“Naturally, we each support our own crafts,” Theo called down the row. “But when they aren’t playing, we choose sides.” He indicated his and Gilly’s green T-shirts, and Vin recalled the bets they’d made earlier. Indeed, many in the crowd had changed out of their school uniforms and into shirts, hats, and scarves of green or yellow—likely compliments of the Caster vendors. Vin had decided to save her money, and felt left out in her gray hoodie, though Araminta, too, had chosen not to take a side.

			“It’s bad for business,” she explained.

			Below, the team captains stepped forward, each marked with a black armband. One by one, they chose their lineups from the available players.

			“They never field exactly the same team,” Theo said, leaning across Araminta, much to her annoyance. “Match-ups are important—some abilities counteract others—plus things like weather factor into strategy.”

			The crowd oohed at the first pick for each team: the Chemists chose Nadia, who was looking strange and sullen dressed in a green jersey instead of her customary black, and then the Clairvoyants chose a petite blond girl who looked about ten years old and barely five feet tall.

			People groaned or cheered, lamenting lost bets or relishing their victories, Araminta among them. She wore a smug smile on her face as Theo slapped a five-dollar bill into her open palm.

			The rest of the players were chosen, and then two five-person teams stood in the playing area.

			“See how the field is divided in two?” Theo explained. “That’s to mark each team’s territory. In your own territory, you’re safe, but as soon as you cross that line, you’re open to be tagged by the other team. If you are tagged, you have to stay where you are until one of your teammates comes and frees you. If you’re not and you get the other team’s flag, you have to bring it back to your own territory—then the game’s done. Magic can only be used on players in the same territory, so you can’t attack across that center line. No attacks with the intent to maim—”

			“Or kill,” added Gilly with a grin.

			“—and you can’t bring anything inside with you. Potions, previously enchanted objects, that sorta thing. Otherwise, it’s pretty much free rein.”

			As the chosen teams huddled with their captains, the rest of the non-chosen players exited the field to watch from the lower stands.

			Meanwhile, Theo, Gilly, and Araminta discussed their own suggestions and theories.

			“By choosing Clair, they’re obviously taking a more defensive approach,” Theo said, indicating the Clairvoyants.

			“Wait, there’s a Clairvoyant named Clair?” Vin asked skeptically.

			“Clair Farseer,” Gilly said with a snort.

			“It is a bit on the nose,” Araminta agreed.

			“We thought she made it up,” Theo said. “But I’ve seen her file.”

			“Her mother’s also a Clairvoyant,” said Gilly. “Except from what I hear, she’s a total fraud. She claimed she ‘saw Clair coming and named her accordingly’—but she could have also just taken a pregnancy test.”

			“But how did she know her daughter would also be a Clairvoyant?” Theo asked reasonably.

			Gilly waved him off. “Lucky guess. Still, Clair’s the real deal. She’s got precognition and is a really powerful seer, but her visions are limited to people she knows. She can’t tell you who’ll win the Super Bowl, but she might be able to predict the Chemists’ strategy so they can counteract it.”

			The whistle blew, and it became clear that it wasn’t just the Clairvoyants who were going on the defensive. One of the Chemists called up a ring of poison ivy around their flag—hung on a pole at the back of their half—the plants crawling onto the field from the nearby forest, while Nadia took up a stray acorn and tossed it onto the ground, where a tree burst from the soil.

			The crowd gasped, Vin among them, but the players didn’t skip a beat. An attacking Clairvoyant veered around the new obstruction, only to run straight into a fresh wave of poison ivy. Crying out and swiveling in panic, they actually tried to climb Nadia’s tree before being tagged. The Chemist supporters cheered while the Clairvoyant fans hissed and booed.

			In need of a counterattack, the Clairvoyants turned to Clair. It looked like she was doing nothing—standing alone in the middle of her team’s territory—until she whispered to one of the red-headed Quinn twins.

			“They’re basically like human walkie-talkies,” Gilly said. “They can speak into each other’s minds at any distance.”

			As they watched, Clair’s warnings and predictions went into the ear of Finley, then emerged out of the lips of Fiona halfway across the field, saving their teammates from attack or bolstering their own defenses.

			Meanwhile, a large-eyed, scraggly-haired girl name Drusilla Blackwell—a medium who could apparently summon the dead—seemed to have been chosen solely for the purpose of “creeping the other team out” according to Theo, and sure enough, she parked in front of the team flag, and whenever a Chemist got close, they swerved aside or stumbled backward, as if they’d seen a ghost.

			Maybe they had.

			Despite the impressive and slightly disturbing Clairvoyant powers, the Chemists had true physicality on their side.

			There was a Chemist who made the grass high enough to obscure their movement as they made a play for the flag, while another caused massive roots to shoot up from deep in the ground, tripping the Clairvoyants. The poison ivy was now chasing players around the field, turning it from a sound defense into a terrifying offense.

			It was a difficult game to follow—even with the running commentary—and Vin had no idea who was winning, but then she had the fleeting thought that they all were. All of them had embraced their magic and wielded it with power and finesse. Sure, there were mistakes here and there, but nothing like what Vin had managed in less than a week.

			A sour feeling started crawling up her throat from deep in her belly, and in her distraction, it took Vin a moment to figure out what it was. But then it hit her: it was jealousy—burning, searing jealousy robbing her of breath.

			Here she was, tiptoeing day after day and still making a mess of everything, while these others used their powers with reckless abandon. All of them had been expelled at some point to wind up here, but at least they knew what their power was and how to use it, even if it was challenging. Meanwhile, Vin hadn’t specialized, hadn’t made it out of level one, and probably never would.

			She wished she could use her magic like they did, wished she had the room for error to try. But after today…she feared her magic, worried it was beyond control or understanding, and to watch these others find such joy in theirs was like a punch to the stomach.

			Eventually a whistle blew, and the Chemists came out on top, the yellow Clairvoyant flag clutched in their hands. Excitement ran high in the stands as everyone clapped and cheered, and as the sky turned dark, the students made their way inside to dinner.

			Apparently Last Hope screened movies every Friday, and it was a tradition that the winners from capture the flag got to pick which one. The headmistress strode into the dining room, the place louder than Vin had ever heard it, and when she asked which movie they wanted, the crowd shouted suggestions and begged for their favorites. When the Chemist captain stood on his chair and announced their selection, the entire room shook with applause and banging hands as they slapped against the tables in celebration.

			The movie would be screened inside the ballroom, a place Vin had not yet ventured, but not even the prospect of a movie or the scent of melted butter and popping popcorn could lift her spirits.

			She claimed she had a headache, ditching the others as they headed back to their rooms to grab blankets and pillows to spread out on the gleaming marble floor.

			Gilly hesitated, as if she wanted to press for more details, but Vin didn’t give her a chance. She slipped into her room and closed the door, locking it behind her.

			She tossed the fire sprite a handful of pinecones she’d gathered while they were outside, then crawled under the covers. With the distant rumble of the movie and her fellow students’ muffled laughter, she cried herself to sleep.
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			Chameleon

			Vin spent the rest of her first weekend at Last Hope in much the same way. She avoided Gilly, Theo, and Araminta, and holed up in her room.

			On Saturday, she skipped breakfast and dinner, choosing to sneak down at lunch and take her food back to her room rather than outside with the rest of the students. She wandered the empty school a bit on her way back, and when she passed the forbidden wing, she thought she heard something—but when she pressed her ear to the door, all was quiet.

			She tried to slink downstairs for lunch again on Sunday, but when she stepped into the hall, it was to find a cold tray of breakfast on the floor with a note from Gilly. Vin had told her she felt sick through the door the day before, so Gilly had written Get well soon on what had clearly once been a birthday card, judging by the balloon pattern embossed on the fine card stock. Vin assumed Theo had replicated it from somewhere and Araminta had put an illusion on it to cover the original message.

			Vin stared at it for a long time before looking at the tray, which was loaded with a wide variety of breakfast food, though much of it had wilted or curdled in the hours it had sat there unattended. Vin took it inside anyway, giving what scraps she could to the fire sprite. He begged for the card, too, but she refused to hand it over, tucking it into the edge of her mirror instead.

			Despite the fact she had chosen it, her loneliness had started to wear on her, and she found herself talking to the angry fireball as she fed him.

			“This is for the best,” she told him, not that he knew—or cared—what she was talking about, his crackling attention fixed on the napkins she was tearing up for him. “I’d rather be alone here than alone at home. At least here I’m alone with other people…”

			“Not making sense,” the sprite announced, proving he had been listening despite his failure to respond until now.

			“What do you know?” Vin demanded, stuffing the improvised meal into the jar and securing the lid with a savage jerk. “You’re lucky I’m giving you anything at all after what happened earlier.”

			She’d opened the jar to give him a light breakfast of pencil shavings when he’d burst from within and gone straight for her bed, trying to crawl beneath the covers and set the entire thing ablaze. In a panic, she’d whipped the comforter off and sprayed him square in the face—or where a face would be, if he had one. He’d crackled and hissed, hovering almost drunkenly on the spot, before Vin had scooped him into the jar once more. There was now a sprite-sized hole in her blanket, and even with the window open, the place still stank like singed fabric.

			She closed the wardrobe door and paced her room. There was a difference to being alone in a crowd and being truly alone; Vin knew it because she’d lived it. She’d never felt lonelier than the times she’d been with her parents. They’d been with her but not, their minds miles away, their interest, their attention something elusive she’d never managed to capture. Even her first expulsion hadn’t been enough to make them really take notice of her.

			She didn’t belong in their strange little universe studying strange little bugs, and while she’d yet to belong at a school, either, that goal felt closer. All around her were people who fit, and she longed to be one of them.

			She’d thought that feeling might change, here at Last Hope. That she might find others like her, who didn’t fit. But in a school full of delinquents, of outcasts and miscreants, somehow they’d all found a way to fit together. They belonged here, and Vin was right back where she’d started—being the one person in a school of magic users who couldn’t figure it out.

			Who couldn’t figure her magic out.

			Because that’s what Vin wanted, more than anything. She pretended not to care, keeping a wall between herself and her teachers and fellow students, because it felt safer than admitting the truth: that she wanted to fit in more than anything. She loved magic, was enthralled with it…well, with everyone’s except for her own. She hated her magic. It constantly got her into trouble. She feared expulsion and being condemned to a life as unwanted furniture in her parents’ lives, but she feared a life without magic most of all.

			She swung the wardrobe door open again. “You’re wrong,” she announced. The sprite glowed brightly, every scrap of paper gone.

			A belch was the only response.

			

			•   •   •

			Vin was on edge as she made her way to breakfast Monday morning. As usual, Gilly, Theo, and Araminta met her in the hall, and together they went through the breakfast line and took their seats. While the others yawned and talked quietly in a Monday-morning sort of way, Vin remained silent, staring at her plate.

			When it was time for class, the four of them set off. Araminta left them for her Caster lesson in the Red Room, with Theo leading the way to their Conjurer lesson in the Blue Room. Just outside the door, Gilly pulled Vin aside amid the hustle and bustle of students rushing to make their classes before the bell.

			“Are you okay?” Gilly asked, chewing her lip. When Vin didn’t respond, she plowed on. “I know it’s hard, coming to a new school and all. But we’re here for you, me and Theo and Araminta.”

			The words made Vin’s throat tighten.

			“You’re not alone,” Gilly added softly, touching Vin’s arm.

			She jerked out of reach. “I am alone. I haven’t even specialized, and I’ve been going to magic school since I was nine. I’m not like you guys. Talented and powerful and clever. I’m a—a wrecking ball, and I destroy everything I touch, burn every place I might call home to the ground. I haven’t unpacked my suitcase in two years, and I’m not about to start now.”

			“Vin…” Gilly began, her gingery brows angled in sympathy. But the kinder she was, the more upset Vin got, because she knew that it was only a matter of time before it would be taken away from her. “We’re all one expulsion away from losing everything, not just you. We understand—”

			“No, you don’t.” Vin stormed off, into the classroom. They didn’t understand. No one did.

			As she rounded the corner, she barreled right into Mr. Oswald, knocking a stack of papers from his hands. Face burning, she muttered an apology and bent to help him.

			He frowned deeply at her, taking the papers and watching her as she strode to the back of the room. Emotions swirled in her chest like a high wind, making it difficult to think. To breathe.

			Oh no.

			She stumbled, reaching for a desk to steady herself—and the papers on its surface went flying. That wasn’t emotion surging in her chest.

			It was magic.

			Oh no, oh no, oh no.

			Vin staggered, trying to put distance between herself and the others, but the classroom was full, people milling around their desks, unaware of what was about to go down.

			Halfway to her seat, Vin halted in her tracks. She turned; Mr. Oswald was no longer watching her. Instead, he was staring at the papers she’d dislodged from the desk—the papers that continued to ebb and swirl around the room, caught in a current Vin had no control over but was certain came from her.

			As fear rose inside her, the pages moved more quickly, whipping around and picking up other loose sheets on the way.

			“What the…” said someone nearby—was that Cam?—while another student exclaimed in shock as their bag was yanked from their hands.

			“Get out,” Vin gasped as papers and pencils and books swirled around the room. The desks shook in the sudden gale, posters peeled off the walls, and students attempted to stagger away, their hair and clothing obstructing their vision. It wasn’t just a high wind, it was a cyclone, a tornado manifesting inside the classroom. She fell to her knees. “Please. Get out.”

			“Now, hang on,” Mr. Oswald started, using his own control over air to redirect several backpacks and a sweatshirt as they hurled by, but then a fierce burst of wind sent him slamming against the chalkboard. He gaped at Vin, but apparently it knocked some sense into him. “Out! Everyone out! Everyone—”

			Vin could hear no more. The tempest raged, the winds howled, and she was there at its center, in the eye of the storm. There was no covering this one up, no pretending she had it together. A tear slid down her cheek only to be torn away on the wind.

			The last thing she saw was Gilly’s face at the front of the crowd, visible just outside the classroom door.

			Then nothing.

			When she came to, it was to find herself surrounded by glowing blue light. She blinked, dazed, and tried to remember what had happened. She squinted, looking around, seeing the classroom utterly destroyed.

			Oh, right.

			And then, crouched on the ground in front of her, was the headmistress. The blue light was one of her forcefields; she must have erected it around Vin, to cut her off from the world. To save them from her.

			“Vin,” she said with a tone that suggested it wasn’t the first time. Her voice was distant and muffled, as if Vin were under-water. “Vin, are you all right?”

			“I…yes,” Vin whispered.

			The headmistress nodded, and the barrier disappeared with an almost-inaudible pop.

			Everything was clearer now…broken glass, torn-out pages of books, bits of chalk, pencils, and other debris littering the ground. The desks and chairs were all piled haphazardly around the edges of the room, while Vin and Ava crouched in the center.

			The headmistress got to her feet, a concerned expression etched onto her beautiful features. “Come along, then.”

			Vin stood on shaky legs. Arms crossed and lips clamped tight, she followed the woman out of the room.

			She wondered how much time had passed. The hall was filled with students, but not just those from her conjuring class.

			“I believe you all have someplace to be?” the headmistress asked pointedly. “If not, I suggest you find one.”

			The students scattered, whispering as they went, but Vin saw this all through her peripheral vision. She didn’t look for Gilly or the others. She kept her head down, marching to her fate like a convicted criminal to the electric chair.

			Inside the headmistress’s office, Vin perched uneasily on the seat in front of the desk. Rather than sit behind it, the headmistress stood in front of it, leaning against its crowded surface.

			“Thank you,” Vin mumbled. She was having a hard time looking the woman in the eye but knew she should for the apology to ring true. When she glanced up through her lashes, it was to see a look of confusion on the headmistress’s face.

			“For what?”

			“For that forcefield,” Vin explained, staring at her feet once more. “For saving them from me.”

			There was a rustle, and the headmistress knelt before her. “I didn’t do it to save the others from you. I did it to save you from yourself.”

			Vin frowned. It sounded like it was the same thing to her, but she was upset and not thinking clearly. Despite her desire to melt into a puddle and sleep—or cry—every muscle in her body was taut with expectation. She recalled her last moments in Headmaster Pratt’s office at Strictland, and every other head teacher before that. She supposed her life was flashing before her eyes, though it seemed to be nothing more than an endless string of failures.

			“We have much to discuss,” the headmistress said, and Vin recognized the script from every other time she’d been expelled. She’d been a fool to think she might fit in here. She’d been a fool to see Last Hope as anything more than the final stop on her way out the door of the magic school system forever. “But I want to make something clear first: I do not believe you are dangerous, Vin Lucas.”

			Vin’s chin jerked up. She felt compelled to argue that fact, even if it went against her. “But you saw that room. Those other students, if they hadn’t gotten out of there, who knows—”

			“But they did. In fact, they left because you told them to.”

			“What are you saying?” Vin asked uneasily. It sounded—it seemed—well, it felt almost like praise. Not that Vin was familiar with receiving it.

			The headmistress scrunched up her face and stood, pacing in front of the desk. “I suspect—in fact, I know for certain—that you have been accused of being a danger for virtually your entire academic career. Treated like a threat, like a bomb that might go off.”

			“But I am—”

			“No,” said the headmistress, halting in her tracks, and it was the most forcefully she’d ever spoken to Vin. “You are a child. A student trying to learn, and we have failed you.”

			“I don’t understand,” Vin whispered.

			The headmistress crouched before her again, and this time, she placed her hand carefully on Vin’s arm, squeezing gently.

			“You are not to blame for what happened today, for what has ever happened when your magic got the better of you and those who were meant to protect you turned their backs. They were your teachers, meant to guide, to bolster—not to tear you down. You are not to blame. Do you hear me?”

			Vin’s throat was closing, her eyes stinging. With difficulty, she met the headmistress’s kind, fierce gaze, and nodded.

			“Good girl,” she murmured, giving her arm another squeeze before standing. She finally took her seat on the opposite side of the desk, but only so she could rummage through her drawers. She removed a file. A thick file. Vin’s file.

			“This so-called school system has done a number on you,” she said, mostly to herself, flipping through the folder with a sneer of distaste on her bright red lips. She looked at Vin and smiled. “Luckily, I operate somewhat outside their jurisdiction.” She tossed the folder into the garbage can. Vin stared at it, stunned.

			“It is time for a new beginning. As such, none of that”—she gestured to the file folder in the trash—“matters.”

			Vin was overwhelmed. She was confused. She couldn’t take it anymore.

			“Am I expelled?” she blurted. She didn’t want to bring it up, to remind the headmistress why she had called Vin here in the first place, but the waiting was worse.

			“Oh, Vin,” the headmistress said, a look of pain flashing across her face.

			“It’s just…you threw out my file and said something about new beginnings, and—”

			“What I mean to say is that we’re going to start over. You don’t belong”—here, at Last Hope, in magic school, anywhere—“in a conjuring class. Because you are not, in fact, a Conjurer.”

			“W-what do you mean?” Vin spluttered. If she wasn’t a Conjurer, what was she?

			“You, Vin, are a Chameleon.”
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			Not Alone

			“A what?” There were five different kinds of magecraft: Conjurers, Casters, Chemists, Clairvoyants, and Charismas.

			“A Chameleon. It is a recently discovered, highly misunderstood branch of magic.”

			“You think I’m one of them?”

			“Almost certainly.”

			“And that means…What does that mean?”

			“It means you are very rare and very powerful. Chameleons are able to physically alter themselves, usually in relation to the world around them. That includes shapeshifters, enhancers—those who can amplify their existing abilities like speed or muscle strength—or, in your case, collectors…those who can absorb other forms of magic. I’d venture a guess that you never had much trouble with your magic growing up? Not until you encountered other mages?”

			“Well, my parents are Charismas—low-level animal tamers—but I never managed to call an animal to my side.”

			“Did you send them scurrying away instead?”

			Vin opened her mouth—then closed it. Her parents had asked her to clean the terrarium that housed their latest batch of test subjects. Vin had barely removed the lid before they’d scattered like fall leaves in a gust of wind. It had taken her parents all night to hunt them down and return them to the tank. Needless to say, they’d never asked for Vin’s help again.

			The headmistress smiled. “The other side of the coin, as it were. Besides what you likely perceived as being ‘bad with animals,’ when was the first time you truly lost control?”

			“My neighbor’s house…in her swimming pool.”

			“What happened?” she asked gently.

			Vin shrugged. “One second we were swimming in her shallow above-ground pool—the next I’d nearly drowned us both. Somehow I’d summoned enough water to overflow the pool so badly the lining burst and the pair of us slid over the lawn in a flood.”

			It had been lucky, really, that the cheap pool had exploded. Vin didn’t like to think what might have happened if it hadn’t.

			“Her parents were furious,” Vin whispered. “They never let me see her again.” She cleared her throat. “Not that it mattered. Three weeks later, my parents shipped me off to my first boarding school.”

			The headmistress nodded thoughtfully. “And was your friend a mage?”

			“Yes,” Vin said, realization dawning.

			“Do you happen to know what kind?”

			“No,” Vin said. “But she loved the water. She used to always make little whirlpools with her hands and make heavy things that shouldn’t float…float.”

			“Likely a young water Conjurer in the making.” The headmistress leaned forward in her seat. “As a Chameleon, you can absorb and use the magic around you. That is why you have always struggled with control—you were taking on powers that weren’t yours, that you didn’t know how to use and couldn’t even begin to understand.”

			Vin’s heart was racing. “Wait…I…”

			“I know this is a lot to take in, but think about it. Your expulsion from Strictland, for instance. What can you tell me about that day?”

			“It was in a conjuring class. We were summoning fire, and I lost control.”

			The headmistress shook her head. “That’s not everything.”

			No, it wasn’t. The other students had been teasing her—tormenting her, really—by conjuring sparks and tiny flames all over her body, causing bursts of pain and aggravation that eventually set her off.

			“They kept hitting me with their magic.”

			“Exactly. And you absorbed it until there was so much inside you that you couldn’t hold it in any longer.”

			Vin slumped back in her seat, going through every time she’d lost control. The cyclone had come after bumping into Mr. Oswald, an air Conjurer. The frozen bathroom, too, must have been the result of an interaction with another student—the headmistress had said there were nearly a dozen at Last Hope who could be capable of it. And the same must have been true with the fire sprite.

			“I’ve been piecing this together based on your file and some of the things I’ve seen since you’ve arrived,” the headmistress said, giving Vin the unpleasant feeling that she had been under a microscope. “But there’s still much to figure out. Your magic has often defied logic and categorization, and I believe this is why. You are a Chameleon, yes, but that also means you have the potential to be a Conjurer, Caster, Chemist, Clairvoyant, and Charisma, too.”

			Vin swallowed. She’d barely been able to keep it together when she was a simple Conjurer. The idea that she could use all those abilities made her head spin.

			“What happens now?” she rasped, her throat dry.

			“It’s time for a new placement test—and a fresh start.”

			“Here? With you?”

			“I happen to be the most qualified person on the planet to teach you, as I was the one who discovered this branch of magic in the first place.”

			“So I’m…” Vin took a deep breath. “I’m not expelled?”

			The headmistress smiled. “Absolutely not. You will never be expelled or penalized for losing control of magic you don’t understand. Unless you become a true danger to your classmates—and as I’ve already stated, I do not believe you are—then you have nothing to fear.”

			Nothing to fear? Without expulsion hanging over her head…Vin was free. She felt lighter than she had in years, until—

			“You said…another placement test?” she asked uneasily.

			The headmistress laughed. “A far easier one. I just want to confirm my theory. As you are our only Chameleon, determining your level at this point is not a top priority.”

			Pulling open another drawer, she unearthed a brown leather box. Flipping the lid, she withdrew a red ball roughly the size of Vin’s hand—only, she wasn’t actually touching it. The ball was suspended within another of her forcefields, hovering over the desk between them.

			“This ball has been enchanted. Do you know much about spellcasting?”

			Vin shook her head. Despite every school’s struggle to understand her magic, there had been a consensus early on that she was a Conjurer, so she’d never had any Caster classes.

			“As you well know, Conjurers summon elements or objects. The magic is connected to the magic user. In essence, one cannot exist without the other. Take today, for example. That cyclone you conjured was directly linked to you. As soon as I cut you off from your surroundings, it disappeared. If you’d walked out of that room, the storm would have come with you…it could not remain there, spinning on without you.”

			“Right,” Vin said, sitting up straighter.

			“Casters, on the other hand, alter the world by transforming the way something looks, smells, feels, tastes, or sounds. They can also change the way an object behaves, or change something into something else. There are those who can make walls as flimsy as smoke, or the ground as bouncy as a trampoline. I am a Caster, and I create forcefields. I change the properties of air, making it solid enough to create barriers.”

			“Like those around the school gates?” Vin asked, and the headmistress nodded.

			“Exactly. Unlike Conjurers, Caster magic is typically tied to the objects we use it on, not ourselves. As such, a Caster could turn this red ball green, leave the room—leave the building—and that magic would remain indefinitely. There are exceptions of course, especially where delinquents are concerned, but the principles are the same.”

			“What about your forcefields? Does that mean they’re tied to the school whether or not you’re here?”

			The headmistress tilted her head thoughtfully. “Yes and no. They are tied to the school, but because of the size and scope of the spell, they are also tied to me. I am constantly replenishing the magic, even in my sleep. If I didn’t, the wards would weaken and disappear.”

			Vin considered that, the power and control required to do what the headmistress did. The constant drain on her magic.

			“This ball,” the headmistress continued, “is enchanted with a simple shrinking spell. It remains dormant until a human touch activates it.”

			She nodded at Vin, who held out her hand. The forcefield disappeared, and Vin caught the ball. The instant she touched it, the ball shrank to about half its size.

			Vin glanced up at the headmistress, uncertain. Now what?

			“If my assumption about you is correct, you will have absorbed that spell and, in turn, be able to use it on another object.” She held out a second red ball. Vin put down the shrunken ball and picked up its counterpart. Once again, it began to shrink…but it didn’t stop at the same size as the other. In continued to diminish, growing smaller and smaller until Vin dropped it in alarm and it rolled across the table, roughly the size of a pea.

			She glanced up to see the headmistress’s eyes light with triumph. “It’s as I suspected. I would wager that those fire Conjurers at Strictland could summon little more than sparks and candle-sized flames?” Vin nodded. “And yet you produced enough fire to reach the rafters. You are not simply absorbing the magic. You are strengthening it.” She leaned back in her chair, her expression growing thoughtful. Distant. “I have seen power like this before, but yours…”

			Vin stared down at her hands, fear gripping her heart. How did she turn it off? How did she control it?

			“Don’t worry,” the headmistress said hastily. “As far as I can guess, the absorption is temporary, just as the spell is. The magic will have worn off by now.” She held out a pencil, and Vin took it in trembling fingers, but it remained the same size. She expelled a breath.

			The headmistress smiled, but it was heavy in the corners. “I won’t lie to you, Vin. You will have to be careful. You do not just take on other powers—you supercharge them, like a battery. That’s why they explode out of you.”

			The relief Vin had been feeling mere moments ago was gone. How would she ever manage to master such an ability?

			“You also appear to absorb powers through physical contact with magic, not by mere proximity to magic alone. That means you have some control here, even if it doesn’t feel like it.”

			Vin nodded, and kept nodding, trying to alleviate that feeling of panic that fluttered in her chest.

			“And whatever ill treatment happened at Strictland, and Miss Mabel’s, and every other school on your transcript, will not happen here—I will make sure of it. And so, too, I think, will your friends.”

			Friends? Vin’s puzzled expression elicited a laugh from the headmistress, but it was kind. “Look around, Vin, and I think you’ll see what I mean. That’s enough for today. We will figure this out, I promise you. And we’ll do it together. You are not alone.”

			Vin replayed the headmistress’s words as she left her office. They were remarkably similar to Gilly’s. Vin had felt alone all her life…but maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t.

			She carefully closed the door behind her and turned to find Gilly, Theo, and Araminta standing in the hall. How long had they been there? Were they…waiting for her?

			Gilly was the first to approach, wide-eyed. Vin thought it was fear at first, until she noticed the anxious, apologetic twist to her features. Then she recalled they’d had a bit of an argument right before Vin went off.

			“Look,” Vin began. “I’m sorry I—”

			Her words were cut off by the impact of Gilly’s body slamming into hers. She was nearly a head shorter than Vin, her arms wrapping like iron bands around Vin’s middle, the top of her frizzy-haired head sliding under Vin’s chin. It tickled.

			As quickly as it happened, it was over. Gilly pulled away, sniffing loudly. Vin remained stock still and rooted to the spot, first from surprise, then from a strange mix of pleasure and embarrassment.

			“Are you, um, okay?” Gilly managed, her voice gruff. She straightened her shoulders and scowled when she caught Theo’s eye. He was grinning slightly.

			“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” In all her years, in all her outbursts, no one had ever asked her that first thing. Usually not second or third thing, either, but the headmistress had, and now Gilly.

			“Not expelled?” Gilly pressed, and Vin smiled.

			“Nope.”

			Gilly’s expression cleared in visible relief. “Good,” she said. “That was—”

			“Brilliant,” Theo said excitedly. “You should have seen old Ozzy’s face.”

			“And Cam’s,” added Gilly. “I don’t think he’ll bother you anymore.”

			“I’m not sure anyone will, once news of this gets out,” Araminta said. A group of students walked past them, eyes glued to Vin.

			“Safe to say that ship has sailed,” said Theo. “Here.” He handed Vin her school bag, which she had lost during her outburst.

			“Oh, thanks,” Vin said. It was a little worse for wear but still intact.

			Next to her, Araminta was fidgeting slightly, as if trying to hold herself back.

			“Just ask,” Gilly said with a sigh.

			Vin frowned.

			“Well, it’s just—your hair—your blazer—” Araminta said in exasperation, and Vin considered what she might look like for the first time. She had been in the center of a cyclone, after all.

			Vin held out her arms. “Go ahead.”

			With a smile of relief, Araminta flicked her hands this way and that; strands of hair rearranged themselves on Vin’s head, and her school jacket righted itself, several torn seams fastening back together.

			“Much better,” Araminta said, sighing in relief. “Lunch?”

			Vin looked at them. Was that it? She’d just gotten in a fight with Gilly, destroyed a classroom, and then disappeared into the headmistress’s office, and they were just going to act as if this was business as usual?

			Then again, this was Last Hope. Maybe it was.

			Overcome with thankfulness, Vin nodded and accompanied them to the kitchens. It was raining, unfortunately, so most students were eating in the dining room.

			Silence descended as she entered the room, tray in hand. Stares followed her every move, the most intense of which came from the Conjurers who had seen her outburst firsthand. Rather than hide, as she usually would have done, Vin decided to wear her friends like armor. From within their circle, it felt like nothing could touch her.

			Some people tried, though.

			Cam said something to his friends, who laughed, breaking the tense silence, and Nadia strode past, lip curled and butter knife on full display. But Cam’s mirth evaporated when his water glass mysteriously spilled, soaking his lap, and Nadia nearly fell when she tripped over another butter knife on the floor that certainly hadn’t been there seconds before.

			When a particularly bold student walked right up to Araminta, something in their hand, Vin feared things were about to get nasty—until Araminta took the object without a word. She darted a glance at Vin, then held it out to her.

			It was a small mesh bag with hard, square objects inside.

			“Wood chips,” Araminta said. “Cedar, which has a nice scent—for your sake—and I’m told it has a nice flavor, too. For the, for—”

			“For Brucifer,” Vin said with a smile.
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			Lessons and Limitations

			After they finished eating, Vin decided to pop up to her room to feed the fire sprite.

			“Oh, okay,” Gilly said, looking hesitant again. “So I guess we’ll see—”

			“Wanna come?” Vin asked, and Gilly beamed.

			Inside her room, the others watched curiously as Vin opened her wardrobe and prepared to feed the creature.

			“Ack!” he shouted when he spotted the whole group. “Captors!”

			“These are my friends,” Vin explained, the word a bit awkward in her mouth.

			Theo introduced himself first. “I’m Theo.” Then he turned and pointed. “That’s Gilly—”

			“Orange juice,” the sprite said. Theo frowned, and Araminta, too, looked puzzled, but Gilly laughed brightly, thrilled he remembered their first encounter. “Wet. Sticky. Gross.”

			“Rrrrright,” said Theo, still looking confused. He cleared his throat. “And that’s my sister, Araminta.” She inclined her head gracefully.

			“Four to one. Four to one. Bad odds. Bad game. Don’t like this game.”

			“Don’t mind him,” Vin said with a sigh, reaching into the bag of wood chips. “He mutters to himself a lot.”

			“Not the only one muttering…” the sprite said crossly.

			“Her name is Vin,” Theo said. “In case you didn’t know. Do you have a name?”

			“Name,” the sprite repeated blankly.

			“Yeah. What do people call you?”

			“Call me…”

			“How about Brucifer?” Theo asked somewhat nervously, as if worried whether the sprite would like it.

			“What…” the sprite squeaked, “…is Bru-ci-fer?” He sounded the word out syllable by syllable.

			“Your name!” Theo said. “If you’ll have it.”

			“Bru-ci-fer,” he said again.

			“Or Brucie if you prefer,” said Gilly, but Theo waved her off in annoyance.

			“Brucifer,” the sprite said. “A name. Brucifer. Yes. Brucifer!” He puffed himself up, crackling against the jar. Theo whooped in triumph, and Vin pushed him aside.

			“Hungry, Brucifer?” she asked, holding out her hand, a single cedarwood chip in her palm.

			The sprite threw himself against the side of the jar with so much force it nearly toppled over.

			“Is it…is it cedar?” he asked, his tiny voice quivering with excitement.

			Vin grinned. “It is—as long as you behave.”

			She took up her familiar spray bottle, poised for battle, but he remained surprisingly obedient for once. He crouched low in the mason jar, shrinking down into a perfectly round ball of flame, apparently eager for his lunch. Honestly, now that she was feeding him regularly, he seemed quite happy inside his jar.

			“Behave, yes. Bru-ci-fer behaves.”

			Vin dropped the chip of cedar and re-screwed the lid. Brucifer pounced, the wood burning slow and low and emitting a sweetly scented plume of smoke.

			“He’ll be at that for hours,” she said with unexpected fondness. She was just in a good mood—another surprise, given the day she’d had. “He’s used to papers and pencil shavings.”

			“I’ll try for applewood next time,” Araminta mused. “Or maybe cherry. I’m sure you’d both appreciate some variety.”

			“Thanks,” Vin said, joining her and Gilly on the bed, while Theo leaned against the wall. Now what?

			“So, what happened today?” Gilly asked with an obvious but ineffective attempt at indifference. It was clear to Vin she was dying to know. “If you want to tell us.”

			“Oh, right,” Vin said, forgetting that they only knew part of the story. She usually kept these things to herself, but where had that gotten her? Besides, they were her friends. Her first friends. Might as well jump off the deep end together. “Well, turns out I’m not a Conjurer after all…”

			When her story was done, Theo was staring at her wide-eyed, while Gilly was grinning with unmasked excitement.

			Araminta was frowning deeply, her expression distant, as if trying to understand the complexities of the magic on an intellectual level. “So the cyclone…that was Mr. Oswald’s magic?”

			“Must have been!” said Gilly eagerly, getting onto her knees. “He’s an air Conjurer with a particular knack for powerful winds. So it makes sense that you’d supercharge them into a cyclone.”

			“And it explains quite a few of my expulsions up until now,” Vin said with a sigh. “I’ll be working with the headmistress exclusively. She says we’re going to figure it out together.”

			The bell rang, announcing the end of lunch. The others got to their feet, having afternoon lessons to worry about, while Vin was finished for the day.

			It felt impossibly good to share her burden, to have others listen, to have them remain by her side no matter what a disaster she was.

			“We’ll see you at dinner?” Gilly said from the door.

			“For sure,” Vin said.

			After they left, she hauled her suitcase out from under her bed.

			“What’s it doing?” Brucifer asked, crackling away at his wood chip.

			“Unpacking,” Vin said, starting to hang up her clothes.

			“Why?”

			Vin paused, looking around the room. “Because I’m home.”

			

			•   •   •

			They began their lessons first thing the next morning in the headmistress’s office.

			She had dug up decades-old school board records from before Last Hope was established, featuring students who were expunged from the system for their bizarre and uncontrollable magic. While many had recognizable craft abilities and were just extremely powerful, there were many more who either never specialized or were categorized under a craft that was likely incorrect.

			There was a shapeshifter who attended school in the 1950s and barely lasted a year in the system before she was deemed “unfit for further magical education.”

			“They classified her as a Caster, assuming she was creating complex illusions when in fact she was taking on the physical appearances of those around her,” the headmistress explained. “Surely a Chameleon.”

			There was another student several decades later who was expelled during his second year, yet there were no less than ten sightings of him around campus over the following semester.

			“The other students were convinced he’d died and was haunting them,” the headmistress read from the paper in front of her.

			“But he was alive?” Vin asked in confusion.

			The headmistress smiled. “He sure was. Every reported sighting claims he had blurred edges or looked as though he’d separated from the wall behind him,” she said. “I think he was reflecting his surroundings in an attempt to go unseen—not true invisibility, of course, but rather like a real chameleon, camouflaging himself.”

			“Why’d he stick around if he was expelled?” Vin asked.

			“Can you think of no reason?” the headmistress asked softly, and Vin supposed she could. If she had the choice between going home and hiding at school, she’d definitely give the second one a try. “I think he simply wanted to be near his friends for as long as he could and delay the inevitable.”

			“What happened to all these people?” She gestured to the files littering the desk. “To all the students who had nowhere else to go?”

			The headmistress sighed heavily. “The lucky ones might have received instruction from certified family members or hired tutors—essentially homeschooling—and taken their exit exams, living happily ever after. The rest? They got left behind. Without certification from the Worldwide Magecraft School Board, they are considered potentially dangerous, thanks to the Treaty. They can’t enroll in regular middle school, high school, or university. So where does that leave them? Virtually unemployable, save for minimum-wage jobs, and even those can be hard to come by. They are also, incidentally, unlikely to ever properly understand their magic, living in fear and shame for the rest of their lives, which, I’m sure you can imagine, is a terrible fate indeed.”

			Vin was breathless with the bleak outcome she was so very near to arriving at. She had always worried about being expelled, but what she had feared was dealing with her parents and losing out on the world of magic. She hadn’t properly considered just how ruined her life could be if things went badly for her here.

			“There are programs,” the headmistress said, clearly trying to lighten the mood. “Meant to help expelled and dropout students find jobs and affordable housing, but they are severely lacking.”

			“Has anyone been expelled from Last Hope?” Vin asked, trying to sound offhand, as if the subject were of no real importance to her, but the headmistress saw right through her.

			“No,” she said firmly. “And I intend for it to remain that way.” She paused. “We have had a dropout, though. He was one of my first students.”

			“Oh, that’s…” Vin didn’t know what to say. “What happened to him?”

			The headmistress’s expression turned grim. “I don’t know. He didn’t have the best upbringing—though even a happy household cannot ensure a positive outcome.”

			She darted a glance at Vin before looking away, and Vin got the impression Headmistress Hope was speaking from personal experience.

			“The thing is,” she continued, “there are those who prefer complete anonymity rather than the school board’s rough, unapologetic hand.”

			“What does that mean?” Vin asked.

			The headmistress closed the file she’d been reading but continued to stare down at it, as if choosing her words carefully. “There are dozens of mages who never even bother to enroll in school at all, knowing they won’t fit in. Mostly children of previous generations of delinquents who have already been through the system. The result is a growing disenfranchised magical population living on the fringes and pushing at the edges of the Treaty’s reach and the school board’s control.”

			“Do you mean the Free Mages?” Vin asked.

			“You’ve heard of them?”

			“Someone mentioned them in Mr. Garcia’s class,” Vin began. “So he told us a bit about them…”

			“Did he?” she asked, and Vin feared she’d gotten her teacher into trouble, though the headmistress waved away her concern. “It is not, strictly speaking, a subject allowed on the curriculum, though it’s hardly the only thing Last Hope fudges the rules on. And yes, many mages without certification find themselves aligned with what the Free Mages stand for. They have, as such, always been very interested in Last Hope.”

			“Why? Are they looking for support?”

			“They’re looking for members. No one suffers more from the Treaty than delinquents. That makes them easy targets.”

			“You don’t like the Free Mages?” Vin guessed, slightly confused. She’d have thought the headmistress would sympathize with their cause.

			“They used to be quite legitimate, proposing changes to the Treaty through the appropriate channels. But in recent years…they have become more radical, engaging in criminal activity and isolating their members from the wider mage community. And to come knocking on Last Hope’s doors, as they have done in the past? They are preying on people at their lowest moments, giving them a false sense of community, only to use them for the Free Mages’ increasingly obscure agenda. I don’t trust them, and I fear what will happen to their members when the Worldwide Magecraft Coalition finally puts its foot down.”

			Vin wasn’t sure what to make of the Free Mages, though if Ava Hope didn’t trust them, she felt she probably shouldn’t, either.

			The headmistress cleared her throat, smiling brightly even if it was a bit strained. “Now, all that aside, based on what we’ve seen here”—she gestured to the files they’d been examining—“we can deduce several things about your ability. Any ideas?”

			Vin looked down at the notes she’d been taking, trying to recall the thread of their previous discussion. “Chameleons are like mirrors, in a way. We reflect and copy from the world around us. That means our abilities shift with our surroundings.”

			“Very good,” the headmistress said with a nod. Vin glowed at the praise. “Anything else?”

			Vin frowned. “We tend to get miscategorized.”

			“Quite,” the headmistress agreed. “Which means you must forget everything you’ve learned up until now. Control?” She scoffed. “You must learn to use magic before you can possibly learn to not use it. Restraint? How can we know the boundaries if we don’t push them?” Her eyes shone with humor and intensity as she got to her feet. “Grab your coat—the rest of our lesson will take place outside.”

			

			•   •   •

			Together they stood upon the sprawling lawns of Last Hope.

			The headmistress was back in her tall boots and shearling flight jacket. She plunked a bucket of dirt onto the ground between them.

			“This bucket has been filled with soil by a Conjurer. As such, it holds residual magic. Let’s see if, upon contact with it, you retain that same magic.”

			“So do I just…” Vin began uncertainly, holding her hands over the bucket.

			“That’s right,” the headmistress said encouragingly. “Dive right in.”

			While she watched with eager interest, Winston stood several feet away, a notepad and pen in hand, as if to document the process.

			Vin expelled a breath and plunged her hands into the dirt.

			There was a moment where nothing happened, then Vin felt a sudden rush of magic. She panicked, yanking her hands from the bucket—and taking every single granule of earth along with her. The dirt exploded everywhere, including into Vin’s face.

			She looked up, stunned.

			The headmistress nodded, as if that was exactly what she’d wanted to happen. “Excellent.”

			Winston, too, appeared wholly unperturbed as he made a note.

			“Now let’s try water and air,” the headmistress said. “See if we can’t clean you up before lunch.”

			It was one of many classes spent on the grounds. Headmistress Hope claimed it was for “fewer distractions,” but as the days wore on, Vin suspected it was to mitigate collateral damage.

			For the first time in her life, she was being encouraged to use her magic recklessly, and while she often resisted—old habits died hard—she managed to let loose on several occasions, long enough to cause various types of destruction. In addition to the dirt explosion, she’d blown some tiles off the roof, thoroughly flooded the greenhouse, and singed a three-meter-square section of the lawns.

			“Nothing Winston can’t handle!” the headmistress assured Vin cheerfully, pushing up the thick welder’s goggles she’d donned to have their first experiments with fire, her face streaked with soot.

			The butler in question, meanwhile, was busy dousing the grass with a fire extinguisher—though Vin didn’t remember him bringing one with them. He often accompanied Vin and the headmistress during her lessons, acting in turn as spectator, assistant, or as was the case that day—first responder.

			Vin recalled Hermes the taxidermy toucan messenger and had a sudden question. “Winston…he’s not a Chameleon, too, is he?”

			Headmistress Hope’s eyes glinted. “No, I’m afraid not. Did you know his family has taken care of this home since it was built over one hundred and fifty years ago?”

			Vin shook her head, waiting for more…but nothing came.

			

			•   •   •

			While she spent her mornings one-on-one with the headmistress, her afternoons consisted of mundane classes with the rest of the students her age. Whispers and stares followed her everywhere she went, and not just of the “new kid” variety. She was not only the new kid, but the source of a recent magical outburst—oh, and the solitary member of a highly mysterious and recently discovered magecraft.

			The attention Vin received virtually doubled when her white-piped Chameleon blazer arrived, and she tried to take heart that the unique color distracted from the fact that it bore just a single stripe on her lapel, still marking her as a level one. It was hard to dispel the feelings of shame that had been with her for the entirety of her education so far, but her friends helped, insisting levels didn’t mean anything when you were “one of a kind,” and over time, Vin’s perspective slowly started to shift. And the excitement she felt before her lessons with the headmistress? That was entirely new.

			Despite Vin’s numerous mishaps, the headmistress plowed on, insisting that trial and error was the only way to figure out the boundaries of Vin’s power. “We must assume anything is possible and then continue to experiment until we can define limitations on our own.”

			Unfortunately, the first few days were more error than trial, but by her second week, she was starting to make progress.

			The first limitation they defined was one that the headmistress had assumed upon Vin’s first assessment but was now confirmed: Vin couldn’t absorb magic without touching it.

			The headmistress gave her various enchanted objects to carry in her bag all day and keep in her bedroom at night. They conducted that experiment for several days with no repercussions—well, until Theo tried to borrow a pencil and wound up tearing her bag in two when he activated the enlargement charm on the ruler she’d been carrying, causing it to grow to the size of a two-by-four.

			“Oops,” Theo said with a shaky laugh, handing the bag to Araminta, who made quick work of the repairs.

			Gilly eyed the ruler thoughtfully. “You could always give it to Brucifer. Surely that would last him several weeks?”

			“I doubt it,” Vin said, shaking her head. “He won’t go for plain old pine, not after the cedar and fruitwood he’s been getting from Araminta.”

			“Just another satisfied customer,” she said smugly before she frowned. “Not that I’ve been paid…”

			The second limitation was the duration of the absorption. A simple temporary spell granted Vin those same powers for a temporary amount of time. The longer the spell was meant to last, the longer Vin was able to use it.

			It seemed logical enough, but there was an element of the magic they’d not yet discussed or considered.

			“What if I absorbed it from a person?” Vin asked. “The magic? I mean…is that even possible?”

			They were seated in the headmistress’s office again, Vin in her usual chair in front of the desk and the headmistress herself perched on its surface among papers and other scattered objects.

			She seemed to be taking her time answering, removing her glasses and lifting a mug of coffee that was surely stone-cold by now. “Do you like that idea?” She took a sip.

			Vin reared back. “I never…” She trailed off, really thinking about it for the first time. “Up until now, we’ve been testing my abilities through objects. But if the same rules that apply to them apply to people…” She swallowed. “If a person’s magic is permanent—which it is—then that means that maybe I could…” She looked up at the headmistress, panic tightening her chest. “When I take the magic from the object, it’s gone; it’s used up. So if I touched a person…if I took it…”

			All the air seemed to leave Vin’s lungs.

			Her heart was racing, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts. She didn’t realize just how terrified she was until the headmistress knelt before her, seemingly out of nowhere, and dark spots receded from the edges of her vision.

			Had she blacked out?

			“It’s okay, Vin; do you hear me? It’s okay. You’re okay. Deep breaths. With me, all right? In—yes, good girl. And now out. In and out.”

			Eventually Vin came back to herself. The headmistress had taken a seat on the ground next to her, though Vin didn’t recall leaving her chair.

			As the headmistress watched her with a sympathetic but somehow approving stare, Vin got the strange feeling that she had just been tested…and passed. An unfamiliar sensation.

			“I don’t have all the answers, Vin, but I suspect that, yes, you can take magic from a person. That’s surely what happened with Mr. Oswald when you created that cyclone—but he still has his magic, doesn’t he? Judging from what we’ve seen so far, brief contact provides brief absorption. You’d need a more deliberate, focused touch to keep the magic for any enduring length of time. Even then, there are likely ways to open and close yourself to it, just as with objects.”

			“Can you teach me that? How to close myself to it?” she asked desperately.

			“Of course,” the headmistress said, and relief swept through Vin, though it was short-lived. “But I will also teach you how to open yourself to it. How to use it. We will explore the ability to absorb magic directly from others—to the extent with which you are comfortable—when the time is right. When you’re better able to understand the importance.”

			“The danger, you mean,” Vin said.

			“Not necessarily. There is danger, to be sure, but what I meant is that such an ability is not just a curse. It can be a gift. A wonderful, powerful gift when bestowed willingly. It’s all a matter of perspective.”

			Vin let the words wash over her. It was true that she was used to seeing only the bad in her magic. But maybe it could be more than that. It could be something that tied her to others rather than set her apart.

			“We are all of us burdened with great power. It would be easy to panic, to give up—but you have lasted this long, which means you are no quitter. It means you are strong. Not just your magic, but here.” She pointed to Vin’s heart. “You will figure this out. Everything seems impossible from the outset. There was a time in your life when tying your shoelaces was as impressive and unfathomable as the challenge before you.” She smirked slightly. “But you mastered it, and you will master this. There is no failing unless you choose to give up. Are you giving up?”

			Vin swallowed. Shook her head.

			“Attagirl. Remember, this is magic. Wonderful, beautiful magic. I’m sure that, after your many expulsions, you may have feared losing out on this world, but we may come to find that you, Vin Lucas, can experience it in ways the rest of us could only dream of.”
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			Leaps and Bounds

			The headmistress was true to her word; Vin started learning how to close—and open—herself to her magic the very next day. They were still working with objects, which were safer and more readily at hand, but the headmistress believed the principles would be the same with people. Whenever Vin was ready.

			“Never” sounded about right to her, but she knew she’d have to learn to use her magic in all its forms eventually.

			They spent weeks in the ballroom, with Vin practicing the difficult task of catching enchanted balls Headmistress Hope bounced her way while also trying not to absorb the various spells they contained. Once she’d gotten a handle on that, it was time to try deliberately using their spells instead.

			“The first thing you’ll have to master is sensing what magic an object contains,” the headmistress said. They’d moved back into her office for this latest lesson, and Vin sat before the large desk once more, fidgeting nervously. “Typically a mage must have some ability in a craft in order to sense it. However, given your specialization, you should be able to detect any craft. This will take time and study, of course, and magic that is unfamiliar to you will be harder to discern. But eventually you’ll be able to sense what spell an object contains before you touch it and then decide if you’d like to use it or not. You’ll even be able to detect trace magic after the spell has been used.” Vin swallowed. “For now, I’ll tell you what spells these objects possess—but I suspect that, before long, you’ll be able to tell me.” She smiled encouragingly, and Vin tried to reciprocate.

			Between them on the desk lay a plastic cube with a variety of shapes cut out of its sides, and next to it, there were colored blocks that matched those shapes. It was the kind of sorting toy you gave toddlers.

			“It’s not what you think,” the headmistress said. Withdrawing a familiar brown leather box, she opened the lid to reveal three red balls. “Each of these balls is enchanted with a different spell—this one is a shrinking spell, which you’re already familiar with, while this one has a softening spell. It will change the texture and density of the object you apply it to. And this third one is a switching spell, which will allow you to change an object into something else.” She leaned back, placing the box next to Vin, and nodded at the toy. “I want you to put the square shape into the round hole.”

			Expelling a breath, Vin reached for the ball with the shrinking spell. She’d learned how to absorb the magic without activating it, so the ball remained the same size. Putting it aside, she focused on the way the spell lingered on her fingertips. Turning to the blocks, she lifted the square. She saw it in her mind before she saw it before her, the block shrinking down in the center of her palm. Satisfied, she dropped it through the circle hole with a rattle.

			The headmistress nodded in approval. “Very good. How are you feeling? Do you still have the magic?”

			Vin shook her head. The shrinking spell had run its course, even with Vin’s supercharging it.

			“All right. Let’s see the star through the square hole.”

			Vin considered, but decided to go down the line and try the softening spell. She lifted the ball and felt the magic sinking into her hand before she set it aside and lifted the star block, pushing the newly absorbed magic into it. She squeezed, the star-shaped block squishing like a handful of putty, and easily pushed the misshapen object through the square hole.

			“Last but not least, let’s see the circle through the star.”

			Vin frowned. She knew that a switch spell would not be as easy as the others.

			She lifted the ball, opening herself to the magic, but there was more to it than that. She had a decision to make, but the obvious choice—switching the circle block with the star—was made more difficult by the fact that Vin had just used the softening spell to squash it. The once-star would no longer easily fit through the matching hole.

			So rather than make the block match the hole, Vin concentrated and visualized what she wanted, then touched the cube, making the hole match the block by switching the star shape for the circle shape. It took intense concentration, but once she managed it, she dropped the circle block through and glanced up.

			The headmistress beamed at her. “Well done, Vin. Very well done indeed. You aren’t just choosing when to absorb the magic, you’re thinking critically and problem-solving with powers that aren’t yours. Impressive.”

			Warmth suffused Vin’s chest at the praise, and at the startling realization that she had enjoyed herself; had enjoyed using these new and fascinating magics.

			And she wanted to do it again.

			

			•   •   •

			Of course, Vin’s life at Last Hope wasn’t all about lessons.

			When she wasn’t studying with the headmistress, she ate breakfast and dinner in the dining room with her friends, and lunch next to Gilly’s fountain in the back garden. She was apparently attempting to create an environment that might support a water sprite.

			“Needs more gunk,” Gilly announced one afternoon, withdrawing her muddy hands from the pool with a frown.

			“Gunk?” Vin asked. “Is that a, uh, technical term?”

			Before Gilly could answer, Theo chimed in, crouching at the lip of the fountain to peer down at the murky pool. “And how are you planning to get a sprite here, anyway?”

			“That is a part of phase two. We are currently still in phase one,” Gilly said crossly.

			After wiping her hands and making a note in her book—Vin could only assume it read “more gunk”—Gilly and Theo joined Vin and Araminta on the stonework path.

			“Is this part of a school assignment?” Vin asked as Gilly settled down next to her.

			“No…” said Gilly.

			“Extra credit?” Vin prompted.

			Gilly’s freckled cheeks flushed. “No.”

			“Then…”

			“This obsession is entirely her own,” Theo said, smirking at her.

			“I just like to…push the magical envelope, so to speak.”

			“You like to be the best, you mean,” Araminta translated. Gilly shot her an angry look, and Araminta raised her hands in surrender. “I get it.”

			“No, you don’t. Your parents are basically obsessed with you.”

			“Their perfect firstborn child,” Theo drawled.

			“They are not obsessed with me,” she argued, shooting a look at Theo.

			“They’re just disappointed in me,” he said, his smile slipping somewhat.

			“Well, I’m disappointed in them,” Araminta said. “I mean, what kind of parents raise two delinquents?”

			The corner of Theo’s mouth twitched. “They’re still trying to get over the fact that we’re going to school in America,” he said, the humor returning to his face. “I’m thinking about putting on a southern twang—just to give them a fright.”

			“Well, I’d take obsession or disappointment; anything’s better than being the first, accidental child, quickly ignored in favor of your younger, cuter siblings,” Gilly said. “Even getting expelled and sent to delinquent school wasn’t enough to make them pay attention to me.”

			“Hey, same here,” Vin said, nudging Gilly with her shoulder. “Actually, I’m not sure they even know where I am, but that is very much on purpose. There are some perks to being ignored.”

			“Can’t argue that,” said Theo as he cast his gaze toward the terrace. A pair of Casters were currently enlarging some of the seasonal pumpkins and gourds Winston and Mr. Hart had strewn about the property, stacking them into what could only be called a pumpkin-man…until the spell refused to stop, the middle pumpkin growing as large as a car before it started rolling down the hillside after them.

			With the last warmth of fall fading away in recent weeks, most students had decided to eat lunch indoors, but Vin and her friends stubbornly persisted, thanks, in part, to a certain malevolent fire sprite inside a mason jar.

			Despite pretending to hate them all, the fire sprite glowed with excitement, literally, every time he got to leave Vin’s wardrobe, and was handsomely rewarded for his efforts. They fed him all manner of twigs and pinecones as they sat together during the lunch hour, building up his heat until he was hot enough for them to toast marshmallows.

			“What’s this?” the sprite asked as Theo passed the bag around and they each speared their sugary treats on a stick.

			“Dessert,” Gilly said with a grin, holding hers over the lidless jar. It made for easier feeding, and Brucifer hadn’t yet made any attempt at escape. Vin had considered trying to release him—he couldn’t get her in trouble out here, surely—but feared he’d set the grounds, dry and brittle with impending winter, ablaze.

			The sprite rose to the top of the jar out of curiosity, his movement scorching the marshmallow. Gilly cursed as it quickly caught fire, blowing hastily on the flames.

			“Want one?” Vin asked Brucifer.

			“Here,” Theo said, trying and failing to peel the burnt and melting marshmallow from Gilly’s stick. He ended up snapping the tip off the twig and shoving it into Brucifer’s jar.

			The sprite pounced on it, a cloud of smoke and the scent of burnt sugar filling the clearing before he made strange, coughing sounds and drew back, leaving the charred blob at the bottom of the jar.

			“Yuck. Gross.”

			“You didn’t like it?” Gilly asked, smiling at his obvious distaste.

			“Waste of a good stick,” he muttered darkly.

			Vin frowned down at the mess they’d made. “I think we’re gonna need a new jar.”

			Even detention at Last Hope wasn’t so bad. Gilly had not, strictly speaking, been given permission to create her own ecosystem on school grounds, and when poor Mr. Hart discovered it by accident—and attempted to clean it, only to have one of the underwater weeds try to throttle him—Mr. Oswald assigned her yard duty for a week.

			Things got worse when, in an effort to help, Theo accidentally replicated the pile of leaves Gilly was supposed to be raking, turning the entire front lawn into something resembling a leafy ball pit.

			Vin and Araminta were caught in the fray, and they dug themselves free just in time to get busted by the headmistress, who was out for an early-evening stroll with Winston by her side. Just like that, all four of them were charged with cleaning up the mess. Settling in to watch, the headmistress told them to make a game of it and promised one “get out of jail free card”—a note from the headmistress herself excusing them from a full hour of class—to whoever could fill their bags the fastest.

			Things got highly competitive after that, with Gilly taking home the prize, thanks to Theo’s bag tearing at the last minute and Araminta’s distaste for touching the moldering leaves. Vin hadn’t tried very hard, knowing that Gilly and Theo still had lessons with Mr. Oswald, and the truth was, she didn’t want to miss her classes with the headmistress. She could have used it to sit out of her mundane lessons, but even those she was beginning to enjoy, since they gave her a chance to spend time with her friends.

			She was making leaps and bounds in her magical education now that they actually knew what she was, but she still had far to go and hated the idea of falling even further behind.

			After detention, pink-cheeked and laughing, they filed into the parlor for steaming cups of hot cider made with apples harvested from Last Hope’s own orchard. It was sweet and spiced and warmed Vin to her core, the scent wafting through the corridors for days as Mrs. Allen baked countless crisps, crumbles, and pies. She used her ability as a Chemist to fuss with recipes, tweaking and adjusting ingredients until she got it exactly right—to the benefit of Last Hope’s students.

			On Halloween, they made candy apples, and while they happily crunched on their sticky treats, Gilly announced her future plans to rebuild her habitat in a bathtub in a supposedly locked and unused bathroom on the third floor.

			That night, they watched a gory slasher movie in the ballroom. Flickering jack-o’-lanterns they’d carved the day before lined the walls, while Vin and her classmates sat in a heap of blankets and pillows on the floor, bowls of candy and popcorn at the ready. While the younger students screamed at all the jump scares and covered their eyes, the older students laughed and jeered and made bets about who would survive the longest.

			Their whispered wagers made Vin do the math for herself. She had been at Last Hope for nearly six weeks, which was the longest she’d lasted at a school since…ever?

			She looked around at her classmates. She had finally figured out her magic, she had friends, but that only made the stakes higher. Getting expelled before felt like an eventuality, but now? For the first time in her life, Vin truly had something to lose.

			She couldn’t screw it up.
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			Fall Festival

			It was the first weekend in November, and for the students at Last Hope, that meant attending the Fall Festival in Hopetown. The tiny village was founded by the headmistress’s great-grandfather, and it was tradition for her family to help with the festivities. Now that she ran the school, it was tradition for them, as well.

			It was more than just a chance for the students to get off the grounds for a few hours. It was apparently a part of a concerted effort to improve magic and mundane relations.

			“It was board-ordered,” said Gilly as they strode down the main drive with the rest of Last Hope’s students, wrapped up in warm sweaters and scarves, waiting for Winston to open the front gates. “Since we’re all delinquents with a record of making trouble, we have to prove that we can function in regular society without causing a scene.”

			“So they trot us all out together for an entire day?” Vin asked incredulously. “It’s like they’re asking for things to go wrong.”

			“Pretty suspicious,” Theo agreed darkly. “But Madrigal’s sticky toffee pudding alone is worth the trip.” He lowered his voice. “It beats Mrs. Allen’s apple pie in the baking contest every year.”

			Last Hope sold Mrs. Allen’s pies—along with her apple cider, applesauce, and apple butter—in order to raise funds for local charities. They also sold bushels of fresh-picked apples from the orchard.

			“I don’t know,” Gilly said thoughtfully, eyeing Mrs. Allen as she stood next to a wagon loaded with her baked goods. “I think Mrs. Allen came to play this year.”

			Vin had to admit that the cook’s usually kind face did have a certain edge to it, and she’d changed out of her usual well-worn and heavily stained apron into a chef’s jacket that looked pristine and brand-new, her name embroidered on the chest.

			Mr. Oswald led the way down the dirt road, the tree canopy overhead riotous in shades of golden-yellow, bright amber, and deep crimson. Before long, the forest peeled away to reveal a small town dotting both sides of the road.

			A banner stretched overhead announced the Hopetown Fall Festival, with piles of pumpkins, stacks of hay bales, and stalks of corn tied in bunches outside every shop.

			The market would take place right at the main crossroads, with wooden barricades set up to block vehicle traffic.

			As the students of Last Hope walked down the road, people setting up tables and stands for the fair—Madrigal’s Homestyle Bakery among them—turned to watch their progress. Their expressions weren’t aggressive, exactly, but they weren’t welcoming, either.

			Vin had been on field trips before, and most people didn’t give magecraft students a second look. But here, she supposed, their reputations as delinquents preceded them. She wondered suddenly why the headmistress herself hadn’t come.

			“Students,” said Mr. Oswald, bringing them all to attention. “You’ve been given your assignments for the day. I’m certain you will complete them admirably and to the best of your abilities. I am also certain,” he added, his voice going from its usual stiff formality to something harder, “that you do not need to be reminded how important it is that you behave.” His spectacled gaze raked over the crowd, though Vin swore it snagged on her. He nodded. “Off you go.”

			They’d been given their tasks at random, so while Araminta headed off to work the cider station and Gilly and Theo helped Mrs. Allen with the baked goods farther down the street, Vin had been assigned to the apple stand. She joined Mr. Hart as he unloaded the baskets from the wagon, but they were heavier than they looked, and she kept having to stop to collect the apples he accidentally spilled. Where was the other student helper?

			“Need a hand?” said a familiar and irritating voice. She turned to find Cam Logan standing next to her, grinning. With a flick of his wrist, the basket was yanked out of Vin’s hands, floating in the air several feet until it landed in Cam’s instead. Vin darted a wary look around, but nobody had seen.

			Among the usual rules for a day out of school had been one very important and heavily emphasized decree: under no circumstances were the students of Last Hope to perform magic.

			This kind of restriction went against everything Vin had learned at Last Hope so far, but when the headmistress had given the order at breakfast that morning, she had made the reason for it clear.

			“To the wider world, magic is a novelty, a fun party trick or dubious artistic skill—no more. It is my goal to see that change one day, but that day is not today. Today you must keep your extraordinary talents under wraps. If you can prove yourselves harmless to the locals, even as delinquents, we can eventually prove that you are safe for everyone, everywhere. Understood?”

			As such, Vin was furious to see Cam disregard her rules so blatantly, and for no real reason other than showing off.

			Vin scowled. “What’s the matter?” she said. “Can’t lift it with your arms?”

			Cam’s easy smile remained firmly in place. “Why bother when I can use magic instead? You should try it sometime.”

			Vin turned her back on him, carrying the next basket stubbornly over to the table—without magic.

			“Come on,” Cam said cajolingly. “We all want to see it.”

			“See what?” Vin demanded, panting from effort.

			“Your magic. You’re some brand-new kind of mage in a brand-new kind of craft category, and you take classes alone with the headmistress.”

			“You’ve already seen it,” she reminded him. He’d been there during her Conjurer lesson when she’d created the cyclone. Araminta had thought her power would scare people off, but apparently it had only made Cam more interested in bugging her. “Besides, you don’t want to see me use my magic—you want to see me lose control of it.”

			He shrugged, strolling beside her empty-handed as she went for another basket. “Same difference.”

			Vin glared at him, slamming the next basket into his chest.

			Things only got worse from there. Emboldened by her annoyance—and her refusal to do magic for him—Cam continued to use his magic unabashedly. But somehow he always managed to avoid detection.

			Vin did all the work, accepting cash and explaining the varie-ties of apples for sale, while Cam sat in his chair, feet up on the table, completely at his ease. But whenever the customers’ backs were turned, he made apples float out of their baskets, rotate in midair, or stack in impossible piles that a shopper would invariably knock over as soon as they tried to reach for one.

			He was currently spinning an apple on his finger like a basketball and didn’t even notice when a local man wandered near their stall.

			“Good morning, sir,” Vin said loudly, hoping Cam would take the hint and drop the magic.

			The man, however, glowered at her and the apples, as if they’d done him personal harm, then stalked off.

			Vin raised her brows. That had been more than wariness or curiosity. It had been outright hostility.

			“Don’t mind him,” said a smiling old woman who had sidled up next to the stand. “He’s been here long enough to remember when the poor Hopes died,” she explained. Vin hadn’t considered that the headmistress’s personal tragedy would be local gossip; now she understood why the woman hadn’t attended the festival. “And with that prison break, he’s even more on edge.”

			“Prison break?” Vin asked.

			“Oh, it’s in all the papers,” the woman said, pointing to an old newspaper vending machine where, sure enough, there was a headline that read Magical Prison Break. The subheading stated that a high-profile mage had escaped, and while the Free Mages were suspected, no arrests had been made. “I tell him he can’t hold it against you all, or he’ll turn out bitter and crotchety,” she continued. “But I think that train left the station a while ago.” She hitched her smile back into place. “What kind of magic can you do, dear?”

			“I’m a Chameleon,” Vin said hesitantly. Most mages didn’t know the term, never mind non-magic people.

			“Does that mean you’re good with lizards?” the woman asked kindly.

			“It sure does,” Cam said, leaping to his feet and laying on his usual charm. Vin was annoyed, but at least he was helping for once, selling the old woman a selection of apples before she departed.

			Unfortunately, it wasn’t long until he was bored again. She tried to ignore him, but when he started making an apple tap against the side of her head, Vin finally lost her cool, snatching it out of midair and throwing it back at him.

			Cam laughed, using his magic to halt it before it could hit his face. “If you just showed me some magic, I’d stop,” he said reasonably.

			In response, Vin lurched to her feet and stormed away, his laughter following her as she crossed the crowded street. She took refuge beneath a red-striped awning where the local popcorn seller had propped a Back in 5 sign on their table, leaving her alone.

			Or so she thought.

			“Knew I recognized you,” came a voice from behind her.

			She whirled around, coming face-to-face with Mr. Fox, the young and rather careless driver who had delivered her to Last Hope.

			He was leaning against the brick wall of the building, a paper cone of popcorn in hand. The scent of sweet caramel and salty butter washed over her.

			“Mr. Fox!” she said in surprise.

			He crooked her a grin. “Come now, I thought we were friends. You’re even wearing that necklace we found!” He nodded at the bit of golden chain visible around her neck. “Please call me Mal.”

			“Mal, right,” Vin said. He looked different without his uniform, but even his regular clothes were untidy and haphazard, giving off the same effect as his loose tie and untucked shirt. He had even traded his crooked chauffeur’s hat for a crooked baseball cap. “What are you doing here?”

			“I was hoping to snag a mug of Mrs. Allen’s cider, but she’s all sold out. Still, the popcorn ain’t bad.” He popped a piece into his mouth, frowning thoughtfully. “Been watching you. That twerp needs a swift kick, and I think you know where.”

			Vin laughed, releasing some of the tension that had been tightening her shoulders. “Probably. He’s just trying to get me to use my magic, but I don’t want to get in trouble.”

			“Maybe you can use your magic to get him in trouble,” Mal suggested, grinning mischievously. “What’s your craft? You never said.”

			“Oh, I, um…I’m a Chameleon. It’s a new—”

			“I’ve heard of it,” Mal said, straightening. “So are you a shapeshifter or…?”

			“The headmistress says I’m a collector,” Vin said, and Mal let out a low whistle.

			“I know a collector—it’s a powerful ability. No wonder you’re at Last Hope.” His expression shifted, and a familiar smirk hitched back into place. He nodded at Cam. “I say you give him what he wants, Vin.”

			He winked, tossed another piece of popcorn into his mouth, and strolled away down the street. One second he was there, the next the crowd swallowed him up and he was gone.

			Vin stared at Cam, then down at her hand.

			It was still there. His magic. And really, she had been practicing this very thing for days. Absorb a spell and use it to solve a problem. Right now, her problem was Cam.

			Glancing both ways, Vin spotted Mr. Oswald making his slow progress in their direction. If she timed it just right…

			Stoking the power inside her, Vin extended her hand and reached for the apples across the street.

			But she didn’t take hold of one or two—she took hold of them all.

			They leapt into the air so suddenly Cam practically fell from his chair. He scrambled to his feet, dumbfounded as they hovered in a many-appled cloud above the stand, every single basket on the table empty.

			Mr. Oswald chose that exact moment to walk up.

			“Cameron Logan!” he snapped, but Vin had already released the magic, the apples falling in a cascade onto the table and ground. People in the crowd turned at the noise, but no one had seen the magic.

			Except Mr. Oswald.

			Smiling grimly, Vin strode away. This was what Cam had wanted, after all—to see her break the rules and use her magic. And maybe, Vin thought, the sound of Mr. Oswald rattling off punishments and detentions ringing pleasantly in her ears, it’s what Vin had wanted, too.

			Once the market closed, the Last Hope students were able to enjoy the midway as a reward for their mostly good behavior. Much to Vin’s pleasure, Cam was not allowed to participate and was given the duty of helping Mr. Hart and Mrs. Allen—shiny trophy in hand—clean up the stands and prepare for their return to the school. The sun was low in the sky, its golden rays glinting off the old, rickety rides and rows upon rows of carnival games. They did it all: riding the Ferris wheel, playing darts and duck pond, and even joining the Charismas that had wandered over to the petting zoo to feed rabbits and ducklings. The local children were less standoffish than their parents, but the students of Last Hope mostly kept to themselves.

			It was dark by the time Mr. Oswald called them all together to make the walk back to school. Gilly yawned widely, clutching an oversized stuffed whale that she’d failed to win at the ring toss but Theo had replicated for her, much to her delight. Theo himself was eating his third snow cone, his tongue stained blue.

			Vin carried a goldfish in a bag that she promised to give to Gilly for her bathtub experiment, while Araminta’s backpack was chock-full of contraband to supply the black market.

			As she spotted Cam laboring to pull one of the wagon wheels out of a rut in the road, sweat dotting his brow, Vin smiled.

			It had been a good day.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			17

			Doubts

			Despite feeling great after returning from the Fall Festival on Saturday night, by the time Monday rolled around, Vin was starting to have doubts about what she’d done.

			It was after dinner, and she and her friends were on laundry duty—one of the weekly chores assigned to all Last Hope students—when she decided to confide in them. Their task consisted of collecting the bags of dirty laundry from each dormitory room, then sending them down to the basement in the small service elevator set into the middle of the wall. Later in the week, they’d pick up the clean laundry and deliver it to the correct rooms.

			“Hang on, you got Cam in trouble on purpose and you’re just telling us now?” Theo exclaimed, outraged. “I would have paid money to see that.”

			“Further proof that you should not be in charge of your own finances,” Araminta muttered as she stuffed a particularly full bag of laundry into the elevator. “You did see it. We all did. You just didn’t know why he was in trouble.”

			“Still,” Theo insisted, sounding put out. “You know I like a good revenge story.”

			“It was a risky move, though,” Gilly conceded, dragging another bag onto the pile waiting to be sent down. “You could have been caught instead.”

			Yes, Vin could have been caught. She could have gone off, completely lost control of the magic, and gotten them all in serious trouble. What would have happened then? Their reception by the Hopetown locals had been chilly enough, which reminded her…

			“Did you guys hear about that escaped prisoner?” she asked. “It was on the front page of the local paper.”

			“Our mum was talking about it on the phone the other day, actually,” Araminta said.

			“She was?” Gilly asked. “I didn’t think she, uh, kept up on the news…” she said delicately.

			Araminta snorted. “She doesn’t. She keeps up on gossip. Apparently the prisoner who escaped is the wayward son of some high-ranking school board official, and during the break-in, one of the guards was magically put to sleep. The only mage with that ability on record is one of her old classmates, Elliot Sanderson, though he goes by Sandman now.”

			“He’s quite famous, for a delinquent,” Theo said. “Or at least he used to be. He was some sort of life coach, helping people ‘chase their dreams’ or whatever, but then he disappeared. Now here he is, a Free Mage, using his magic to break into prisons.”

			“The headmistress doesn’t seem to like them,” Vin said. “The Free Mages.”

			“Well, she might ignore some of the school board’s rules, but she wants to protect delinquents, not see them turn into criminals,” Gilly said staunchly. “Breaking someone out of prison isn’t going to rewrite the Treaty. If anything, they’re making things worse.”

			Vin considered that, especially in light of what she’d done in Hopetown. If she’d been caught, she’d have made things worse, too, and for what? A bit of fun? A bit of revenge?

			It had been stupid and reckless, and she’d let herself get carried away.

			The truth was, magic had never been easy in her life, and even the ability to use it with any level of control had not come without effort and weeks of lessons…but finally magic was becoming fun for her. And what was the first thing she did? Use it against the very person whose magic it was.

			These thoughts swirled in her mind as the week progressed, distracting her so badly in lessons that she answered a history question with a math problem and spent a full five minutes trying to force her way into the forbidden wing before she realized she was at the wrong door. Hermes the toucan had been perched on the banister, watching her struggle, which tipped her off. Vin scurried away before she could get in trouble.

			She was even preoccupied in her classes with the headmistress.

			They had continued with their object experiments in recent days, but the headmistress had started including enchanted objects from all five crafts. Vin found Conjurer magic easiest, as it’s what she’d been previously trained in, and Caster the hardest, mostly because of how complex the spells could be. She’d managed to wield a bit of Chemist magic without too much trouble, but found both Charisma and Clairvoyant abilities beyond comprehension. They were too ephemeral, too abstract—especially in her distracted state—but the headmistress insisted she’d get better with time.

			As she entered the ballroom again for class on Friday morning, Vin looked around for whatever puzzle or toy she was meant to be working on, but there was nothing.

			“So, I’ve been thinking,” the headmistress began carefully, her voice echoing slightly in the cavernous space. “With how well you’ve been doing with magical object absorption, it might be time to try human magical absorption today. What do you—”

			“No!” Vin blurted, and the headmistress blinked in surprise at her vehemence.

			“I…” Vin sighed, hanging her head. “I need to tell you something.”

			As rain lashed against the two-story windows, Vin confessed what had happened at the Fall Festival.

			“It’s good that you continue to be wary,” the headmistress said at last.

			Vin raised her brows. She had expected to be admonished for what she’d done to Cam at the very least, and to be told that her fears were unfounded.

			“It’s true,” the headmistress insisted. “With delinquent magic, anything is possible—you know that better than most, and your hesitance shows reverence. Respect. You are not the kind of person who would abuse this ability. I know that you think you already have,” she added, “but you are only human, Vin. And a child at that. You are allowed to make mistakes. What’s important is that you learn from them. That you figure out what sort of person, and more specifically, what sort of mage, you wish to be. I knew another with magic like yours, and they used their abilities freely, selfishly, and without reservation.”

			Vin recalled that the headmistress had been the one to discover the Chameleon ability in the first place and that she had mentioned seeing power like Vin’s before. Even Mal had said he’d heard of it. Was there someone else like her out there, perhaps a previous student of Last Hope?

			“And were they a Chameleon? A collector like me?”

			Headmistress Hope hesitated. “They were. And their hunger for magic, for power, was insatiable. So insatiable it killed them.”

			The blood leached from Vin’s face.

			She had felt it, a little. That hunger.

			Vin had always been isolated from other students at her previous schools, and despite finding friends and figuring out her craft at Last Hope, that hadn’t really changed.

			She was the only Chameleon, after all.

			But it was more than that. It was hard not to look at her fellow students and see them for their magic first.

			For years, all she could see was the ways the other students were better than her, how their magic was controlled and contained and easily mastered.

			Even when she’d arrived at Last Hope, that jealousy had remained. Though their abilities were strange and unruly, they’d had confidence with who they were and what they could do.

			Vin had thought those feelings would fade now that she could count herself among them. But her focus on the magic around her was even more pronounced than before. It didn’t just represent something to be envious of, something distant and untouchable.

			It was more than touchable. It could be hers.

			“I don’t want to do it,” Vin said. “I don’t want to take from people.”

			“But you’re not taking,” the headmistress said patiently. “Mr. Oswald is proof of that. His magic is fully intact. If anything, you’re borrowing. I can understand how you might want to ask permission first, but do you imagine that everyone would say no? Do you think Gilly would refuse the chance for both of you to make swamps and bogs together? Do you think Theo wouldn’t enjoy the sight of you replicating his replicas, or Araminta appreciate a bit of help on her…” She waved a hand. “Extracurricular activities?”

			Putting aside the fact that the headmistress apparently knew about Araminta’s “side hustles,” as Theo had put it, the thought of using her friends’ magic was exciting.

			But even as she tried to convince herself it was all in good fun—like playing dress-up—a deeper part of herself recoiled at the idea, especially the possibility that she might keep their abilities. Magic wasn’t like a hat or a haircut, it was intrinsic to a person’s identity, and none more so than the delinquents of Last Hope. They were their magic. It had singled them out and landed them here, shaping them by virtue of its complexity and stubborn refusal to be categorized and tamed.

			And if Vin could simply touch their hand and gain the magic that they had worked hard for all their lives? It felt incredibly wrong.

			“The Treaty has unfortunately encouraged us as a society to be insular with our abilities, to be timid and tempered,” the head-mistress continued. “But magic is meant to be shared.”

			Vin nodded, thinking over all the woman had said. She wanted to ask more about this other Chameleon. She wanted to know how they had died, what had gone so horribly wrong, but something in the headmistress’s demeanor discouraged her. That in and of itself was strange, as Ava Hope tended to be an open book.

			“Well, I think we’re done for the day,” the headmistress announced.

			“We are?” Vin asked, more than a little relieved.

			The headmistress smiled. “We are. I won’t push you, Vin. I’ll let you decide when you’re ready.”

			“Okay,” Vin said, wondering if she’d ever be.

			The headmistress peered out at the clouds. “Should be a proper mess tonight. Your classmates will be delighted.”

			“Tonight?” Vin asked.

			“Capture the flag. The game must go on, rain or shine.” She grinned, but Vin looked away.

			“I’m not sure I’ll go. It’ll be cold and wet and…” She trailed off.

			“What’s really troubling you, Vin?”

			Vin sighed, tugging briefly on her necklace chain before dropping her hand. “It made me jealous, to see them all use their magic like that. So free. So fearless. And now, even though I finally know what my own power is, well…I’ll never be able to play, will I? I’m the only Chameleon, so we can’t have a team, and nobody would pick me, anyway, even if we did. It’d be too dangerous, for me and for them. Feels like I’m better off just…staying away.”

			“I understand how it might be tempting to close yourself off from others, out of fear of yourself and your power. It might feel safer. I also suspect that you have done a version of that your whole life, but for a different kind of fear. Fear of expulsion. Fear of loss.”

			That was truer than Vin wanted to admit, but it seemed she didn’t need to. The headmistress’s expression was knowing.

			“But I think it would be a mistake to do so now. Your magic is proof that you are stronger with others. Together, we are more powerful than we are alone. If you attend, you can laugh and cheer and gamble your pocket money with the rest of your friends. In fact, I think I’ll also make an appearance. It’ll be…” Thunder rumbled overhead, followed by a flash of lightning. “Refreshing.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			18

			Dangerous Magic

			Vin decided the headmistress was right. She couldn’t just hide herself away out of fear. And she had enjoyed watching capture the flag before, until she let her emotions get the best of her. But she was in a better place now. Besides, today’s matchup was one everyone was looking forward to: Casters versus Conjurers.

			“You’re coming?” Gilly asked gleefully as they returned to their rooms after lessons to get their coats and, in the case of the other three, change into their colored jerseys.

			On their way to the playing field, Mr. Oswald stood on the sodden path, directing potential players one way and spectators the other. Vin waved to her friends as she passed him. “Good luck!”

			Without Gilly’s usual trick to ensure her the best seats, Vin was forced to bump and jostle with the other students before settling onto the end of a bench in the middle of the bleachers.

			The participating students entered the fenced area, stretching and preparing even in the midst of the downpour. Then a hush fell over the group of spectators as the headmistress appeared, followed by Winston. They took up a position next to the second set of bleachers, where the teachers usually sat. Winston unfolded a white lawn chair for Headmistress Hope to sit, completely at her ease, before he opened a large umbrella over their heads. She looked like she was at a fancy garden party, not about to watch a bunch of kids play around in the mud.

			“The headmistress never comes,” whispered someone farther down the row.

			“Did someone put her up to this?” asked another.

			Vin quickly glanced away. Had she been the one to convince the headmistress to come? If only to encourage Vin to do the same?

			Miss Baines blew her whistle and called the players to order. Before the team captains could be announced, Anthony Santucci hobbled over to the bottom row of bleachers on a pair of crutches, his right foot in a cast.

			A wave of murmurs rippled through the crowd and on the field. From what the others were saying, as a level-six Conjurer, he was the usual pick for captain. Without him, the entire game could change. The players huddled together, and while the Casters chose a familiar face for their captain—Zayn Aziz, another level six—the Conjurers wore anxious, uneasy faces as Cameron Logan happily took the captain’s armband.

			He was a powerful object Conjurer and popular, so Vin wasn’t that surprised. But those who had placed bets were in an uproar, Cam’s selection throwing the rest of their picks into disarray.

			As the captains started to make their choices for teammates, the furor died down somewhat. Their selections were fairly obvious, with both captains choosing level fives or higher.

			After Zayn’s final selection, Cam stepped forward to make his.

			The crowd shouted suggestions, both good ones and bad, but Cam ignored them.

			He took his time, letting the anticipation build, before casting his gaze down the line of Conjurers still eligible to be chosen, Theo and Gilly among them. Then he turned his attention toward the stands, his smirking blue eyes landing squarely on Vin.

			“For my final selection, I choose…Vin Lucas.”

			Complete and utter silence followed this proclamation.

			“Enough messing around, Mr. Logan,” said Mr. Oswald from his place on the bleachers. “Select an eligible candidate from the Conjurer students, please.”

			“But Vin is a Conjurer,” Cam argued, still wearing his usual unruffled smile.

			“She is a Chameleon,” Mr. Oswald countered.

			“Exactly,” Cam said smugly. “A collector. Which means technically she’s capable of being any of the crafts, including a Conjurer.”

			“Be that as it may,” Mr. Oswald spluttered, “she is a level one, barely trained, and certainly not—”

			“I would appreciate it if you didn’t disparage my students, Mr. Oswald,” the headmistress said, getting to her feet. The rain continued to patter down, but otherwise, all was as quiet as a held breath. “What do you think, Miss Baines?”

			“Any student, whatever their level, is technically eligible,” Miss Baines replied thoughtfully, rubbing at her chin. “But we’ve never had a student play for a craft that wasn’t their own. That being said, with only a single Chameleon enrolled, and given the nature of Miss Lucas’s magic…” She shrugged. “I’ll leave it in your hands, Headmistress.”

			Vin, meanwhile, was watching the proceedings from her place on the bleachers, her heart hammering in her throat. Everyone was staring at her, but she had eyes only for the headmistress.

			“It’s up to you, Vin,” she said at last. “If you wish to play, you can play.”

			Vin’s mouth went dry. She didn’t know where to look—at the headmistress’s wary but encouraging face, at the rows of students who were swiveling in their seats to get a better look at her, or at the field, where Gilly, Theo, Araminta, and the rest of the players waited in stunned surprise.

			Except for Cam. He was watching her shrewdly, daring her to expose herself and her magic as he had previously asked, or duck out like a coward.

			Vin knew she couldn’t let him goad her as he had at the Fall Festival…but even if she stripped that and everything else away, she was left with one undeniable truth: She wanted to play. Desperately.

			And her desire outweighed her fear.

			Vin stood. “I’ll play.”

			The headmistress inclined her head. “Wonderful.”

			As Vin stepped onto the field, the rest of the unchosen players walked past her toward the stands, expressions dubious. Gilly, meanwhile, could hardly contain her excitement, beaming from ear to ear as she shrugged out of her own jersey and handed it over, while Araminta whispered, “Good luck, Conjurer,” and Theo gave Vin an encouraging clap on the back.

			The rest of the Conjurers, particularly those chosen for the team, were not as enthusiastic.

			“What are you playing at?” demanded Jonny Reynolds, Cam’s first pick.

			Next to him, Isabella—an obvious choice thanks to her ability to hover over the mucky playing field—and Rebekka Nakamura, a water Conjurer, frowned in equal confusion.

			Cam, confident as ever, jerked his chin at the Casters, who were huddled together, strategizing. “I’m in their heads.”

			It was true enough. Their captain, Zayn, was gesticulating animatedly, eyes frequently darting Vin’s way as he argued with his team about how to deal with her.

			Was that all this was? A cheap tactic?

			The others seemed to accept Cam’s word, their conversation shifting into strategy and who would play offense or defense. Vin wasn’t given a position, and she was reminded of the creepy Clairvoyant, Drusilla, who had been chosen for her team for the sole purpose of making the other team uncomfortable.

			As they filed out onto the rainy field to start the game, Vin sidled up next to Cam.

			“You can pretend this is about strategy, but I know it’s more.”

			Cam angled her a look. “Is it?”

			Vin crossed her arms. “You want to embarrass me. Especially after what happened at the festival.”

			He wore an exaggerated expression of pain, as if her accusation wounded him. “Vin, you’ve got it all wrong! I want the same thing I wanted then. I want to see you use your magic—really use it. Except hopefully, this time, I won’t be given detention over it.”

			Then he winked before striding into the center of the field.

			As promised, it was a messy one. The rain came and went, but the damage was already done to the ground, which was riddled with pockets of mud and wide, deep pools that the players splashed and squelched through. Vin was soaked, her skin clammy and her hands and feet icy cold.

			Luckily, Rebekka was able to use the rain to her advantage, merging the puddles in their territory together to create a protective moat around their flag, then directing the downpour into the opposing players’ faces to reduce visibility. Next to her, Jonny manipulated the softened ground, causing it to rise and ripple and reshape. Vin staggered and stumbled along with the Casters, lifting her shoe from the shifting ground only to plunge it into a puddle that she swore hadn’t been there seconds before.

			Offensively, Isabella was able to float across the playing field, avoiding the worst of the flooding, and Cam’s magic allowed him to send various objects—rocks, pinecones and fallen leaves—at the opposing team, clearing her a path.

			The Casters, however, had tricks of their own. Zayn’s first pick, Zoé Paradis, could transform the solidity of objects, turning the soft mud into hard dirt wherever she touched, allowing her teammates’ safe passage. Meanwhile, another player was shrinking the puddles as fast as Rebekka could flood them, and enlarging the rocks Cam kept trying to lift. He even miniaturized his team’s flag—which Miss Baines eventually noticed and doled out a penalty for.

			Zayn’s take on transfiguration allowed him to switch people, or more correctly, switch their positions on the field, so every time Isabella got close to the Caster flag, she’d find herself back in her own territory. He also kept swapping out the Conjurers’ defensive players for some of his own offensive ones, though he never tried this trick on Vin—much to her relief.

			While their offensive players were difficult to contend with, it was the Casters’ defense that was truly impressive. They had an illusionist who hid their flag from view so completely that the only way to disrupt the vision was for Cam to send objects flying in that direction, puncturing the magical veil. Then there was Taylor Souza, who could temporarily electrify things. Vin didn’t know what his magic was until she stepped on a seemingly normal patch of dry ground and a shock flew up her leg, making her yelp in pain.

			She was way out of her league. She hardly knew how to play the game without magic, but with it, she struggled to keep track of what was happening, never mind help in any meaningful way. The best she could do was get in the way, because the Casters avoided her at all costs. If only she could hold the flag herself—they’d have a victory in the bag.

			Despite extraordinary displays by both teams, neither had made a proper run for the other’s flag, and the players were getting wetter and dirtier as time wore on. The sky grew steadily darker with night and more impending rain, and a certain desperate energy overtook everyone.

			A poorly aimed blast of air from Isabella sent Winston’s umbrella flying, the headmistress calling up a forcefield to catch it before it went tumbling across the grounds, and Jonny caused a ripple in the ground so large it crossed the boundary line of the playing field, resulting in the bleachers teetering off balance and Miss Baines blowing her referee’s whistle in an attempt to get things back under control.

			Cam sent rocks flying left and right, forcing even his own teammates to duck to avoid them, and whenever Taylor’s electrical currents struck puddles, huge bursts of electricity shot upward like earthbound bolts of lightning. One of the rocks Cam was hurling around landed in an electrified puddle, and it exploded, shattering the stone into pieces.

			But all of that paled in comparison to what happened next.

			When Rebekka accidentally created a flood that filled over half of the Conjurers’ side of the field, everyone on their team was suddenly ankle deep in water, even Isabella, who had landed to rest after another unsuccessful attempt at the Casters’ flag.

			At the exact same moment, Taylor unleashed a wave of electricity. Rather than spark or sizzle in an isolated puddle or patch of ground, the magic tore across the newly made lake with shocking speed.

			Taylor’s eyes widened, but it was too late. The magic was out of his hands and rushing through the water in a crackling tide, making straight for the Conjurers. Vin thought of that exploding rock and wondered what would happen if a person was struck with the same force. From the panicked faces of her teammates, they were thinking the same.

			Vin looked around frantically and caught sight of Cam across the field.

			One of his rocks was floating absently by her head, and, getting an idea, Vin snatched it out of the air.

			It happened at once. She drank in his magic, absorbing every drop, stoking it as the crackling lightning drew ever nearer and people in the crowd screamed and teachers lurched to their feet.

			The electricity was so close now Vin could feel it like static in the air, her teammates frozen in fear and awaiting the inevitable.

			But the instant before the lightning struck, Vin unleashed her borrowed power and reached with all her might.

			As an object Conjurer, Cam could lift items of varying size and weight and move them through the air without physical touch. He was powerful—he was a delinquent, after all—but he was not like Vin.

			Maybe it was because she was familiar with his ability since she’d used it before.

			Or maybe it was because she was desperate, and that fueled her magic. Made it potent.

			Whatever it was, Vin extended her hands and lifted, yanking each of the Conjurers from the muddy water and out of harm’s way just as the electricity sizzled past.

			Cam and Isabella, Jonny and Rebekka—the four of them hovered several feet in the air, much to the astonishment of both the players and the spectators.

			All of them were safe.

			Except for Vin.

			She only had time to ensure the others were clear before the magic was upon her in a rush so bright and blazing that it knocked her off her feet. A painful shock blasted through her, singing her nerves from head to toe, followed by a wave of icy water as she landed on the ground with a splash.

			She blinked, dazed but not quite unconscious, as four more splashes sounded—her teammates landing on the ground. She’d lost track of Cam’s magic when she’d been hit by Taylor’s, but when she lifted her head, it was to see that they’d had the presence of mind to land on their feet and not on their backs like her. But, of course, they hadn’t been electrocuted.

			Everyone stared at her in stunned surprise. Vin tried to sit up, but that’s when she noticed the smell.

			Burning. She glanced down, worried she had caught fire, only to see heatwaves all around her. Heatwaves, but not fire. Not yet.

			Vin didn’t understand.

			She couldn’t feel this at all. Taylor’s magic was gone, and she hadn’t absorbed it—she’d made sure of it. That magical defense might have been why the electricity hadn’t really harmed her. But now the heat was growing right in front of her, and before she could even begin to comprehend what was happening, blue-white flames erupted out of nowhere and exploded across the field.

			The fire seared the water and the damp ground, following the path of the electricity except moving in the opposite direction. There were more cries of distress, but as quickly as it happened, it fizzled out. The flames licked high, then burned low, snaking around the field but somehow, miraculously, avoiding any of the players. Maybe because, unlike electricity, it didn’t get stronger as it hit the water. It started to sputter out, and with the rain overhead, soon it was gone.

			Steam swirled across the playing field, the scent of smoke heavy on the air.

			“Look!” someone from the crowd shouted into the silence.

			Everyone turned to see Isabella hovering over the playing field. With both teams shocked and distracted, she met no resistance as she plucked the Caster flag off its pole and soared back to Conjurer territory, safe and victorious. Surprised cheers went up, and Miss Baines blew the whistle.

			The game was finished.

			Vin got wobbly to her feet, moving a piece of muddy hair off her face, when suddenly they were upon her—her teammates, heedless of the mud and muck, clapping and laughing and calling her name. Though Isabella had made the winning play, she draped the Caster flag around Vin’s shoulders and lifted one of Vin’s dirty hands into the air.

			When someone raised her other hand, she was shocked to see it was Cam.

			“Well?” she prompted.

			He grinned. “Not bad, Chameleon, not bad.”

			Vin smiled reluctantly and tried to enjoy herself, to marvel at the fact that she had played a game of capture the flag and won.

			She had also apparently discovered the one place where a delinquent could lose complete control of their magic—lose control so thoroughly they didn’t even feel it happening—and no one would care.

			Well, almost no one.

			Mr. Oswald was staring at Vin from the bleachers, his expression hard.

			“How did you do that?” Jonny demanded. “Turn electricity into fire?”

			Is that what she had done? She hadn’t felt it, though. It had been like she was a spectator, watching it along with the rest of them. Luckily for Vin, everyone was so excited it seemed they didn’t actually need her to answer. They just kept celebrating, Cam acting like he’d planned this all along, while Anthony limped over, balancing on one foot as he waved his crutches around triumphantly.

			The rain started to fall even harder than before, and finally everyone moved back inside the school.

			Gilly, Theo, and Araminta were waiting for Vin at the edge of the field, and the four of them were last in a long line of muddy students walking through the terrace doors and being ordered to go to their rooms and change by Mrs. Allen.

			They were just making for the stairs when Vin noticed that Mr. Oswald and Headmistress Hope were actually behind them.

			“Headmistress, a word?” came Mr. Oswald’s slightly breathless voice. He had apparently chased her from the playing field. She paused in the double doors, Winston beside her. “Alone,” he added, glancing at the butler.

			Vin jerked her chin at the others, and together they slowed their pace, eavesdropping.

			“Very well,” the headmistress said, turning to glance around the halls. Vin grabbed Gilly, who grabbed Theo, who grabbed Araminta, and the four of them disappeared around the corner. “Winston, do you mind?”

			“Not at all, Headmistress,” he said in a low, dignified voice. His footsteps receded.

			“Will the parlor do?” she asked, striding down the hall. The rest of the students were disappearing up the main staircase, their shouts and laughter echoing down from above. “I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

			Vin and her friends remained crouched out of sight until the parlor door closed. Vin cursed. There’s no way they’d be able to overhear anything.

			“What’s going on?” Gilly asked, frowning at Vin. “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know,” Vin admitted. “But I think Mr. Oswald—he didn’t like what happened at the game.” Vin swallowed. “And I think he’s going to try to get me into trouble for it.”

			She remembered the way he’d acted after the ice-bathroom incident. She might not have damaged school property this time around, but she’d certainly scorched the grass and almost burned a handful of students in the process.

			“Come on,” Gilly said, running toward a narrow wooden door near the back of the hall. It was painted and papered to match the walls around it, making it nearly invisible. “Theo?” She held out her hand.

			He concentrated for a second, then conjured a loaded key ring. He handed it to her with a jangle.

			“Brass, to match the lock,” Araminta hissed as Gilly hastily swiped through the ring.

			At last Gilly found the key she needed, unlocking the door with a creak. Beyond was a dark, slightly dusty corridor.

			“Old servant passages,” Araminta informed Vin. “They lead all over the house.”

			Gilly held out her hand again, and this time, Theo produced a lit candlestick with a golden handle. She frowned.

			“Haven’t seen a torch lately!” he said defensively.

			“It’s called a flashlight,” Gilly corrected. “We’re in America, expat.”

			The four of them filed into the passage, Gilly and the flickering candle flame leading the way. They had to walk single file, and Vin worried they’d bump into things or get lost, but clearly the others had been inside these halls before.

			Soon, voices started to emanate from up ahead. She blinked, her vision adjusting enough to spot light leaking around another narrow door at the end of the passage. They came to a stop next to it just in time to catch the end of a curt reply.

			“…not sure what you’re implying.” The headmistress’s voice was even but cold.

			“Have you not noticed that everywhere she goes, destructive magical outbursts follow? The bathroom! My classroom! And again today.”

			“What is your point? Besides the fact that we have no proof that the bathroom was Vin’s doing, the other two examples were accidents. One during a game of capture the flag, when everything often could—and should—go wrong.”

			“Accident or no, it’s dangerous. Did you see what happened out there? She unleashed hellfire on her fellow students!”

			“During a game, Edgar! And I don’t see you mentioning Taylor Souza and his electrical explosion, which Vin saved her fellow students from.”

			“Well, that’s just it! She took already-delinquent-level magic and made it even more volatile. She is too powerful. Too uncontrolled to—”

			“To what, exist? That is the purpose of this school. To allow students like Vin to learn and thrive. And in order to do that, they must be allowed to use their magic, even if there are risks.”

			“And what about the other students? Should they be forced to suffer such ‘risks’?” Mr. Oswald pressed, heedless of the warning note in the headmistress’s voice. “What if a student were seriously—or permanently—injured? It has happened before, Headmistress.”

			There was a long pause, and the headmistress’s tone was softer when she said, “I know that, for you, this is personal, and—”

			“It’s not personal,” he said at once, cutting her off, though there was clear emotion in his voice. “But what if a student comes to harm because of her magic?”

			Another heartbeat of silence before the headmistress spoke again. “I would, of course, have to investigate thoroughly if such a thing came to pass. Nothing is more important to me than my students’ safety.”

			“Not even a desire to avoid school board interference?” he asked.

			“Nothing.”

			“But unless someone is seriously injured, you intend to stand aside and let this hazardous magic unfold?”

			“I will do what I have always done and protect these students to the best of my ability while still allowing them the room for error required to develop their magic. I won’t nip a blossoming student’s powers in the bud, and I will not conduct a formal review based on what-ifs and maybes. Those go on student records and can follow a person for life.”

			“So can the injuries sustained by careless magic.”

			“Not every accident is careless—or malicious,” she said.

			“And not every student deserves the benefit of the doubt.”

			“I assume you’re referring to Last Hope’s infamous dropout?”

			“Who else? You must admit there are similarities. Both of them lost and in need of a home. She even has his old bedroom!”

			Vin’s heart skipped. She had the dropout’s old bedroom?

			“They are not the same,” the headmistress said forcefully.

			Mr. Oswald sighed. “As you say.”

			“I do. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have work to do before dinner.”

			Vin and her friends took the passage back the way they’d come, silent until they reached the door that led out into the main hall. Theo listened closely at the keyhole, and once he’d determined it was safe, they slipped out and closed the door behind them.

			All three of them turned to face Vin, whose demeanor was subdued.

			Gilly glanced to the others. “Super-secret meeting place,” she said. “Now.”
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			Suspects and Conspiracies

			“Super-sec—?” Vin began, but Gilly shushed her.

			They didn’t speak again until they’d climbed the stairs all the way to the top floor and reconvened outside Gilly’s bedroom door. Araminta did what she could to remove the worst of the mud from their clothes, and then Gilly ushered them into her room.

			Vin actually gasped. The place was overflowing with so many plants she might have thought Gilly a Chemist, but amid the swaying fronds and creeping vines were misting fountains and pools of water with lily pads.

			There was a damp, earthy scent to the air, mixed with something light and floral. Not unlike Brucifer’s mason jar, several glass bowls were stacked here and there, filled with water and swirling fish. Somewhere, a frog croaked.

			“Come on,” Gilly said impatiently, tugging Vin’s arm toward the corner of the room where Vin noticed a part of the ceiling was missing. One of the panels that made up the coffered ceiling had been removed, exposing a square of blackness above.

			“Gentlemen first,” Gilly announced. Theo perked up, but Gilly whispered to Vin under her breath, “He’s the only one tall enough to pull himself up on his own.”

			Using the footstool Gilly had propped beneath, Theo reached into the ceiling and lifted himself up—though Vin and Araminta helped, dodging kicking feet as best as they could while Gilly hovered nearby calling out useless instructions like “Be taller!” and “Reach better!”

			Once he was up, Theo extended his arms back down again to help first Gilly, then Araminta, and finally Vin up into the ceiling.

			Once she caught her breath, Vin looked around the darkened space as Gilly turned on several strings of white Christmas lights, which revealed low, sloping wooden beams in a space roughly the same size as the room below, though they had to crouch to move around in it. The rain sounded much closer up here, pattering steadily against the roof.

			“Welcome to the super-secret meeting place,” Gilly said grandly, hands held wide.

			“Also known as the attic crawlspace,” Araminta said with a smirk. Then she frowned, dragging a fingertip across the wooden floor. “You promised you’d dust, Gilly.”

			“I have you for that,” Gilly said absently, reaching through a stack of boxes behind her until she found what she was looking for: a stash of snacks, including cans of soda, miniature bags of potato chips, and assorted candy bars. The box that contained them had the words for emergency only written in black marker.

			“Do all the rooms have this?” Vin asked, glancing around. Or did they just have a history of dangerous previous occupants like Vin’s?

			“Mine doesn’t,” said Theo, sounding put out.

			“Nor mine,” said Araminta, though she didn’t seem particularly bothered. There was an assortment of old blankets and pillows strewn about, and she carefully perched on one to avoid the worst of the dirt and dust. Unsurprisingly, she was the cleanest of the four of them.

			After putting the open box between them on the floor, Gilly turned to Vin, peeling back the wrapper on a candy bar.

			“Okay, Vin, spill. What’s going on?” she asked around a mouthful of chocolate and caramel.

			“Nothing, I—” She sighed. “It’s just…Mr. Oswald’s right. I am dangerous, and I shouldn’t be allowed to play capture the flag.”

			“What?” Theo and Gilly demanded in unison.

			“But you won the Conjurers the game!” Theo protested. “Isabella was good, but you were better.”

			“High praise,” Gilly said under her breath.

			“And you saved your whole team from Taylor,” Araminta pointed out.

			“Exactly,” said Gilly. “The headmistress was right—he’s the one Oswald should be suspicious of, not you. So just forget it, okay?”

			“But I could hurt someone!”

			“And?” Gilly asked. “Theo gave me a bloody nose my third day here!”

			“By accident,” he clarified. “Besides, Araminta turned Fiona Quinn’s face bright purple for a full week, remember? In an attempt to clear up some acne?”

			“It eventually turned back,” Araminta said, arms crossed. “And if you’ll recall, the acne was gone.”

			“Along with a layer of skin,” Theo said.

			“What’s your point, exactly?” Vin jumped in before Araminta could fire back.

			“The point is,” Gilly began, waving a hand at each of them, “we’re all still here. You heard the headmistress; this kind of thing happens at Last Hope.”

			“But it’s more than that. I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Vin said miserably. “I just don’t understand why it had to happen today,” she complained. “I’ve been practicing really hard, deliberately absorbing spells and using them with the headmistress for weeks—and nothing. Then the one time I’m in front of everybody…”

			“Hang on,” said Gilly, putting down her chocolate. “That’s actually a good question. You haven’t had any uncontrolled outbursts with the headmistress?”

			Vin shook her head. “Not for ages.”

			“So why today? Do you know what sets you off?”

			“I mean, before I came here, it was usually a combination of magic and emotion. The other students would pick on me, usually during a lesson, and then one thing would lead to another and…” She mimed an explosion with her hands.

			“Before you came here…So you’ve had other outbursts here? Ones we haven’t seen?” Gilly asked shrewdly, brows raised.

			“Oh, I…” Vin sighed. “Well, there was the cyclone…” Everyone nodded—that, they already knew about. “Then there was the bathroom incident.”

			Gilly frowned. “Bathroom incident? Did you not make it in time, or…?”

			“What—no!” Vin blurted, her cheeks heating. “No, I…kinda…sorta…turned it to ice.”

			“Ice? The one near the headmistress’s office?” Araminta asked, and Vin nodded. “I thought the bathroom had flooded?” She looked at the others.

			“That’s what I heard,” Gilly said with a shrug. “I saw Oswald there with a mop.”

			“It was ice, then it melted away,” Vin explained. “He was the one who found me there, but the headmistress swooped in and saved me.”

			“Wait a minute…Oswald found you that day?” Gilly asked. “And your cyclone happened in his classroom, with his magic…”

			“And you walked right by him before the game today,” Theo said, whirling on Vin.

			Vin nodded, feeling oddly breathless.

			“So ever since you’ve arrived at Last Hope, every outburst has happened with Mr. Oswald present?” Gilly pressed.

			“Meaning?” Vin asked.

			“That maybe he’s trying to set you up.”

			Vin gaped. “This magic—these outbursts—they’re my fault; they’ve always happened to me. I don’t think Mr. Oswald was with me at Strictland. And what about Brucifer? Mr. Oswald definitely wasn’t anywhere near my bedroom that morning!”

			All three heads cocked at her in confusion.

			“Wait,” Araminta said, holding up a hand. “You think you brought Brucifer here somehow?”

			Vin shrugged. “At first I thought I made him,” she admitted. “But then Gilly said he was a fire sprite, not something I could create. At that point, I thought I was a Conjurer, so it didn’t make any sense to me. But now? Knowing what I am, I could have called him, couldn’t I? There are Charismas in this school…maybe I somehow got caught in a summoning, or—”

			“We could ask him,” said Theo.

			“We’ll get to that,” said Gilly before turning to Vin. “I’m not trying to say you didn’t do all this magic; I’m trying to say that doesn’t automatically mean it’s your fault.”

			“I’m not following.”

			“What if you’re being targeted?” she asked, brows raised expectantly. When no one responded, she pressed on. “Think about it.” She turned her words to the others. “What if somebody wants her to mess up? Someone like Mr. Oswald. He’s been there every time Vin’s had an outburst, and then he was quick to blame her for it afterward. He even compared her to the dropout, which is an obvious attempt to make Vin look bad.”

			“But that would mean him knowing I was a Chameleon before the headmistress did! Before I did!” Vin argued.

			“Not necessarily,” Gilly said. “All he needed to know was that you had a dangerous habit of losing control, and that’s evident in your file. Maybe he was just trying to trigger you into an over-reaction at first, hoping you’d cause damage or hurt someone. But now that he knows your abilities, you’ll be even easier to set off.”

			“Gee, thanks.”

			“But why?” Araminta asked. “Why would Mr. Oswald target Vin?”

			“Who knows?” Gilly asked, sounding strangely excited to have potentially discovered a plot against one of her friends. “Maybe it has nothing to do with Vin at all—maybe she’s just a means to an end.”

			“What end?” Vin demanded. “My expulsion? I don’t need any help in that department.”

			“You heard Mr. Oswald. He wants the school board’s involvement. He loves rules and order…maybe he’s tired of the headmistress’s regime and wants the board to intervene. Staging a magical blowup destructive enough to require a disciplinary hearing would achieve just that.”

			“No,” Vin said, lurching to her feet—only to bang her head against the sloping roof.

			It was one thing to fear that she might be expelled, that she alone might lose out on Last Hope, but to think that everyone might? That Ava Hope could be removed and the school changed or, even worse, shut down?

			It was too much. And she wouldn’t—couldn’t—believe it. Better that this was all Vin’s fault and not some grand conspiracy. Better it was her than something bigger. Something worse.

			“No, this…this is my fault. It’s always been my fault.”

			

			•   •   •

			Back in her room, Vin lay on her bed for hours, listening to the rain pelt against her window. She didn’t move or speak, not when Brucifer muttered about dinner or when a soft knock came at the door.

			Of all the things she’d heard that day, she couldn’t shake Mr. Oswald’s words about the dropout. The idea that she was just a placeholder for someone else cut deep, never mind the fact that her yearning for a home was so apparent. Was she truly on the same path as him? And why had he dropped out when Last Hope was the best place Vin had ever been—and she had been nearly everywhere? And perhaps most pressing of all…where was he now?

			She tried to sleep but couldn’t. Instead, she found herself staring at the ceiling and the walls, the window and the potted plant, as if she’d see evidence of the dropout having been here. Proof that they were similar.

			She found herself wondering if there was an attic crawlspace above her head, like Gilly’s room.

			Without a step stool to help her, Vin dragged over her nightstand. Luckily, with the rain still thundering down, no one could hear.

			Well, almost no one.

			“What’s it doing?” muttered the sleepy fire sprite from inside the wardrobe.

			Ignoring him, Vin stood atop the table and reached in the same corner as Gilly’s attic entrance, and when she pushed on the panel, the ceiling gave way.

			She pulled herself up into the darkness, but not before bending back down to grab a sleepy Brucifer, his warm glow helping to light the windowless space as she crawled up next to him.

			She gasped.

			She had expected to see cobwebs and a thick layer of dust—and certainly, the place hadn’t been touched in years—but that wasn’t all she saw.

			The sloping ceiling was covered with dozens of photos and newspaper clippings, taped to the beams or pierced through with tacks to hold them in place.

			The sight was overwhelming, but as she hefted Brucifer’s jar, one of the photos drew her attention.

			It was a picture taken in front of Last Hope, with a handful of students in their school uniforms and Headmistress Hope, wearing her familiar leather flight jacket, visible front and center. It was difficult to see in the fire sprite’s flickering light, but the students varied in age, all of them smiling or waving, and one, a teenage boy, had his head turned, gazing adoringly up at the headmistress.

			Only, the headmistress’s face had been viciously scratched out. Vin squinted at the boy, but it was difficult to see his features beyond a mop of messy red hair.

			Disturbed, Vin continued on. The newspaper clippings were from different local papers, and every one of them was about the Free Mages.

			Some of them were announcements for meetings of local chapters, inviting “like-minded mages seeking community and a chance for change,” while others highlighted important dates and called for support for various bills and proposals for revisions to the Treaty.

			But the cutouts turned increasingly darker the more recent they became.

			There was another front-page headline like the one about the prison break, except this one detailed an attempted robbery at a Worldwide Magecraft School Board office, where all the student records were kept, and another article mentioned a series of successful break-ins at various magical libraries and archives across the country.

			And again, like the prison break, no arrests had been made, but the Free Mages were the prime suspects.

			Most telling of all was an editorial about the “mysterious new leader” of the Free Mages, who had taken over right before the recent criminal efforts mentioned in the other clippings, the headline circled with red ink.

			Though the leader’s identity was a secret and no members of the organization agreed to participate in the write-up, Vin’s gaze snagged on the headmistress’s name.

			
				According to Ava Hope, headmistress of the newly founded Last Hope School for Magical Delinquents, the Free Mages approached her several times with the intention of speaking to and likely recruiting current students, though their attempts were rebuffed.

				“While the Free Mages have historically been associated with the fight for justice and equality for magekind, I cannot condone their recent criminal activities, nor would I wish to allow my students to fall prey to an organization rife with ulterior motives.”

				When pressed about security and how she intends to keep her students safe should the Free Mages approach her school again, Headmistress Hope refused to divulge details but stated that she “would see to the safety of Last Hope’s students personally.”

			

			Vin’s mind reeled, her eyes scraping over page after page of information.

			All of this must belong to the dropout, gathered while he’d been at school here. It was more than a collection, though—it was an obsession.

			Vin wondered if he’d attended the local meetup. She wondered if he’d participated in any of their criminal activity, then or now. Because while the headmistress stated that she didn’t know what had become of him, it was clear as day to Vin: he had joined the Free Mages.

			He had certainly wanted to, if this room was any indication, and it was hard to imagine they’d deny someone with such…fervor.

			But while his fascination with the Free Mages was slightly unsettling, it was the editorial about Last Hope that had Vin on edge.

			The part about the Free Mages being interested in Last Hope was one thing, but the final line of the article was worse:

			
				With magical and mundane relations under increasing strain thanks to the activities of the Free Mages, the Worldwide Magecraft School Board insists that educational discipline is more important now than ever before and those who fail to meet their standards will be “made an example of.”

			

			It was just like Gilly had said: the Free Mages might be made up of dropouts and delinquent-level mages, but their activities were actually making things worse for people like them.

			And if what she suggested earlier was true, that someone was targeting Vin with the intention of causing problems for the headmistress or Last Hope, Vin had to wonder if it was somehow connected to the Free Mages, the school board…or both.

			Would Vin just step aside and let it happen—let Last Hope suffer the consequences—or would she do something about it?

			When Gilly answered her door, her wild curls were standing on end and her eyes were heavy with sleep.

			“What if you’re right?” Vin whispered. “What if it isn’t my fault?”

			Because, of course, deep down, she wanted that to be true. And if it was, if someone was targeting the headmistress…

			Gilly gave her a fierce look. “We stop them.”

			

			•   •   •

			They reconvened the following morning. It was Saturday, and the rain had given way to bright, sunny skies. So while the rest of the students of Last Hope filed outside to enjoy what might be one of the last clear days of the year before winter, Vin and her friends holed up in the unused third-floor bathroom. Gilly had to check on her little side project, and the others were too eager to hear what Vin had to say to wait.

			“Ugh, is it supposed to smell like that?” Theo demanded, leaning over the clawfoot tub and peering into the murky contents within, his shirt pulled up over his nose.

			“Yes,” Gilly said, shoving him aside. She cracked a window, but it didn’t do much to improve the situation.

			“Well, anyway, like I was saying,” Vin said, settling on a tufted stool next to the old vanity. “I think Gilly might be right. At least, I think it’s possible that others might try to take down Last Hope and use a student like me as a means to an end. The Free Mages don’t like the headmistress since she doesn’t allow them near the school, and when I first got here, that school board member, Mrs. Prim, tried to force her way in for a tour. The headmistress denied her entry, and Mrs. Prim threatened to get inside one way or the other. That’s not including Mr. Oswald, who obviously wants stricter rules here and might think removing the headmistress is the way to do it.”

			“He could even be working with one of them, the Free Mages or the school board,” Gilly said. “He could be their inside man!”

			“What changed your mind?” Araminta asked, perched on the counter next to the sink.

			Vin hadn’t told them about her discovery in the attic above her room—she didn’t know why, exactly. She supposed she just didn’t like the idea of being connected to the dropout, however loosely.

			“I started going over things last night,” she said, which was also true. “During my outbursts, I’m usually upset, scared, or angry…that was true for the cyclone, but not with Brucifer or the ice bathroom or yesterday. Yesterday, I felt…”

			Strong. Powerful.

			Proud.

			Until she’d lost control.

			She shook her head. “And when I think about it, the outburst usually comes from within. I can feel it gathering inside—like all magic—and then it explodes outward. But yesterday it felt different. I think it started in front of me, not inside me. I had no connection to it at all.”

			“Not to mention the fact that it was hellfire,” said Gilly.

			Mr. Oswald had used the same term. “What is hellfire?”

			“It’s really rare. Usually only the best fire Conjurers can make it, and even then, it takes a lot of practice. Which means…”

			“It had to have come from a fire Conjurer?” Vin said.

			“Exactly,” said Araminta. “So it couldn’t have come from Taylor’s magic. You might be able to supercharge magic, Vin, but not even you can turn Caster magic into Conjurer magic.”

			“So for that hellfire to have come from you, you would have had to absorb a fire Conjurer’s magic, right?” Gilly asked.

			“Right,” Vin said. To her surprise, Gilly shared a loaded look with Araminta. “What?”

			“Well, it begs the question: Where did you get the magic from?” Araminta said.

			“I…I don’t know,” Vin admitted. “I never know. It just happens. I can absorb magic from spelled objects or from the magic itself.” And directly from people, she added silently. “I guess I must have bumped into a fire Conjurer—”

			“We don’t currently have any at this school,” Araminta said.

			“Not at the level we’re talking about,” Gilly said. “I don’t think even you could take a novice fire Conjurer’s magic and turn it into hellfire without practice, no matter how powerful you are.”

			“An object, then?” Vin said. “Something spelled with hellfire.”

			“It’s possible,” Araminta said thoughtfully. “But then we have to ask where that object came from, and who put it in your path.”

			“This is a fascinating theory and all,” Theo said from where he was sitting cross-legged on the toilet seat, chin propped on his hand. “But it’s all hypothetical. We don’t have any proof that Vin is actually being targeted.”

			Vin’s frustration shifted to determination. “Then I guess we better get some.”
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			Proof

			Since Vin and her friends would have a hard time proving Mr. Oswald’s guilt based on coincidence and guesswork alone, they decided that their best strategy would be to follow the magical trail.

			First they had to figure out if anyone at Last Hope could do the magic Vin had absorbed. While the cyclone had undoubtedly come from Mr. Oswald himself, and Vin had absorbed it in his classroom, there was no way to prove what had happened was anything more than an accident. But the ice bathroom and the hellfire were both unusual enough to warrant further research.

			“The headmistress said the ice bathroom was a Caster spell,” Vin said as they continued the discussion over lunch the next day.

			Araminta frowned. “Well, the ice bathroom could have been a Caster spell, I suppose—transfiguring something into something else—and with you supercharging it, I think someone good at temperatures could have managed it, but we don’t have anyone like that at Last Hope.”

			“But the headmistress said there were a dozen students who could have done it,” Vin said, thoroughly confused.

			“None that I know of,” Araminta said. “Rebekka or Gilly are probably the closest, with their affinities for water, but they aren’t Casters. Zoé is another candidate, but solidifying water isn’t the same as freezing it.”

			Vin puzzled over that. Had the headmistress been mistaken? Or were people possibly hiding their abilities?

			“Wait, there was a girl,” Vin said, recalling the detail for the first time. “I bumped into her right before I lost control. But hang on—she was wearing Clairvoyant yellow.”

			“Unless she was carrying the spell?” Theo suggested. “Maybe she was just the messenger.”

			“But she has nothing to do with Mr. Oswald at all, and by that line of thinking, every student in Last Hope who’s been anywhere near Vin could be a suspect,” Gilly said.

			“Well, the hellfire is just as hard to narrow down,” Araminta said in frustration. “We don’t have any fire Conjurers who could make it, and it would be very difficult for an object to hold that kind of power.”

			“Plus, I didn’t touch anything,” Vin pointed out. “I was in the middle of a game. Unless it was dirt or water—”

			“Could it be a potion?” Theo asked, sitting up straighter. “Someone could have easily poured a potion into that puddle you were all swimming in.”

			“That’s…a good point,” said Gilly. “Maybe we need to interview some sources outside our group.”

			Unfortunately, their best source when it came to Chemist lore was a certain butter-knife-wielding goth girl named Nadia.

			They accosted her before breakfast on Monday morning, having spent most of Sunday in the library catching up on the schoolwork they’d failed to do on Saturday.

			“No,” she said after they knocked on her dorm-room door and she opened it to see their hopeful faces.

			“Hang on—” pleaded Gilly, but Vin was not in the mood to play nice. This girl had threatened her with a knife, after all. She shoved her foot in the doorway to stop Nadia from shutting it. When Nadia glowered at her, Vin raised her brows in challenge.

			“We’ve got some questions we need to ask you,” she said without preamble.

			Nadia’s pierced nostrils flared; her jaw jutted. “Don’t care.”

			“We need help!” Gilly said.

			Nadia fixed her gaze on Gilly and carefully enunciated her refrain. “Don’t. Care.”

			“It’s okay,” said Theo, putting a hand on Gilly’s shoulder and pushing her gently aside. Gilly scowled at him, but after a look at Vin—who shrugged—she kept quiet. Theo turned to Nadia. “Live. Laugh. Love.”

			To Vin’s surprise, Nadia’s already-pale face seemed to blanch even further. “What did you say?”

			Theo grinned with the confidence of someone who knew they had already won. “I said,” he began, raising his voice so passersby could hear, “Live. Laugh. Lo—”

			“Shut it,” Nadia snapped, eyes darting around warily. The hallway was busy, but no one had stopped to take notice of their conversation—yet.

			“That’s what I thought,” Theo said smugly. “Now, tell us what we want to know, or we’ll tell the entire school that grimdark edgelord Nadia’s mom runs a social media lifestyle empire—and often features her daughter in her posts. Smiling and wearing paisley and pink.”

			Gilly’s mouth was open in shock, and even Araminta looked surprised.

			“The algorithm loves me, okay?” Nadia snapped before closing her eyes and regaining her composure. “Fine. What do you want?”

			“Can we come in?” Gilly asked.

			“No.”

			“Do you know if there are any potions that could create hellfire?” Araminta asked.

			“Like what happened during capture the flag on Friday,” Vin clarified, knowing it was risky but needing to understand.

			“I thought you were what happened during capture the flag on Friday,” Nadia said, examining her black-painted and heavily chipped fingernails.

			“Well, y-yes,” Gilly said. “But as a Chameleon, Vin can only use magic that’s—”

			“Oops, forgot. Don’t care.” She crossed her arms. “There is no potion for producing hellfire. So find someone else to pin it on.”

			“That’s not—” Vin started, but she’d shifted her foot, and Nadia used the opportunity to slam the door in their faces.

			“I knew it,” Gilly said as they made their way down the hall toward breakfast. “No one at Last Hope could have been responsible for any of this magic—not the bathroom or the hellfire.”

			“Which means?” Theo asked.

			“Which means it came from somewhere else. An enchanted object smuggled into the school somehow.”

			“But the headmistress’s wards,” Araminta argued. “They’d pick up on magic like that. That’s what they’re for.”

			“It is?” Vin asked. “I thought they were there to keep out unwanted visitors…like the school board or the Free Mages.”

			“Well, that, too, but that’s the point. They keep magic in—which is also important, given we’re delinquents with limited control at best—but they also keep magic out. How do you think the Free Mages would try to get in without permission?”

			Magic, of course.

			“It’s like that prison break,” Theo said. “They didn’t put that guard to sleep with a bedtime story.”

			“Or shut down the security system by asking nicely,” Gilly added, then paused. “Actually, maybe they did. We don’t know much about their members; maybe someone can speak to technology.”

			“Someone like that would be hard to keep out of anywhere,” Vin said.

			“Hence the headmistress’s wards,” Araminta said. “Nothing magical is getting past them. If Mr. Oswald—or anyone—wanted to bring magic into the school, it would have to be cleared with the headmistress first.”

			“Unless he walked it in himself,” Gilly said. “When the wards are open, magic can pass through.”

			Vin frowned. “What about Brucifer? Could he pass through the wards?”

			Gilly opened her mouth, then closed it, thinking. “I don’t know. He’s a natural creature, and birds and squirrels and stuff can pass in and out, but he’s also magical.”

			“Is he?” Theo asked. “He can’t use magic, can he?”

			“He’s made from magic,” said Gilly, though she looked uncertain.

			“I thought he was made from fire?”

			“I think we need to consult with an expert,” said Araminta.

			“Good idea,” Gilly said, her eyes lighting up. “I know just the person. Araminta, I’m gonna need chocolate. Lots of chocolate.”

			The person Gilly had in mind was an extremely introverted Charisma who apparently had a sweet tooth. Using Araminta’s connections, they got their hands on a box of candy bars—it had taken two trades, an essay on the history of the Treaty and an answer key for a Chemist exam, to get them so quickly, and it had still taken twenty-four hours.

			So it was lunch break on Tuesday before they made their way outside, heading for the paddock at the back of the estate where Last Hope kept goats, chickens, and a milk cow.

			The Charisma in question was eleven years old, but also a level six, and so usually worked via independent study and spent most of her time outside and away from the hustle and bustle of the school.

			As such, she literally jumped when Gilly called her name. “Delia?”

			There was a squeak and a shuffle of feet, and a small girl with brown skin and tightly coiled curls whipped around, eyes wide and cheeks smeared with dirt. There was straw in her hair, and she wore overalls with other, undefinable stains that Vin decided she didn’t want to know about.

			“It’s okay,” Gilly said as the girl’s dark eyes darted around like an animal seeking escape. “We brought you a present.” She shook the box of candy, and Delia lifted her nose, nostrils flaring.

			“She specializes in animals, obviously, not people,” Araminta whispered. “But she doesn’t just tame animals—she can actually talk to them.”

			The nearby goat bleated. “Quiet, you,” Delia said, sounding harassed. “I’m the one in charge here.”

			“And apparently they talk back,” Theo muttered. He was edging slowly forward but was careful to keep Gilly, Vin, and Araminta between him and the animals. Particularly the chickens, who clucked and squawked meekly nearby.

			Delia took the box from Gilly, eyes narrowed suspiciously until she opened the lid. She looked pleased. “What do you want?”

			“We wanted to ask about animals and the wards around the school. Specifically magical creatures, like sprites.”

			“Gladys, Dorothy—scat!” the girl shouted suddenly. While Gilly had been speaking, a pair of chickens had been clucking their way closer, much to Theo’s dismay.

			“Um, Delia?” Gilly pressed, trying to reclaim the girl’s attention. “Sprites? Can they pass through the wards?”

			Delia shook her head. “Nope. They’ve got magic inside them, like people. The wards would detect it.”

			That might have been an important breakthrough, except for the fact that a sprite could manifest anywhere—including, as Gilly had said on Vin’s very first day, a fireplace hearth. Maybe Brucifer had simply appeared somewhere inside Last Hope and accidentally found his way to Vin’s room. Unless…

			“Thanks, Delia,” Gilly said as she turned to go. The girl shifted her attention to the box of candy, face alight with anticipation, before Vin spoke.

			“Wait—can a sprite be ordered to do something?”

			The others halted in their tracks.

			“Yes,” Delia said with obvious distaste. She reached into the box, withdrawing a bar and biting into it…wrapper and all. “It’s called a collar.”

			The goat approached as soon as the chocolate made an appearance, but Delia was careful to keep the bar and the box out of reach.

			“It used to happen all the time before the Treaty. Mages had bound sprites to light their paths, tend their gardens, or keep their wells clean.” The goat bleated again, and she finally succumbed and tossed him the rest of the candy bar. “No more, or you’ll have nightmares.” She turned back to the others. “The collar forces them to obey a mage’s command and makes them unable to reveal their master’s secrets.”

			“Is there a way to break that bond?” Vin asked, a sick feeling in her stomach. What if Brucifer had been forced to come into her room and attempt to set the place on fire? What if he didn’t have a choice?

			Delia shrugged, reaching for another bar. “You have to earn their loyalty. If you do that, the bond to the other mage will break.”

			As they marched back to the school, Theo struggling to pick chicken down off his clothes until Araminta rolled her eyes and helped him, Vin led the way to her bedroom.

			“Brucifer,” she said, opening her wardrobe door. “We need to talk.”

			The fire sprite sputtered against his jar like he’d been startled before he settled back down again. “Don’t like talk,” he announced. “Nope, nope, nope.”

			“Oh, come on, Brucie. Just a bit of gossip, you know. Girl talk,” Gilly said sweetly.

			“Girl…talk,” he repeated, squeaky voice unconvinced.

			“Yeah, like—for example, how did you get here?” she demanded, tone changing from conversational to interrogational in a heartbeat.

			Brucifer puffed up angrily. “Captured! Confined! Conspiracy!”

			“Not here in this jar,” Vin said, going for a less confrontational tone. “Here in my room.”

			He quivered but didn’t reply. The others looked to each other for ideas.

			“Maybe he’ll be a bit more cooperative if we use the right leverage,” said Araminta thoughtfully.

			Gilly lifted the spray bottle, uncertain.

			“No way,” said Theo, snatching it. “That’s borderline torture.”

			“Might be actual torture…” muttered Araminta.

			“How about we try a different approach,” Vin said. She reached for the bag of wood chips she kept on the shelf below, slowly withdrawing a piece. Brucifer latched onto her movements, hovering closer to the edge of his jar.

			“The thing is,” Vin said, holding up the piece of wood to ensure she had his attention, “I need help, Brucifer. Can you help me?”

			“Help…you?” he repeated, confused.

			“We’re in danger. All of Last Hope is in danger,” Vin explained. “And we need someone brave and clever to help us. Someone like you.”

			“Brave?” Brucifer repeated uncertainly.

			“And clever,” Gilly added.

			“We need to figure out where the danger is coming from, and unless we do, I might wind up expelled. Which means no more wood chips.” She closed her hand, hiding the piece from view.

			He flickered fretfully. “No chips?” he squeaked.

			“No chips,” Vin repeated gravely. “But,” she added before he could become too morose, “if you help us, you’ll have more wood chips than you can eat.”

			“In any flavor you can imagine,” said Araminta.

			“More…” Brucifer said slowly. “Any…”

			“So,” Vin said, unscrewing the lid but still withholding the wood chip, “where did you come from, Brucifer?”

			He hovered toward the open mouth of the jar, attention fixed on Vin’s hand. “Fire.”

			The others exchanged excited looks.

			“What kind of fire?” Gilly asked eagerly.

			“Great big fire. Hot. Dry. Delicious.”

			“And how did you wind up here, Brucifer? In my room?” Vin asked, pressing their advantage now that the sprite had started talking.

			“Don’t know,” he said.

			“Was it me? Did I call you?”

			Nothing.

			“Did someone else call you here?”

			Nothing.

			Vin sighed, closing her hand and moving to step away.

			“Don’t know!” Brucifer said again, loudly this time. “Never meant…didn’t want…He sent me here!”

			The four of them stared at each other, stunned.

			“Who, Brucifer? Who sent you? Was it Mr. Oswald?” Vin asked, but they couldn’t get anything else out of him. He wailed and crackled against the side of his jar, muttering and sputtering, but said nothing coherent.

			“It’s okay, Brucifer,” Vin said, tossing the wood chip into the jar. “It’s okay. Thanks for trying.” She re-screwed the lid and closed him in his wardrobe again to munch in peace.

			“Well, at least we know someone sent that sprite this way, and that’s something,” Gilly said.

			“And it’s likely he has a collar,” Araminta said. “Brucifer tried to tell us—but couldn’t.”

			Vin nodded, looking at the closed wardrobe door, feeling incredibly sorry for the fire sprite.

			“Maybe the secret is here, in the school itself,” she said as they finally made their way down to lunch.

			“What do you mean?” asked Gilly as they loaded their trays and slid into their usual seats.

			“When Mr. Oswald caught me outside the bathroom, the headmistress said her grandpa was a trickster and used to leave spells all over the house,” Vin explained. “She said she tries to collect them, but maybe she missed something? He could have found what he needed right here.”

			When she looked up from her sandwich, the others were sharing meaningful looks.

			“What?” Vin asked.

			“I always figured it was just one of the rumors,” said Gilly. “But if even she admits to confiscating strange spells, it must be true.”

			“What rumor?” Vin pressed.

			“About the forbidden wing,” Gilly said.

			“Not the walking sculptures or self-playing instruments,” Vin said skeptically, and Gilly shook her head.

			“There’s another mysterious room inside that wing. The study,” she said dramatically.

			“Some people think it’s where the headmistress’s family died,” Araminta whispered.

			“Never mind that,” Gilly said. “The older students say it’s filled with confiscated magical objects—things that have been enchanted with dangerous spells.”

			“So you think maybe someone has been stealing the magic from this room?” Vin asked. “Like Mr. Oswald?”

			“I can’t imagine how, though,” Theo said. “No one’s ever been able to get in before. Not even that Caster who could walk through walls.”

			“I bet it’s because the headmistress has wards around it, like what’s around the school grounds,” Gilly said. “If that’s the case, nobody’s getting in without her permission.”

			“We have to check,” Vin said with more confidence than she felt. “The headmistress said I can detect the kind of magic an object holds and sense trace magic after a spell is gone. If we can get inside, I might be able to find the objects that held the hellfire or ice spell. Then we can prove I was targeted and the school is in danger, and the headmistress can put a stop to this.”
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			Forbidden

			Unfortunately, the forbidden wing of the house was forbidden for a reason, and this was a school for delinquents, which meant a locked door was not the only precaution taken to keep the students out.

			The double-doored entrance was barred, and the servant passages were completely sealed off—though it took hours of late-night roaming to find out.

			“We need another way in,” Gilly said over breakfast the morning after, eyelids droopy and frizzy hair standing on end.

			“What about the attic?” Vin said, yawning widely.

			“It’s the second floor, remember?” Araminta said. She had ditched her usual pot of tea for a large mug of coffee.

			“We’ve tried the walls; we can’t try the roof—is there a way in through the floor?” Theo said sarcastically, head resting on his hand.

			“Hang on,” said Gilly, sitting up straighter. “The basement!”

			The others exchanged curious looks.

			“There’s nothing in the basement except the cellars, the pool, and the laundry,” Theo said. He blinked. “The laundry!”

			It wasn’t a bad idea. The servant passages might be blocked, but would anyone think to block the service elevators?

			Since they weren’t on laundry duty this week, they had to find their way downstairs during a time when the basement was empty—which wasn’t very often, as it turned out. Many of Mrs. Allen’s kitchen stores were kept downstairs, in addition to the cleaning supplies used by Mr. Hart; plus there were creaking pipes and a groaning furnace that seemed to need constant attention. Vin also suspected some of the staff members hung out downstairs to avoid the students, perched on stacks of towels as they played cards and drank from the headmistress’s extremely well-stocked cellar. She even swore she smelled cigarette smoke once.

			They decided their best opportunity was during the Friday-night movie. Most of the staff and teachers usually attended, and with the entire school crowded together, their absence was unlikely to be noted.

			However, when they made their way downstairs Friday night, the laundry was not empty.

			“Who is it?” Gilly whispered as they halted outside the door, listening to the voices emanating from within.

			They couldn’t let themselves be seen—they didn’t just look highly suspicious all dressed in black and carrying flashlights, they looked like cat burglars. Gilly even wore a beanie and gloves.

			Conjuring a hand mirror, Theo peered cautiously around the corner. It was a long room, with three sets of washers and dryers against the far wall, plus a row of service elevators set in bays beneath both the east and west wings of the house above.

			“It’s Mr. Hart and Marge,” he said, smiling slightly. “Looks like she tried to speed up his load of laundry. He’s holding a jumper the size of a Chihuahua.”

			“I doubt he’s too disappointed,” Gilly said, taking the mirror to see for herself. She tilted her head thoughtfully. “He probably just wanted to spend time with her. In fact, I think I’ll give them a bit more of it.”

			She waved her hand, and a second later, a pipe burst from somewhere inside the laundry room, flooding the space with water. Vin leaned forward to watch through the mirror.

			“It’s a good thing you’re here,” Marge said, smiling brightly at Mr. Hart as they looked for the source of the leak.

			He puffed out his chest, nodding reassuringly at her before frowning down at the leak. He stared at it for several silent seconds, shrugged, then started banging the pipe with a wrench from his toolbelt. Vin wondered how he’d gotten the job as a caretaker when he was so, well, bad at it.

			Another blow with the wrench saw an additional leak spring, spraying him square in the face. Marge squealed with laughter and reached for the nearest basket, throwing handfuls of towels onto him and the floor.

			Now that they were thoroughly distracted, Vin and the others slipped into the room and headed toward the eastern bay of service elevators.

			The first two were still in use; one led into the kitchens while the other went all the way upstairs to the dorm. But the third was bolted shut.

			“On it,” Theo said, conjuring a screwdriver that might have come from Mr. Hart’s own toolbelt across the room. He made short work of the screws, and when the door swung wide, all four of them leaned in to stare.

			It was going to be snug. The service elevators were not, technically speaking, meant for human passengers.

			Miraculously, they all fit inside, though Vin’s face was pressed against the wall and Gilly somehow found herself squatting down by their knees. Together, Araminta and Theo pulled the rope, lifting them one wrenching tug at a time.

			Soon, the sound of rushing water and Mr. Hart’s curses faded away.

			All was darkness for a moment, then light started to filter in from around the edges of the approaching doorway. Vin feared it might be bolted from the outside, as well, but as soon as it was within reach, Gilly pushed, and the door swung wide. They tumbled out into the shadowy hall, sweaty and short of breath.

			“Perfectly”—Theo panted—“executed.”

			“Until now,” said Vin, frozen in place.

			The others turned to see what she was looking at. A gasp escaped Araminta’s lips.

			“Is that a…?” Gilly began softly.

			“Tiger,” Vin finished for her. A dead tiger, of course—another one of Winston’s magically animated taxidermy animals from the gallery. It was currently skulking at the other end of the hall, silhouetted in front of the windows, though it had yet to notice them.

			Apparently the tiger moonlighted as a security guard. The thought that other dead creatures might be on the prowl sent a shiver down Vin’s spine.

			“Now what?” said Theo, barely moving his lips.

			Vin saw a closed door next to the elevator. With slow, cautious movements, they backed toward it. The tiger’s head lifted, as if it were scenting the air. Vin held her breath when she turned the knob—it didn’t squeak or catch, but the tiger’s ears twitched.

			Throwing caution to the wind, she wrenched the door open just as the tiger turned their way. “Get inside!” she hissed, the four of them piling into the room. The tiger leapt in their direction, its footsteps pounding against the floor as they slammed the door in its face.

			They stared at one another, their breaths coming in sharp gasps. After a beat of silence, Theo squatted down before the empty keyhole. “It’s still there,” he whispered. “Waiting.”

			“What do we do?” Gilly asked weakly.

			“I’ve got an idea,” Araminta said. “Give me a few minutes.”

			Vin looked around, clicking on her flashlight. They were in a bedroom, a large four-poster bed draped in thick floral fabric in the center, with matching floral wallpaper and a crystal chandelier that looked very similar to the one in the entrance hall sparkling overhead.

			“This must have been the headmistress’s bedroom,” Gilly said reverently, turning on her own flashlight and peering around the darkened space. There was a soft creak as she opened a wardrobe with clothes still hanging inside, while Vin examined a vanity table in the corner, where a small wooden jewelry box had caught her eye. Everything was covered in a fine layer of dust, but the box had clearly been touched more recently, fingerprints visible across its surface. As she moved to examine it more closely, the sound of ripping paper tore through the silence.

			“Araminta!” Gilly squeaked. “What are you doing?”

			Araminta lifted a notebook from the surface of a desk. “It was blank,” she said, holding up the torn piece of paper in her other hand. Then she crushed it in her fist.

			Confused, Vin watched as Araminta stared at the ball of paper in her hand…until it stopped looking like a ball of paper at all. The jagged edges smoothed, the rounded shape flattened slightly, and the next thing Vin knew, she was staring at a small, pale mouse in Araminta’s palm.

			“Bloody hell, Minty,” Theo said. “Didn’t know you could spin illusions like that.”

			“It’s not my best work,” she said, frowning down at her creation and making minor adjustments here and there before she sighed and held it out. “But a tiger’s still a cat, and cats chase mice. Think you could send it running?”

			She turned that question to Gilly, who nodded eagerly.

			They huddled around the door once more. While Theo kept watch through the keyhole, Gilly and Araminta pressed themselves to the ground where they could look out the gap underneath.

			Gilly conjured a minuscule puddle of water on the hardwood floor, onto which Araminta placed the very lifelike but still immobile paper mouse. Then, with a wave of her hand, she flattened it, and Gilly sent the water streaming under the door.

			Vin shoved closer to Theo, managing to catch a glimpse of the tiger through the keyhole, seated on the floor. It had seen the object, but it wasn’t until the paper returned to its mouse shape that the tiger got to its feet, teeth bared and tail swishing.

			Gilly sent the water streaming down the hall, away from the door, and the tiger pursued. Its movements were unnerving both for their similarity to a living animal’s and for all the ways they were wrong. Stiff when they should be smooth, lumbering when they should be lithe.

			They opened the door a crack, just in time to see the water and its paper rider zipping down the adjoining corridor and out of sight, the tiger following close behind.

			The four of them expelled a collective breath of relief and entered the hall.

			“That should keep it occupied for a while,” Vin said. “Let’s get to work.”

			Hurrying to the nearest door, Vin located another bedroom, this one clearly meant for a boy. Theo peeked into a bathroom, Araminta found a larger suite that must have housed Ava’s parents, and Gilly opened the door on a room with high windows and oddly shaped objects covered in white sheets, which could easily be sculptures—or musical instruments.

			As Vin reached for the next doorknob, her hand froze. She could feel something inside, though the sensation didn’t hum with the kind of power and energy she associated with magic. Instead, it felt like a strange numbness against her skin. An emptiness. Was that the headmistress’s wards at play? There was no telltale blue glow like there had been outside the gate, though if Vin recalled, it only flashed when it was touched.

			“I think this is it,” she said. “The study.”

			The others hurried forward as she tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

			“Theo,” Vin said, stepping back. “You’re up.”

			Whatever magic guarded the room, the door itself was clearly locked, too. Theo tried every key on his replicated key ring, but none of them worked.

			After that, Gilly tried conjuring more water to see if she could get it to slide under the door, but she couldn’t manage to get even a droplet through. Araminta squinted closely at every inch, trying to see if there was an illusion at work, but she came up empty.

			Finally, Vin pressed her hands against the door. Ignoring that weird emptiness she’d sensed before, she thought she could detect magic that reminded her of the headmistress’s wards, but she couldn’t reach it through the door.

			They were stuck, completely locked out.

			“Vin,” said Theo from behind her.

			“Hang on…” Vin muttered. As she leaned against the door, she thought she heard something. She pressed her ear to the wood, listening…

			“Vin!”

			She whirled around, jumping at the sight of the tiger standing before them, a scrap of damp paper hanging from its mouth.

			The mouse.

			A low rumble emanated from its chest, and Vin’s stomach dropped. Would it attack them? Those teeth were real, after all, even if they were dead.

			Lifting her hand from the door, she stared down at it. Before she could chicken out, she reached as if to pet the tiger on its massive head.

			The growl intensified, the soggy paper dropping from its jaws as it opened its mouth.

			“Vin, no!”

			But it was too late. Her hand landed on its bright orange fur, the strands silken and standing on end.

			Magic whipped through her in a rush. It was a confusing wave of power, and Vin struggled to take hold of it. To master and understand it. To bend it to her will.

			“Stop,” she said, doing her best to lace the word with magic, like a Charisma might. The tiger stilled, its growl vanishing. It didn’t so much as breathe, because, of course, it didn’t have to. “Everything is fine. We were never here. Return to your patrolling.”

			The silence in the hall was deafening, her friends frozen beside her, but after a second, the tiger turned on its heel and strode away.

			“Move,” Gilly said faintly.

			They stuffed themselves back into the service elevator and descended at top speed.

			“No longer quite so partial to the tiger,” Gilly whispered.

			When they reached the bottom, the fear and adrenaline that had been coursing through Vin’s body was replaced by disappointment.

			They had failed. Now they had no confiscated magical objects, no proof of anything.

			They climbed out of the elevator into a quiet laundry, Marge and Mr. Hart already departed, the broken pipe evidently done leaking. Theo replaced the screws, and Araminta wove a hasty illusion to conceal the damage they’d done to the elevator door.

			Back upstairs, the movie of the night echoed through the halls.

			“Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way,” Theo said, voice subdued as they headed for the ballroom. Gilly removed her gloves and hat, while Araminta transformed Vin’s black sweatshirt back to its usual gray. “Instead of trying to hunt down the magic, maybe we should try to lure out the person who’s targeting you.”

			Gilly’s face lit up. “Yes! Set a trap and see what we can catch.”

			Araminta nodded thoughtfully. “We just need the right bait…”

			Vin looked to the others, a smile pulling up the corners of her lips. “Me.”
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			Bait

			It was simple enough for Vin to offer herself up on a silver platter, but there were certain parameters they had to meet, otherwise their culprit would likely be a no-show.

			Firstly, they needed something public. This person wanted to cause trouble, so it needed to happen in front of witnesses.

			Secondly, they needed the potential for someone to get hurt. That was the only way to ensure a formal review, which would get the school board involved.

			It was Saturday morning, and they were back inside the super-secret meeting place discussing logistics and fighting over what remained of the snacks.

			“We can’t just put you in danger—that’s old news,” Gilly said, swatting away Theo’s hand as he made a grab for the package of cookies she was eating. “Your magic has always been a danger to you. You have to be a threat to others, to put the school itself in danger. That’s what they’re after. Then the headmistress will have to call a formal review.”

			Vin strongly disliked the idea of someone getting hurt because of her, but they couldn’t just wait for something worse to happen. They needed to find out the truth.

			“What is a formal review?” she asked.

			“It’s a disciplinary hearing,” Araminta explained. “The whole faculty sits in on it. Then they send an official record of the incident and the review to the school board. Apparently they can overturn the decision.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning that even if the headmistress and the rest of the teachers decide in your favor,” Gilly said, “the school board can reverse the decision. They can expel you themselves, and the headmistress won’t be able to stop it. They could also take other actions, like removing the headmistress or even shutting down the school.”

			Vin’s heart started pounding high and hard in her throat as she considered all the ways this could go wrong.

			“It happened a few years ago,” Theo said quietly, giving up on the cookies and opening a tin of licorice instead. “This one student hurt another pretty badly, but before they could complete his review, he…”

			“Dropped out?” Vin guessed, and the others nodded. “He hurt someone? The dropout?” The headmistress hadn’t mentioned that part of his story.

			“Some spell gone wrong, apparently,” Theo said. “She—the girl who was hurt—never came back to school, and he ran away. Not just from school, but from home. No one’s seen him since.”

			Except for the Free Mages, Vin bet.

			She blew out a breath, then did her best “I’m a delinquent and I’m used to trouble, so it’s no big deal” shrug. “It’s a risk I have to take,” she said. “If we can prove I’m being targeted, then the headmistress won’t need to do a disciplinary hearing at all. We can nip this in the bud.”

			Her friends were looking at her with strange expressions on their faces. She thought it might be respect.

			“Okay,” Gilly said, wiping the crumbs from her fingers. “We can figure this out. What if we tried another capture the flag game?”

			“Too many variables,” Araminta said. “It’s public, sure, but it’s also chaos. Ten players, dozens of spectators…and with so much magic floating around, people might just think it was another accident, like last time. It’ll be too hard to prove she’s being targeted.”

			“During a lesson?” Theo offered halfheartedly. “At lunch or dinner, maybe?”

			“I have an idea,” Vin said. “What if I asked to take the ascending test?”

			While the enrollment placement test was private, ascending tests were always public. It meant a lot more pressure, but demonstrating magical proficiency in front of others was considered a key facet of their education.

			It was the perfect stage for what they had in mind.

			“Hang on—you want to take the test?” Gilly asked.

			“Think about it,” said Vin. “It would mean an audience without the overwhelming numbers and action of a capture the flag game, and it’s a more easily controlled environment. It also means we’ll have enough people present to ensure my outburst would be putting someone in danger. Even if no one’s hurt, the damage might be enough to cause an investigation anyway.”

			Of course, failing an ascending test meant you couldn’t take one again for six months. It could see Vin stuck in level one for the majority of the school year, but surely it was worth it to catch this person in the act? Besides, she found she didn’t care about her level as she once had. Now that she finally understood her magic, her level felt like a smaller, far less significant piece of the puzzle. She didn’t need the validation anymore.

			Theo and Araminta murmured their agreement, weighing options—how they could set themselves up to watch and observe both before and during the test, but then Gilly derailed their planning.

			“It’s a great idea, Vin, but with one problem. It can’t be you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’ll be standing alone in the center of the room. The headmistress will be administering the test. It’ll be too hard for Mr. Oswald to get at you. He could try to hit you with magic in the hallway before or something, maybe, but if he doesn’t? Then you’ll be taking the test for nothing.”

			Vin slumped. Gilly was right. They needed Vin in the vicinity of such a situation, not the central focus of it. In fact, what they needed was for someone else to take the test and for Vin to attend. But who—

			“I’ll do it,” Gilly announced.

			“No, Gilly,” Vin said, guilt washing through her. This was her idea, her problem, and her risk to take. “I can’t ask—”

			“You’re not,” Gilly cut in. “I’m offering. Besides…” She swallowed down her obvious nerves and smiled. “I think I’m ready.”

			Theo looked concerned, but Araminta was nodding with approval.

			“Gilly, I…” Vin said, at a loss for words. “Thank you. I can’t believe you’re putting yourself through this just for me.”

			“Not just for you—for Last Hope. Besides,” she said, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin, “I’ll look good as a level five.”

			

			•   •   •

			Things happened quickly after that. Gilly signed up for the ascending test, which would take place in less than two weeks’ time, and Theo and Araminta made sure to spread the news far and wide. Bets were placed, as was Last Hope custom, and many of the level fours planned to attend, along with a smattering of older and younger students. All of Gilly’s teachers would be there to cheer her on, including Mr. Oswald.

			In the lead-up to the test, Gilly spent every spare moment studying. If there weren’t any magical interruptions, she intended to pass.

			While Araminta was thorough and meticulous in her research, Gilly was a bit…messier. She could often be found in the corner of the library, surrounded by stacks of books, ripped papers, and scribbled notes, muttering to herself as she shifted and flipped and tossed her materials around.

			“Where is it, where is it, where is it?” she demanded of no one in particular.

			Araminta looked up from her own homework, eyeing Gilly’s chaos with a mildly panicked expression. “Where is what?” she asked, not for the first time.

			“Oi, Gilly,” Theo said, kicking her chair under the desk.

			Gilly finally looked up, a wild glint in her eye and hair standing on end.

			“Where is what?” Araminta asked again, with the last scraps of her patience. They had been spending nights in the library with her all week, and Gilly’s frenzied behavior was only getting worse.

			“Magical Botany,” Gilly said distractedly. “Theo, can’t you replicate it for me?”

			“I’ve never actually looked at the book, so…”

			“I had it the other night,” Gilly said impatiently. “It was right here, and—”

			“I think I saw it on the return pile,” Araminta said, getting to her feet.

			“Return mountain, more like,” Theo said, glancing over his shoulder. Indeed, the cart was stacked so high the librarian couldn’t even be seen at the desk behind it, which Vin suspected was on purpose.

			Araminta seemed to consider trying to get the librarian’s attention before sighing and turning to the return mountain. She started by dislodging Cat, who was perched on top, then got to work.

			Gilly, meanwhile, was muttering again, her hands gripping her frizzy hair.

			“You don’t have to do this, you know,” Theo said, watching her closely.

			She looked up. “Do what?”

			“This,” Theo said, gesturing at the tornado that was their worktable. “Make yourself crazy over this test. We can find another way.”

			“You don’t think I can do it!” Gilly said, indignant.

			“I do! You’re better than most of the level fives in our class!”

			Gilly frowned, her cheeks flushing slightly. “Then why…?”

			Theo shrugged, looking self-conscious. “I don’t want you to sacrifice yourself, to risk your future, for someone else.” He cleared his throat, glancing around. “For any of us.”

			Silence descended just as Araminta returned, a look of pride on her face. She dropped the book atop Gilly’s stack, but Gilly didn’t react.

			“Your book,” Araminta announced, looking between them.

			“Right, thanks,” Gilly mumbled, scooping it up and flipping the pages.

			Theo stood. “I’m gonna get a…snack,” he said, heading for the door.

			Vin followed him. “Theo,” she called, catching up to him in the hall. The kitchen itself was closed at this hour, but there was usually an assortment of pantry snacks, like apples and granola bars, available in the dining room.

			He whirled. “That goes for you, too, by the way.”

			“What does?”

			“You don’t have to sacrifice yourself to figure all this out. You could be expelled.”

			It was Vin’s greatest fear. Well, second greatest. “If we don’t try, the headmistress could be removed, or the school could be shut down.” Which was her first greatest fear. She could deal with her own failure—much as it would hurt, she was used to it by now—but she couldn’t let Last Hope pay the price.

			They had arrived in the dining room, which was empty. Theo picked up a granola bar, paused, then grabbed three more. He tossed one to Vin.

			She stared down at it. “It feels good.” He frowned, so she elaborated. “Helping other people, I mean. Having other people to help. I’ve always been alone. So I’m glad I have people to look out for, and people looking out for me.”

			Theo sighed, his expression somewhat bleak. “That’s because you’ve never had someone give up everything for you.”

			He was obviously talking about his sister. Vin struggled to find the words. “Araminta loves Last Hope, and she’s here—”

			“Because of me,” Theo interjected.

			“She’s here,” Vin corrected, “by choice. She’s made it, and so has Gilly. So have I. Now, are you with us?”

			He smiled slightly. “I’m with you.”

			“Good, because Gilly might be taking the test, but I’m gonna need you—both of you—by my side while she does it.”

			

			•   •   •

			The night before the test, Vin’s anxiety was through the roof. She kept thinking about all the ways it could go wrong: Gilly could fail the test for no reason, she and the rest of Vin’s friends could get in trouble, or Vin could have a magical outburst without any interference, proving that, in fact, nobody was at fault except herself.

			Now, after years of trying to suppress her magic, she was offering herself up, trying to prove just how different she was—how dangerous, if only to save everyone. She replayed the headmistress’s words from weeks ago, when she’d talked about what had happened to previous delinquents, how their lives were marred by their inability to pass their exams and become certified. She thought of the newspaper clippings in the attic above her, of the Free Mages taking a criminal turn and pushing the school board into firmer action. Though there were dozens of ways Vin’s life would be ruined if she were expelled, the idea of ruining it for everyone else hurt the most. That, and losing the friends she had made, the people who were willing to risk their own standing at school in order to help her.

			The people who were counting on her.

			Vin, who had been pacing inside her room, looked at her wardrobe.

			If things did go badly, what would become of Brucifer?

			Maybe the teachers would search her rooms and she’d get in even more trouble…or maybe he’d be confiscated and questioned again. Vin didn’t like to think about all he’d overheard these past few weeks, but she was actually more concerned for his sake than her own.

			Surely they wouldn’t harm him, but Vin felt surprisingly protective of him. If he had been bound to a mage and sent here against his will, then none of this was his fault.

			He didn’t deserve to be a captive, whatever his orders.

			And he had become another sort of friend in this place. Someone she could count on…even if what she could count on was curse words and insatiable hunger for gourmet wood chips.

			Suddenly, it wasn’t the dread of going home that made her stomach tighten and her palms sweat—it was the fear of what she could lose. This was her home, these were her friends, and this was her magic. She wanted to know it, to master it, to use it.

			Though the stakes felt higher than ever, the realization also gave her courage. She wouldn’t allow herself to be bullied into expulsion—not again—and she refused to be a tool for someone else to try to take down the headmistress or Last Hope.

			It was time to discover the truth and catch them in the act once and for all.

			

			•   •   •

			The next morning, Vin opened her wardrobe to dress.

			Gilly’s ascending test would take place that afternoon, but with all the planning Vin and her friends had to do, she wouldn’t be coming back here.

			After carefully shrugging into her white-piped blazer, Vin reached for Brucifer’s jar.

			“Cherry, cherry, cherry!” he trilled, thinking it was feeding time. In fact, he was so preoccupied that when Vin unscrewed the lid and stepped backward, he didn’t immediately seize his chance.

			“I’m off to class, Brucifer,” she said, adjusting her sleeve unnecessarily. Then she moved to her bedroom window and opened it. A chilly breeze blew into the room, causing Brucifer to flicker in his jar.

			“It…” he began, starting to tremble and spark with more agitation. “Is leaving.”

			“Yes.”

			“It is leaving now.”

			“Yes.”

			“With Brucifer’s jar…open?”

			“Yes,” Vin said again, hefting her school bag.

			“Brucifer does not understand.”

			Vin sighed. “I never should have trapped you against your will. From what I understand, I’m not the first mage to do that, and things are going to be dangerous today. I don’t know what will happen. So I want you to be free.”

			“Free?”

			“As a bird,” Vin said.

			Brucifer made a sound of disgust. “Feathers. Pointy claws and sharp beaks. Yuck.”

			Did that mean…? Had he eaten a bird before?

			“There’s a great big hearth in the kitchen you might like,” she found herself saying, her throat tight. “Or the headmistress has a nice fireplace in her office, too. But you can also leave if you want. Go somewhere new.” She cleared her throat. “Make sure you behave yourself,” she warned. “And…I’m sorry. I’ll, uh, miss you.”

			Then, before she could lose her nerve, she turned on her heel and left, closing the door behind her.

			She really hoped he didn’t burn down her bed.

			Or, you know, the whole school.

			

			•   •   •

			Vin could hardly pay attention in her lessons that morning, and by lunch, the thought of food made her queasy.

			Theo, on the other hand, appeared to be a nervous eater, mowing down plate after plate in the dining room while Gilly scribbled frantic last-minute notes on scraps of paper, barking when Araminta tried to help her organize it all.

			Meanwhile, Vin’s eyes darted suspiciously around the room, as they had done all day. She hadn’t seen Mr. Oswald or anyone else in close proximity, and she felt fine—not brimming with uncontrolled magic. The only thing she brimmed with was nerves.

			When at last the bell rang, people started to file down to the basement, to the indoor pool where the tests were held. One of the school’s water Conjurers had emptied it, leaving behind a sturdy concrete pit, which was ideal for performing dangerous magic.

			As Vin and her friends joined them, she quickly pulled Gilly aside.

			Theo made to follow, but Vin waved him off. She only wanted a quick word, and they were alone in an empty alcove. Theo frowned, then pointed to his eyeballs, as if to reassure her that nothing would get past him.

			“I just wanted to thank you,” she said to Gilly.

			“For doing the test? I already told you, I—”

			“Not for the test,” Vin blurted. “For basically forcing me to be your friend.”

			Gilly smiled. “I didn’t really force…”

			“You forced,” Vin said flatly, and Gilly laughed. Vin smiled, too, before glancing away. “I…I know I wasn’t that nice at the start…”

			“You’re not my friend because you’re nice,” Gilly said with a scoff.

			“Then why am I?”

			Gilly shrugged. “Because I wanted you to be. And you wanted to be mine, too—you just didn’t know it yet.”

			Vin could think of nothing to say, so she caught Gilly by surprise with a hug, then followed her toward her ascending test.
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			The Test

			The underground pool was beautiful, with brightly colored tiles and gleaming marble statues, but strange in its emptiness. Chairs had been erected next to the long, rectangular pool, and without the water, the place had the slightly unnerving feeling of a gladiator pit. Voices echoed as people shuffled into seats, students and teachers alike.

			“Good luck,” Vin said to Gilly.

			“You too,” she said meaningfully, nodding her chin at Mr. Oswald, who was already seated, before taking the steps down into the pool, where the headmistress waited.

			Telling herself Gilly would be okay, Vin returned her attention to the wider room and the task at hand. Her task.

			While she walked, laser focused, to the seat directly in front of Mr. Oswald, Araminta and Theo veered off course.

			Theo sat behind Mr. Oswald, joining another pair of level-three Conjurers from class, while Araminta stood casually next to the chairs, allowing her to monitor the room at large.

			It might have seemed strange that the three of them didn’t sit together—they did virtually everywhere else—but before long, the seats began to fill with other spectators, and their separation went unnoticed.

			Vin stared down at her hands, fingers interwoven and clenched tightly together. The hairs on the back of her neck were standing up as she waited for it to happen—the thing she dreaded most and the one thing they were trying to achieve.

			For the first time in her life, she wanted to have an outburst. Needed to have one. That was the crux of their plan. Vin was being targeted, either with magic itself or a magical object, and they had set up the ideal situation to prove it.

			And Vin had to let it happen. She had to let herself absorb the power because, until they had someone or something to point the finger at, she was the proof. And the culprit.

			But waiting was worse than Vin had expected. Her whole body was tense, every shift and movement from the people around her grating against her nerves. What if she couldn’t control the magic? She had been practicing hard, but what if it wasn’t enough? What if she exploded and people were hurt and they had nothing to show for it?

			A hush fell over the crowd as the headmistress called everyone to attention from the deep end of the pool, Gilly beside her.

			It was time for the test to begin.

			It started small, with Gilly summoning various types and amounts of water, from river to lake to sea. Vin was temporarily robbed of nervousness as she marveled at her friend’s skill. Not a drop hit the ground, even when the headmistress asked for larger amounts. Then came water with fish and plants. Just as they arrived, so too they disappeared, banished seemingly into thin air as Gilly worked, strawberry hair frizzy and face pinched in concentration.

			Ascending tests at regular schools were all about mastery and control—about restraint—but this was Last Hope, and the headmistress had made it plain that she cared about more. About power and growth and potential.

			And Gilly was clearly meeting it.

			Every time she achieved a task, murmurs of admiration and applause echoed in the cavernous space.

			Meanwhile, in the stands, Vin glanced around uneasily. Theo shrugged—he hadn’t seen anything suspicious yet—and when Vin caught Araminta’s eye, she shook her head. Nothing was happening. Vin was almost relieved, even if it meant they’d done all this plotting for nothing. Maybe Gilly would pass her test and everything would be fine.

			Maybe she could relax.

			Even as she thought it, the spectators on either side of Vin leaned forward with interest, so she did the same.

			Below, the headmistress held up a glass container not unlike Brucifer’s mason jar, revealing a swirling ball of water within.

			“This is a water sprite,” she announced. Gilly’s eyes sparked with excitement. “For your final task, you will create the ideal habitat for it, including but not limited to conjuring the correct kind of water, plants, and cohabitating species.”

			She nodded her chin at a large marble basin situated in the deep end, empty, ready, and waiting. It looked like a bathtub.

			Gilly grinned and rolled up her sleeves.

			Vin was so entranced by Gilly’s magic that it took her a second to notice the sensation of pressure in her ears. Like they needed to pop.

			She frowned, looking down just in time to see a ball of magic coalesce before her.

			Her stomach dropped. And despite not feeling the magic within her, it continued to spill out, the ripples of power emanating from her chest.

			But the magic wasn’t coming from her, it was coming from her necklace.

			Her necklace.

			Mind reeling, Vin lurched to her feet.

			Everyone here was in danger.

			The spell had yet to take shape, but whatever was coming, she knew it would be bad. Araminta saw her, eyes wide, and Theo shouted something, but she ignored them both.

			This was a mistake, a terrible mistake. Vin was the problem, she had no one to blame but herself…

			Well, herself and the necklace. The necklace she’d worn every day since her arrival at Last Hope.

			The necklace Mr. Fox had given her.

			She fumbled with the clasp, trying to pull the chain from her neck, but it was too late. The spell finally unleashed with enough force to send Vin rocketing backward, over the chair and onto the floor. She landed hard, the back of her head hitting the concrete as an explosion of sound erupted all around her—the walls, the ground, the very air shook and trembled. Vin stared in horror as cracks rippled across the concrete ceiling, spreading like a flash of lightning across the sky.

			And then the sky began to fall.

			People shouted and ran for the door, but Gilly and the headmistress were in the center of the room, utterly exposed.

			There was a moment where their eyes met, Vin’s and the headmistress’s—did she know Vin was to blame? Did she suspect?—before huge chunks of the ceiling dropped. A piece landed next to Vin, crushing the chair she’d just been sitting in, and another fell somewhere behind her. She felt the impact through the floor, rocks and bits of debris flying everywhere and opening stinging cuts across her skin.

			Meanwhile, the headmistress flung her hands wide, forcefields bursting into life in every direction—catching and deflecting pieces of concrete. Vin felt a sudden, deep longing for that magic; at least then she could be of some use. As it was, she struggled to her feet, slightly dazed as she stumbled over upturned chairs. The back of her head throbbed, and when she tested the tender area, her fingers came away sticky with blood.

			“Come along, Miss Lucas!” someone shouted, and Vin startled to see Mr. Oswald next to her. He was using gusts of wind to clear a path through the debris, where Mrs. Martin was ushering students toward the exit and Miss Baines was blasting pieces of the falling ceiling to bits, causing the chunks of concrete to explode into dust and gravel.

			Vin wondered why Mr. Oswald was helping her if he was trying to set her up.

			But, of course, he wasn’t, was he? Because this magic came from the necklace, and he’d had nothing to do with that. He’d never had anything to do with it.

			All of this was a mistake.

			“Vin!” yelled Araminta. She and Theo were already halfway to the exit. “Hurry, you’ve—”

			But she was cut off by a loud splintering sound as a piece of concrete broke free right above her.

			“No!” Vin cried out, the word scraped from her dry throat, but suddenly Theo was there, shoving Araminta aside and replicating the nearest marble statue. It appeared exactly where he had been standing, bracing the cave-in long enough for the pair of them to scramble to safety. A second later, the bathing figure cracked in two, pieces of the ceiling crashing down with it.

			Araminta gaped, but Theo only dragged her toward the door with the rest of the rushing students and teachers.

			Everyone except Gilly and the headmistress, who were still trapped at the epicenter of the destruction.

			Forgetting herself entirely, Vin whirled around. She needed to get there, to help them somehow, but before she could do more than waver uncertainly, another earsplitting crack rent the air, and a wash of rubble came raining down over the pool.

			The headmistress crouched over Gilly and threw up a forcefield just in time to get buried by the avalanche.

			There was a seemingly endless roar of sound—then silence.

			As the dust cleared, the headmistress could be seen through the glow of her forcefield, partially buried by the scree but unharmed.

			Gilly wasn’t so fortunate. As the blue light winked out, Vin could see her huddled on the ground, tear-streaked and clutching her arm. She was hurt.

			“Gilly!” Vin shouted, running back toward the pool’s edge—or trying to. Someone held her arm, and even before she turned, she knew who it would be.

			Mr. Oswald stood there, appearing to have aged several decades in the last few minutes thanks to a fine dusting of concrete powder coating his hair and skin.

			Vin glanced up at him, and then down, at the room around her. Everyone was staring at her.

			She bowed her head.

			“Headmistress,” he said, calling her attention from Gilly, whom she was helping to her feet. Mrs. Martin had come down to meet them and conjured a sling for Gilly’s injured arm.

			The headmistress looked up. Unlike Mr. Oswald and Mrs. Martin, she appeared only slightly disheveled, her forcefields saving her from the worst of the dust and dirt.

			But her expression was deeply troubled.

			“I have apprehended the student responsible,” Mr. Oswald said, a grave edge to his voice. “I saw it happen with my own eyes, and I’m certain we could get a dozen other witnesses to corroborate.”

			Indeed, those people Vin could see huddled by the door wore looks of fear and dislike on their faces, and their expressions were aimed at her. And why shouldn’t they be? This was her fault.

			Through her tears, Gilly stared questioningly at Vin. Vin shook her head a fraction of an inch. No, Mr. Oswald hadn’t done this.

			He was right. She had done it, even if it wasn’t in the way they’d thought.

			“It’s time,” Mr. Oswald finished. “We must address this now, before anyone else is put in danger.”

			“I will take Miss Reid to the infirmary,” the headmistress said, and Vin thought for one shining moment that the headmistress would deny him, but then— “After that, I will call the review myself. Please escort Vin to my office to wait for me.”

			Mr. Oswald nodded respectfully before increasing the pressure on Vin’s arm and steering her from the room…to a disciplinary hearing in front of the school’s entire faculty that could very well see her expelled.

			Numb, Vin walked ahead of Mr. Oswald, stumbling over the rubble, causing the necklace to thunk against her chest.

			The necklace.

			This wasn’t over yet.

			“Mr. Oswald, sir?” she began, but he cut her off at once.

			“Save it for the hearing,” he said shortly.

			They walked out the door and past Theo and Araminta, who stared at her with wide-eyed concern.

			“But, sir, we’re in danger, and I—”

			“Am to blame? Yes, I know. That’s what this hearing is about,” he said, his tone dark and threatening as he steered her up the stairs and down the hall toward the headmistress’s office. “I will not see another student’s life ruined just because you have been indulged by the headmistress.”

			“But I—”

			They arrived at her office. He gestured inside. “Sit down and touch nothing. You’ll be able to plead your case soon enough.”

			Then he shut the door in her face.

			There was a soft rustling sound, and Vin practically jumped out of her skin as Hermes the toucan cocked his head at her from a perch near the back of the room. Even his unnerving presence wasn’t enough to take her out of her spiraling thoughts. There was a rush of noise in her ears that was either her mind racing or the rapid beating of her heart.

			Was Gilly okay?

			Was everyone else okay?

			They would be, now Vin was gone. Because Vin was the problem.

			Or rather, Vin’s necklace was.

			Her hand flew to her chest, meaning to yank the chain clean off, when she remembered her power. If she touched it, would she absorb new and even more dangerous magic? But she’d been touching it all year, and she wasn’t constantly having outbursts.

			It didn’t make any sense.

			Her hand hovered uncertainly.

			The necklace sat on top of her shirt, which meant the actual pendant on the end was not currently touching her skin…Of course, that also meant it hadn’t been touching her skin during the ascending test, either. And it needed to for her to absorb magic.

			Which meant she hadn’t absorbed magic from the necklace and had an outburst but rather the necklace itself had unleashed magic and Vin had been a spectator like everyone else.

			In fact, it had been the same during the capture the flag game, when the hellfire had coalesced not inside her but in front of her. The same was true of the ice bathroom.

			Was there more magic inside this thing waiting to go off? But if it was a spelled object, why hadn’t she sensed the magic?

			She clenched her hand into a fist and started pacing.

			Why would Mal give her an enchanted necklace? Had he known what it was capable of? Or was this all some terrible mistake?

			Unless…was he the one who wanted to hurt the headmistress and ruin Last Hope? But why?

			He’d come to the school himself, and seemed to wish Vin luck in attending.

			But maybe that had all been to put her at ease, to ensure she took his gift without wariness or concern.

			Fearing the necklace might erupt at any minute, Vin closed her blazer tightly across her chest, concealing it without touching it…and waited.

			The headmistress would know what to do. She would fix this.

			She had to.

			Seconds or maybe hours later, voices came from outside the door, and the handle turned.

			In strode the headmistress, a grim expression on her face, the rest of the school’s teachers following behind.

			Vin had perched on the edge of a chair but leapt to her feet at once.

			“Gilly…?” she asked.

			“She has a broken arm,” said the headmistress. “She’s with Marge now. I’m sure she’ll”—she paused, uncertain—“sort her out.”

			Vin tried to take heart from that. A broken arm wasn’t so bad…right? But she knew deep down that things could have been much worse.

			“More chairs, I think,” the headmistress continued, and Mrs. Martin conjured nearly a dozen chairs to accommodate the teachers that continued to crowd into the headmistress’s grand but increasingly cramped office.

			Disciplinary hearing aside, the sight of so many people potentially in the line of fire caused fresh panic to blossom in Vin’s stomach, the necklace heavy around her neck, choking her. What if it went off again? What if she hurt a teacher next? What if she hurt the headmistress?

			“Vin, why don’t you take a seat next to me,” the woman said, more kindly than Vin deserved, gesturing to a chair that was positioned right next to her.

			Headmistress Hope would listen. She would understand.

			Vin did as she was bid, sinking onto the wooden chair. Before anyone else could speak, she whispered, “I need to tell you something, Headmistress.”

			“You will have a chance to speak,” the headmistress assured her, barely glancing down before continuing. “But first we must explain what has happened today and how it resulted in injury. Fortunately, only one student suffered anything beyond a few bumps and scrapes, and—”

			“One is enough!” Mr. Oswald barked, rising to his feet. As the headmistress had yet to sit, it put them on the same level, facing each other down while everyone else watched from the sidelines. “The last time this happened, Headmistress, you shielded the perpetrator—not the other students—and my niece paid the price.”

			His niece? The headmistress’s eyes fluttered shut, concealing a flinch of real pain. “We have been over this, Edgar. No one is sorrier than I over what happened to Georgia.”

			“And I believe you,” he said, his voice losing its brittle edge. “I chose to forgive you, to continue to believe in what we are doing here, but I will not close my eyes when I see the very same thing happening with this student that happened with the other!”

			The dropout. Maybe Mr. Oswald was right to compare them; he’d hurt someone while at school, too.

			The headmistress glanced down. “They are not the same, and treating them as such is exactly the problem with our education system, the very issue that lands these bright, powerful, and unique children at this school in the first place! Every student deserves a chance, even the dangerous ones. I would argue especially them. If not, well…we’ve seen what happens to those who never find their way.”

			Vin wondered if she was referencing the Free Mages.

			“The well-being of a single person cannot be deemed more important than the well-being of the entire school,” he countered.

			“But they must be. That is the only way to make real change. To value each and every student that walks through these doors, to see them not as their power—wild and potentially unsafe—but as themselves. As worthy, even, of risk. Trust me, I know the damage a single person can cause…but there is no ‘greater good’ if it means ruining even a single young life.”

			“Which is exactly why we’re here,” Mr. Oswald said. “One of our valued students was hurt today. Gilly Reid, a promising water Conjurer attempting to take her ascending test, suffered a broken arm thanks to Miss Lucas’s antics, not to mention whatever mental trauma she has endured—”

			“But the two are friends, aren’t they?” asked Mr. Garcia, who often saw them seated together during history. “Surely this was an accident, and a broken bone is hardly a lasting injury.”

			“It might be, in Marge’s hands,” muttered Mrs. Martin near the back.

			“It is not a matter of intention,” Mr. Oswald said, bringing Vin right back to her last expulsion. “It is our duty, above all else, to ensure that the children in our care are safe. Next time, the students might not be so lucky. As such, as far as I’m concerned, there shouldn’t be a next time.”

			“But we cannot guarantee anyone’s safety to that degree,” argued Miss Baines, casting Vin a sympathetic look. “Any one of these students is capable of causing damage to themselves or others. At what point do we start expelling students for what they might do? If we followed that line, we might as well shut our doors right now.”

			“Headmistress, please,” Vin pleaded desperately, tugging on her sleeve like a small child. “I need to tell you something.”

			Her tone made the headmistress really look at her, and Vin seized her chance. “I know I am at fault for this, for more than you know, actually, but it wasn’t really me, it was this necklace.” She pulled her blazer wide. “I found it outside the gates—well, actually, it was given to me—and I think it must be spelled, because I saw the magic come from it today, not from me,” she said in a rush. “And there have been other spells that happened when I was wearing it that I couldn’t have gotten any other way, like the ice bathroom and the hellfire when I played capture the flag, and…”

			While Mr. Oswald’s features lit with triumph at Vin’s admission about the bathroom and the game, the headmistress seemed to be barely listening.

			She was frowning down at the necklace, wearing a strange expression. “I know that necklace. It’s mine.” Vin gaped, then recalled the jewelry box she’d seen in the headmistress’s old room. “Someone gave it to you?”

			She plucked her glasses from atop her head and perched them on her nose, bending over the pendant for a closer look. As her hand reached for it, Vin had the mad urge to slap it away—to protect her somehow—but what right did she have when the necklace belonged to the headmistress in the first place and she knew more about magic than Vin ever would?

			The instant the headmistress’s elegant fingers touched the tarnished gold, her eyes went wide. There was a small flash of sunlight on her face, reflected from the necklace’s mirrored surface, before she shifted and it vanished.

			“Malcolm?” the headmistress whispered, right before another spell burst from the pendant.
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			Intruders

			Luckily, Headmistress Hope had quick reflexes.

			The glittering cloud of magic was inches from her face when one of her forcefields flickered into being, protecting her from the brunt of the spell as it exploded into the room.

			Magic swept through the air, and Vin braced herself for the kind of destruction she’d caused at the swimming pool…but instead, something entirely different happened.

			Everyone the spell touched turned instantly to stone.

			Mr. Oswald was the first to succumb. The magic hit him just as he made to stride forward, his finger pointed at Vin in accusation.

			The other teachers staggered backward, trying to avoid contact, but the spell moved far too quickly. One by one, they froze in position, their attempts to run or call up their own magic failing in the face of the fast-spreading spell. Vin watched—untouched—through a veil of glowing blue light.

			She realized belatedly that this was the headmistress’s doing. Vin was enclosed in a bubble of protection like she had been when she’d unleashed the cyclone in Mr. Oswald’s classroom.

			But as Vin looked down, she saw that while she was fully protected, the spell no longer emanating from her necklace, the headmistress was not so fortunate. Her arm had partially turned to stone, the magic spreading down her legs and up her torso—everywhere except her head with its protective bubble, and her other arm, where the spell had yet to reach.

			“Give me your hand!” Vin shouted. “I can help! I can use your magic.”

			Despite the obvious urgency of the situation, the headmistress hesitated.

			“Are you sure?” she asked, her voice sounding distant and warbling on the other side of the forcefield.

			Vin allowed herself a moment to consider the weight of the question. Was she sure? Did it matter, when everything was falling apart and she was the only person who could help?

			The headmistress had said that when it came to absorbing magic from another person, she wouldn’t push Vin. That she would have to decide for herself when she was ready.

			And then, without her realizing it, Vin had used her magic more and more, had grown comfortable with it—had enjoyed it.

			“I’m ready,” Vin said.

			The headmistress’s eyes gleamed with pride. “Quickly, then.” The spell had taken almost her entire body now, the edges of the forcefield around her head hissing and crackling.

			Vin seized her hand.

			“I cannot hold the wards,” the headmistress said, breathless as her forcefield continued to flicker in an attempt to fight off the encroaching magic. “I cannot keep him out. But you can.”

			“I’ll try,” Vin said, staring at their clasped hands. She had yet to take on the magic, but she wasn’t sure if she was the one holding back, or the headmistress. “But I’m not sure I can protect the entire school. I—”

			“Not the entire school,” the headmistress cut in, shaking her head. “Just the study in the forbidden wing. He’s coming, Vin. Malcolm is coming. Whatever you do, don’t let him inside that room. You know the one?”

			Vin nodded. She had tried to get inside it mere days ago. Did this mean there was powerful magic inside? Magic dangerous enough to destroy the school? “Malcolm, is he…?”

			“The dropout,” the headmistress said gravely. “Keep him out. Can you do that for me?”

			Vin nodded again, though she felt she was promising something she couldn’t deliver. It was hard to believe the person behind all this was Mal, Mr. Fox, the kind, smirking boy who had told her to take what she wanted and wished her luck.

			“I knew I could count on you,” the headmistress said, and then she closed her eyes. “All that’s left is for you to take it, Vin. Accept my power, and Last Hope is yours to defend.”

			Vin pushed everything else from her mind and reached. There was a heartbeat of silence, and then a rush of magic crawled up her arm. It filled her not just with the intense power of it, but the purpose—an ability made to defend and protect.

			The headmistress smiled. Then she let go; the forcefield that protected Vin flickered but held. Was Vin doing that? She didn’t have time to dwell. Before her eyes, the headmistress lost control of her own forcefield, the stone spell overtaking her in a single swift current.

			Now she stood there, a statue with both hands extended. One from giving Vin her power and the other from gripping the necklace. As Vin staggered backward, the chain snapped. The pendant remained clutched in the headmistress’s stony hand, golden and glittering.

			Looking around, seeing all the teachers of Last Hope frozen in various states of fear and panic, caused Vin to snap out of shock. It was a horrifying sight, like being trapped in a grotesque sculpture garden, and though the swirling magic seemed to be fading, Vin ran from the room.

			Out in the hall, the forcefield surrounding her dropped, either of its own accord or Vin’s subconscious command.

			And it wasn’t the only one.

			Dimly she sensed a strange, static crackling and a call that she didn’t know how to answer. Dread pooled in her stomach, and she ran for the front doors.

			Outside, visible through the windows, the sky flickered with glowing blue light—then went out.

			The wards around the school had dropped; Vin could feel it. And somewhere in the forbidden wing of the estate, the wards around the study had dropped, too.

			Coming to a halt in the foyer, she found students milling around the doors. Given they’d all had their individual lessons canceled so their teachers could attend Vin’s hearing, many were waiting around and eager for news—but this clearly was not what they’d been expecting.

			“Did you see it?” someone was saying. “The sky flashed blue.”

			“It was the headmistress’s wards,” said another.

			“Someone’s trying to get in,” said the first.

			“Someone has.”

			Alarm coursing through her veins, Vin shoved to the front of the crowd now milling there, seeking a view through the tall windows.

			Sure enough, a small group of people was crossing the bridge.

			And Malcolm Fox, the dropout, was in the lead.

			“What’s going on?” came a crisp and cultured voice. Vin turned to see Winston striding down the corridor, and trailing behind him were some of the students who had been watching the ascending test, including Araminta and Theo, who sidled up next to Vin. All of them looked a bit dusty and worse for wear, but there were several bandages in place, meaning they’d all been checked over and attended to. Gilly, however, was not present, Vin noted with a pang. How bad was her arm?

			Before anyone could respond, Hermes the toucan turned up, flying in that uncanny way directly to Winston’s shoulder. He had been in the room…How had he escaped the spell? Vin supposed it was only meant to touch the living, and Hermes was very much dead.

			Winston tilted his head, as if to listen—though the bird made no sound—and then the man’s face blanched.

			“All of them?” he asked, and again, there was no response Vin could hear, but it seemed Winston had gotten his answer. “Students, I ask that you gather in the parlor, and…”

			Some of the students nearest the windows were murmuring quietly and pointing, the sound drawing Winston’s attention to Malcolm and the other “visitors” approaching. There were four of them in total.

			“Who are they?” someone asked. “Is that—is that Sandman?”

			Vin gaped. He was the mage who put the guard to sleep during the prison break. That meant these were the Free Mages. They’d found a way to get around the headmistress, and now they were here…but for what?

			“How can they just walk in?” said another student. “What about the gate?”

			“What about the wards?”

			“The wards are down.”

			Winston peered out the pane of glass. The newcomers were already halfway across the bridge; they’d be here in moments.

			“It’s true,” Winston said, stepping back and pitching his voice loudly for everyone to hear. “The headmistress is indisposed, which means the wards are indeed down. She and the rest of the teachers have fallen victim to a magical attack perpetrated by the very people currently striding up Last Hope’s drive.”

			Winston’s gaze fixed on Vin for part of his speech, telling her that he knew the details of what had happened inside the headmistress’s office—no doubt thanks to Hermes—and furthermore, did not intend to blame Vin for them.

			Did he know the headmistress had also given Vin her power?

			“It’s the dropout!” said one of the older students.

			Winston sighed. “So it is; Malcolm Shanaghy has returned.”

			Shanaghy? He’d told her his last name was Fox, but she supposed he’d had to. Surely Mrs. Prim, though new at the school board, would recognize the name of the infamous Last Hope dropout.

			She wondered how no one had recognized him at the Fall Festival, but then again, he’d been lurking in an alleyway, and after he’d spoken to Vin, he’d vanished.

			“Winston,” said Vin, coming to stand before him. “The headmistress, before she—before the spell—she told me to keep him out of the study in the forbidden wing. She…” Vin trailed off, staring down at her hands. “I have her magic,” she whispered.

			Winston bent to hear, then straightened.

			He nodded gravely. “Let us hope it does not come to that,” he said before drawing himself up and addressing the group. “I don’t mean to frighten you, but Last Hope is in danger. The headmistress will not be able to help us, so we must help ourselves. I will enable the alarm system, which will lock them out and notify the magical authorities. It is a last-ditch effort, but because it is mostly mundane, he may not suspect it.”

			“What’s happened, Winston?” asked Mrs. Allen, who was rushing down the hall toward the front door, wiping her hands on her apron.

			“We’ve got a Code Red, Mrs. Allen,” he replied, and her expression went from mildly concerned to steely in an instant. “My best guess is that it’s a Medusa spell, but we can’t wait until the effects wear off. Who knows what damage could be done in that time.”

			“I will go straight to Mr. Hart myself.” Mr. Hart? Last Hope’s mediocre custodian and caretaker?

			“No,” said Winston firmly. “Marge first. Time is of the essence.”

			She hesitated a fraction of a second. “Of course.”

			“He’ll be in his workshop. Take both him and Marge to the headmistress’s office. They’ll know what to do.”

			With a nod, Mrs. Allen disappeared.

			“As for the rest of you,” Winston said over the sound of her receding footsteps, “protect each other. You matter more than this building or anything inside it. Understand?”

			Vin nodded, and everyone else did the same.

			Winston’s eyes, which had been roving the crowd, came to rest on Vin. “And if things should go wrong, listen to Vin Lucas. The headmistress trusted her implicitly, and so do I.”

			Heat swept Vin’s face as everyone turned to look at her. She swallowed thickly, but before she could say anything in response, Winston had pressed several buttons on a small keypad next to the door. There was a tumble and click—the sound of a lock sliding into place—and a similar chorus echoed throughout the school, from the highest windows to distant doors.

			Winston strode outside, closing the door behind him.

			Vin lunged toward the windows, many of the other students doing the same. Elbows and knees and the odd burst of magic aided the struggle, but eventually Vin and her friends found themselves a square of glass to peer through.

			Winston was strolling down the front stairs, quite at his ease with Hermes still on his shoulder. He came to a stop on the final step as Malcolm, Sandman, and the two other intruders arrived before him.

			Vin saw Malcolm’s lips move, twisted into a familiar smirk that she found far less endearing than she had the first time she’d seen it, but she couldn’t hear a word.

			“What good is spying if we don’t know what they’re saying?” said Araminta with exasperation.

			“Move aside,” Zoé said, pushing her way to the front of the crowd.

			She pressed her hand to the glass and closed her eyes. A second later, the conversation taking place outside echoed inside as loudly as if the panes of glass were no longer there. Just as she’d changed the solidity of the muddy playing field for capture the flag, she was transforming the glass, allowing sound to pass through it.

			“…can’t imagine what you’re doing here,” came Winston’s even voice. “You know the rules.”

			“By appointment only,” Malcolm said, amusement in his voice. “Come now, Winston, it hasn’t been that long since I attended Last Hope. Surely you remember how I feel about rules.”

			“Not overly fond, as I recall.” Vin wondered at Winston’s tone; he seemed less confrontational than she’d expected, but, of course, he was trying to stall Malcolm and his friends, to give time for Marge and Mr. Hart to do…something.

			“Not overly, no,” he drawled. “And since you don’t have authority over me anymore, why don’t you and that feathered narc get out of my way? I’d counted on you being with her when the spell took effect.”

			Some of the students whispered at that, and Zoé flapped her hand in a shushing gesture—likely the sound could pass both ways through the glass.

			“A lucky break,” Winston said tightly.

			Malcolm chuckled. “A minor inconvenience. Now, step aside, Winston.”

			Malcolm’s foot landed on the bottommost step, and Winston’s entire demeanor changed.

			“I may not have authority over you, Malcolm Shanaghy, but I do have authority over who and what passes through these halls. As you clearly have ill intentions, you will kindly remove yourself from the premises at once.”

			Malcolm smiled widely. “It’s Mal Fox now. And what are you going to do about it? You’re nothing more than her lapdog.”

			“Woof,” Winston said, and the ground beneath Malcolm’s foot buckled. Vin felt the movement inside the house as the stone step surged upward, throwing Malcolm off. At the same time, the wrought-iron benches on either side of the door went flying at Malcolm’s cronies.

			Vin and the rest of the students watched in awe as Last Hope itself heeded his command.

			Beyond the steps, the paving stones rocked and rippled like waves in the ocean, keeping Malcolm off-kilter, while the benches had managed to pin two of his allies down, the third attempting to pry the nearest bench off his trapped comrade.

			Cursing, Malcolm regained his feet by staggering onto the lawn. He had barely managed to get himself upright before the stone lions that stood sentinel at the foot of the stairs came alive, paws breaking free of their pedestals with a crunch, feline bodies lunging at their target.

			Vin thought of the taxidermy tiger with a shudder, watching as their stony jaws clamped on Malcolm’s wrists, holding him in place, while Hermes leapt from Winston’s shoulder and flew directly at Malcolm. Rather than simply attack, Hermes perched on Malcolm’s head, claws digging into his scalp as he lowered his wings over Malcolm’s face, covering his eyes.

			“He’s a teleporter,” Theo said, answering Vin’s unasked question. “But if he can’t see, he can’t teleport.”

			Though Malcolm was currently under control, the intruder called Sandman had gotten out from under the bench. He looked to be in his late thirties, maybe, with chin-length black hair and dark, deep-set eyes, and had managed to get away thanks to the help of the third member of their party. He was closer to Malcolm’s age, rugged and rough looking with a sparse ginger beard and curly hair. He kept clapping his hands together or against the ground, sending bursts of air powerful enough to dislodge the heavy bench and cause the rising tide of paving stones to crumble to dust.

			“That’s the prisoner they freed,” Araminta whispered. “The son of a school board member.”

			The sight of the escapee’s magic sent a pang of familiarity through Vin. It was the same spell from Gilly’s test, strong enough to crack concrete and collapse a room.

			When one of the blasts came their way, the windows through which everyone had been spying shattered, and everyone inside screamed. It wasn’t air; it was sound. He was amplifying the sound of his hands and creating powerful shock waves.

			Despite the force of the magic, the glass didn’t burst free of the frame. It remained broken, suspended in place like a windshield after a car accident. Vin and the rest of the students had reared back all the same, and now she had to crouch to see through one of the less damaged panes.

			The escapee was protecting Sandman, the pair hurrying toward the front door. No, not the door, but Winston himself. Another blast of sound sent the butler off his feet, causing the students to gasp in distress, and then Sandman knelt before Winston.

			He whispered something, and Winston slumped to the ground, apparently unconscious. All at once, the wrought-iron benches and rippling stones ceased. The lions slackened their grip, immobile once more, and Hermes fell, limp, from Malcolm’s head.

			“Took you long enough,” snapped Malcolm, straightening his jacket and combing his fingers through his red hair. A trickle of blood ran down his forehead, and he hastily swiped it away.

			“Sorry, Fox,” said the escapee, hurrying to lift the now inanimate bench from the last member of their group, a young woman with bleached blond hair and a belt full of tools, high-tech magnifying goggles atop her head.

			Distantly Vin realized the broken windows had triggered the alarm system and an incessant wailing was ringing out.

			Apparently undeterred, the four intruders stood together, facing the school.

			Now all that stood between them and Last Hope was a single locked door.
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			Last Hope Fights Back

			Suddenly the attack and the threat Malcolm posed felt real to Vin for the first time. With Winston down, it seemed the students of Last Hope were truly on their own.

			Looking around, Vin saw her feelings mirrored in the expressions of her classmates. Fear and uncertainty were there.

			But so was outrage.

			This place was their home, and these people had come without warning, without a care for whom they hurt or why. The sight of Winston, stalwart and unflappable, lying immobile on the ground was enough to shake them all to their core.

			Outside, there was a scuffing sound, like boots against stone. “I told you to be careful of the glass,” said Malcolm, irritation in his voice. “They’ll be on their way.”

			The magical authorities. Vin didn’t know who they were or how they would handle a delinquent-level magical attack, but she did know that the students of Last Hope couldn’t just sit around and wait. If the intruders were indeed Free Mages, all of them had surely either been expelled from regular magic school or dropped out like Malcolm, and they were powerful.

			“How long will he be out, Sandman?” Malcolm asked, nodding at Winston.

			“Long enough,” came the soft, slightly sinister reply.

			“Good,” Malcolm said. “Once we get inside, you three round up the students, and I’ll go on alone. Hostages may come in handy. Now, get us in.”

			There was an echoing clap and a powerful burst of force against the door—another shock wave—rattling it on its hinges, but it stood.

			“Not you, Shock,” Malcolm snapped, clearly speaking to the escapee again. “Tech, you’re up.”

			That name gave Vin a moment of confusion. What kind of power…?

			The doorknob jiggled, causing everyone in the entryway to freeze—but the lock held.

			For now.

			Next there came a different sort of sound, a clicking and whirring that was localized within the keyhole itself.

			“They’re picking it,” said Abby, huddled with her friends near the back of the group, a definite tremor in her voice.

			Vin didn’t know what gave her the courage, but before she realized what was happening, she had climbed the first few steps of the main staircase.

			“Everyone, please listen to me.” As the sounds of a lock being picked continued to clash with the incessant wailing of the alarm system, the students grouped in the entryway turned to face her. “I think…” She trailed off, uncertain, until she caught Theo’s and Araminta’s expressions. They both nodded encouragingly. “Look, we’re running out of time. The way I see it, we have two options. One, we stand here staring until that door breaks down and they take us as hostages.” She swallowed. “Or two, we fight back. I know Winston wanted us to be safe, to protect ourselves—and we should. But I think we should protect Last Hope, too.”

			The students looked at each other, uncertain, but when the door rattled again, it was Cam who spoke. “What are you suggesting?”

			Vin couldn’t decide if his question was meant to support or challenge her, but she didn’t have time to be self-conscious. She shrugged. “I say we go with option two and do what we delinquents do best: make trouble. Whatever they ask, do the opposite. Wherever they try to go, slow their progress. They want to round us up? Make this the hardest game of hide-and-seek they’ve ever played.”

			Smirks started to spread across the group, replacing the looks of fear and uncertainty. Cam, however, still appeared unconvinced.

			“What does he want, though? The dropout?” Abby asked, her voice small.

			Vin hesitated. “I don’t know…it has something to do with the study inside the forbidden wing.” She drew herself up, clenching her fists. “But whatever it is, I won’t let him have it.”

			“What are you gonna do about it?” That was Cam again—definitely a challenge.

			“Yeah, and how do we know you’re not working with them?” asked Zayn, his dark hair coated in dust and a bandage on his cheek. “Whatever happened in the basement looked an awful lot like what just happened to these windows.”

			“It is the same,” Vin admitted. “They’ve been targeting me ever since I arrived, hoping for a review so they could attack all the teachers at once. And because of my magic, no one suspected anything.”

			Mutters broke out, and Vin sensed she was losing the crowd. Her frantic gaze landed on Cam, and she remembered his question.

			“But also because of my magic,” Vin said, raising her hand and focusing her attention on it, “I can do this.”

			A small blue orb appeared in her palm—just long enough for the group watching her to gasp and murmur. Even Cam raised his eyebrows.

			“Finally,” he said, grinning. “I’ve been waiting for you to do something cool.”

			Vin dropped the magic. “What, saving your butt in capture the flag wasn’t cool enough?”

			“I thought it was cool,” Zayn admitted, before he frowned. “Except for the part where we lost…”

			Everyone laughed, and Vin thought she’d won them back to her side.

			“I’m going to stop him,” she promised, speaking to everyone again. “But I’m going to need help.”

			Cam glanced around, surveying his fellow delinquents. Zayn shrugged, and there were no other objections.

			“We can do that.”

			By the time the lock clicked and the front door swung open, Vin stood alone in the entryway, watching from her place on the staircase.

			Malcolm strode through first, his cronies on either side. Tech, with her magnifying goggles over her eyes, stood from where she’d been crouched before the lock, holding some kind of screwdriver-slash-lockpick. Giving the device to Malcolm, who pocketed it, she made for the alarm system keypad. Tugging a work glove off with her teeth as she moved, she pressed her bare hand to the unit. The alarm cut off, leaving a ringing silence in its wake. Vin recalled what Gilly had said about the security system being shut down during the prison break and thought she might know who was responsible.

			That done, the girl dug into her heavily laden toolbelt with her other hand, unearthing a small remote. She lifted it to the alarm pad, pressed some buttons, and a pair of red lights flashed—one on the pad, one on the remote. The front door locked once more, and Vin realized that with control over the alarm system, she could lock them in as easily as she and her fellows had been locked out.

			Without the incessant wailing, running footsteps and slamming doors echoed from deep inside the school. The students had broken into smaller groups to make them harder to catch, with older kids protecting the younger, and those with pertinent abilities—like Clair’s precognition—finding the best hiding places to keep them a step ahead of the intruders.

			Malcolm tipped his chin in the direction of the sound, ordering his allies to pursue. “Round them up and keep them under guard.”

			At that, Tech, Shock, and Sandman strode down the hall, leaving Malcolm and Vin alone.

			He studied her, then flashed a bright smile.

			“Hello, Vin! Nice to see you again.” Vin crossed her arms, unamused. Malcolm registered her response before tilting his head, eyes narrowed. “You’re not wearing the necklace,” he said as if his feelings were hurt.

			Vin shrugged, reaching into her pocket. “Turns out it didn’t suit me after all,” she said, carefully holding the golden pendant in her hand, the chain dangling.

			His gaze lit on it, and there was hunger there. He wanted it, which Vin had been counting on. She just didn’t want him to look too closely.

			“Besides, you were clearly using it—and me—to hurt Last Hope.”

			He sighed good-naturedly. “It was nothing personal, Vin. And honestly I had no idea what I was getting in the bargain, either—I mean, a Chameleon! Here I was hoping to throw enough magic in your vicinity that they’d have no choice but to do a formal review, but with you as a collector, you could be blamed for literally anything! And I knew old Oswald would be happy to oblige. Then it was just a matter of causing enough damage to move things along. I really thought the hellfire would be enough, but apparently I needed to go bigger.”

			“How did you know it had worked this time?” Vin asked, but even as she said it, she remembered when the headmistress had looked at the necklace’s mirrored pendant in her office. She hadn’t seen her own reflection; she’d seen Malcolm’s face.

			“Do you know what my power is, Vin?”

			“You’re an object Conjurer. A teleporter.”

			“That’s right,” Malcolm said, nodding smugly. “That necklace is a variation on a scrying glass.” Vin recalled what Araminta had said about enchanting reflective surfaces, about how you could create a kind of doorway or passage…“It’s connected to another mirror that I can see through. I can teleport in and out of the headmistress’s wards, but only if I can see where I’m teleporting.”

			A soft squeaking sound echoed through the foyer, and Malcolm frowned, turning his head to search for the source.

			“But why didn’t you just bring yourself inside, then?” Vin blurted, drawing his attention back to her. She needed to keep him talking for as long as possible, but she also wanted to know. To understand. “If that was your goal from the start?”

			“The aperture was too small,” Malcolm said with a trace of annoyance. “I can’t teleport myself through a keyhole, either—even if I can see through it. But spells? I can teleport them through a pinhole so long as I can see the destination.”

			Or through a small necklace pendant, which was what he’d been doing ever since she’d arrived. And that must be why Vin hadn’t sensed the magic—it was a spell she’d never encountered before. “Well, your plan worked. Now what? Are you here on behalf of the Free Mages?”

			His eyebrow lifted in a question.

			“I’ve seen your little attic shrine,” Vin said disdainfully.

			“You’ve been inside my attic?” he asked before clearing his throat. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s just say I’ve finally found some people who understand me. Who understand my pain. My anger. I’ve got a score to settle, and I’m not the only one.”

			“With who, the headmistress?” He shrugged, though it was clearly an admission. “But why?” As far as she knew, the headmistress had only ever tried to help him—though the image of her face scratched out in the attic photo surfaced in her memory.

			“Haven’t you heard the stories about me?” he asked, grinning that infuriating grin again. Vin couldn’t believe she’d ever found him charming.

			“I heard you hurt someone. Badly.”

			His jaw clenched, and he looked away. “That’s only half the truth. Ask her yourself when all this is through. Look, Vin, I’d love to keep chatting, but I’ve got a bit of business to be taking care of.”

			He moved toward the stairs. Vin stood her ground, waiting until he was nearly in the center of the foyer.

			Then she looked up. “Now!”

			Malcolm did the same, and there, hovering over their entire conversation, was Isabella Torres.

			At Vin’s command, she removed the last screw from the massive chandelier overhead, sending it crashing down before him. Mal reared backward as the structure collided with the marble tiles in an explosion of metal and glass.

			Meanwhile, Isabella zoomed out of sight and Vin leapt down the stairs and ran to the end of the hall.

			To her dismay, laughter echoed after her. “And here I thought you wanted to save the school, not destroy it,” he called out. “I don’t need you anymore, Vin Lucas. Run all you want.”

			Stopping, Vin turned and held the gleaming necklace aloft. “I guess you don’t need this anymore, either? It seems a very fine bit of magic, and since the mirror is connected to another, I bet it leads right to you, doesn’t it?”

			Though distance and the broken chandelier stood between them, Vin could see Malcolm’s expression change from wry amusement to fury. “You forget what I can do,” he called, disappearing in an instant only to reappear directly in front of her a second later.

			He reached for the necklace, but Vin yanked it away.

			He took a step toward her. His patience, his pleasure in the game—in taunting her—was evaporating.

			“I know what you want,” Vin said, holding the necklace close. “And I won’t let you have it.”

			“You know what I want?” he asked scornfully.

			Vin ignored the jibe, even if he was right—she didn’t really know. “I know where you’re going,” she amended. “And I’m going to stop you.”

			“Oh, Vin. No one can stop me, especially not some barely specialized level-one screwup like you.”

			The words landed like arrows to the heart, echoing everything Vin had always believed about herself.

			“You’re right,” she said, a tremble in her voice. “I can’t do it alone. But I can do it with them.”

			She looked over his shoulder, where behind him stood Theo, Araminta, and Gilly—a cast on her arm and murder in her eyes.

			Vin flung the necklace back down the hall, then ran in the opposite direction, toward her friends.

			Rolling his eyes, Malcolm teleported after it, but he’d barely scooped it from the marble floor when Gilly filled the hall with swirling, ebbing mist, so thick they could no longer see him—which meant he couldn’t see well enough to teleport.

			“You think a bit of fog will stop me?” he yelled, only to curse when he stumbled into something hard that clattered across the floor. Through the haze, Vin could make out the ghostly silhouettes of various chairs and tables, conjured by Theo and scattered underfoot. “Never mind. I’ll just—what the—?” There came the unmistakable thump of Malcolm walking into a wall, apparently expecting to find a door or branching hallway instead, which meant he’d discovered one of Araminta’s illusions.

			“That should keep him busy for now,” Vin said, turning from the mist. “But we need to delay him as much as possible, or at least until I make it to the forbidden wing.”

			“Can we be of assistance?”

			Vin whirled around to see Cam, Taylor, and Isabella approaching.

			“I need time,” Vin said. “As much as you can give me.”

			The three of them glanced down the hall, where fog swirled and Malcolm’s mutterings could still be heard. Taylor cracked his knuckles, little bolts of electricity dancing between his fingers, while Isabella called up a gust of wind to keep the haze from dissipating.

			“A little help?” Cam said, speaking to Theo. Theo looked around for inspiration, and his attention landed on a painting of a bowl of fruit.

			He frowned in concentration, and then a pile of real fruit appeared on the ground before them. Cam flicked his hand, calling a single apple into the air. He cast a sidelong look at Vin, who couldn’t help but smirk, before he sent the fruit careening into the misty corridor.

			There was a distant sound of impact. “Ouch!”

			“We’ve got it from here,” Cam said as Taylor and Isabella nodded.

			“Thanks!” said Vin before tearing off toward the stairs to the basement and the laundry room service elevator, her friends on her heels.

			Unfortunately, despite having Malcolm under control—at least for now—there were still three other intruders to deal with.

			They had barely rounded the corner when Shock came into view, standing in the middle of the hall and covered head to toe in mud. Vin skidded on the filthy ground, her friends colliding with her back. As they regained their balance, Vin waited for an attack that didn’t come, realizing belatedly that Shock likely couldn’t get a decent clap with so much mud on his skin.

			Gilly decided to make sure of it.

			Before he could do more than glower at them, Gilly flooded the floor with a rush of water that sent him slipping to the ground.

			They splashed past without incident.

			Next they came across Sandman, but he was barefoot and cowering, covering his face with both hands.

			They screeched to a halt, peering around in confusion, until they saw Drusilla a few feet away, leaning against the wall and looking bored. She shrugged and jerked her thumb over her shoulder, where a shadowy apparition hovered in the air. At the Clairvoyant’s command, it let out a hair-raising moan and rushed the intruder, passing through the man without physical harm—though Sandman cried out and whimpered all the same.

			“Hang on, is that a ghost?” Theo demanded, sounding intrigued, but Vin only yanked his sleeve and tugged him along.

			They discovered the reason for Sandman’s barefootedness in the adjoining hall, where someone had made a patch of the ground so sticky his abandoned boots were glued to the floor several feet apart. Theo conjured some wooden furniture, which they clambered overtop of to avoid the adhesion spell.

			When at last they’d reached the stairs to the basement, Marge and Mrs. Allen came into view. Marge looked much as she always did, smiling and slightly dazed, as if she’d wandered there by accident, while Mrs. Allen was armed with a cast-iron frying pan, of all things.

			“We tried to go out the back doors to get to Mr. Hart, but we’re locked in,” she said crossly.

			“Malcolm brought someone with him who can control the alarm system, and she’s sealed all the doors and windows,” Vin said. “Probably the same person from the prison break.”

			“Must be a Caster,” Araminta said. “Able to transform technology.”

			Vin scrambled for a solution. Everything they were doing was to buy time for Marge and Mr. Hart to free the teachers, but if they couldn’t get outside…

			“She synced the alarm system to some sort of remote,” Vin said, thinking out loud. “Maybe, if we can get ahold of that…”

			“We can reverse whatever she’s done,” Araminta said, nodding.

			Mrs. Allen looked dubious but eventually nodded her agreement. “Marge and I will help,” she said, hefting her frying pan.

			“Leave it to us,” Gilly said to Vin, adjusting the sling around her shoulder.

			“Gilly, I’m so sorry—” Vin began, but Gilly held up her good hand to silence her.

			“I knew you weren’t to blame for all this. I knew it before today, and I know it now.”

			Vin smiled gratefully. “I’ll stall Malcolm as long as I can,” she said as she and her friends split up—them back into the heart of the chaos in the school, and Vin for the basement stairs and the elevator that would deliver her to the forbidden wing.

			She just hoped she got there in time.
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			Final Line of Defense

			When Vin climbed from the service elevator into the quiet hall of the forbidden wing, she breathed a sigh of relief. There was no sign of Malcolm. Winston’s tiger was nowhere to be found, either, which probably had something to do with Winston being unconscious. For the first time since she’d heard of the creature’s existence, she wished she could see it before her.

			She could have used the backup.

			As she approached the study, she could sense that the headmistress’s wards were gone. Her hand hovered over the doorknob.

			“Do it,” came a soft voice from farther down the hall. Vin whirled to see Malcolm approach.

			He looked a little worse for wear, limping slightly, his pants torn and his jacket dirty, with bits of apple in his hair.

			Vin dropped her hand. “Why would I do that? It’s what you want.”

			“And maybe you, too. Come on,” he said, voice cajoling. “You want to know what’s in there, too.”

			“You mean you don’t know?” Vin asked, incredulous. “You’re willing to destroy Last Hope just so you can see what’s behind a locked door?”

			His face spasmed, like he wanted to reply, but he didn’t. Instead, he reached into his pocket and raised the necklace. “This is not the necklace I gave you, Vin,” he chided, trying to make light of the situation, though his gaze burned intensely.

			Vin smiled smugly. “I know someone good at making copies.” She had worn that necklace all year long, making it an easy object for Theo to replicate. “Besides, it wasn’t yours to give.”

			He crooked her a grin, then he pocketed it once more. “What did I tell you when we first met? Finders keepers. I nicked it when I was in school here, around the same time I became interested in this room…”

			He stared hungrily at the door directly behind Vin. Then his gaze shifted to her.

			“Once you told me you were a Chameleon, I listened in on some of your private lessons,” he said conversationally. “One-on-one with the great Ava Hope. Lucky you. She’s a font of wisdom, isn’t she? So kind…so understanding…so trusting.” Vin squirmed slightly, believing those very things of the headmistress and wary of what he might do or say to contradict them. “Or so I thought. But I soon learned what the headmistress’s trust was worth—and how quickly it could be revoked. You see, she taught me, too. I was nothing so special as a Chameleon.” He smirked, but it was a cold, cruel thing. “No, but I was powerful. Advanced. And lost, too. That combination was enough.”

			“Enough for what?” Vin asked, curious despite herself.

			“Enough to remind her of someone.” His eyes glittered, watching Vin for a reaction, but she still didn’t understand. “Someone she had lost,” he clarified, and Vin recalled what her friends had told her about the headmistress’s past and this closed-off wing of the school. How her whole family had died.

			Both her parents…and her little brother. “Oh,” Vin said softly, and Malcolm nodded.

			“It happened here, you know,” he said. “Inside that room.”

			Awareness prickled across the back of Vin’s neck, and she wanted to turn, to look—to open that door—but she fought the urge.

			“Pretty grim, isn’t it?” he said. “Especially since she’s the reason they all died.”

			“What?” Vin asked. “I don’t believe you.”

			“The headmistress has a past darker than most, and she chooses to conceal it. To hide from it. All I wanted was the truth. She refused me.”

			In that moment, Malcolm looked like nothing so much as an entitled, petulant child…but Vin could see that there was real hurt behind the bratty exterior. It almost made her feel sorry for him.

			Almost.

			“She told me that this place was my new home, and I needed one. After years of foster care…” He swallowed. “I needed one.” Vin felt his desperation and was ashamed suddenly of her own. She did have parents, and somewhere to go, even if she felt like she didn’t belong. “She made me believe in Last Hope, in her, but then she lied to me. I’d been lied to all my life, promised home after home. She told me she’d never lie, Vin, and she did. She refused to answer my questions, refused to explain.”

			He turned, starting to pace the hall before her.

			“I only wanted to understand, to be treated as someone who mattered. To be the person she trusted. But she refused to let me into her confidences.” He paused, anger stark on his face. “Well, I decided then and there that if she didn’t care about me, I didn’t care about her and her school. I stopped trying, stopped listening, and started experimenting with magic she’d told me I wasn’t ready for. Of course, by that point, how did I know if she was telling the truth about my magic or lying to me for her own ends?” He chuckled darkly, though the humor quickly faded. “Amid the fun and anarchy…I made a mistake.” He actually looked remorseful for a moment, or maybe he just regretted what came afterward.

			“Georgia,” Vin said. She was the student he had hurt, Mr. Oswald’s niece, and the reason Malcolm left school.

			“And just when I needed the headmistress the most, her faith in me disappeared, along with her promises. She stepped aside and threw me to the wolves.”

			Vin frowned. “But they call you the dropout. She didn’t expel you—you left.”

			He waved a dismissive hand. “A technicality. The school board was coming, and no way would they let me stay, especially once she’d decided to stop protecting me. Once she’d given up on me.”

			Unease trickled through Vin’s veins. She couldn’t deny there were some similarities between them and their relationships with the headmistress, and she couldn’t help but fear that she might eventually lose the woman’s support, as well.

			But then she remembered their last moments together in the headmistress’s office.

			I knew I could count on you.

			“It wasn’t until after I left school that I learned the whole truth,” he continued. “That I had my eyes opened.” A feverish glint lit his expression. “Ava is the reason her family died. Her brother, Adam, was younger than her. Sickly, some said, and his magic was considered similarly weak—especially compared to his older sister, who was powerful and capable of great control and restraint.” His lips twisted. “So Adam stopped going to school, and instead, Ava tutored him. As it turned out, his magic wasn’t weak. No, it was strong—but challenging. Misunderstood. He was, incidentally, the first Chameleon on record.”

			Vin’s mouth fell open. The other Chameleon the headmistress had mentioned, the one whose hunger for magic had killed him, was her brother?

			Malcolm nodded significantly. “Of course, it wasn’t official at the time. Ava was only just wrapping her brain around his abilities, and as such, she wanted him to go slow. To be careful and cautious. To only perform magic when she was there to help him.”

			“She wanted to protect him,” Vin said.

			“She wanted to hold him back,” Malcolm snapped. “Naturally he itched against those restraints, pushing himself to ever greater heights with or without her help. Then, one day…he lost control. His power consumed him and his parents, and when Ava could have stepped in and saved him, she chose only to save herself.”

			Vin was shaking her head, unwilling to believe it was true.

			Malcolm took a step forward. “Beyond that door is the truth of it. Why don’t we see for ourselves? We can go inside together. I’m not like her, Vin. I’ll not hold you back. I’ll always give you the truth, no matter how dark.”

			“W-why do you want to see it?” Vin asked, voice trembling slightly. “What’s in it for you?”

			“There’s something in there,” he said fervently. “I can sense it. And whatever it is will ruin her…one way or the other. They’ll take this school from her; she’ll lose everything. Just like me, just like—” He stopped himself, schooling his features back into nonchalance with difficulty.

			Vin shook her head again. The person he was describing was not the headmistress Vin knew. Ava Hope had opened the doors of her family’s home for people like Vin, had given them a place to belong, had shared herself, her knowledge, and today…her very magic.

			She clenched her jaw and mustered her courage. “No.”

			Malcolm frowned. “No what?”

			“No, you’re not going in there.”

			He smiled. “You can’t stop me. The only person who can is Ava Hope, and she isn’t here.” His smile widened before disappearing entirely. “So if you don’t want to come with me, get out of my way.”

			He took a step forward, into Vin’s personal space. One more, and he’d be on top of her.

			Vin gathered her strength and reached deep within herself.

			She didn’t budge.

			He took another step…straight into the forcefield Vin had cast.

			There was a flash of iridescent blue light, and Malcolm reared back, looking around anxiously, as if expecting to see the head-mistress standing there.

			After a moment of obvious confusion, he angled a look down at Vin. “Really?” he said with unflattering incredulity. “You?”

			“I’m not letting you in, so you might as well—”

			He lunged before she could finish, and Vin threw up her hands instinctually. This time, she felt his impact with the barrier she had produced and was stunned to see him thrown backward, the air before her a solid milky blue that she could hardly see through.

			He landed on the floor, panting slightly, and stared up at Vin. She, too, was short of breath, the forcefield requiring more magic than she was used to, the power almost wrenched from her subconsciously. Even now, the forcefield remained, its existence draining her energy with every second that passed. She had never used magic quite like this, and never held it for so long. Even when she’d used Cam’s magic to lift her teammates into the air during capture the flag, the whole thing had taken mere moments. She knew she should release the forcefield and gather her strength for his next strike, but she was afraid. And on the heels of that fear was a greater one…if she continued to push herself, to reach beyond her means, would she wind up losing herself to her magic, like Adam?

			“What is it that makes your magic so special?” Malcolm asked from his place on the ground. “You don’t just take on the powers, but supercharge them?” He reached into his pocket to withdraw the replicated necklace, and after tilting his head thoughtfully, he flung it at her.

			It collided with the barrier, ricocheting with such force that it hit the wall opposite and shattered. Malcolm’s brows rose. “Seems accurate,” he said, getting to his feet. He continued to watch her, noting the strain in her muscles and the sweat dotting her brow. “Increased strength, yes. But subtlety?”

			He disappeared, teleporting not in front of her—but beside her. His hand reached out and gripped her arm, finding a gap in Vin’s forcefield. She had created a shield, a half shell, and not a complete orb. He grinned, then shoved her to the ground.

			Vin didn’t have time to react; she went flying, the forcefield coming with her before flickering out. Malcolm smiled down at her.

			He turned for the door, and Vin scrambled to her knees, trying to muster the forcefield again, but it was hard to take hold of the difficult magic.

			So she took hold of his ankle instead. She yanked, making him stumble.

			He whirled, anger flashing hot and bright in his eyes.

			He took a furious step toward her. What he was going to do, Vin never found out, because next thing she knew, a tiny fireball hurled out of nowhere and collided with his chest.

			“Brucifer!” it trilled, as fierce as any battle cry, and Vin’s heart leapt. She had freed him hours ago, and yet here he was…helping her.

			Malcolm staggered away, swiping at his jacket, which had started to smolder, but the fire sprite wasn’t done yet. He zoomed at Malcolm again, flaring bright as a firecracker and catching him off guard as he tried to put out the flames on his chest.

			“You! Fire sprite!” Malcolm yelled, tugging his jacket off and flinging it to the ground. “You belong to me, and I order you to stop at once!”

			“Not yours no more!” Brucifer said, quivering with anger. Of course Malcolm had been the one to bind the fire sprite and send him here. Setting her bedroom on fire her very first day might have seen her in a disciplinary hearing before she’d ever attended a lesson. “Brucifer is free as a bird!”

			“Brucifer?” Malcolm repeated before shaking his head. The next time the fire sprite darted at him, Malcolm was ready. He teleported at the last second, disappearing from Brucifer’s line of sight only to reappear directly behind him. Then Malcolm swung, batting Brucifer in midair and sending him flying, hard, against the wall. It seemed to daze the fire sprite, and he fluttered down to the ground, flickering weakly. Then Malcolm seized a dusty old vase from a nearby table and turned it upside down, trapping the sprite inside. With no oxygen, Vin suspected he wouldn’t last long.

			She tried, again, to call up the headmistress’s magic. She managed a flickering orb between her hands, but when she tried to expand it, it popped like a soap bubble. She doubled over, feeling lightheaded. She could only stare numbly as Malcolm strode past her toward the door.

			He pressed his hands against it, breathing deeply. “Do you hear it, Vin?” he asked, gaze fixed on his prize. Vin recalled that she had heard something when she’d been in front of this door before.

			Without waiting for her response, Malcolm withdrew Tech’s screwdriver-lockpick device from his belt and held it before the keyhole. He pressed a button, and an oddly shaped metal prong inserted into the lock mechanism. The device whirred and clicked as it worked, until finally the door sprang open.

			Vin watched from her place on the floor, expecting to see the room beyond—curious despite herself.

			What she saw instead was a flash of brilliant blue light obscuring everything. Malcolm whirled around, frowning at her, but this forcefield wasn’t Vin’s making.

			Footsteps sounded at the other end of the hall, and both of them turned to see Headmistress Ava Hope approach.
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			Headmistress Ava Hope

			Vin pulled herself into a sitting position, relief washing through her.

			The headmistress was here. She’d been freed from the spell, and likely the other teachers had, as well.

			Everything would be okay.

			While the headmistress’s movements were still a bit stiff, her expression was determined, her eyes sparking dangerously as she strode toward them.

			To Vin’s delight, Malcolm’s face blanched, his arrogance and bravado evaporating in an instant. He pulled himself together soon enough, smirking insolently, but Vin saw it for the performance it was.

			“Headmistress,” he said, the word dripping with contempt. “Though I guess, since I’m no longer your student, I should call you Ava.”

			“And what should I call you? Mal Fox, is it?” The headmistress’s voice was taut with suppressed emotion, but before Malcolm could answer, she waved an impatient hand. It was not simply a dismissive gesture—a forcefield appeared, enclosing him completely and trapping him within. The usually translucent blue sphere was solidly opaque, meaning he couldn’t teleport to freedom.

			“Are you okay, Vin?” the headmistress asked, all coldness gone from her voice.

			Vin nodded somewhat dazedly. She still felt drained, depleted in a way she’d never experienced before, but though her muscles felt shaky, the black dots that had crowded into her vision were fading away.

			Assured, the headmistress focused her attention on the study. The forcefield that blocked the open doorway of the room expanded, crawling across the walls and floor to enclose the entire space. Though Vin had known that the room had protections long before she’d used the headmistress’s magic, now she could feel the spell at work. Distantly she also sensed the protections that surrounded the school snap back into place. Would this connection linger, or was it a temporary byproduct of using the headmistress’s magic?

			Vin suddenly recalled Brucifer coming to her aid and crawled toward the upturned vase, tipping it over with a clatter. The fire sprite sputtered weakly underneath but flared a bit at the removal of the suffocating glass. Vin reached into her pockets and found nothing but lint.

			She left it in a pile on the ground next to him, and was heartened when the flickering flame climbed over the fibers, slowly burning through. “I’ll get you cherrywood as soon as this is over,” Vin whispered. “Great big logs of it.”

			Now that the wards were reactivated, the headmistress moved her hand again, and Malcolm’s bubble turned cloudy and semitransparent. He whirled around to face her, making Vin tense in fear, but it seemed he couldn’t see enough to use his magic.

			“I’ve been looking for you,” the headmistress said. “Ever since you left. I even tried some of my old contacts in the Free Mages. Nothing.”

			Malcolm shrugged, sullen before the headmistress’s calm but displeased gaze. “That’s when I became Mal Fox. I didn’t want to be found.”

			“I see. And now here you are. What has drawn you back to your old stomping grounds?”

			“You know exactly what has drawn me back.”

			The headmistress made a surprising noise of exasperation. “There’s nothing in there for you! How many times do I have to tell you that?”

			“So you claim,” he said. “But you’d deny the very existence of that room if you could, wouldn’t you? Besides, I’m not here for just myself anymore. I’m also here for someone else.”

			For the first time, Vin saw something like fear in the head-mistress’s expression. “And who might that be? The new leader of the Free Mages, perhaps?”

			He smirked. “I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough.”

			Footsteps echoed at the far end of the hall, signaling the arrival of reinforcements. Vin spotted Mr. Oswald at the front, with Miss Baines and Mrs. Allen just behind.

			The headmistress looked at Malcolm with regret.

			“It doesn’t have to be this way. I would welcome you back, you know. With open arms.”

			Malcolm’s expression flickered, and he crossed his arms with forced indifference. “But they wouldn’t. The school board is unforgiving, Headmistress. We both know that.”

			“I’ll convince them,” she said desperately. Vin couldn’t believe her ears. The headmistress was trying to save him, to protect him, even after what he’d done. “Just like I would have last time, if you’d have let me. Just stop what you’re doing and let me help you.”

			Malcolm averted his gaze, as if untouched by her words.

			“Think of your family.”

			Malcolm scoffed. “I have as much family as you do.”

			“Family is not just about blood.”

			Malcolm hesitated. “I don’t need your help,” he spat. “I don’t need anything from you.”

			The headmistress’s expression shuttered as the newcomers arrived. “Very well.” With a final wave of her hand, the forcefield went opaque again.

			The teachers hurried to the headmistress, giving a hasty report, and behind them came Gilly, Theo, and Araminta. Vin’s heart swelled at the sight of them.

			She scooped up the fire sprite with the empty vase, handing it to Gilly before Theo and Araminta helped Vin stand.

			“Mr. Hart has finished with the last of the faculty,” Mr. Oswald said. “The rest of us managed to round up all the intruders, and they are being held in the cellar under guard.”

			“And what of the students?” the headmistress said. “Are any of them harmed?”

			The adults exchanged a funny look. “There are a few bumps and bruises—Marge is seeing to them now—but they handled themselves alarmingly well,” said Mrs. Allen.

			“In fact,” said Miss Baines, “Marge actually had to treat one of the intruders for injuries caused by the students.”

			“And there has been a fair amount of structural damage to the school,” Mr. Oswald added. “But not all of it at the hands of our own.”

			“A mixed bag, I see, in true Last Hope fashion,” the headmistress said, smiling somewhat sadly, Vin thought, her gaze darting to the forcefield that contained Malcolm. “I will escort our final prisoner down to the cellar. If you could see the students assembled in the parlor—perhaps with something to drink?—I would be most grateful. I think they could use some rest.”

			“Of course,” said Mrs. Allen.

			“There’s one more thing, Headmistress,” said Mr. Oswald. “The school board has arrived.”

			Fear pierced Vin’s chest, sharp and painful. No matter what way she looked at it, this attack was all her fault.

			“Please send them to my office. I’ll be there shortly. The rest of you?” She turned her attention to the students present. “Please make your way downstairs. We’ll speak later,” she added to Vin in an undertone.

			Vin nodded numbly and allowed herself to be steered down the hall. The usually barred entrance to the forbidden wing had been unlocked, its double doors open wide.

			As they entered the main hall and made for the stairs, they caught each other up on what had happened.

			Vin explained how she’d used the headmistress’s magic to stall Malcolm and how, amazingly, Brucifer had saved her.

			“I freed him earlier,” she explained, glancing down at the vase Gilly held in her good arm, the sprite still flickering weakly. “I also promised him more cherrywood for his bravery today. Lots of cherrywood.”

			Araminta grinned softly. “I can do that.”

			Then it was their turn to fill in the gaps of what Vin had missed.

			“How did you manage to stop Tech and reset the alarm?” she asked.

			“It was easy, really,” Theo said, chest puffed up with pride. “First, Gilly tripped her.”

			“Some of those potted plants on the second floor are aquatic in origin,” Gilly said. Vin imagined a wild tangle of branches and roots underfoot.

			“Then Araminta tricked her,” Theo continued.

			“Made her remote look like a snake,” Araminta said with a shrug. “She sure dropped it in a hurry.”

			“Then it was just a matter of scooping up the real one and leaving about a dozen replicas behind,” Theo finished. “By the time she realized we had it, we’d reversed the lockdown and Marge and Mrs. Allen were outside.”

			“Impressive,” Vin said.

			“That’s nothing compared to what some of the other students managed!” Gilly said eagerly.

			“We didn’t actually see it,” Araminta said, “but Sandman was the first to go down. Apparently it had something to do with the Quinn twins.”

			“Fiona listened to him try to put someone to sleep, then Finley threw his words back at him, and he knocked himself out,” Theo said gleefully.

			“As for Shock, he can only make sound waves with his hands. Once he got cleaned up from the mud, Nadia’s vines made quick work of him,” Gilly said. “Last I saw, he was strung up from the banister like a scarecrow.”

			Vin couldn’t help but laugh, even if the sound came out a bit shaky.

			As they moved through the halls, more evidence of the battle came into view. Broken glass and scattered furniture, stains and scorch marks. Downstairs, the shattered chandelier took up most of the foyer, while the “scarecrow” had since been cut down, though the trailing vines remained.

			Like the school around them, the rest of the students making their way to the parlor looked like they had been through a battle, but they had won. They were smiling and laughing with each other, sharing their own stories, turning this night into what Vin knew would become Last Hope legend.

			The parlor had also seen some action, but working together, the students put tumbled chairs upright and cleaned away debris. While Last Hope had always felt like a strange place to Vin, with bizarre bets, unlikely friendships, and dangerous magic, there was a level of camaraderie here that she hadn’t felt before. And now? It was stronger than ever.

			They were more than classmates, more than temporary allies or accomplices.

			They were family.

			Everywhere Vin went, people smiled and nodded and clapped her on the back.

			It seemed the usual divisions had disappeared, and people sat everywhere, regardless of craft or level. Cam and Isabella sat alongside Taylor, sharing the story of how they’d taken on the dropout all by themselves to eager listeners, and Nadia let Abby sit in her prized chair because the younger girl had used her affinity for mud to stop Shock from attacking her. Anthony had clubbed Sandman over the head with one of his crutches, getting Zayn out of a tight spot, and Zoé had trapped Tech inside a wall—changing it from solid to vapor and back again—until Shock clapped his hands and freed her.

			Even Delia had ventured into the school, and was now seated on the floor in the corner of the room with her goat, the pair of them drinking hot chocolate from the same mug, and Spencer the unreliable Clairvoyant announced that he had seen this coming all along—but knew they’d get out just fine, so he never mentioned it.

			Vin listened with contentment as she sat with her friends next to the fire, Brucifer’s vase propped near the flames to keep warm.

			The teachers slowly trickled into the room, freed from the Medusa spell and enjoying what Vin suspected was spiked hot chocolate. When Winston entered, helped by Marge and Mr. Hart, the entire place erupted in cheers, which he waved off gruffly, his cheeks red.

			It wasn’t until the headmistress joined them that Vin was jolted out of her tired satisfaction, but she only smiled and gestured for Vin—who had half stood at the sight of her—to retake her seat. Whatever hell there would be to pay, apparently it would happen later.

			“On behalf of myself and the entire faculty,” the headmistress said, raising the mug Mrs. Allen handed her up high, everyone else following suit, “I would like to thank you for protecting this school when I could not. I’ve never been prouder.” Her words were sincere, and the students looked around at each other, pleased and embarrassed in equal measure. Then the headmistress smiled brightly. “To Last Hope!”

			“To Last Hope!” everyone echoed.
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			Past, Present, and Future

			Vin fell into bed that night, but not before placing Brucifer’s vase on her nightstand, three large chips of cherrywood burning slowly inside. The sprite still hadn’t spoken, but Vin hoped he was just regaining his strength.

			Sure enough, before she even opened her eyes the next morning, she was awoken by a belch and a familiar squeaky, high-pitched voice muttering, “Oh, too much, too much…Maybe one more bite.”

			Vin rolled over to see only half a wood chip remaining, and Brucifer was burning at his usual size and brightness.

			“Feeling better?” she asked.

			He belched again. “Stronger, yes. Fuller, yes. Better…?” He made a sound like a hiccup. “Brucifer needs to cut himself off.”

			Vin laughed, then hesitated, chewing her lip. “You saved me.”

			He crackled and bobbed, the gesture very like a human shrug. “It saved me, too.”

			“The binding spell is broken, then?” she asked, sitting upright. “How?”

			When Brucifer spoke, his voice was almost timid. “Brucifer’s loyalty is somewhere else now.”

			Vin swallowed. “You don’t have to stay in there anymore. You can live wherever you want.”

			“Brucifer likes this new house,” he said, swirling and tumbling around the vase, which was roughly teardrop shaped—fatter on the bottom and narrowing at the top, with swirls cut into the crystal design. “Is bigger. Prettier.”

			Vin snorted. “I didn’t know you were such a snob, Brucifer—though I might have guessed, with your taste in wood chips.”

			“Would like to try maple next,” he said excitedly.

			“For you, Brucie—anything.”

			At breakfast, snow was falling thick and fast outside the tall windows. The first of the season.

			Vin updated her friends on Brucifer’s recovery and mentioned offhand that he was no longer bound to Malcolm.

			“Wait, but that means…” Gilly cut in, eyes wide and excited. “Did you earn his loyalty? Is he bound to you now?”

			Vin reared back. “I didn’t—I would never,” she spluttered, but Araminta put a hand on her arm.

			“Maybe it’s not like the collar. Maybe it’s a choice.”

			Vin nodded, the words comforting. “He wants maplewood, by the way. I think he’s become a bit spoiled.”

			“On it,” said Araminta, grinning.

			Gilly, meanwhile, was struggling to open her yogurt cup with her arm in the cast. Vin expected Theo to tease her for it, but instead, he pried the cup from her hands and peeled off the top.

			“Here,” he said, giving the yogurt back.

			“So how long are you gonna be in a cast?” Vin asked.

			Gilly, who had been staring at her yogurt, looked up. “Oh, uh, probably just a week. Marge has been accelerating the healing, and so far, the only side effect is that she’s accelerated my arm hair growth, too.” She shoved a fork into her cast and scratched. “But she said she can fix that after. If not, Araminta can.”

			“And what about your ascending test? Did you pass?”

			“The headmistress said I could get partial marks toward another test, but as I didn’t complete the largest portion of the exam, I technically didn’t pass—but I didn’t fail, either. I can take it whenever I want, but I think I’ll wait a while.”

			Vin felt guilty, despite Gilly’s positive attitude. “How come?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t wanna leave Theo too far behind.” He rolled his eyes but smiled. “Besides, Araminta and I always planned to take our level-five tests together.”

			“He’s not as far behind as I am,” Vin said, grinning. She was still technically a level one.

			“You never know,” Gilly said lightly, her gaze over Vin’s shoulder. “That might change sooner than you think.”

			“Vin?” Vin turned to find Headmistress Hope standing behind her. “Can we have a chat?”

			Vin followed the headmistress out of the crowded room. It seemed that every head swiveled to follow her progress.

			“How are you feeling?” Vin blurted as soon as she sat in front of the headmistress’s desk.

			The headmistress smiled. “Very well, considering. But Mr. Hart did his part and broke the spell.”

			“How?” Vin asked. That particular detail had been nagging at her.

			“Mr. Hart is a very rare talent, a Caster who transforms magic itself by reversing the flow of energy, essentially undoing spells. Let’s just say he’s better at cleaning up magical messes than literal ones.”

			“Wow,” Vin said weakly, and the headmistress chuckled.

			“Indeed. Marge helped speed things along, and together, they freed us. There seems to be no lasting effects…though I swear my back wasn’t always this stiff.”

			It was meant as a joke, and Vin tried to smile. “I’m so sorry. I should have realized what was happening. We thought somebody was trying to set me off, but not like this.”

			“We?”

			“Me and my friends.”

			The headmistress nodded, eyes glittering with interest, before leaning forward in her chair. “Well, firstly, you have done nothing wrong, and I therefore refuse to accept your apology—though it is appreciated. Secondly, I confess I also wondered sometimes at the source of your various outbursts. The bathroom, for instance.”

			“But you said there were a dozen students at Last Hope who could have done it!”

			The headmistress shrugged. “I may have…exaggerated slightly.”

			Vin’s mouth fell open. “You lied to Mr. Oswald?”

			Headmistress Hope exhaled through her nostrils. “I knew you were struggling with your magic, and I suspected you were a Chameleon. I didn’t want him making things harder on you. Edgar—Mr. Oswald—has always been a stickler for rules. He comes by it honestly, especially his concern for safety. Ever since his niece crossed paths with Malcolm, he has made it his mission. It is a worthy endeavor, but sometimes his vigor can get the best of him.”

			“What happened to her?” Vin whispered.

			The headmistress slumped back into her chair. “Bad timing, I’m afraid. Malcolm was deep in his rebellious phase, angry with me and determined to do what he wanted.” She paused, a frown pulling at her brows. “I think, in his mind, the consequences were detention, expulsion, or damage to school property. Damage, even, to himself. It didn’t occur to him that innocents might get caught in the crossfire. Well, they did. He was tinkering with the early stages of the magic he used to get at me and the rest of the teachers: teleporting spells. Then, he was simply trying to teleport magic from one end of the hall to another. He managed it, only his aim was not very precise. Poor Georgia walked around the corner, directly into the spell he was teleporting. It would be familiar to you. The shock waves that decimated the pool during Gilly’s test, crumbled my cobblestones, and shattered the front windows?”

			A chill slipped down Vin’s spine. “Georgia…did she…?”

			“She survived,” the headmistress said, eyes bright. “But she suffered a severe concussion, many broken bones, and a long road to recovery. She is much better now, but she continues to have terrible headaches. She also seems to have lost touch with her magic, though as a result of the physical or mental trauma, we cannot be sure. Perhaps both.”

			“That’s horrible,” Vin said, throat tight. She was haunted by what could have happened to Gilly—to the headmistress or anyone at Last Hope—because of her.

			“It is not the same,” the headmistress said, showing her uncanny ability to read Vin’s thoughts. “You are a victim in this, Vin, the same as the rest of us. The only one to blame here is Malcolm.”

			“Does the school board agree?” Vin was staring at the desk as she asked, mustering the courage to look up and see the truth.

			The headmistress leaned forward. “The school board agree? With me? Of course not,” she scoffed. “But rest assured, your involvement in this whole debacle is on a need-to-know basis, and they didn’t need to know, did they?”

			“You covered for me?” Vin asked, thinking of Malcolm’s scornful words, his talk of her giving up on him, and unable to believe it in the face of another powerful act of kindness.

			“As I said, Vin, you are a victim in this. You did not willingly aid and abet him, and that is all that matters to me.”

			“But other people know, don’t they? The teachers, the students who were watching the test—anyone who knows about the disciplinary hearing.”

			“The disciplinary hearing was called to determine if you are a threat to yourself and this school, and as we have discovered, that incident—along with several others loosely tied to your name—was Malcolm’s doing. You were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, not unlike dear Georgia Oswald. And as the necklace is broken, the same thing cannot happen again.” She lifted the familiar pendant from her desk, dangling it by its chain. “The glass is shattered and therefore no longer any use for teleportation. Now it is nothing more than a dusty old heirloom.”

			“I thought it was good luck,” Vin said, somewhat ruefully. “Things were finally starting to work out for me…”

			“And they still are,” the headmistress said firmly. “Here. You can keep it if you like. I believe we make our own luck, so if you think this necklace is lucky, then surely it is.”

			Vin took it, uncertain she’d ever be able to wear it again but liking the idea of having it—as a keepsake and a reminder. “I just can’t figure out why he’d risk so much to get inside that room. He doesn’t even know what’s in there.”

			“Initially, I think he only wanted it because he couldn’t have it. By now, I suspect he has pieced together a clearer picture of what the room may contain, and my denial coupled with that information has made the prospect irresistible to him. There may be other factors at play, as well…”

			“The Free Mages,” Vin said, recalling what Malcolm had said about finding people who understood him. “He said he had a score to settle with you and that he wasn’t the only one. Do you think he’s working with them?”

			Headmistress Hope sighed heavily. “They certainly resent me for keeping them away from my students, though I’ve yet to meet their new leader. I fear Malcolm has fallen in with a dangerous extremist crowd. They used to fight for democracy. For all magekind, but now? Their methods are sometimes violent and often criminal. If they continue to defy the Treaty, the results could be all-out war between magic and non-magic people.”

			Vin let that sink in, the reality of what that would mean. Delinquents like her might have powerful magic, but most mages did not, and magical people in general were hugely outnumbered across the world. If there was a war, people with magic would probably lose. And then what? Without the Treaty, there could be other government measures much more oppressive than schooling.

			But something still didn’t make sense to her. “Do you think Malcolm wanted in that room for himself or for the Free Mages?”

			The headmistress took several moments to respond. “I assume Malcolm told you some things about me and that room?”

			“Malcolm, he…” Vin shook her head, unable to say it aloud.

			“It’s okay,” the headmistress said. “I know what he said. That I was the reason my family died. Sometimes I agree with him. Could I have done better? Could I have saved us all from this?”

			“I think, if the roles were reversed, you’d tell me it wasn’t my fault. That I was a victim, the same as the rest of my family.”

			The headmistress smiled, though it was weighted in the corners. “Too right.” She sat up straighter, studying Vin for a moment. “I told you about the Chameleon I’d known with power like yours, the one who had died, but I didn’t tell you he was my younger brother. Adam was the first Chameleon ever discovered, and my first student. I’m sorry I never mentioned him outright. The truth is, it’s hard to talk about, and I’ve struggled with how much to reveal to you about your own gift. You were already so fearful, and I didn’t want to make things worse. But I think you’re ready now.”

			She unearthed a beat-up old file from the surface of her desk. The name Adam Hope was written across the tab.

			“Back then, there was no place for delinquent-level mages to go, so his lack of control, coupled with poor health, resulted in my parents withdrawing him from school. Luckily, because of our age gap, I’d already finished my education and offered to tutor him. He was…a difficult case. His early exit from school had left him isolated from children his age. He lacked social skills and didn’t play well with others. Whenever our parents tried to organize playdates, there would always be some incident.”

			She opened Adam’s file, turning the loose pages idly. They were all upside down to Vin, but she saw doctors’ notes and medical records, school transcripts, and even something that looked like a police report.

			The headmistress closed the file once more.

			“He would use his magic on them,” she explained. “He didn’t care who he hurt or why; he held the entire magical community in contempt, for it had rejected him. His power was very much like yours, Vin—he could absorb magic, from spells and enchanted objects, and from the source. Adam preferred the source.”

			A heavy sense of foreboding pooled in Vin’s stomach.

			“But unlike you, when he took magic…he took it all. He stole it, siphoning it away and leaving the original bearer of the ability drained, depleted…and unable to perform magic ever again.”

			Vin stared down at her hands, which had started to shake.

			“Adam’s ability was very like yours, Vin—but not identical,” the headmistress said pointedly. “While you are both collectors, you may use another’s magic without affecting them; he could not.” Then, to prove her point, the headmistress conjured a forcefield in the air between them. “You have stolen nothing from me, Vin. Furthermore, I gave my magic to you, which is an entirely different thing. Adam yearned to take magic and wanted mine in particular. He had always coveted it, but even before I knew the full truth of his ability, I denied him. And he behaved much as Malcolm did. Both spoiled by my affection, they did not take kindly to my refusal to give them everything they wanted. Then, one night, after a particularly bad fight between us, he ran upstairs to the study. Our parents often sat together there in the evenings, sharing a drink before bed. By the time I arrived…”

			Opening the folder again, she located several photos. She lifted one, staring at it for a long time before turning it to show Vin.

			It was a room, not unlike many others at Last Hope—yet, even from the photo, Vin could tell that something was very wrong. There were plush chairs and built-in bookshelves and framed works of art on the walls, but there was a strange, empty space in the center of the room that appeared leached of color. The floorboards, the patch of sunlight that spilled through the blinds in the window…everything was lifeless and flat. It haunted Vin in a way she couldn’t explain.

			“He had tried to take our parents’ magic, I think, though neither was particularly powerful and had never held his attention before. I’m not sure if he wanted to prove he could do so without incident—or to do so with incident, on purpose, in order to punish me. Whatever the case, I know he did not intend to take and take and take until, as I walked through the door, they were no more. Gone, like swirling dust on the wind. But by that point, he had lost total control. He was like a whirlpool, a vacuum, pulling not just the magic, but the very life, from the world around him. I felt the drain and did the only thing I could think—I enclosed him and his magic inside a forcefield. His own magic turned against him, consuming him as it had consumed our parents. He was there…then he wasn’t.

			“The room was empty. More than empty. It was a black hole. And yet…there is something inside that place, some remnant of him and his magic I can’t bear to disturb—or risk allowing anyone else to contact. It’s dangerous, that much I know for sure. Whatever Malcolm wants, no good will come of it. His and Adam’s magic are not alike, but their hunger…their desire for notoriety, for power, is uncannily similar. His resemblance to my brother is why I never allowed myself to truly trust him.”

			Vin let everything the headmistress had said sink in…especially the last part.

			“Why me?” Vin asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

			The headmistress dropped the photo and gripped Vin’s hand. “It’s simple. When you learned, or rather, when you first suspected you might be able to take magic from another person…do you remember your reaction?”

			“I think…I almost fainted?”

			The headmistress laughed, her eyes crinkling. “And you also said that you’d never want to use such a power. That was all I needed to know that you were nothing like Adam or Malcolm. That with you, great power would be safe because you had no desire to use it. Does that make sense?”

			Vin nodded, the pressure on her chest easing somewhat. “I think so.” She hesitated. “Do I still have it? Your magic?”

			The headmistress released her hand, studying her. “Do you feel it?”

			“I’m aware of the wards in a way I wasn’t before, but I’m not sure if I feel it around me or if I feel it inside me,” Vin explained. “And I guess I’m afraid to dig down and find out. I know I shouldn’t be, that I’m supposed to embrace my magic, but…”

			“I completely understand,” the headmistress said. “But what did I tell you before? We’ll figure it out—together.”

			Vin nodded, taking a deep breath and releasing it. “It’s mutual, by the way. For what it’s worth.” The headmistress frowned, and Vin elaborated. “The trust.”

			A brilliant smile lit the woman’s face. “It’s worth everything.”

			Vin blinked away a rush of emotion. “Where is Malcolm now?” she asked.

			“I tried to keep him in my custody,” the headmistress began, “but the school board denied my request. He is being detained under strict guard until there can be a trial. I thought that a chance to continue his education might prove to rehabilitate rather than, well…” She trailed off. “As for Last Hope, I have alleviated their worries regarding any immediate danger, but they are, as always, concerned. A full investigation is to be made, but that is a problem for another time. They may make things difficult for us, but as I am the one who pays for most of this, they will not shut us down. I promise.”

			“You pay…” Vin repeated, realizing with a start that the “private funding” Mrs. Prim had mentioned when Vin asked about tuition actually came from the headmistress herself. She had opened not just her home and her heart to people like Vin, but her checkbook, too.

			The headmistress shrugged indifferently, as if it were nothing. “What good is a house this big if it’s just Winston and me?”

			Vin supposed she couldn’t argue with that. Or even if she could, she didn’t want to.

			While it was a comfort to know that the school board didn’t have immediate plants to act, Vin still feared the Free Mages. If Malcolm was one of them, didn’t it stand to reason that they might send someone else? Someone even more dangerous?

			The headmistress walked Vin to the door. “Oh, and one more thing.” She reached out, lifting the corner of Vin’s lapel. “I think it’s time we added some stripes to this.”

			“Really?” Vin asked, completely taken aback. She had just made a complete and total mess of everything, and the headmistress was going to reward her?

			The woman laughed again. “Really. You have been using your powers with increasing skill and confidence for weeks now. And, with everything else you’ve had to contend with, I think that is a truly impressive achievement. Let’s bump you up to a level three, like the majority of the students your age.”

			Vin beamed. She’d already decided that her level didn’t matter to her anymore, but she couldn’t deny that earning her place among her peers filled her with a sense of pride and accomplishment.

			With a matching smile, the headmistress gave her shoulder a squeeze before sending her on her way.

			Lost in thought, Vin hadn’t made it far before Gilly, Theo, and Araminta found her.

			They were dressed in heavy boots, hats, and gloves, pointing out the nearest windows, where snow was gathering on the sills and coating the grounds in a glittering blanket of white.

			Poor Gilly, who couldn’t fit her cast inside her coat, was wearing a down-filled vest with several overlarge sweatshirts—likely Theo’s—underneath and holding Brucifer in her good arm. He was back inside his mason jar, which was easier to travel with, and despite hating the wet and the cold, had insisted on coming.

			“Pinecones?” he squeaked hopefully.

			“What’s happening?” Vin asked as they held out her own cold-weather clothes—taken from her room when they’d gone to fetch Brucifer.

			“Everyone’s sledding down the back hill, and there’s going to be an epic snowball fight later,” said Theo, holding up her boots. “You in?”

			Why yes, she was. “I don’t have a sled,” she said, tugging on her clothes.

			“Nobody does,” said Araminta.

			“That’s half the fun!” said Gilly. “I’m gonna get myself a trash can lid.”

			Vin doubted that would be safe, especially with her broken arm, but hers wasn’t actually the worst idea of the bunch.

			“I’m thinking I could replicate a tire, maybe, or—hey, that’ll work,” Theo said as Araminta revealed her choice of vehicle: a cafeteria tray. A second later, Theo had one, too.

			“I bet my trash can sled’ll be faster,” Gilly said.

			“I’ll take that action,” said Theo.

			“I’ll give you two-to-one odds,” said Araminta, and Vin laughed.

			

			•   •   •

			Over the following weeks, Last Hope slowly pieced itself back together. By the time winter break rolled around, it was looking like its usual slightly run-down but not all-out ruined self.

			Gilly had her cast removed and her arm hair trimmed, and soon it was like nothing had ever happened—except the chandelier in the foyer had yet to be replaced.

			Before Vin knew it, students were packing up to spend the two-week break at home.

			Much to her surprise, a letter from her parents arrived on the morning of her friends’ departures: Gilly for Everglades City, Florida, and Araminta and Theo for London, England.

			The letter had been rerouted several times, the envelope covered in stamps, ripped and resealed with tape, and eventually written over with the words LAST HOPE in all capitals.

			“What is it?” Gilly asked as Vin tore it open.

			“It’s a birthday card,” she said, bemused.

			“Oh, when’s your birthday?” Araminta asked.

			“June.”

			Theo frowned. “I can’t decide if they’re really late…or really early.”

			Vin shook her head and opened the card. Inside was a short message.

			
				Dear Lavinia,

				Happy birthday, darling! The big 1-2. Here’s a little something—don’t spend it all in one place. We’re currently on our way to Yemen! Thrilled, of course, and eager to begin work. We’ll be here for the rest of the year, but we’ll be sure to check in again soon.

				Study hard!

				Mom & Dad

			

			“Late,” Vin said in reply to Theo’s comment, though, to her surprise, she was grinning.

			She lifted the “little something” her parents had sent: it was money of some sort, though it certainly wasn’t any she’d seen before.

			“Is that Japanese yen?” Araminta asked, plucking the bill from Vin’s hands. Vin was completely unaware her parents had been in Japan recently.

			“Yeah, a thousand of it!” Theo said excitedly.

			“That’s about six dollars,” Araminta said, and Theo wilted.

			“Are you upset they aren’t around for the holidays?” Gilly asked tentatively. She had read the card over Vin’s shoulder.

			Vin shrugged. She really wasn’t.

			“You don’t want to go home?” Araminta pressed.

			Vin glanced around. “I already am.”
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			Epilogue

			Mal sat alone in a windowless cell, awaiting his trial.

			He’d been running from this for four years, ever since he’d hurt that girl and his entire world had come crashing down. Now he had additional crimes to answer for, and he was not naive. The school board would chew him up and spit him out, and the headmistress would not swoop in and save him. He had abandoned that foolish dream long ago.

			Unfortunately, the school board’s wrath was the least of his worries.

			He stood up from the plain wooden bench and started to pace, the room just large enough to get in three strides before he had to turn back.

			He’d already examined every inch, seeking cracks or crevices—a gap underneath the door that might allow him to wedge it open—but for all their apparent ineptitude when it came to high-powered magic, the school board knew what they were doing with this cell, and he suspected Sandman, Shock, and Tech had been given similar treatment to negate their powers. In fact, Shock might already be back in the cell they’d recently freed him from.

			On his fourth circuit, Mal kicked the concrete wall, cursing at the pain in his foot. Without being able to see outside this room, his magic was useless.

			But just because he couldn’t get out didn’t mean others couldn’t get in.

			There was a tremor in the air, a shimmer against the darkness, and then a figure walked into the cell through the concrete wall.

			Adam Hope, the headmistress’s supposedly long-dead brother, materialized as if from smoke.

			It seemed he had gotten himself a new trick.

			“S-sir,” Mal stuttered, falling to his knees. Adam was no longer the sickly boy he had been, but there was still something of it in the tight lines of his mouth and the hollows under his eyes. His face had a permanently sunken look, for all that the rest of him had filled out.

			He dressed as he always did, in a simple black suit that both managed to make him look like the wealthy heir he had once been—the prodigal son—and something darker, stark and intimidating.

			When Mal had run away from school, he hadn’t gone home because he didn’t have a home. He’d been lost…until he’d found the Free Mages and their mysterious new leader.

			Thanks to Adam Hope, he’d been given a place, a purpose, and somewhere to belong.

			He’d been given a task…and been unsuccessful.

			“Malcolm,” Adam said, his voice smooth as a frozen lake and just as cold. “You failed me. In more ways than I care to count.”

			“It wasn’t my fault,” Mal said at once. “I did everything right, just like you told me. I used the necklace, and I got her and the rest of the teachers. I was inside, right there, and then—” He stopped, knowing what he said next would anger Adam but also interest him. Was it worth the gamble?

			“Then what?” Adam demanded.

			“The girl—the student I was using—she’s a Chameleon, too. In fact…she’s like you. She collects powers.”

			Adam went completely and utterly still. Mal had known he would be intrigued by Vin, but he hadn’t yet decided if he would tell Adam about her and her magic. He’d wanted the chance to pull this off, to prove his worth, before he dangled another bright young delinquent before him. Before he lost Adam’s interest.

			“And she…she had Ava’s power. The headmistress gave it to her.” Which meant she trusted Vin more than she had ever trusted Adam.

			Or Mal.

			He swore Adam didn’t breathe, didn’t blink, for several long seconds.

			“She has my sister’s power, you say? And she’s like me? She keeps the magic?”

			“I—I think so,” Mal said, not entirely sure about that fact but hoping it was true.

			Adam’s expression grew distant as he began to pace in Mal’s stead, and Mal knew he was already hatching a new plan, a plan that revolved around this girl…and not around him.

			“She has a soft spot for me,” he blurted, scrambling for a way to save himself. To be useful. He knew what happened when Adam’s associates no longer had value. He took all they had to offer and left them behind. “I’ve been listening to her through that necklace. I know her hopes, her fears…her friends, all of it.” It was a bit of an exaggeration, but he thought he had the basics of who she was. Enough to convince Adam, anyway.

			The man in question halted in his tracks, angling a look down at Mal, who remained on his knees. Adam’s gaze was assessing.

			“Perhaps you still have some use after all,” he said. Mal’s eyes fluttered closed in relief. When he opened them, Adam was holding out a hand, pulling Mal to his feet. “Will you disappoint me again?”

			“No,” Mal said at once.

			Adam nodded. “Good. Now, bring me the girl.”
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