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      Tingling eyes and a tightness to her chest caught Iris by surprise as she stood in the parking lot surveying the people bustling around the dorm building in front of her. She watched friends hugging one another. Happy reunions. Freshmen playing it cool or saying goodbye to their parents before entering the building. All things she should be doing yet she remained frozen where she stood at the edge of the parking lot.

      “Why did you think you’d gotten over your shyness?” she asked herself. 

      “You did start coming out of your shell last year. And spent the summer with friends gaining confidence and such.” Iris was in full conversation mode. It wasn’t a good sign.

      “Yes, but I know them. That’s different. I don’t know these people.”

      “You’ll know them in a few days. Besides, Zarina and Jaden will be here soon. You’ll be fine.”

      Iris grimaced at herself. Even after trying to work up the courage to enter the dorm building alone, she couldn’t do it. Her eyes twinged again. She lowered the sunglasses from on top of her head to hide any color changes from passersby and pulled her cell phone out. She called Zarina. The phone rang. And rang. And rang.

      “Hey, it’s Zarina. I can’t…” 

      Iris hung up. Someone called her name. She turned around just in time to see Zarina’s grinning face framed by her shoulder-length brown hair before she engulfed Iris in a hug. 

      “College! Band! Isn’t it awesome!”

      “Sure.” 

      “Wow, Iris, don’t be so cheery. You may scare the other freshmen,” Jaden teased with an ill concealed smirk.

      Iris rolled her eyes at him—which he couldn’t see since she wore her darkest sunglasses—and shook her head. He got the point and chuckled at her.

      “Come get your stuff, Zarina. I want to lock the car and head inside.”

      Zarina skipped back to Jaden. She positively beamed. Iris wondered at her friend’s comfort level. Zarina was almost as bad around strangers as Iris was. Then she realized Zarina had an advantage. She’d already met several of the people in the building they were about to enter. And Jaden told her about band so she knew what she was getting herself into. Iris didn’t. Even so, Iris trailed behind Zarina and helped her grab stuff out of the trunk.

      “Where’s all your stuff?” Zarina asked.

      Iris waved to the rolling suitcase, sleeping bag, and pillow she’d left a few feet away. 

      “No, I mean all your stuff for school.”

      “Oh. My parents drove me here through the early hours of the morning, dropped all my stuff off at some band member’s house, kicked me out here, and left for Yosemite. The jerks,” she added under her breath.

      “Aw, is little Iris all bent out of shape because her parents ditched her?” Jaden asked in a baby voice.

      “Ass,” Iris quipped and punched him lightly in the shoulder with a small blast of air. They’d spent a lot more time together over the summer practicing magic and had become better friends. It turned out Jaden was a lot nicer when he wasn’t stressed out about school. 

      “Be nice,” Zarina chided them. “Come on. Let’s head inside!”

      “Sure. Why not?” 

      “You really should learn to contain your enthusiasm.”

      “I’ll work on that,” Iris said. She glanced out of the corner of her eye at Jaden. He shook his head at her. At least she hadn’t risen to his bait this time. Why he enjoyed getting a rise out of her was a mystery. Perhaps it was because it was so easy. 

      “Remember,” Zarina leaned over and whispered to Iris, “no magic for a week. You promised. I’ll let that last bit slide this time, but no more.”

      Iris nodded. She’d used the summer to train herself and her friends further. Partly to keep from forming a doorway to anywhere in the world she wanted. There was no way they could guarantee they wouldn’t be seen. The thought of being caught scared Iris more than anything. Except her friends being caught.

      The one great thing about the summer practices was everyone’s strength increased significantly. Iris’s most of all, but only because knowingly she pushed herself beyond her breaking point. It was rare for her to be void of the power flowing through the Earth or using it in some capacity. She wasn’t sure how she would get through a whole week without it.

      She’d also used the summer to flip through dozens of fantasy books to see what magical systems her favorite authors had created. Some she put to good use. Others she wished she’d never tried. She put those on a ‘banned’ list posted in the Gallery of Doors along with the ones she refused to even attempt.

      Necromancer magic was off limits. Period. As was compulsion. The jury was still out on mind reading, but Iris leaned towards banning it. It seemed too large a personal violation to allow. Not to mention she didn’t know how to request it of the power flowing through the Earth. She had to add no extracurricular travels through doorways after Rowen took it upon himself to go sightseeing in Hong Kong and shared that he may or may not have been seen stepping out of his doorway.

      One thing Iris was grateful for was her friends’ insistence she didn’t try anything new without at least one of them nearby. Iris made the promised reluctantly but discovered the need within days. As she pushed herself to try out new tasks, Iris lost control of the power flowing through the Earth on more than one occasion.

      Aerianna and Zarina had become adept at healing a variety of wounds. Zarina could even shock a heart into restarting with magic that emulated a defibrillator. Iris never wanted to experience that sensation again. She also promised never to pull that much power into her being or attempt anything as stupid as trying to become invisible again. She meant to hold herself to all the promises she made.

      “Ouch!” Iris yelled. “What was that for?” she demanded of Zarina.

      “Because I know what that expression means. You’re thinking about some stupid thing you tried to do in the past and whether you can make it work. You promised, so knock it off.”

      “All right, all right. I did promise. I’m sorry. Can you distract my mind, then? Because it won’t stop brooding.”

      “Easy enough!” Zarina beamed at her. “Where should I start? Hey Braden!” she said cheerfully to the guy dressed as Billy Idol at the door.

      “Welcome to the best Rock Concert of your life!” the man responded and held the door open for them.

      “How about you start with that?” Iris pointed over her shoulder to Braden. 

      “The student officers dress up and theme every retreat. Fun, huh?”

      “Yeah, it is kind of cool,” Iris agreed as her eyes scanned the interior decorations on the first floor. There were posters, cardboard cut-outs of guitars, an actual drum set, glitter stars, and shiny streamers. “This looks way more fun than Pacific’s band.”

      “I told you it would be. Glad you joined?” 

      “I’ll hold off answering until the end of the week. What color are my eyes? They’ve been stinging on and off all morning.” Iris raised her sunglasses so Zarina could peer into them.

      “Blue. Little on the pale side, but blue. That means you’re happy! Yay!”

      Iris shook her head at Zarina’s joy and joined Jaden in the line of people waiting to check in before passing through a set of streamers. If she stuck by Zarina this morning, her eyes were more likely to stay blue. Feeling it was rude to keep them on, she slid her sunglasses to the top of her head and let them hold back the bits of her long, blonde hair that kept escaping from her ponytail. 

      “Hey Jaden, Zarina,” a man dressed as Michael Jackson said from behind a desk. He scanned a tablet for their names. “Jaden, you’re rooming with Delano. Zarina, your upper band’s man is Anwyn.”

      “Yay!” Zarina said. Her smile increased and she bounced on her toes a few times in her usual, joyful way.

      “Anwyn from Pacific?” Iris asked. 

      “Yup!” 

      “Another Pacific grad, huh? Name?” 

      “Faye, Iris Faye.”

      “Ok, your upper band’s man is Laila. Good luck with that,” he failed to add under his breath. “She’s the Instrument Manager and is dressed like Janice Joplin. Hard to miss. Will you need to borrow a horn from us?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Okay, then you can meet her when you check out a mellophone. All three of you can head inside. Follow the line around the circle and check in at every table. Name?” he asked the person behind Iris before the three of them left the table.

      Once inside the room, they received packets of information, room assignments and keys, picked up bedding, had the rules and regulations explained, dropped off the white t-shirts they were told to bring, and said hello to way too many people to remember them all. Iris was glad to be out of the cramped and stuffy room. So far, her eyes behaved. She took a moment to close them and center her thoughts before asking if Zarina wouldn’t mind going to the instrument room with her.

      “Hi, I’m Iris. Your new freshman,” she said to the woman behind the counter when it was her turn.

      “Nice to meet you. Laila,” the woman stuck her hand out and Iris shook it. “Let’s go outside for a minute and we can talk.”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m going to head to my room then?” Zarina phrased it as a question so Iris could ask her to stay.

      “Sounds good. Say hey to Anwyn for me.”

      Zarina waved and bounded off. Iris followed Laila outside. She pulled a flask from her back pocket and took a swig before saying, “I smoke a little, drink, and swear a lot. That going to be a problem?”

      “No. Not really,” Iris shrugged. She hated smoking herself but figured it’d be rude to tell Laila that. 

      “Great! We’ll get along just fine.” Laila took another swig from her flask and put it back in her pocket. “Let’s get you an instrument and then I’ll help you take your stuff up to our room and introduce you to the rest of the mellos.”

      “Thanks,” Iris said. She’d have to get used to being called a mello rather than a French horn.

      “So, where are you from?” Laila asked as they entered the elevator.

      “Pacific.”

      “Ah. You’ll find us way different from Pacific. Hopefully, it’ll be a good thing.”

      “It has been so far,” Iris smiled in earnest.

      “Good to hear. Oh, and just as a warning, these elevators are old and slow. I recommend taking the stairs as much as possible.”

      “Thanks for the heads up,” Iris said as they exited onto the fourth floor and walked down the hall on the right to the end. 

      “This is us. Just drop your stuff on the bed for now. We only have a few minutes to introduce you to the rest of the section before we need to head downstairs.”

      They exited the tiny, cramped room—which gave Iris trepidation since she, Aerianna, and Violet were going to be in a triple for the year—and went next door where there were half a dozen guys all over six feet tall.

      “Hey everyone, this is Iris. Iris, that’s Ara, your fellow freshman, Anthony, Paul, Marc, Alex, and Thorin, Ara’s upper bandsman. You already met Jasmine—she’s dressed as Beyonce—and Cameron is wandering around somewhere dressed as Blake Shelton of all people.”

      Iris shook hands with each member of the mello section as Laila introduced them to her. Her eyes kept darting back to Thorin. When they twinged, she turned away from the guys and tried to focus on what Laila said.

      “They’re all cool. We’re small, but the most awesome section. I doubt the section is as large as you’re used to from Pacific, though.”

      “You’re from Pacific? That’s so cool. I’m from . . . hey, weren’t your eyes blue?”
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      “They are blue,” Iris muttered and looked at the ground. Her eyes seared. Who knew what color they’d be now. There were too many conflicting emotions. Fear at being shunned like she’d been her whole life seemed the strongest. 

      Thorin bent down to look her full in the face. “No, they’re not. At least they aren’t right now. But they were blue. I’d say they’re more of an amber now.”

      Iris looked at Thorin. Her eyes locked on his. They stilled her breath for a few moments. Heat flared in her chest. Her eyes seared.

      “Wait! They’re changing. Now they seem purple,” he continued.

      “That’s awesome, let me see.” Ara joined Thorin and bent down to stare at Iris. 

      Iris tried to back away, but the wall stopped her movement.

      “Hey! Back the fuck off, you two. Leave her alone.”

      “It’s all right,” she said with a sigh. “I’m used to it. I’d hoped to keep my emotions in check today, but knew it was futile. My eyes change color with my emotions,” she explained to the group surrounding her.

      “That is the coolest thing I’ve ever heard!” Thorin exclaimed. 

      “Really?” Iris looked up from where she stared at the ground. She tried to squash the flicker of hope that she’d be accepted as it flared in her chest. It bloomed when Ara spoke.

      “Yeah, duh,” Ara agreed.

      “Thanks. I didn’t get a positive response throughout school.” Iris allowed the joy sweeping through her body to blossom into a huge smile.

      “I bet not. These guys are fairly indicative of the response you’ll receive here, so don’t sweat it, all right?” 

      “Thanks. That’s good to know.” Her eyes twinged again, but she didn’t avert her gaze this time. “What color are they now?” she asked no one in particular.

      “They’re back to blue, but it’s a darker blue than before. How did you know they’d changed?” Thorin asked. 

      “Apart from all your expressions?” she said with a half smile. “I can feel them. It’s not quite painful, but that’s the best thing I can liken it to. It’s really subtle. Sometimes I can control them, but it takes too much effort. It’s more like convincing myself I feel a certain way, so I don’t try often. I usually just wear sunglasses.”

      “That’d probably be the best idea for a few days. Especially if you don’t want to be the center of attention. I wouldn’t put it past someone to try pissing you off or whatever to see what other colors your eyes will become. Anyway, it’s about that time. Let’s head downstairs, shall we?”

      “Hey,” Iris said before everyone could take more than a step. “I’d appreciate you guys not telling anyone outside the section about my eyes yet. Anyone from Pacific already knows, but I’d like to keep this on the DL for now.”

      “No problem!”

      “Sure thing.”

      “You got it!” 

      Iris grinned. 

      “Man, I was hoping they’d change colors again. They just got a prettier blue. Do they get all polka dotted or anything?” Ara asked as they exited his room.

      “No,” Iris laughed. “Nothing that cool. If I’m really happy or sad or something, they sometimes get specks of silver or gold in them which kind of gives off a polka dot effect.”

      “That is so awesome! We have the best section ever!” Thorin announced to the empty hallway. 

      Iris glanced at him and looked away. Her eyes tingled once more. An odd sensation filled Iris’s chest as her neck and cheeks heated up. It was followed by something she’d only experienced amongst her friends—acceptance. Iris didn’t know how to react to it but it made her smile.

      She followed Laila and the other mellos to a shady spot below a tree and sat down to talk. Iris wondered why they had to come out into the heat of the day rather than stay in the air-conditioned dorm room. She only had to wait a few minutes for a response as a small band high stepped into a gap between two of the buildings, stopped, and began what sounded like Pacific’s fight song. 

      Iris had to give it to them, they were full of energy and absolutely nothing like Pacific had been. The tone wasn’t awesome, but what they lacked in it, they more than made up for in enthusiasm and horn movements. After a few songs, Laila switched spots with Jasmine, the other female mello, and Iris introduced herself. 

      “Nice to meet you,” Jasmine had to shout over the next song. It sounded like it could be Metallica. 

      The mini-band played about a dozen songs before pausing. A man dressed as Axel Rose joined the Billy Idol look-alike at the front.

      “Hello and welcome to band retreat. I’m Justin the current manager. This is Braden, our current Student Director, and this is Stacie, our Drum Major,” he pointed to a flute Iris hadn’t realized stepped forward. “I’m sure you’ve seen the other officers walking around and our ITs or in-training officers. We have a lot of fun stuff planned and a lot of stuff to teach you. Some of you have never played an instrument before and I doubt any of you have ever high stepped. 

      “First and foremost, band is supposed to be fun, so if it isn’t, something is wrong and we want to know about it immediately so we can fix it. I trust everyone picked up a schedule. Please pay close attention to it and the locations listed. We have a saying here in the band that goes like this: ‘If you’re early you’re on time. If you’re on time, you’re late. If you’re late, you’re fucking up.’ And you really don’t want to be late to marching practices because Stacie will eat you alive.” 

      He half laughed but Iris got the impression he was serious about that one. 

      “Well, that’s about it—” he looked to his fellow officers. When they nodded in approval, Justin clapped his hands, added, “enjoy the rest of the performance,” and fell back into place with the tenor saxes. 

      Braden yelled out what could only be a song title. Everyone searched through a small folder of music before beginning the next round of songs. Iris sat on the grass and enjoyed the performance. She would have to thank Zarina later for talking her into joining the band. 

      The mellos sitting on the grass with her rotated in and out of playing with the others. It distracted Iris so much she didn’t realize what the tingling sensation creeping up the back of her spine meant until the band exited and it faded away. 

      It took Laila tapping Iris’s shoulder for her to come out of her stunned contemplation of the exiting band. How she was going to figure out which band member caused her to feel like she’d discovered a new magic user was beyond her. She’d have to take it slow and start with her section and the other band members on her floor. Iris could only hope the tickling sensation would come back rather than turn dormant like Aerianna’s had.

      Though she’d promised Zarina no magic, Iris couldn’t help but dart to the Gallery of Doors in excitement. Sure enough, there was a single beam of light shining in indication there was a new magic user discovering their abilities. 

      Iris was more than a little distracted across the next few days. She almost paid more attention to the tickling sensation than the music and marching style she should be learning. She tried to push thoughts of magic away, but they kept creeping into her subconscious. At least she hadn’t tried to draw power into her being. 

      It wasn’t until the third night when the mellos, tenor and bari saxophones went to an off-campus hot tub to relax that Iris managed to eliminate a single person from the band. She’d become comfortable with the twenty or so people around her—which allowed her personality to come out more. Iris rubbed distractedly at the back of her neck as they relaxed in the hot water, making jokes and getting to know each other even better. 

      “Need a neck massage?” Thorin asked. His hands gripped her shoulders while his thumbs dug into the base of her neck before Iris realized what she’d been doing. 

      He tugged a little on her shoulders to indicate she should back up. One of his hands released her shoulder and guided her hip back until she sat on his knees. Iris was more than grateful for the darkness of the night as her eyes tingled in time to the wealth of emotions running through her being. Then she realized what was actually going on with her neck.

      She wasn’t in pain. Hadn’t cricked her neck again. She’d narrowed her new magic user search down to one individual in the hot tub. Iris smiled and let the happiness of her lessened task sink in while the tension she’d been carrying leeched out of her and into the warm water and through Thorin’s deft hands.

      “Hey you two, it’s hot enough in here without any of that,” Jasmine called to them.

      Thorin’s hands pulled back from Iris’s neck as though she’d sprouted thorns. “If you’d rather get in here, that’s fine by me,” she told Jasmine.

      Chuckles filled the hot tub. More people pulled their attention around to see what was so amusing.

      “I don't know, Thorin might get jealous. I think I made him blush.”

      “I can’t speak to that, but I can tell you made him stop. What, get shy suddenly?” Iris asked Thorin and leaned back into him.

      “That depends on you.” He reached an arm over her shoulder and pulled her into his chest.

      “I think you’re making them uncomfortable,” Iris said. The heat coursing through her body had nothing to do with the temperature of the water.

      “Are you sure you’re not talking about yourself?” Jasmine’s smile was obvious in her words.

      “Sure I’m sure,” Iris told her. “I planned on using him for a few more neck massages and ditching him anyway,” Iris tapped the side of Thorin’s cheek with her free hand. “At least he’s nice to look at, right?” 

      The hot tub howled with laughter.

      “And what is that supposed to mean, woman?”

      A visceral surge of heat welled through Iris’s body at the tone in Thorin’s voice. It flared into her eyes. “Excuse me? Woman?” she demanded. It wasn’t quite the same tone Brett used when he called her a freak, but it was close. Her reaction was a complete one-eighty.

      In less than a second, Iris grabbed the arm across her shoulder, leaned forward and pulled. Thorin sputtered as he popped back up. Anger filled Iris’s being. Thorin opened his mouth to say something, got a look at her face and decided against it. Instead, he brushed his hair back and wiped the water off his face before sitting down. His hands returned to her shoulders. Turned her body slightly. Resumed their massaging of her neck. Iris didn’t know what to think, but the surrounding laughter helped cool her boiling blood. 

      “Sorry,” she whispered to Thorin on the pretense of leaning into his massaging hands. Her eyes tingled with the guilt filling her from her overreaction.

      “No worries. I guess I deserved it. I take it green means you’re pissed?”

      “Yes,” she said with a sigh.

      “That’s a good one to know.”

      “Sometimes. Sometimes not. You can ask Zarina for some stories before you decide if knowing is best or not.”
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      By the time retreat ended, Iris hadn’t discovered who the new magic user was, but she didn’t care that much. The ‘no magic’ rule she’d set herself and had Zarina to help enforce brought normalcy to her life. Surprisingly, normal started to feel like the better option. Especially since the entire band treated her as normal rather than ‘the freak’.

      Laila invited Iris to spend the night between retreat ending and moving into her dorm on her couch rather than at the band-house she’d left her stuff at. It was great and accomplished three things. One, Iris and Laila became better acquainted. Two, Laila showed Iris all her favorite places on campus including both places to walk and sleep. And three, she eliminated Laila from her new magic user search. Iris hadn’t received a single inkling that Laila had any magical abilities. When they showed up to Saturday morning practice, the tingling was back. 

      Thoughts as to who the newest magic user was were once more shunted to the side as she needed her entire brain to focus on the marching show for the football game that evening. When practice ended two-and-a-half hours later, her section helped Iris pick up her stuff from the band house and take it to her dorm room. 

      Thirty minutes later Iris walked into her dorm room for the first time and was pleasantly surprised at its size. It was a long, narrow room with more than enough space for the three of them. Even if the room was still tiny. The lofted bed over two of the dressers and the bunk beds helped organize the sleeping space to the right of the door while the area to the left held two closets and a small sink area.  

      “What just happened?” Aerianna asked. 

      Iris pulled her attention away from examining where she’d be living for the next nine months and realized she hadn’t given Aerianna or Violet a warning about her section helping her move in. “Sorry,” she said and bit her lower lip. “That was the mellophone section. They agreed to help me move in, but I had to lock up my bike and get my reg card activated with the building code and DC meals and such. I completely forgot to give you guys a heads up.”

      “It’s fine. They were really nice,” Violet waved off her apology.

      “Good. Well, I can’t stay long because I have to go get ready for the football game tonight, but what are your thoughts about beds and such?”

      “I’ll take the lofted one,” Aerianna said. “I mean, you guys won’t be able to get into bed if I don’t.”

      “Very funny, Aeri. Vi, top or bottom bunk?”

      “Doesn’t matter to me.”

      Iris knew Violet’s response before she gave it, but she’d asked to be polite. “Okay, how about I take the top bunk and that desk,” Iris pointed to the desk at the foot of the bed. “So I can use it to get in and out of bed.”

      “Works for me!” 

      “Perfect. Then I’ll see you guys after the game. You should come. It’s free with your reg card,” Iris added on her way out the door.

      “Maybe,” Aerianna said in a way Iris knew meant no.

      Iris waved and jogged to Thorin’s small pickup.

      “Laila had to take off to grab snacks for the game,” he told her with the easy smile she’d come to realize was reserved for a few people. She was glad to be one of them.

      “What?” Iris asked. She hadn’t registered a word he’d said. 

      “Laila had to go get snacks. Hope you don’t mind me taking you to the band room.”

      “Not at all. Thanks. And thank you for helping me move in.” She grinned and tried to slow her fluttering heart.

      “No problem. Ready?” he asked and looked over at her. “Whoa!”

      “What?” Iris asked a little startled.

      “Your eyes are purple again. Besides your roommate, who said her eye color is permanent, I asked, I’ve never seen purple eyes before. You still haven’t told me what it means,” he reminded her as he pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Actually, I’m not sure. They’ve never been purple before.” 

      Iris pulled the visor down and examined her eyes in the vanity mirror. They had a distinct violet tinge to them. Not as bold of a purple Violet’s eyes could become, but it was there all the same. She had a theory as to the why but there was no way in hell she was going to tell Thorin. 

      She pulled her sunglasses on and examined Thorin out of the corner of her eye. He was gorgeous. A hair over six feet tall with a medium build and broad shoulders. He wore his chestnut-brown hair attractively gelled into place and dressed well. But it was his eyes that Iris couldn’t help but notice. They were perfect blue globes that lit up when he smiled. All of this caused her heart to beat faster and more than likely contributed her change in eye color. 

      His good looks only had half to do with her fluttering heart at the moment though. Iris had found her new magic user. She was positive. Perhaps being around her for a week followed by being in the small space of her dorm room with two other magic users had solidified his powers. A quick split of her mind would give her an answer.

      Iris skidded to a halt after slamming open the double doors that led from her mind into the Gallery of Doors. There was no longer a pinprick of light but rather an entire door. It appeared her presence in Thorin’s life had spurred on his awakening. Iris walked around the door. It was still blank, but it was there. She reached out a hand to touch it when Thorin asked her a question. Iris pulled the two halves of her mind together.

      “You okay?” He glanced over at her with that same soft smile.

      “Yeah, sorry,” Iris smiled and tried to school her eyes and features. “Just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “School. Classes. Stuff like that,” she invented.

      “Ah,” he said in understanding. “Oh, hey, your roommates said you’re all from Pacific. I forgot to tell you on day one, I’m from Temescal. My parents always talked about moving further south, but we never did. Small world, huh?”

      “No kidding,” Iris agreed. You have no idea, she thought as they pulled into the parking lot near the band room. She’d have to think of a way to bring up magic and the powers flowing through the Earth with him, but those were thoughts for another time. Instead, she walked with him to the band room and got ready for the game. 

      Several hours later, Iris could barely talk from all the cheers, chants, and playing they did throughout the game. It was hot in the wool uniforms, but it was nothing Iris wasn’t used to already. Except for the fact that it had been a blast rather than a stiff competition or boring high school football game. Magic had been completely out of her mind until Thorin asked her and Ara if they wanted a ride home. 

      “You guys coming to the social tonight?” he asked after they’d all climbed into his pickup.

      “Yeah, duh,” Ara answered right away.

      “What social?” Iris asked.

      “A friend of mine is holding a get together tonight. You should come. It’ll be a lot of fun and a great way to relax after the game. And the long week.” 

      “Can we bring friends?” 

      “Sure, but I only have room for four people and I already promised Ara here a ride.”

      “Um, yeah, I guess. Can you text me before you head over to make sure I’m still game?”

      “No problem. I’m heading home to eat and take a shower, so it’ll be at least an hour. That cool?”

      “Works for me. See you then!” Ara said and jumped out of the car.

      “Bye,” Iris called. She moved to the front seat and Thorin drove her the rest of the way to her dorm. “Where do you live?”

      “South Davis. It’s the other side of campus, but the freeway on-ramp is right here so dropping you guys off is no sweat. I’ll be home in less than ten.”

      “Cool. Well, thanks again for the ride. See you in a bit!”

      “Bye!” Thorin called.

      “You guys won’t believe this!” Iris almost yelled as she opened her dorm room door. To her surprise, there was no one there. She noticed a note on her computer desk and picked it up.

      Went to dinner with my parents. Be back late. ~Vi

      “I wonder what she means by ‘late’.” Iris mused as she grabbed clean clothes and her shower supplies. She exited the shower fifteen minutes later. Aeri and Vi still weren’t home. Soft brown eyes met her in the mirror as she combed out her wet hair. It was a little depressing being all alone after spending a week surrounded by so many people. 

      Iris scanned the small shelf her roommates had set up with food, grabbed something at random, shoved it in the microwave, and looked around the cramped room. Both Aerianna and Violet had their spaces set up. Deciding it was better to start the school year off with her stuff unpacked, Iris opened the closest box and started pulling stuff out while the microwave kept her company. She checked closets and dressers to see which ones were available to her and shoved clothes on hangers or into drawers. 

      When the microwave dinged, she took a brief break to eat her meager meal while she set up her laptop and got on the school’s internet. She still felt down, so she grabbed her Bluetooth speaker and clicked on her “Fix Me” playlist. Iris’s toes tapped to the music in no time. It both brightened her mood and made unpacking a much less tedious task. 

      By the time Thorin texted, she’d unpacked most of her stuff. Since she hadn’t heard from Aeri or Vi, she told Thorin she’d love a ride and put a few more things away while she waited. When Ara texted to say they were outside, Iris was back in a good mood—until Thorin introduced her to his girlfriend a few minutes later.

      Iris said hi and hopped in the back seat with Ara. Her eyes twinged as melancholy descended upon her. Once parked, Iris followed behind the three of them to keep her still tingling eyes averted. She turned the opposite direction after walking inside and wandered around until she heard Zarina’s voice. 

      “ . . . went to high school with her, so it’s great!” Zarina finished telling the group of clarinet freshmen surrounding her. 

      “Lucky!” Sienna said in jealousy. “Mine seems really weird. At least she’s quiet. Or seems to be quiet. What about you, Iris?”

      “I’m in the same boat as Zarina, but there are three of us. All five of us went to high school together. It’s going to be awesome!” Her eyes flared once more. A smile from Zarina confirmed their blue status. 

      The small group of freshmen clarinets and Iris stayed in the garage a bit longer talking about roommates and discussing classes they were or were not looking forward to. Iris became quieter as the evening progressed. It took Zarina poking her in the arm for Iris to realize her thoughts were focused internally and she’d been chewing on her bottom lip.

      “What?” she asked in a daze.

      “What’s up with you. You’ve been zombie-like for the last ten minutes. Don’t try to deny it,” she held up a hand to stem Iris’s excuse before she could even form one. “Your eyes are greying out and if you’re not careful, you’ll gnaw a hole in your lower lip.”

      “Really? Ten minutes?” 

      Zarina nodded. “What’s up?” she asked again. 

      Iris sighed and took the proffered can of soda. “Aeri and Vi ditched me. I feel guilty for ditching them all day, but still. I wish they’d waited for me to go to dinner.”

      “Yeah, I see what you’re saying. Roz already knew I planned on having dinner with Jaden and then coming here, so she wasn’t expecting me, but it’s not like Vi to forget to text you or something.”

      “They left me a note that said they’d be back late. Whatever late means.”

      “Well, Vi’s parents are here. They probably wanted to take all three of you out for dinner, but Vi would never make them wait. Not even for you. I bet it’s just a simple oversight. I’m sure she was distracted with moving in and the mello section invading your dorm room—”

      “How do you know about that?”

      “Aeri texted Roz. I bet it was hilarious. Let’s go talk to people. You’ve made a lot of new friends in the last week. It’ll get your mind off things,” Zarina encouraged in a sing-song voice as she tugged at Iris’s arm.

      “All right, but how about a conversation outside where my eyes aren’t so obvious?”

      Zarina nodded. The pair left the garage and found Anwyn in the backyard. They didn’t need lights to recognize her distinct laugh. 

      “Hey Zarina, Iris.” Anwyn moved to her right and welcomed them into the circle. 

      Iris only half paid attention to the conversation around her and was extremely grateful for the lack of bright lights as she had a perfect view of Thorin making out with his girlfriend. 

      “She’s lost in her own thoughts again,” Iris heard someone say before Zarina elbowed her in the ribs.

      “I said hi, my name’s Matt. I live here.” A short, medium-built man with glasses held a hand out to her.

      “Sorry. Hi, I’m Iris.” She reached a hand forward and shook his.

      “Oh, so you’re Iris. Guess I’ll have to wait until we’re inside to get a look at your eyes.
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      Iris tried to stifle a grimace. She tightened her jaw as her eyes twinged.

      “How are you liking band so far?” Matt continued.

      “So far so good,” she shrugged. She was less than thrilled that someone blabbed about her eyes.

      “Glad we haven’t scared you away or anything. This band is weird and quirky; something a lot of people from larger high schools don’t like and I’ve heard Pacific’s band is massive.”

      “Yeah. Over four hundred members. As far as this band goes, I haven’t seen anything stranger than my own friends or family, so I’ll need a lot more weirdness before you guys scare me away.”

      “I like her!” Matt announced to the group. “What classes are you taking this quarter?”

      Iris loosened up to Matt as they discovered they were in the same Japanese class. They talked so long she didn’t notice the emptiness of the backyard and garage until a lot of noise came from the house. 

      “Sounds like it’s started. Come on. We can go in through my room.”

      Iris followed Matt inside. A wall of noise blasted them. It irritated Iris for some reason and set her emotions into overdrive. She didn’t know what to think or how to feel. Her mind replayed everything that had upset her that evening.

      Jealousy for Thorin’s girlfriend. Anger at the fact someone told Matt about her eyes and where she was from. Loneliness from being ditched by her roommates. Nervousness from being around so many new people and hoping she didn’t make a mistake. Fear about backsliding into her old, scared self. She sighed and looked over at Matt. He stared at her face. Depression won. Her eyes stopped tingling and Matt waved a hand at her to follow him. 

      He led her back to his room and shut the door. “I can’t imagine high school was easy for you, let alone middle school.”

      “Neither were.” 

      “When Jaden told me about your eyes, I didn’t believe him. After seeing them go through that many changes in less than a minute . . . damn.” He shook his head. “You ever consider wearing contacts?”

      Iris let out a huff. Jaden. She’d never thought to tell him not to mention her eyes to anyone. Hell, he may have told people about her eyes last year. At least she couldn’t be mad at anyone besides herself. “I tried wearing colored contact lenses, but I forgot to put them in as often as not. It became more annoying than anything. Not to mention the lack of sleep made my eyes dry and itchy all the time.”

      “I get that. It’s why I wear glasses. So, Jaden said the colors mean different moods. That right?”

      “Yup, that’s how it works. I can’t hide my emotions from anyone who knows the color combinations. I’ve become fairly adept at keeping my facial features smooth, but I had to practice a long time to achieve that, so most of the people I went to elementary school with know what each color means and how to coax them all out of hiding. My friends know, too. And of course, there are always people who’ve pissed me off or made me cry or whatever that figure out those colors at least.”

      “Man. That sucks. I hate it when people know how I’m feeling. I prefer to keep as calm as possible on the outside so nothing shows on my face.”

      “I’d say you’re pretty good at it.” Iris was glad jealousy didn’t reach her voice.

      “Thanks. Sounds like they’ve stopped.” 

      A knock at Matt’s door followed the sudden drop of volume throughout the house.

      “Yeah?” he yelled.

      “Got a light?” 

      Matt leaned over the side of his bed. By the time he sat up, the room had filled with people. Iris realized too late this was the smoking room. Not being a smoker of anything, she made to get up so someone else could have her place. Matt waved at her to sit back down. He gave quick introductions and Iris nodded to each person as they waved at her. She could tell a few of them were taken aback by having a freshman in the room, but Iris was used to being judged and too drained for it to bother her at the moment. Matt turned on some music and light conversation filled the room. 

      Sometime later she heard someone call her name. She opened the sliding glass door and stuck her head out. Ara and Thorin were looking for her. She ducked back into Matt’s room, said thanks and bye to him and everyone else in the room, and left. She didn't realize it was past one in the morning until they were in Thorin’s car. 

      Iris let herself into her dorm room as quietly as possible. Aeri and Vi were both asleep. She kept a groan inside as she realized the one box she hadn’t unpacked contained her bedding. Instead, she grabbed her sleeping bag from where she’d tossed it in the closet, changed into pajamas and climbed into bed. All things considered, it hadn’t been a horrible day. Or week. 

      A loud pounding on their door woke Iris, Aerianna, and Violet Sunday morning. Violet stumbled out of bed and answered it. A cheerful voice introduced herself as their RA before talking very fast about an array of fun things to do that day with other freshmen and how it was great to form a community or some such bullshit. Iris ignored her, pressed the play button on her phone, and put her earbuds back in. 

      She rolled over and fell back asleep. Sometime later, she woke of her own accord. Violet and Aerianna were awake too, but neither had bothered to get out of bed. Iris decided to be a trendsetter. She got up, grabbed clothes, and took a shower.By the time she rejoined Aerianna and Violet, they were both up, dressed, and eating cereal. She glanced at her watch. They’d missed breakfast at the dining commons—the DC as everyone called it.

      “We should send your parents a thank you note for the mini-fridge,” Aeri said through a mouthful of something. “Especially if we turn missing breakfast at the DC into a habit.”

      “Agreed,” Violet managed after shoveling a full spoonful into her mouth.

      “I know they’d appreciate it,” Iris agreed. She poured herself a bowl and sat on her desk, elbows on knees and feet on her chair. “When does Cirrus move in?”

      “This afternoon. Can you show us and Roz around campus this morning? Then we can grab lunch before meeting Cirrus at his dorm.”

      Iris nodded. Once they’d finished breakfast and grabbed what they’d need for the day, they texted Roz and biked over to her dorm. 

      “Yeah, Zarina’s out with Jaden again. I’m getting the distinct impression I won’t see her as much as I thought I would.”

      “Well, that means Rowen can visit often at least,” Violet tried to be optimistic for her.

      “True. Thanks for that perspective, Vi. Anyway, let's get the tour started oh mighty guide of campus.”

      “Call me that again and you can figure it out for yourself.”

      Rozlynd laughed.

      “All right, where are your classes?” Iris asked after she realized she was taking things too seriously at the moment. 

      It turned out their classes were all over campus. They had one comparative literature class in common, so that was nice, but otherwise, it was a lot of back and forth so everyone could get their routes down.

      “Man, this campus is massive!” Aerianna exclaimed when they locked their bikes up and headed to the DC for lunch. 

      “No kidding. Yay for bikes?” Rozlynd asked with a toothy, fake smile.

      “Yes,” Violet and Iris agreed at the same time. “Yay for bikes.”

      Cirrus texted Violet halfway through lunch to say he’d arrived. She scarfed the rest of her food down in a fraction of the time it’d taken her to eat the first half. She was clearly impatient to get going.

      “Why don’t you head over and we’ll be behind you in ten to fifteen?” Iris told her.

      “Perfect! See you guys soon.”

      “I could’ve left now.”

      “Oh, come on Aeri. Are you kidding me? Vi was looking for an excuse to be alone with him. It’s been like a week or something. I think Cirrus and his parents were visiting his brother before coming up to Davis,” Iris admonished her.

      “Ah. Good point.”

      Iris texted to Violet as they left the DC. She and Cirrus were waiting for them outside Cirrus’s dorm. Iris half smiled at Violet who flushed. It was nothing compared to the shades of red Cirrus could turn with his low skin pigmentation. Aeri and Roz laughed at them.

      “Are you going to show me around campus or should we head back upstairs?”

      “Who said I’d show you around?”

      “Back upstairs it is, then.” Cirrus made to get up. 

      “I’ll show you around. I’ll show you around. Come on,” Iris told him. “Where are your parents?”

      “They already took off. I think they were tired of being away from home. They helped me bring my stuff up to my room, gave me a hug and left,” he shrugged. “Guess it’s easier with the second child.”

      “Not for my parents. But then again, my sister didn’t do the whole straight to college thing,” Violet mused. 

      A little over an hour later, Iris completed her second tour of campus. She led everyone to the arboretum where they sat in the shade of a large tree and watched ducks swim in the creek that ran along the outskirts of campus. Iris lay on the grass and lazily spun a flower in front of her face with magic.

      “Aren’t you always the one saying we shouldn’t use magic in obvious ways where anyone can see us?” Rozlynd inquired in an accusatory tone.

      “Yes,” Iris agreed. “It’s been too long. I start to feel like I’m bursting at the seams if I don’t use it for long periods of time.” She grabbed the flower out of the air and spun it between two fingers. “Oh! That reminds me, there’s a magic user in my section.”

      “Seriously, Iris? Seriously? You just remembered this now?” Aerianna demanded.

      “I only figured it out yesterday on the way to the football game and you guys were gone when I got home the first time and asleep the second time. I could tell there was a magic user on day one, but I didn’t confirm who until yesterday. Zarina had me on a strict no magic rule, so there was no way for me to search the person out.”

      “Fine. I forgive you. So who is it?”

      “Oh, sorry. It’s Thorin. The guy who asked you about your eyes, Vi.”

      “He’s cute,” Vi said.

      “Totally,” Aeri agreed.

      “I know. Unfortunately, he has a girlfriend.”

      “Damn. The cute ones are always taken,” Violet muttered.

      “You know I’m right here, right?” Cirrus butted into the conversation.

      “Yes.”

      “Thanks, sweets. You make me feel so loved.”

      Violet rolled onto an elbow and kissed him. “You know I love you. Besides, you’re one of the cute ones who’s already taken.”

      “Awe, make me barf,” Roz cut in. 

      Iris and Aerianna laughed.

      “You’re one to talk,” Cirrus told Roz. 

      “You got me there. What’s there to eat around here? That’s not the DC, I mean.”

      “There’s lots of stuff in downtown Davis my upper bandsman showed me. I’ll show you,” Iris said. She stuck the flower behind her ear and thought about how easy it had been to drop all flows of power after not using magic for over a week. She pushed the thoughts out of her mind as she rode into the quaint downtown area of Davis.
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      Iris’s alarm woke her at six thirty Thursday morning. She would have groaned, hit the snooze button, and rolled over like normal but she didn’t want to wake Aerianna or Violet. Neither of them had class until after nine. Instead, she rolled out of bed and got ready before riding to campus for her first ever college class: chemistry.

      Her brain tried to determine where the previous three days had gone during her twelve-minute ride. They were nothing more than a blur of using magic as much as she wanted around the dorm room, heading to the island or her private practice glade dozens of times, and laughter around shared meals at the DC with her best friends. 

      It took Iris more effort than she cared to admit to wrestle her brain into academic mode as she took a seat in the back of the large room. Besides the fact that the lecture hall was massive, the class was just like any other class she’d taken. The professor handed out syllabuses, reviewed the grading rubric, wrote test dates on the board, and jumped straight into the topic. Even though Iris took chemistry in high school, it hadn’t been her best subject. Now her sleep-deprived mind tried to wrap itself around anything the professor said. 

      When class ended she rushed to her bike before riding across campus to her Japanese class. Matt walked in a few seconds after her. They had enough time to say hi before a Japanese woman walked in, taught them the proper way to greet a teacher, and started class. Iris didn’t have time to stay after and chat with Matt as she had to rush back across campus for her chemistry lab. She felt a little more confident at the hands-on section of the class, but not much. By the time the three-hour lab ended, Iris’s brain was fried, and she still had three more classes to worry about on Friday. 

      Iris fell into a routine of class, band, homework, and magic before realizing she’d bit off way more than she could chew. She wondered what the hell she’d been thinking when she signed up for five classes. Especially since she really needed to concentrate on chemistry and pre-calculus to get her desired astrophysics degree. While the aerospace seminar and class on fairy tales and myths were both fun, neither were necessary. Nor was Japanese. 

      By the time midterms came, Iris was miserable. She dropped magic from her life in favor of office hours and studying in the library. Band took a huge hit too. College was supposed to be the best time of her life and so far, it was the most stressful. To top it off, she didn’t feel like herself. Her eyes hovered between a combination of grey and brown tinged with green more often than not. The finals arrived, she hoped for passing grades. 

      “You bit off way more than you could chew,” Rozlynd told her the night after her last final. “At least you’ll never do it again.”

      “That’s for sure,” Iris agreed at their celebratory our-first-finals-are-over dinner. “I figured I did it in high school, so . . . ” she ended with a shrug.

      “At least you know your limits now, right?”

      Iris nodded. “Thanks, guys.” Iris pushed food around on her plate. She wasn’t cheered up yet, but she was getting there. “Hey! You guys want to get some practicing in tonight?” she asked with a genuine smile on her face. It’d been weeks since she’d done more than move things around the dorm room and she itched to release some of the built-up magical pressure bubbling inside her. 

      “You got something new?” they asked in unison.

      “No. Nothing like that. I thought it might cheer me up, that’s all.”

      “I was more thinking like ice cream, a movie, and bed, myself.” 

      “Sounds perfect. Good suggestion, Roz,” Aerianna agreed.

      “What do you think, Iris?” Violet asked.

      “Sure. Why not?” she said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. None of them noticed it was fake. 

      The four girls left the DC for their dorm room. Violet pulled the pile of blankets and sleeping bags out from under her bed that Rozlynd used as a sleepover bed before starting Ever After. It’d become one of their favorites movies since Mr. McLain played it for his classes senior year. 

      Though her friends were captivated by the movie, Iris’s mind jumped between thoughts of her abysmal performance in her first quarter of college and the torrent of pulsating power within her. She decided she needed a bigger distraction than a movie. 

      Iris closed her eyes and sent almost her entire mind to the Gallery of Doors. It felt different being within the room so fully. Everything seemed sharper to her. Like her senses were on overdrive. She walked straight to Thorin’s door to the left of Cirrus’s in the first row of doors and stopped. Not for the first time, Iris wondered about the placement of the doors and the reasoning behind them.

      She studied Thorin’s door. It solidified at the end of band retreat, but the lines etching across its surface were taking an excruciatingly long time. Iris reached out and touched the warm wood. She traced a few of the etched lines. They deepened and solidified. She traced another section and the same thing happened. Not wanting to force Thorin’s mind to realize he was a magic user, Iris stepped back from the door. 

      If she weren’t heading home for winter break the next day, she might have tried calling him to see if he was ready to learn the truth, but it was too late now. Instead, Iris walked to the middle of the room. She spun in a slow circle and took in the vastness of the chamber. It could hold hundreds of doors. She even suspected the room could expand as needed. 

      “That would be a lot of people to train,” Iris announced to the empty room.

      A pain formed at the back of her neck. It wasn’t the usual tickling sensation. It felt more like a knifepoint rested at the nape of her neck. She sat down and thought about the essence of the magic behind it. It was familiar, but something she hadn’t felt in some time. Iris concentrated further. Focused her mind on the point of pain.

      “Brett,” she exhaled. “How could you have forgotten about him?” she asked herself.

      In reality, it had been easy to forget about Brett. She hadn’t felt his presence around Pacific the entire summer after graduation. Though that may have been due to the long hours she spent practicing magic on the island and her exhaustion levels most evenings. Iris shook her head at herself. Disgusted by how complacent she’d become as her powers grew. She refocused on the pain at the back of her neck.

      Brett was in Davis. Close by. Though she knew he couldn’t be in the Gallery or Doors, Iris scanned the room all the same. It was empty. There were no new lights, and those that were present were illuminating her friends’ doors. They felt pure—not tainted like the magic linked to the knifepoint at her neck. Did that mean he was in the building somewhere? Did he somehow wind up in the same dorm building just like he’d always wound up in one of her classes? 

      Iris fled from the Gallery. When her mind re-entered reality, the movie was almost over. She hadn’t realized how much time could pass in the Gallery without her notice. It felt like she’d only been there for a few minutes. Iris pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind and focused on the knifepoint. It was an even paler sensation now. In fact, if she hadn’t been in the Gallery when it’d started, she may not have noticed it. This was a huge concern that sent Iris’s mind spinning once more. 

      She concentrated on the magic. Tried to follow the trail back to the source. He wasn’t in the building. He wasn’t even in the same dorm complex. Iris let her mind continue down the path to one of the newer on-campus dorms. Brett was inside. Not wanting to alert him to her own presence, she pulled her mind back to her body and opened her eyes. A few minutes later, the knife sensation disappeared. Iris could only wonder how often he caused it. More importantly, why?

           All five girls and Cirrus took the same flight home for winter break the following day. The first few days of the break were amazing. Since Iris had been too swamped to hold any practice sessions during the second half of the fall quarter, they all got together to have one on the first full day of the break. They spent most of the time talking about college and catching up with Morrigan, but it was fun, so no one minded the small amounts of actual practice. 

      Iris kept her concerns about Brett to herself. At least until she could confirm what the hell he was up to. It seemed like he was keeping tabs on her and nothing more. Two could play at that game. Iris spent the rest of the break seeing if she could track him down in Pacific. 

      He told her he lived down the street from Cirrus, so she had a great starting location. Add to that the magical abilities she’d felt down the street one afternoon and she was fairly sure she had his house narrowed down to one of ten. After three days of nothing, Iris opted for something a little less subtle.

      She drove down his street on the pretense of going to Cirrus’s and was not disappointed. In the middle of the ten houses she thought his might be one of, she saw a wooden sign etched with ‘Moreno Family’ hanging from the eves above the front door. Iris wondered how she’d missed it. 

      Not wanting to cause too much suspicion, she continued to Cirrus’s and parked out front. Rather than going in—Cirrus wasn’t expecting her—Iris opted to sit in the front seat of the 4Runner to see if Brett or his father were home. She readied, but did not pull flows into her body, closed her eyes, and extended her senses outward. Not a single glimmer of magic was in use. In fact, she’d say no one was home. 

      A knock on the passenger side window made her jump. 

      “You scared the shit out of me, Cirrus!”

      “Open the door.”

      Iris unlocked the door and Cirrus climbed in. 

      “I saw you pull up. When you didn’t knock, I thought this might be what you were doing. They’re gone for the holidays. They have a cabin in the Big Bear area or something like that.”

      “You knew he lived here?”

      “Yeah. We’ve both lived on this street since we were kids. He was always a jerk. Teased me about being so pale and my eyes and such. Kind of the same way he’s always treated you. My brother heard him one day and said something to him. He’s never bothered me since.”

      “Really? I’d like to know what your brother said.”

      “That makes two of us. He won’t tell me. I’ve asked. Anyway, you want to come inside? You can meet him. Perhaps he’ll tell you since he won’t tell me.”

      “Na. Thanks, though. I should head home. Do you know when they’ll be back?”

      “Not until after the New Year if they follow the same pattern as the last several years. I don’t see why it’d be any different this year.”

      “There’s us.”

      “True, but they don’t see us as a threat. It makes me wonder, though,” Cirrus said and fell quiet.

      “Wonder about what?” Iris asked when she couldn’t stand the silence anymore.

      “Why are there so many of us? And so close together? You said the guy from band is from Temescal, right?”

      Iris nodded.

      “Kind of makes you wonder about nuclear runoff in the water or something.”

      “We’re not superheroes. Or Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.”

      “No. Definitely not Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles,” he chuckled. “Superheroes, though. You never know. Something’s building out there. In the universe. It’s only a matter of time before it crashes into our reality.”

      “Yeah. I know. I’d hoped you guys hadn’t been dwelling on it.”

      “I can’t speak for anyone else, but it’s crossed my mind on more than one occasion. More since graduation. With you here scoping out the Moreno family, I can’t help but think we’ll have to face them at some point. Or deal with them. Doesn’t that sound weird to you? Deal with them? As though it’s our obligation or duty to see to the safety of . . . something,” he finished.

      “I don’t want to deal with anyone. I’m not a fan of conflict, but I will do whatever it takes to protect my friends and family.”

      “And yourself.”

      Iris shrugged.
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      Cirrus snapped his fingers in front of Iris’s face. The sound brought her eyes back into focus.

      “If you can’t keep yourself safe, you can’t keep anyone else safe,” Cirrus told her.

      Iris drew her eyebrows in a little and looked at Cirrus. She wasn’t used to him being so serious. “And myself,” she agreed.

      “Good. Now I won’t have to knock any sense into you. I’m going to hold you to it, just so you know.”

      “Only if I can hold you to the same statement.”

      “Of course you can.”

      “Good.” She smiled at him. 

      Cirrus grinned back and made to get out of the car.

      “Hey Cirrus,” Iris said before he opened the door all the way. 

      “Hm?”

      “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For being such a great friend. More. For being the brother I never had. You’ve been fulfilling that role for a while now but I never acknowledged it or thanked you for it, so thanks.”

      “No problem, little sis.” He reached out and punched Iris softly in the shoulder. “See you at practice in two days, right?”

      “Yup. See you then!”

      Cirrus waved to Iris as she made a U-turn and headed home. Their conversation helped Iris feel better about some things, but also solidified her concerns that something was coming. 

      “There’s no point in dwelling on it, even though that’s what you’re going to do,” she told herself with a sigh. She took the long way home in the hopes a drive and her music would help banish the thoughts from her mind. They didn’t. 

      Thankfully, thinking up some new things to try at practice crept into her brain the next day. Iris jotted down some keywords after flipping through a few books she hadn’t reviewed for ideas yet. Concealment seemed like a good idea. Of both objects and oneself. Though she’d have to make sure it wasn’t like invisibility. Attempting that skill almost cost Iris her life. 

      She also realized she’d never shown her friends her use of air as a shield from when she used it to block Brett’s attacks after grad night. Iris wasn’t even sure she’d mentioned the skill to her friends. She’d been too focused on offensive magic and never took the time to analyze how she’d created the shield. It was more like she’d created a larger, flat containment field when she fought Brett. Either way, leaving out when and how she came up with the idea would be a must. 

      Practice went off without a hitch. Iris fell back into her teacher role easily and everyone enjoyed the new skills they were being tasked with mastering. During the lesson, Iris realized her friends fell into two different categories of magic users—those who seemed to have a natural talent for it and those who had to work at it. It was a common occurrence in life, but Iris hadn’t noticed it extended to magic before. 

      Cirrus, Rowen, and Rozlynd were all naturals. Aerianna too, when it came to healing, but not everything else. Violet could do everything, but Iris wasn’t sure if she was a natural and lacked self-confidence in her own skills or she meticulously practiced everything until she got it perfect—which was what Zarina did. Neither Jaden nor Morrigan seemed like natural magic users, but they were both determined to keep up with everyone else. The largest difference between them was power. What Morrigan lacked in power, Jaden more than made up for. If he tried hard enough, she was sure he’d outmatch her someday. 

      The rest of the break dragged by at a snail’s pace. Iris continued searching out the Moreno house to see if anyone used magic, but Cirrus was right. No one was home until after the New Year, so she sensed nothing until the day before they flew back to Davis. Even then, she wasn’t positive it hadn’t been her imagination. The magic use was so subtle. The lack of progress on Thorin’s door equally frustrated Iris. She got some satisfaction with that upon her return to Davis. 

      Since they were out of food rations in their dorm room, Iris volunteered to go shopping the first night back. She was glad to be back at school and really looking forward to band rehearsal the following evening as the etchings on Thorin’s door were almost complete. All it lacked was his true form as Iris referred to the creatures on their doors. The sudden solidification of the remaining lines lifted her mood and brightened the blue of her eyes. She had plans to confront Thorin after practice the following night. That was until she ran into him outside the grocery store. 

      “Hey! What are you doing up here? I thought you lived in South Davis.”

      “I do. I just finished dinner with friends. What are you up to?”

      “Grocery shopping. You all right?” Iris asked in concern. Thorin seemed agitated. He fidgeted and kept looking around as though someone followed him.

      “Um, no, actually,” he ran a hand across his face and through his gelled hair. “I’ve been feeling off the last few days. And I’ve been having these weird dreams where . . . yeah. Nothing to worry about, you know, just weird.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “I doubt it. Nothing like these dreams.”

      “I do. I swear.”

      Thorin looked skeptical.

      “You want to grab a coffee and try me? The least it’ll do is allow you to get it off your mind.”

      “Sure. Why the hell not?”

      Ten minutes later they walked along the winding paths of the North Davis greenbelt. Hands wrapped around cups of de-cafe lattes in an attempt to warm their frozen fingers from the frigid night air. Their breath puffs of white mist rising up before them. Iris felt guilty. If she’d been around more the last few weeks of school, she could have helped Thorin realize his powers sooner. Unfortunately, it could not have been helped. 

      “So, you want to tell me about one of these dreams?”

      “I don’t know where to start.”

      “Would it help if I told you I used to dream about flying so much I woke hovering over my bed on a dozen occasions?”

      “You did what?” 

      “Want to tell me your dream now?”

      “No. I’d rather hear about yours.”

      “I just told you the gist of mine.”

      “But what about the side effects?”

      “What side effects?”

      “Was there anything else besides hovering? I mean can you . . . ”

      Iris spun her empty coffee cup in front of her. “Do magic? Yes. I can. And so can you. You just have to . . . Thorin?” Iris turned around to see Thorin several paces behind her. She hadn’t realized he’d stopped walking.

      “How the hell?” Thorin demanded in confusion. 

      “If you keep your voice down and get up here I’ll explain,” she reprimanded him.

      “Magic?” he whispered once they were walking again. “It’s not possible. Magic doesn’t exist. It can’t. Can it?” he added after a long pause. 

      “Magic is the easiest way to explain it. Besides, it’s how we explain away things we don’t understand. What I’m actually doing is opening myself to the flows of power that run through the Earth and all living things on the planet. Once I’m connected to them, I can request things of the molecules that make up items and they comply with my request. You can do it too. That’s why you’ve been having weird dreams. And don’t worry, they’ll go away.”

      “That’s a relief. How long did it take yours to go away?”

      “Mine haven’t, actually. But all my friends’ odd dreams have, so don’t worry about it,” Iris added after a doubtful look from Thorin. “What have you been dreaming about, anyway?” Iris asked in curiosity. She was interested in seeing if there was something she hadn’t tried yet.

      “They’re like an Escher painting. Things keep morphing into other things and then bouncing back into the original object. It’s really trippy. Especially when it’s raining.”

      “I bet,” Iris agreed. She fell silent and thought about what Thorin said. Asking the molecules of an object to form into something new had never crossed her mind. Iris raised her coffee cup in front of her face, opened herself to the flows of power surrounding her, and asked the lid of the hot-liquid cup to balloon upwards and turn into the lid of a cold-liquid cup. The lid complied to change shape, but not color. When she stopped funneling power into the request, it melted back into its original form.

      “That’s pretty much how my dreams went. They were all over the place though. No logic to what something changed into or why.”

      “I wonder why they go back to their original form rather than stay in the altered state,” Iris mused out loud. She didn’t expect Thorin to answer, but he did. 

      “Because it’s their original form. Most items remember what their original form is and are happier in that state of being. You’d have to apply environmental stimuli to get them to alter their form permanently. Like heat or something.”

      “Or I could ask them to remain in their new form and see what happens.”

      “How do you do that? In fact, how do you do any of it?”

      “Sorry. I’ll explain it better,” she told him before pushing the ability to alter objects from her mind.
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      Thorin kept quiet while Iris explained magic to him. He asked her to repeat something or re-explain it occasionally, but he left off all of his questions until the end. It was like he’d written a mental list. The questions came out in order based on Iris’s explanation. It impressed her, but the questions were still the standard ones everyone asked upon her telling them they could do magic. Not for the first time, Iris wished all of her friends had figured out their abilities at the same time. This process had become repetitive.

      “So, last question: can you teach me?” Thorin asked about an hour after they’d gotten coffee.

      “No. I just told you all this stuff so you wouldn’t be so confused anymore.” The cold and stupidity of the question made her bristle and drip with sarcasm. 

      “Woman! I hate you right now.”

      Her eyes flared as heat surged through her body at his tone. She glared at him for a moment. Then she realized she’d started it and let the statement pass. “Of course I’ll teach you. Why else do you think I spent an hour of my life wandering around in the cold with you?”

      “My charming good looks and wit?” Thorin smiled that smile at her.

      “You have a point there,” Iris agreed as she bumped her shoulder into his. She let the contact linger for a second before grinning back at him. Her previous flash of anger subsided into a quickened heartbeat and flushed cheeks. The brief sting in her eyes made her thankful for the cover of darkness.

      “Can you teach me something tonight?”

      “Sure. Is your place empty?”

      “No. All my roommates are back from break. I bet at least one or two are home now.”

      “No worries. Let me check with my roommates. The dorm room will be a little cramped, but maybe they can go to Cirrus’s place instead.” Iris split her mind and sent her little self to the Gallery. She knocked on Aerianna’s door and waited less than a breath for it to open.

      “We were wondering where you were. Need help bringing groceries in?”

      “To tell you the truth, I haven’t been shopping yet. I ran into Thorin and just finished explaining everything to him while freezing my ass off in the green belt area. Anyway, he wants a lesson tonight. I wanted to make sure you guys were all right with that happening at our place.”

      “It’s fine with me. Hang on.”

      Aerianna stopped talking. Iris assumed she was checking with Violet.

      “Yup, we’re cool with it. Vi’s heading to Cirrus’s for a few hours. Roz and I were talking about getting ice cream. You want us to get groceries?”

      “That would be amazing! Thank you guys so much.”

      “Sure thing. See you soon.”

      Iris registered Thorin’s question as her mind became whole once more. “No, I don’t need to call them. I talked to my roommate, Aerianna, and she said they’re cool with us using the dorm room.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re telepathic."

      Iris chuckled. “No, I’m not telepathic. There’s this room—” And she was off explaining the Gallery of Doors and how she and her friends could communicate through it.

      “Sounds like telepathy to me.”

      “But we have to be in the Gallery of Doors or it doesn’t work. That’s why I don’t consider it telepathy. Besides, I can lock the doors and keep people out if I want to.”

      “And have you ever done that?” 

      “Nope. No reason to. They’re all my friends.” 

      “I was thinking for . . . Never mind,” he mumbled and looked away from her. “Why didn’t you call her?” 

      “On the off chance Big Brother is listening,” Iris shrugged. “We figure there’s no reason to get ourselves placed on some kind of watch list. There’s also no guarantee we aren’t already on one.”

      “Makes sense.”

      Iris’s dorm was empty when they walked in which suited Iris just fine. Once she’d locked the door and turned on some music, her mind switched to teacher mode and the lesson began. She found it much easier to teach and explain things to Thorin—she wondered if it was because magic seemed to make sense to him the way it made sense to her—but she still had to ask Cirrus for a better way to explain doorways. 

      In the hour he practiced, Thorin mastered the basics. He could open himself to, draw in, and release power without using it as well as complete a dozen different movement-related tasks. From there, Iris touched on doorways and Thorin managed to make one to the other side of the tiny dorm room before claiming exhaustion and calling it a night. 

      “Hey!” Aerianna called as she unlocked the door to their room.

      “Hi,” Iris called from her bed.

      “Where’s Thorin?”

      “He left about five minutes ago. Where’s Roz?”

      “She decided she wanted to start the quarter off right by sleeping in her real bed and not on the make-shift one she has here. How’d it go?” Aerianna’s tone hinted at concern.

      “Makes sense. The lesson went fine. He’s a natural. Picked up most things by the second or third try. We’re meeting again on Wednesday and most likely Friday before the basketball game. He might be ready to join monthly sessions after that.”

      “That’s amazing. It’s been what, an hour?”

      “A little more, I think. I don’t know. I lose track of time when I teach. All I know is I’m exhausted and ready for bed.”

      “I bet you are. What’s your first class tomorrow?”

      “Japanese at nine. You?”

      “Bio at eight.”

      “Yuck. At least it’s not seven-thirty chemistry. Which I have again.”

      “Gross.”

      “Have you heard from Vi?”

      “Yeah, she’s on her way back. You want me to turn the light off?”

      “No. It’s fine. But can you toss a granola bar in my backpack? Thanks. Night.”

      “Night,” Violet called as she entered the room. 

      Iris put her earbuds in and pressed the play button on her “Bedtime” playlist. She concentrated on her breathing for a few moments before readying her body to accept the flows of power surrounding her. As she closed her eyes, she sent her mind in search of other magic users nearby. Since Thorin had shown himself as a new magic user, there may be others at Davis waiting to discover their abilities. 

      Her senses moved away from her body. An image of Brett solidified in her mind and she almost jumped to his dorm room. It coincided with a knife-like pain at the back of her neck. Iris wondered if she alerted him to her presence, or if he was already thinking about her. Either way, the aura extending from him was as dark as ever. It sent a shiver through her spine and she closed her mind to all power.

      The knifepoint of pain remained for another twenty minutes. Iris was more than a little annoyed by the time the pain subsided. She rolled over and changed to an audiobook in an attempt to get her mind to stop spinning. It did the trick.
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        * * *

      

      Iris stared up at a familiar mansion. She needed to get inside. Someone was trapped in there. Being held against their will. She tried to stay hidden in the shadow of the building. Her heart thudded a quick pace that reverberated throughout her entire body. The first window she came to held no light. She tried to open it. It budged. No alarm sounded. She pushed the window up further and slid inside before closing it behind her. 

      She counted to ten and listened for any sounds of movement before creeping across the thick carpet to the door. A thin beam of light shone through at the base of the door. Iris put her ear to the wood and listened. She had to take a few calming breaths to reduce the thudding of her heart in her ears. 

      The hall sounded empty. The doorknob turned silently. Iris cracked the door open and looked into the hall. There was no one in her immediate view. She opened the door further. The hallway was empty. She pulled the door wide and exited the room.

      Iris looked around for a staircase. She needed to get upstairs. There wasn’t one. She scanned the hall again. Matching doors at either end of the hallway caught her eye. They looked like they might lead to stairwells like in a hotel. She closed the door behind her without a sound and moved toward the door at the end of the hall on her right. It was closer. 

      Like the window and room’s door, the stairwell door opened soundlessly. Iris took a moment to listen before ascending one floor. A second floor. She stopped and readied her body to accept the power surrounding her. 

      Hurried footfalls ran down the hall one floor below her. She closed her body to any power. Ascended to the fourth floor. Opened the door to the hallway. Pain flooded her body from a point at the nape of her neck. 
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        * * *

      

      Iris woke drenched in sweat. Her heart pounded and her lungs stung from lack of air. The pain at the back of her neck receded. She didn’t think she had the mental capacity to follow it back to its source. Was this Brett’s doing? She hadn’t dreamt about the mansion in months. It felt different from before. She hadn’t been as confident. And it felt more like reality. Like her dreams that came true. Both the thought of it being Brett or a dream that might come true scared her and made getting back to sleep difficult.
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      “All right, what was the dream about?”

      “What dream?” Iris tried to act confused by the question but it did no good. 

      “Whatever one you had last night,” Rozlynd responded as they sat around the dorm room the following evening.

      “Don’t bother trying to deny it,” Aerianna added. “You’ve been chewing on your bottom lip on and off all afternoon, and you’re beyond distracted.” 

      Iris released and bit her lower lip again. She tried to come up with a way to explain away her dream without bringing up Brett. Cirrus saved her the trouble.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m hungry and I know Iris has to eat before rehearsal. Why don’t we go to the DC? It’ll give The First some time to think about how to explain her dream and we all get food. It’s a win-win.”

      “I hate it when you call me that,” Iris told Cirrus.

      “Can’t help if it’s the truth, though.” He shrugged as he pulled his jacket on and led the way out of the dorm. 

      “Where’s Zarina? I thought she was going to join us tonight,” Violet asked Rozlynd once they’d situated themselves in an upstairs corner of an empty room.

      “She’s at the library.”

      “It’s the first day of the quarter,” Aerianna noted.

      “Yup. She’s taking this really difficult English class that requires a research paper and they have to turn in topics by the beginning of next week. She wanted to get a head start on finding sources. Oh, and she also wanted me to tell you she may not be at rehearsal either, Iris.” Roz added.

      “That sucks. Though, she always has been one to get started on things early.”

      “Yeah. But we’re not here to talk about Zarina’s study habits. Nice try, though,” Roz told Iris. “So spill!”

      “Fine!” Iris let her fork drop to her plate and leaned back in her chair. They’d just badger her until she told them. “You remember that dream I had last year about the mansion? Well, I had it again.”

      “Oh. I was hoping it was a new skill or something,” Cirrus said in disappointment.

      “That’s because you haven’t heard about this dream,” Violet told him. “She’s in this field of tall grasses staring at an over-sized plantation style mansion surrounded by a large grassy lawn and she has to get inside, but she doesn’t know how and her heart is beating really fast and—”

      “Babe!” Cirrus yelled loud enough for Violet to hear him over her own ramblings. “Why don’t you let Iris tell it?”

      “No, she’s doing great. Pretty accurate, actually.” The looks surrounding Iris told her to continue the story. “Well, the next step was me getting into a first-floor window, into the stairwell, and up a few floors. On the third floor I started looking for someone, but when I tried to, um, you know,” Iris added in a hushed tone, “footsteps flooded the hall on the second floor.”

      “What did you do?” Aerianna prompted her to finish the story.

      “I hurried up another flight of stairs and into the hall on the fourth floor. That’s when I woke up.”

      “Any clue as to what woke you up?” Violet asked.

      “Probably the pounding of my heart and labored breathing,” she fabricated. “I’m kind of surprised I didn’t wake you guys up.” Iris picked up her fork and looked down at her plate to give her enough time to school her eyes back to blue. 

      “I was sound asleep,” Aerianna told her. “And you know I can sleep through most things.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I had my earbuds in. Sorry. If I’d heard you were having a nightmare, I would’ve woken you.”

      “Thanks, Vi. If it happens again and you notice, please do.”

      Violet nodded, and they all went back to eating their dinner. Iris was thankful they didn’t bring up her dream again though she got the distinct impression Cirrus knew she left something out. Thankfully it was Monday, which meant she could go straight to band rehearsal and avoid further questions. That night, the dream returned. As did the knife-like pain. 
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        * * *

      

      “How were your first few days of class?” Thorin asked as she let him into her dorm building Wednesday night.

      “Not too bad. I have a little catching up to do in Japanese for my sake and I already know I need to do a lot of studying for calculus and chemistry. I probably shouldn’t have taken chemistry. It was only a recommendation. Not a requirement.”

      “Yeah, but it’s better to have a strong grounding in chemistry before moving onto physics.”

      “Only if you can pass the damn class. I’m not sure I will this quarter.”

      “There is that. So, what’s on the docket for tonight?” he asked as soon as she closed the door to her dorm room. 

      “I want to catch you up on the rest of the basics so you can join the monthly training sessions. I think we have one scheduled for the weekend after MLK, but we haven’t confirmed it yet.”

      “Woman, how am I supposed to make plans if I don’t know when I’m busy?”

      “Call me woman one more time and you won’t be busy.” A rush of heat surged through Iris and her eyes smoldered. She couldn’t control her reaction to his word or tone.

      “It’s just a phrase. I’m sorry,” Thorin said without sounding too sorry. 

      Iris stared at him for a few more moments. He gave her that soft smile. It lowered her internal temperature. Iris pursed her lips and expelled a breath of air. “Okay. So, you remember how I mentioned the Gallery of Doors?”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t follow you one hundred percent.”

      “Most people don’t until they’ve seen it for themselves. Anyway, I’ll head there now and knock on your door. I want you to concentrate on the knocking and send your mind toward it. There will be some kind of defense set up—like a maze—that you have to travel through. Keep heading toward the knocking and you’ll be fine. Got it?”

      “Sure. How long should it take?”

      “A minute or two. But once you get used to it, only a few seconds.”

      “I bet I can do it in under a minute.”

      Iris couldn’t help but smile in response to his huge grin. “Ready?” she asked. Once he nodded in the affirmative, she sent her little self through her own warren of hedge mazes and caves to the Gallery of Doors. The caves were darker. More complex. They took her longer to get through. She wondered if her mind had altered the path due to her recent dreams and feelings of unease about Brett. She’d have to ponder it later. 

      Instead, Iris walked over to Thorin’s door and knocked. She studied the etchings on its surface. It took her a few moments to register the solidified lines formed a storm filled sky with a prominent bird in the middle, lightning forked from its wings. She knocked again. Her eyes locked with the Thunderbird’s. The storm looked so real. It almost seemed to undulate on the surface of the door. Iris reached toward the storm. The door opened. She pulled her hand back as fast as she could.

      “That was the weirdest experience of my life. How long did it take me?”

      “No clue.”

      “Dammit wo—”

      “Call me woman one more time—”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just a phrase. I don’t mean anything by it. I swear! I’ll try to reign it in.” He looked at her face and quickly turned to take in the room. “So, this is the Gallery of Doors?” 

      Iris understood his desire for a topic change. It was the best idea. Even in the Gallery of Doors her eyes seared and fluctuated colors with her mood. She didn’t need to blow up at him again and wasn’t sure why he irked her so easily. “Yes, it is.”

      She showed him around the room and pointed out all the doors and whom they belonged to before Thorin tried finding his way to the Gallery once more. By his fourth try, he was almost as fast as Iris. His natural talent astounded her. It showed throughout the remainder of the lesson. 

      “You’ll definitely be ready for group practices after one more lesson on Friday,” she told him as they walked to his car.

      “That would be amazing. You don’t hold them in your dorm room, right?”

      “No. We have a larger practice space. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      “Cool. Hey, thank you. I mean it, thank you. You have no idea how much better I feel after learning about all this stuff. I’ve been sleeping better and everything feels right in the world.”

      “I’m glad. That’s how I felt too. See you on Friday?”

      “See you Friday. Oh, and if you need any tutoring in calculus or chemistry, let me know. I’d be more than happy to return the study favor.”

      “I may have to take you up on that. Thanks!”

      “No problem. Bye,” he waved and climbed into his car.

           Friday’s practice was even smoother than Wednesday’s. Thorin caught himself from saying woman on two occasions. It made Iris smile to know he was genuinely trying not to piss her off. 

      “So, no practice tomorrow, right?”

      “Nope. And probably not next weekend either.”

      “Cool. You want to see a movie then?”

      “Sure. That sounds like fun. Just let me know when.”

      “Tomorrow night. I’ll pick you up around six. We can grab a bite and see what’s playing.”

      All Iris could manage was a nod and a smile.

      “See you tomorrow then.” He gave her a one-armed hug, climbed in his car, and was gone in a second.
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      Iris tried not to tell her roommates about Thorin asking her to a movie, but her smile and blueish-purple eyes told them something was up. Aerianna and Violet berated her until she yelled, “I’m seeing a movie with Thorin tomorrow night,” to shut them up. It didn’t work. Instead, they called Zarina and Rozlynd and the four girls teased and congratulated her. Aerianna had an observation that gave Iris pause.

      “Didn’t you say he has a girlfriend?”

      “He did at the beginning of the year. But now you mention it, he hasn’t talked about her in weeks and I didn’t see her at either of the social gatherings we were both at. Should I ask him?”

      “No. That’d be too weird,” Zarina and Rozlynd said in unison over speakerphone. 

      “Yeah. Just play it by ear. See if he mentions her or you get a chance to bring her up. But in a sly, casual way.”

      “Right, because I’m so good at things like that.”

      “Precisely,” Violet agreed with a smile. She ignored Iris’s sarcasm.

      “Well, if I’m going out tomorrow night, I should work on some homework tonight,” Iris told her friends. The three roommates said goodbye to the pair on the phone before Iris sat down at her desk. She opened her textbooks, pulled out paper, and readied her laptop. Her brain refused to concentrate on any schoolwork. She gave it up after an hour and looked up what movies were playing instead.

      “How was your day?” Thorin asked when Iris climbed into his truck.

      “Fine. Yours?”

      “It was good. So, any food or movie requests?”

      “Not really.” Her words sounded a little breathless to her ears. She picked at her cuticles and stared out the windshield. Consciously kept herself from chewing on her bottom lip.   

      “All right then, how do Chinese and a sci-fi movie sound?”

      “Great!” Iris said with a smile. A flush ran up her cheeks and her eyes twitched. 

      Thorin’s smile increased. “I think I understand what it means when your eyes are purple.” 

      A twinge told Iris her eyes deepened in hue. Thorin chuckled.

      She lightly backhanded him on the shoulder.

      “All right, I deserved that one. It’s really cute. That’s all.” 

      Conversation was stilted at dinner. With them not being able to talk about magic out in the open, they tried to stick to topics like band and classes but they’d exhausted both topics already. Iris tried to switch the conversation to high school but there were some bad memories there; including the fact that Thorin and his girlfriend of three years recently broke up. At least she had an answer to that question. 

      They arrived at the theater early, purchased some popcorn, and found seats. Iris’s awkwardness continued throughout the movie. She was happy that all conversation stopped during the film but dreaded the end of the movie. 

      “You want to get some ice cream?”

      “Sure,” Iris said without really thinking about what she agreed to. She took longer than needed to gather her stuff. Her eyes twinged. She hoped it was in the correct color direction. With all the emotions running through her, she was hard pressed to guess where they’d land. 

      Before they made it ten steps from the theater, someone called their names.

      “Hey, Cameron. Marc,” Thorin called back with a wave.

      “What’re you guys up to?”

      “Ice cream.”

      “You?”

      “Same.”

      The four friends crossed the street and wandered inside. Iris found conversation much easier with the addition of her section-mates. They discussed the movie and its believability before switching to all means of sci-fi movies and whether they were worth seeing. None of them mentioned a date. Iris found herself more at ease now than she had been the entire night. Thorin dropped her off and said goodnight with a one-armed hug and a huge smile. 

      “See you Monday,” she said with a wave and waited until he drove away before groaning. “Why am I so awkward? What is wrong with me?” Her eyes shifted hues with her mood as she headed to her dorm room.

      “Hey!” a chorus of voices met her the second she cracked the door. Not only were her roommates there, but Cirrus, Roz, and Zarina were over to hear about her date.

      Knowing full well they wouldn’t let her sleep without relating the whole evening, Iris kicked her shoes off, climbed onto her bed, and began the tale. “To be honest, I didn’t feel at ease until Cameron and Marc arrived,” she finished.

      “That’s because you’ve never dated,” Rozlynd tried to cheer her up. “Don’t worry. That’ll pass with a little more practice.”

      “Maybe. I’ve told my story, so get out so I can get some sleep.” More than a little grumbling surrounded Iris before the three non-roommates trekked out.

      Iris debated skipping Monday’s rehearsal, but her roommates called Zarina, who got Jaden involved, and the pair of them practically dragged her out the door. She was glad they did. Thorin arrived a minute after she did and insisted on sharing a stand with her. They had a blast, as always, and it felt how it should.

      “Can I give you a ride home?” Thorin asked her after practice. 

      “No, I—”

      “It’s no problem. I have my truck, so we can throw your bike in the back.”

      “No. It’s okay. I’m going to—”

      “I swear, it’s not a problem—”

      “Oh my god Thorin!” Iris said in a huff. She could tell her emotions were getting the better of her, so she took a moment to get them under control.

      “What? I’m just trying to be nice.” 

      She’d made him defensive. 

      “I know. And I do appreciate your offer, but I told the clarinet freshmen I’d go to late night with them. Want to come?”

      “Na. I’ll see you later.”

      Iris waved and joined Zarina where she and the other clarinets waited for her. They headed over to the DC in high spirits—all except Iris. The knifepoint had returned. She knew they were close to Brett’s dorm, but this level of pain was much higher than it should have been. She fell to the back of the group, senses on overdrive. 

      Iris scanned the surrounding buildings. Her eyes darted from lit windows to people wandering around the grassy areas to the first floor common room in no particular order. She didn’t see him anywhere. Iris slowed her search from the frantic pace of her heart to a slow, methodical pattern. 

      On her second scan past the front of the DC to the dorm hall on the left, Iris saw him. He leaned against a pillar. Its shadow hid all but his face. They made eye contact. Brett grinned, uncrossed an arm and waved his fingers at her.

      Zarina didn’t notice. Iris was grateful for that. Her skin prickled with cold. She watched Brett as he moved around the pillar so he could keep watching her until the whole group entered the DC. Iris last of all. The knifepoint disappeared. Iris glared back, but Brett was gone. Apparently, this was his way of saying hello. 

      Iris kept her eyes downcast until she got her breathing back under control. Just to be safe, she went in the opposite direction of her band-mates. After she’d stalled as long as she thought possible without alerting Zarina’s suspicions, Iris joined her friends. She hoped her eyes were under control. 

      Halfway through her second slice of pizza Iris realized there was a new sensation at the nape of her neck. A tickling sensation that could mean only one thing. One of the clarinets was a magic user. The thought both exhilarated and terrified Iris. She was glad for another friend to become a magic user, but she would be lying if she said she wasn’t concerned about Brett’s actions in the last few weeks. Something was coming. 

      Like she had in high school, Iris retreated into herself. Though she tried to act normal around her friends, she knew they knew something was off. Iris used excuses like Thorin, schoolwork, and the mansion dream in an attempt to explain away her closed-off behavior, but she could tell they weren’t buying it. She decided she needed to focus on some new magical problems, so she spent all her free time in the 24-hour reading room or the library. 

      Instead of working on homework like she should, Iris tried to determine if the house in her dream existed. Or which clarinet freshman could do magic. Or Brett’s weekly schedule. She wanted to be as prepared as possible if an encounter came.

      A resounding bang sounded through Iris’s mind Friday evening. It startled her awake so fast she almost fell out of her window perch. Realization the noise came from the Gallery sent Iris’s mind inwards to suss out the situation.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Thorin demanded.

      “What?” Iris tried to figure out if she’d promised to meet him or something.

      “I’ve been texting and calling you. I even tried going to your dorm room. Your roommates said you’ve been off and barely home the last four days.”

      “Oh. Sorry. Been studying,” Iris lied.

      “Bull shit.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You promised me another private lesson this week. Remember? And I promised to help you out in chemistry and calculus. Does any of that ring a bell?”

      “I totally forgot. Sorry.”

      “It’s all right. Just respond when someone’s trying to get in contact with you, okay?”

      “Okay.” 

      “So, what’s really going on because we both know it’s not something school related. You were around way more often last quarter than you’ve been this week and you thought you were going to fail a few classes.”

      “It’s nothing. Just a magical problem I’m trying to figure out. I’ve been told I get a little obsessive,” Iris elaborated after Thorin gave her a look that clearly said he didn’t believe her.

      “I won’t force you to tell me what it is, but I will ask for a lesson. You think you can swing that tonight?”

      “Yeah. What time is it?” 

      “Almost six. Where are you?”

      “The library.”

      “Would it be safe to assume you haven’t eaten lunch let alone dinner?”

      Iris nodded.

      His tone softened. “My place is empty. I’ll order a pizza and meet you by the parking lot near First and A in ten to fifteen. We should make it back to my place before it’s delivered. Sound good?” 

      “Sounds great. Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Taking care of me?” Iris shrugged. 

      “I’m pretty sure you’re the one who takes care of everyone, but you’re welcome. See you in a few.”

      Iris brought both halves of her mind together, packed up her books, and exited the library. She had to wander around to find her bike amongst the dozen large bike racks, but she still made it to the parking lot before Thorin.

      The tutoring and training session started out great. Thorin got into helping her out with her calculus and chemistry homework while they ate. Her understanding of both subjects increased significantly in the forty minutes they spent on them. Unfortunately, things started to fall apart when they switched to magic.
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      Thorin seemed to have developed a block on doorways. As his frustration increased, so did his sarcasm. It didn’t go over well with Iris. She left his apartment and went for a short walk to keep from blowing up at him. The cold of the night helped her pull herself together and clear her mind. She decided the best thing for Thorin would be a different perspective on doorways, so she sent her little self to the Gallery and knocked on Jaden’s door. He arrived promptly in the Gallery.

      “Hey, I need some help.”

      “Okay. What with?”

      “I can’t seem to explain doorways in a way Thorin can understand and he’s becoming frustrated with me. Think you can give it a shot?”

      “Sure. Is it safe to come over via a doorway?”

      “Hang on. Let me head back inside. We’re at his place.” Iris quickened her pace. She knocked on Thorin’s front door and he let her in. “Still just us?” she asked him.

      “Yeah, why?”

      Iris held up a finger to indicate she’d get back to him as she switched her focus back to Jaden in the Gallery. “Yup. It’s safe. Are you able—”

      Jaden left Iris standing alone in the Gallery of Doors. She rejoined both halves of her mind in time to see a flash of light form in the living room in front of her. 

      “Huh. I never thought about trying that. Could you sense where I was or was it something else?”

      “You were somehow projecting your location. I followed the path.” 

      “Interesting. I’ll have to try that sometime, but not now. Now is for Thorin’s sake.”

      “Um, thanks?” Thorin told Jaden.

      “No problem. So, show me what you can do and tell me what you’re thinking of when you form a doorway.”

      Iris fell silent and watched Jaden teach Thorin. In less than ten minutes, he completely overcame his block on doorways. Now he could form doorways to Iris’s dorm room, and his room in Temescal. 

      Though Iris tried to find a difference in the way she explained doorways versus how Jaden explained doorways, she couldn’t. Perhaps it was all the effort Jaden had to put into his magic that allowed him to break down the task better than she could. Or maybe it was something else like learning style. Either way, she and Thorin were grateful.

      “Thanks again,” she told Jaden before he took off. 

      “No problem. I was wondering if you’d ever realize you weren’t the best at everything and needed help. Bye.”

      Jaden left before Iris could think of a response. Iris left soon after through a doorway of her own. She was so focused on Jaden’s statement, she forgot she’d parked her bike on Thorin’s back patio. She decided she’d get it later. 

      Iris wondered if she’d done or said something to Jaden that upset him in the last few weeks. She had commandeered more of Zarina’s time of late. Perhaps he was mad at her for that. It made sense. Jaden was very protective of Zarina. Whatever it was, it seemed stressed-out-due-to-school-and-life Jaden was back. She let it go.

      Iris apologized to her roommates for her aversion to contact in the last week, crawled into bed, and fell into the dream about the mansion. She knew she wouldn’t be able to keep it from her roommates, so she didn’t try. Instead, Iris called a last-minute meeting for all magic users. They met on their island Sunday morning. 

      “So I know I’ve been elusive the last week—”

      “That’s an understatement,” Aerianna announced.

      “But I realized I have to share what’s going on with you guys. So, here it goes. Brett Moreno is at Davis and he and I are kind of in a game of spy versus spy. Neither of us is getting close to the other, but I know he’s been keeping an eye on me and I’ve been keeping an eye on him.”

      “Wait, who’s Brett Moreno?” Thorin asked.

      “This jerk from high school who can also use magic. So can his dad. Anyway, they threatened Iris, and we backed her up at the end of senior year,” Cirrus supplied.

      “Yes. He also attacked me after Grad Nite, but I didn’t tell anyone.” Iris had to wait for all the muttering and exclamations of indignation to subside before she could continue. “I know, I know, I know. I shouldn’t have kept it from you and I suck, but it’s in the past now.”

      “Where does he live?” Jaden asked.

      “Segundo North.”

      “So you mean to tell me this asshole lives less than a two-minute walk from my girlfriend and you didn’t have the decency to warn her?”

      Iris had no response. She’d never seen Jaden so pissed.

      “It’s fine sweetie. If he were a danger, Iris wouldn’t have kept it to herself,” Zarina tried to placate him.

      “If you say so,” Jaden told Zarina. He kept his eyes locked on Iris’s for a few more seconds.

      “So, why are you telling us now?” 

      Iris mentally thanked Cirrus for the shift in topics. “On the off chance something happens, I want everyone to know about him. I’m not sure what, but he’s up to something. I can sense him practicing magic late at night sometimes. It’s woken me up once or twice.”

      “Do you have any clue what he’s doing?” Rowen wondered.

      “None. I think he’s in a single, though. Which would make it easier for him to practice magic whenever he wants to.”

      “Do you know what his abilities are?” Jaden tried to keep his voice neutral, but there was a sharp edge to it.

      “He can do a lot with air like we can, but instead of using it for useful things, he turns it into weapons. I showed you guys some of them over the summer, but I think we got sidetracked before practicing all of them. He can also use something similar to a doorway, but it was more a shrouding in darkness and—”

      “Is this the stuff he used on you at grad nite or are these new skills?” Morrigan asked. “And be more precise about how he uses air as a weapon.”

      “Those were what he used during our fight—though I’m positive he can do a lot more. As far as using air as a weapon goes, he used a combination of large, battering-ram-like columns followed by quick, piercing needles or bullets. The combination meant I had to keep asking the shield of air I’d formed to alter its properties so I could combat both attacks.”

      “It was a good tactic. On both your parts,” Morrigan acknowledged.

      “Thanks.”

      “I don’t see why we’re praising this guy. We should go beat the crap out of him.” 

      “Dude, that’s a dumb idea,” Rowen told Jaden before Iris opened her mouth. 

      “Yeah. Probably a sure way to get him on the offensive and attack one of us. Well, more likely one of you since you’re all at Davis,” Morrigan amended.

      “Morrigan has a good point,” Zarina agreed. “It’s probably best not to give him a reason to come after us.”

      Jaden rubbed his eyes, shook his head, then threw his hands up. “Fine! We’ll sit on our asses until someone gets hurt and then deal with the problem.”

      Not even Rowen bothered to respond. Instead, they sat in awkward silence for several moments. Iris had to refrain from picking at her cuticles or biting her bottom lip.

      “I have a question. Why is there suddenly a bright light in the Gallery of Doors?” Thorin asked and broke the silence.

      “Oh, yeah. Thanks for the reminder. It’s a new door forming. One of the clarinet freshmen appears to be a magic user. I’m not sure which one, though.”

      “Cool!”

      “That’s awesome!”

      “Much better news.”

      “I know, right?” Iris agreed.

      “I think it’s Sienna,” Zarina said after a moment of quiet pondering.

      “Which one is Sienna, again? There are too many clarinet freshmen to keep them all straight,” Thorin asked.

      “You could try getting to know us rather than continually referring to us as freshmen.” Iris crossed her arms. She knew her tone betrayed her disgusted attitude towards Thorin.

      “She’s the one with really curly, kind of frizzy hair that’s a pretty shade of burnt sienna with hints of red and gold. I might be a little jealous of her hair, actually,” Zarina finished with a huge grin.

      “Me too,” Iris agreed. “Why do you think it’s Sienna?”

      “I'm pretty sure she used magic to flip to the precise song at rehearsal the other night. She must’ve done it five or six times. That means she can already access the flows of power surrounding us, right?”

      “It sure sounds like it. But she may have no clue she’s doing it. Anyway, her door hasn’t formed yet, so no one is allowed to talk to her about magic. I don’t want her to develop a block.” Iris waited until everyone gave her nods or murmurs of ascent before continuing. “Those are all the announcements I have. I know it was a last-minute meeting, so thank you all for being able to make it. Since we’re all here, does anyone want to get some training in?”

      The mood of the whole group changed. Excited energy surrounded Iris. Until Jaden said he had lunch plans and took off. Everyone else stayed. They worked on the air defenses and attacks Iris mentioned earlier. 

      “That was awesome!” Thorin exclaimed as she walked him out to his car.

      “Glad you enjoyed it.”

      “You’re really hot when you boss people around.”

      He gave her that half-smile she knew he reserved for her. Iris couldn’t keep the warmth flooding through her body from pooling in her neck and creeping into her cheeks.

      “Aw, you’re blushing,” Thorin teased.

      “Shut up,” Iris gave him a shove.

      Thorin caught her receding arm and pulled her into a hug. He gave her a quick peck on the forehead and climbed into his car. “See you at rehearsal,” he called with a wave.
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      When band rehearsal came the following night, Thorin did not. Though Iris had fun, as usual, it wasn’t quite the same. A trip to late night with the clarinets and a few other freshmen lifted her spirits. Sienna was all smiles and Brett didn’t show himself. 

      Iris called Thorin the following day and left him a voicemail asking for a tutoring session before her midterms came the following week. He didn’t call her back. By the time Friday rolled around, she hadn’t heard from or seen him around campus or at band gigs all week. Her mood succumbed to her own negative thoughts about how he probably didn’t like her anymore because no one could like her. Her eyes shifted shades to a muted brown. 

      When a knock came at her door in the Gallery late Friday evening, she was surprised to find Thorin waiting for her. “Hey,” she said and leaned forward onto her half-open door.

      “Hey yourself,” Thorin drew his brows together. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You mad at me?”

      “No.”

      “Whatever. I know you’re lying. Something’s wrong. If you don’t want to tell me, then fine.”

      “What do you want, Thorin?”

      “Wow! You’re pissy. I was wondering if you could help me figure out how to turn that dream I had into reality. You know, asking things to morph into other things.”

      “Sure,” Iris tried to school her voice and eyes. She failed.

      “Dude, Iris, what the hell? I thought you’d be interested in solving a new magical puzzle.”

      “I am. It’s just . . . ” She looked away from him, put her hands in her pockets, and raised her shoulders.

      “I wasn’t around all week,” Thorin finished her thought.

      Iris refused to respond or make eye contact with him. 

      “That’s it, isn’t it? You of all people should understand the desire to solve a magical puzzle.”

      “Is this how I get?” 

      “Worse, actually. I have a phone. Call me next time.”

      “I left you a voicemail on Tuesday. You never called back.”

      “Oh right. Sorry. Text me, then.”

      “I was afraid you were mad at me or something.”

      “How could I be mad at you?” He lifted her chin a little and their eyes met. “So, you want to help me out with this or should I keep struggling?”

      “Yes, I’ll help. But I need help in calculus again.”

      “No problem. I’m free all tomorrow. How about I come by around ten?”

      “Sounds good. See you then.”

      Iris packed everything she’d need for studying the following morning so she and Thorin could head straight to their practice island as soon as he arrived. They worked on magic for an hour, then switched to calculus and back before taking a break to get lunch at the DC with Iris’s roommates. The morning went well, but by the time the afternoon hit, their frustration levels were peaking. Iris could get any small object to alter its properties into something similar. Thorin couldn’t get anything to change.

      “You’re being too demanding. Here.” She pulled a pen and a pencil from her bag as a last-ditch effort. “Try asking the pen to become a twin to the pencil. Perhaps seeing them both at the same time will help.” 

      Thorin managed it, but barely. “Why was that so hard for me?”

      “Everyone’s different. You picked up on some of the more complex, not based in reality, stuff easily,” Iris said with a shrug. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. You’ve done it once, so that means you should be able to do it again.”

      Thorin let out a huff and tried changing the pencil into the pen. He managed it with ease. After another fifteen minutes, he could get objects to alter into things that weren’t close to one another. 

      “I feel much better. Back to math?”

      “What’s the point?” It was Iris’s turn to be frustrated. “No matter what you say, it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Well unfortunately for you, you didn’t let me give up, so I can’t let you give up. Why don’t we try adding in word problems?”

      It did the trick for a few problems, but then Iris’s mind shut down. Nothing Thorin did or said could get it working again. His frustration at her filtered through into his tone which increased Iris’s frustration. It led to her leaving in a huff through a doorway to the secluded glade she’d been using as an escape from reality. When she cooled down enough to go back to her dorm room, her roommates were too afraid to ask her what happened which meant Thorin spoke to them.

      “I’m not sure what I did, but I’m sorry,” Thorin told her at rehearsal Monday evening.

      “You shouldn’t have to apologize. You were trying to help me. I couldn’t cope anymore so I left before blowing up at you for something that wasn’t your fault. I’m the one who should be sorry and I am.” 

      “It’s all right.”

      “Thanks. Want to head into practice?”

      Thorin nodded, and the pair walked into the band room together. It took a few songs, but the atmosphere of the room and playing music lifted Iris’s spirits. 

      “Good luck on your midterms this week,” Thorin waved when they parted after rehearsal. 

      “Thanks!” Iris called before turning toward Zarina. “Hey, I think Sienna is ready, but I don’t have the time to talk with her until after my midterms this week. If she says anything or starts to freak out, can you let me know or feel her out and maybe tell her?”

      “Sure thing!”

      “Thank you so much! See you later.”

      Iris felt surprisingly good about her midterms in calculus and chemistry but not so great about her Japanese test. She’d been so focused on the other two subjects she’d almost ignored her Japanese homework and study time. She decided she should ask Matt if he’d help her study before the next round of tests. 

      “How’s Sienna?” Iris asked Zarina at that weekend’s training session. 

      “I don’t think she’s ready yet. We’re all going to late night again on Monday. You should come and see what you think.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Thanks. So,” she addressed the group at the beginning of practice. “Anyone have any questions or problems they want to address?”

      “I do,” Morrigan spoke up. 

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Are there any updates about Brett? Just want to make sure everyone is safe.”

      “That’s very thoughtful of you. Nothing has happened. I haven’t seen him or felt him use magic recently.”

      “And your dreams?”

      “No mansion nightmares either. Thank you again for asking.”

      Morrigan nodded and fell silent.

      “All right. Anyone else?” No one answered, so Iris switched to teaching everyone what she and Thorin had been working on. Practice went well and everyone parted ways in high spirits a few hours later. They made plans for Morrigan to come up for a visit in a few weeks since she hadn’t been to Davis yet. 

      The next few weeks flew by. Zarina was right about Sienna, she wasn’t ready to learn she was a magic user. Brett remained quiet as well. With less to worry about, Iris made it to a few office hours and study sessions in the three subjects that concerned her. She was confident they prepared her for finals. 

      The only weekend she took off from studying was the one Morrigan came up for a visit. It was nice having all six of them back together. They’d told all the guys in their lives to shove off for the weekend and spent it showing Morrigan around campus and town. She, of course, wanted to stop by the dorm where Brett lived. It didn’t really serve a purpose, but it made Morrigan feel better. She’d always been protective of her friends and wanted to assess any possible threat herself. Besides that stop, everything else was pure fun. They even went dancing Saturday night and received a salsa lesson. Which Violet bragged to Cirrus about Sunday evening after Morrigan left.

      In the week leading up to finals, Iris’s dream came back. This time she walked down the hall on the fourth floor, checking for open doors. One of the center doors opened, and she ducked in. A light flicked on and she woke up. She had the dream, the exact same dream, three times throughout the week. It threw her off, but she was determined not to let it get the best of her. Unfortunately, everything came to a head on dead-day—the day between the end of classes and the first day of finals. 

      Brett showed up at the library and sat across an aisle from Iris for three hours before waving jovially at her and leaving. He performed magic the entire time. She’d completed less than a tenth of the studying she’d planned on and instead spent her time concentrating on what Brett did magically to assure it wasn’t harmful.

      On top of that, she and Zarina agreed that Sienna was ready to learn about being a magic user, but they didn’t want to throw her off before finals. That led to a conversation about whether Sienna would freak out more knowing about magic or not which took an entire afternoon and wasted the rest of Iris’s study day. 

      The worst part was Iris had two of her four finals on day one, a third one first thing in the morning on day two and Japanese the afternoon of the third day. She would have preferred more time to study over getting a longer break. At least she and Matt were meeting to study for Japanese the morning of the final. When the mansion dream reset to the beginning that night, Iris could have screamed. 

      Somehow Iris made it through the following three days. She felt decent about her finals and knew she’d passed all four classes. Instead of heading to her dorm room to pass out for a few hours after her Japanese final, Iris searched out Brett. His aura led her toward the library.

      As Iris scanned the area out front, her eyes were drawn toward a woman with shoulder-width and length hair that looked like it was on fire the way the light played amongst the varying shades. She opened her mouth and raised an arm to call out to Sienna when she realized who she talked to. Brett. Fury replaced shock in an instant. Iris lowered her arm. Took a moment to calm herself enough not to punch the guy with a battering ram of air before walking up to the pair.

      “Hey, Sienna!” Iris said with as much cheer as she could muster.

      “Oh, hey Iris! How are your finals going?”

      “Just finished. You?”

      “Haven’t started yet. Got one this evening. Oh, this is Brett. He’s in my comp lit class.”

      “Brett,” Iris managed. 

      “Iris,” he returned in cool tones after a moment. He had to unclench his jaw before he could speak. “Anyway, Sienna, I’ll see you at the final.”

      “Okay. Bye,” Sienna waved.

      Iris watched him leave. He looked back and glared at her. She returned the look with one of loathing.

      “Do you guys know each other or something?”

      “Yeah, we do. He went to my high school.”

      “Not a fan, huh?”

      “Not particularly.” She tossed her head and crossed her arms.

      “Good. He kind of gives me the creeps. There’s this vibe around him. It’s not pleasant.”

      “I know what you mean. So, ready for your finals?”

      “I’d rather them to be over with. I’ve been having these insane dreams I’ve been shoving to the back of my mind for weeks now and I really want a moment to analyze them.”

      “Cool. I love dream interpretation,” Iris lied. “If you want me to give it a go on your dreams, let me know. Like I said, I’m done with my finals already and I’ll be around.”

      “Really? That’d be great! Thanks. Well, I should head in and get a little studying done before my final. Bye.”

      “See you later.” 

      Iris went straight to her dorm and climbed into bed. An intense pain in her neck woke her an hour later from the mansion dream. She had half a mind to go kick Brett’s ass but decided it was a bad idea. Instead, she went to the Gallery and knocked on Morrigan’s door. If anyone could help her come up with the right action to take, it was Morrigan.
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      “Hey, Iris,” Morrigan opened her door on the first knock. It was like she’d been waiting for her.

      “Hi. So, I need some help. Do you have a minute? Or an hour?”

      “Yeah. I’m free the rest of the day. You want me to come up there or meet you somewhere?”

      “Why don’t we head to the island? I’d rather not have to worry about being overheard.”

      “Sure thing. See you in a few.”

      Iris left the Gallery and opened her doorway onto their tropical island a second before Morrigan opened hers. She launched into her last few days; the run-in with Brett and Sienna, waking from the mansion dream, and her desire to kick Brett’s ass. Morrigan listened patiently until Iris asked for her thoughts about what she should do.

      “Your first instinct to kick his ass is a bad one, so I’m glad you didn’t act on it. It is concerning that he’s been talking with Sienna, but from what you’ve said, she isn’t likely to get involved with him. With regards to the dream, do you always have that stabbing sensation in your neck or was this the first time?”

      Iris thought for a minute before admitting it happened every time.

      “Perhaps it only happens when Brett is using magic. Or following you with magic.”

      “I hadn’t thought about the following me with magic part. He did seem pretty pissed off that I interrupted him while he was talking to Sienna. Maybe he was trying to figure out if I was still with her or something?”

      “That would make sense. I still say don’t confront him. Keep watching him from a distance like you have been. Since you’re done with finals, you have lots of free time to trace his every move.”

      Iris followed Morrigan’s advice. She used the tiniest amount of magic to trace Brett’s travels across campus and made sure he saw her once a day. She smiled and waved at him the same way he’d done to her. She enjoyed seeing him aggravated. The backlash she experienced in her dreams and the constant pain in her neck was difficult to take after the second day but Iris persisted until Sienna shot her a text about discussing her dreams. 

      After Iris explained magic to Sienna, she didn’t care about Brett’s actions. Sienna had been warned and was therefore safe in Iris’s mind. The dreams and the neck pains stopped the following day. It allowed Iris to get back to her life and gear up for the spring quarter and the biggest three weeks for the band in the entire year. She had to learn new music, new marching moves, practice songs she’d never played, build a float with the rest of her freshman class, and still make it to and keep up in all her academic classes. Sleep turned into a luxury.

      By the end of Picnic Day season, Iris was once more scrambling to catch up in her classes. She and Thorin hung out a lot at band functions, but that was it. Any spare time she had, which was minimal, she devoted to Sienna. Her training was broken and inconsistent, but Sienna was all right with it. She was also a devoted practitioner, so each time Iris taught her something, she was closer to mastery by the following lesson. Zarina stepped in occasionally, which Iris really appreciated.

      Iris intended to have a Saturday practice their first free weekend, but she moved it back to the following Saturday in favor of a study session with Thorin in the morning and Matt in the afternoon. She needed to catch up in both calculus and Japanese. Her engineering class was going just fine, which surprised her. The morning ended with her leaving Thorin’s in a huff through a doorway to her room while the afternoon was a pleasant session of catching up on vocabulary, sentence structure, and speaking the language. 

      She and the girls devoted Sunday to looking at apartments for the following year. They found a great four bedroom and signed the lease. Aerianna and Iris were going to share the master and everyone else had their own room. It was going to be amazing. It also meant they had a great meeting place for magic practice and extra training sessions. After calculating her part of the rent, Iris realized she needed an income. She researched and applied for a few lab jobs on campus that evening. 

      Midterms came and went with mediocre results. Iris had no choice but to persist in her studying and look forward to magic practice on Saturday. It would be Sienna’s first one with the group. 

      With all the meddling Brett had been up to in the last few months, Iris was on edge. She asked Morrigan to teach them a few aikido moves in the hope their advisory wouldn’t have any martial arts training and this would give them an option to resolve a conflict without magic. Morrigan took her role seriously. After the usual question-and-answer session and some magic practice, Iris turned the lesson over to Morrigan.

      “So defense is always key in martial arts. At least, in the ones I’ve taken part in. It’s about deescalating the situation and keeping yourself safe. However, things can change and more force may be required. Today, I’m going to show you a few moves that will allow you to defend yourself physically against an attacker. First—” Morrigan began.

      “Iris,” Jaden whispered in her ear and pulled her attention away from Morrigan’s lesson. 

      She turned to see what he wanted, and he motioned her away from the group. Iris followed. “What’s up?” she asked in a quiet voice when he stopped.

      “What’s the point of this? Why learn self-defense if you can beat your attacker with magic? This is pointless and stupid.”

      “First of all, you were the one who was pissed I didn’t say anything about Brett, so I thought you’d appreciate a few self-defense lessons. If not for you, then for Zarina.”

      “But Brett can do magic. If he attacks one of us, it’ll be with magic. He’s not going to give us the opportunity to throw him or whatever Morrigan is teaching over there.”

      “True, but what if he tries something like grabbing someone’s wrist or arm? Wouldn’t it be nice to know how to get him off you?”

      “I already know how. Punch him in the face with my fist or magic.”

      “Okay, then you do that. Do you think I’d have a chance in hell of landing a physical blow on him? No. And neither will Zarina. The guy has at least six inches on her. Closer to nine on me.”

      “All right, I kind of see your point there, but I still feel like we could be doing something more productive. If we’re afraid of being attacked, shouldn’t we be working on defensive and offensive magic?”

      “We’ll get back to that during the next practice weekend. I’m also going to suggest people take some self-defense classes so magic isn’t the first resort. Especially against a non-magic user. I know everyone here can hold their own magically—even Sienna at this point—against a non-magical attack, but it’s not a good idea. It gets us back to the whole be smart about using magic in public thing.”

      “I’m obviously not going to convince you. So, we’re not doing any more magic today?”

      Iris shook her head.

      “All right. Then I’ll see you later. I have way too much homework to do to waste my day here.”

      Jaden formed a doorway, stepped through it, and disappeared before she could respond. Iris stared at the point where the rotating light blinked out. She didn’t know what to feel. Besides being upset that Jaden didn’t see the point in the training Morrigan provided, the guy had been a jerk. Iris rolled her shoulders and neck out a few times in an attempt to relax. It didn’t help much, but it was enough for her to head back to practice. 

      Morrigan had paired everyone off and was having them try moves out on each other. Iris hung back and watched a few times before choosing to join Thorin and Rowen. Full mastery would require her to be able to defend herself against a much larger opponent and they were the best candidates present. 

      Morrigan caught her eye as she approached them. She nodded her approval at Iris’s choice.

      “I can’t do it. I can’t tackle and throw you one more time. Go ask Aerianna or someone to practice with you,” Thorin told her after pinning her for the fourth time. “It’s just not fair. You’re too small.”

      “Do you think anyone—non-magical or magical—will give a damn about my size before they attack me? No. They won’t, so suck it up and let me try it again.”

      “No.”

      “Thorin—”

      “I said no, and I meant it. Ask Rowen or Cirrus. Or Morrigan herself. She’s a pro at this. Let her throw you a few times. Then she can give you pointers as well.”

      “But—”

      “Woman! I said no!” Thorin walked away from Iris. He threw his hands in the air and let out an audible huff. 

      “You may have broken him, Iris,” Rowen said as they watched Thorin head towards the water.

      “What’s his problem?” Iris’s eyes twitched. She knew they’d be tinted green to match her anger. 

      “Dude, you’re so dense. The guy likes you. A lot. And here you are forcing him to injure you and throw you and attack you repeatedly. I wouldn’t be able to do that to Roz and we’ve been dating for a year now. Why do you think Cirrus teamed up with Aerianna?”

      “I didn’t think about it that way.” Her eyes shifted hues once more. 

      “Obviously. You want me to beat you up some?” Rowen asked. A smile threatened to shine through his attempt at a stoic mask.

      “I should probably go apologize. Thanks, though. And thanks for pointing out that I’m an idiot.”

      “Anytime.”

      Iris headed in the direction Thorin walked. She heard Rowen ask to join Cirrus and Aerianna as everyone continued to practice. When she finally found him, Thorin sat on a rock, shoes and socks off, with his feet dangling in the water. He stared down into its depths, completely lost in his own mind. 

      “Hey,” she said softly and took a seat next to him.

      “Hey,” he said back in flat tones.

      “Sorry.”

      He nodded.

      “You’re right. I am small. It’s why I chose to practice with you and Rowen. I wanted to make sure I could master all these self-defense techniques against someone much larger than me. I didn’t think about what I was asking you to do. I only thought about myself. I’m really sorry.”

      Thorin let out a long sigh. “It was really hard, just so you know. I didn’t want to hurt you. At the same time, I had these images going through my mind of someone else hurting you. I got more and more flustered and upset.” He rubbed his forehead with one hand. 

      “I bet. I’m sorry,” Iris said again. She wasn’t sure what else to say. 

      They sat there in silence for a few more minutes. Iris leaned against Thorin’s shoulder. He twisted his body a little, wrapped an arm around her waist and squeezed her to him. Iris relaxed into his chest. She marveled at how warm he was. He kissed the top of her head and breathed in the scent of her hair.

      “I’d like to take you to dinner tomorrow night.”

      “I’d like that,” Iris told him. She reached an arm around his back and scooted a little closer to him. They stayed there for a few more minutes until someone called their names. They released each other and stood up. Thorin pulled Iris to him before she could walk away. 

      “Next time we tumble around like that, I’d prefer it involve a much different activity.”

      Iris used a puff of air to blow sand in Thorin’s face before stalking away from him.
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      Thorin managed not to piss Iris off throughout dinner. They headed to his place afterward to watch a movie. She snuggled next to him on his couch and enjoyed the closeness of his being. It was nice. But in the back of her mind, she was waiting for him to say or do something stupid that would piss her off. She didn’t have to wait long. Not more than twenty minutes into the movie, Thorin started yelling at the screen.

      “Oh, come on, you idiot. It’s a trap. You have got to be kidding me. You didn’t see that coming. What kind of shitty writers decided on that plot point? They could have put in a little more effort, don’t you think?”

      “Thorin. Just try to enjoy the movie—”

      “Enjoy it? When it’s this crappy?”

      “Do you want to watch something else?”

      “No. I’m already invested . . . Seriously?” he went back to yelling at the actors.

      “Thorin—”

      “If you don’t like it, then just leave.”

      Iris’s eyes flared. Heat rushed through her and she was up in a second. She’d already formed and opened a doorway to her dorm room by the time she grabbed her shoes and purse. 

      “Iris wa—” Thorin called behind her. 

      She dismissed her request as soon as she closed the door behind her. The doorway disappeared in an instant.

      “That bad, huh?” Aerianna asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Fair enough. Ice cream and a movie?”

      “Yes, please! Miyazaki?” 

      “Works for me. Castle in the Sky?”

      “Howl’s Moving Castle?” Iris countered.

      “Princess Mononoke?”

      “Totoro?”

      “Agreed.”

      “Cool. I’m going to change into PJs.”

      By the time Iris got back, Aerianna had a tub of Phish Food and a spoon waiting for her. She climbed into bed, propped some pillows up and enjoyed the beautiful film with the only sounds in the room coming from the screen.

      Iris considered skipping rehearsal the following night, but she needed to talk to Thorin. He had the same idea because at water break he asked if she had a few minutes after rehearsal to talk. Though she dreaded the conversation, she knew it needed to happen.

      “So, I really like you and all, but—” Thorin began.

      “We don’t work. Don’t worry. I get it.”

      “God, you’re hot. And despite our fights, you really get me. Why don’t we mesh?”

      Iris shrugged. She put her hands in her shorts’ pockets and left her shoulders raised. After the ups and downs of the last few months, she was completely drained. Almost numb. Warmth circulated throughout her body as he looked at her. She still had deep feelings for him but for some reason no matter what he did, it pissed her off. “I’m not good at dating,” she blurted and averted her eyes to keep him from seeing their shifting colors. “I’ve never done it.”

      “But I have, and I can’t seem to stop pissing you off. The worst thing is, I know what I’m doing is or will piss you off and I still can’t stop myself.”

      “It’s pretty easy to piss me off these days, so don’t sweat it.”

      “But I will.” 

      Thorin fell silent for a few minutes. Iris could feel his eyes still upon her. She bit the inside of her lower lip. Refused to look at him. It would only make her blush and her eyes change colors again. 

      “Let me give you a ride home.”

      Iris nodded. Thorin helped her load her bike in the back of his pickup.

      “Don’t be a stranger, all right? I’ll still need a private lesson here or there and my offer to tutor you still stands.”

      “Thanks, Thorin. Night.” Iris hopped out of his truck and used a little magic to lighten her bike for easy removal from the pickup’s bed. She waved, and he drove off. 

      Iris avoided all band hang-outs and haunts for the next few weeks—even Monday night rehearsals. Instead, she used her time to stay caught up with her homework, attended study sessions, and interviewed for a few lab jobs on campus that would start the following school year. Though she felt ready for her finals, she wasn’t relaxed. When Zarina told her about a dead-day party one of their friends was having, she agreed to go in an instant.

      “You’re here! Yay!” Thorin yelled moments after Iris walked in the door.

      “I’ll catch you later,” Zarina grinned at her and went in search of someone to talk to or something to drink.

      “What part of don’t be a stranger didn’t you understand? You’ve been avoiding me on purpose. Don’t deny it!” he admonished before Iris could say anything.

      “So what if I was? I already told you I’m not good at the whole dating thing. I didn’t know how to act around you anymore, so I avoided you instead.”

      “Well, all the mellos are blaming me for breaking the freshman, so you have to tell them I didn’t.”

      “All right, I will. And I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. So, lesson one on how to interact with a not-ex. One, try saying hello every once in a while. Two, teach me more cool stuff. Three, tell me about the next training session. I don’t want to hear about it from Jaden. He’s not nearly as attractive as you are.”

      “No, he’s not, is he? I do need you to keep your voice down though. Or change topics.”

      “That’s better. See, we’re still friends. Just think of me as your really hot older brother or something. I piss you off like a brother can and you react to my stupidity the way a sister would. Then again, if I decide you should treat me like a brother, there’d be no chance of you making out with me, would there?”

      “Nope. No chance at all. And you’ve already put the thought in my head, so you can’t take it back.”

      “Well fuck! That was stupid of me. See, if you’d gotten here earlier, I would’ve remembered to say all that stuff after I got you to make out with me.”

      “And what makes you think I would have made out with you?”

      “Have you looked at me lately? I’m soo hot!” He released her, leaned back and spread his arms to allow Iris a chance to get a better look at him.

      “I’ll give you that one,” Iris agreed under her breath after giving him a once-over. Even in his more casual, summer attire he still drew her eyes to him—and several others’ eyes.

      “Hey Thorin, Iris!” Anwyn called from the kitchen. “We need fourths for quarters.”

      “Looks like we’ve been recruited.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” 

      Thorin ushered Iris into the kitchen where they spent the rest of the evening heckling each other across the tiled island. It was as though the last few weeks hadn’t happened. If Thorin could ignore their attempt at dating, then so could she. He was going to be in her life for the long haul, so she’d have to figure it out sooner rather than later and this was the perfect opportunity to start. 

      At their training session the following morning, Iris continued the focus on self-defense. She had them spend the entire time paired up to practice attacks and deflections on one another. She added in a partner rotations so no one could get used to each other’s style or become complacent in their practicing.

      Afterward, several people asked Morrigan to review self-defense techniques, which she gladly did. Thorin, however, asked Iris if she wanted to grab a bite to eat.

      “Thorin, I—”

      “It’s not a date. I swear! I thought you could bring your calculus book, and I’d quiz you before your final.”

      “In that case, I’d love to.”

      Iris had no idea how she passed all of her classes with good grades, but she did. She wasn’t sure she was up for another four quarters of calculus, but at least she would get to take physics in the fall. If she could manage a decent grade in physics, then she’d have to find a way to make calculus make sense. Perhaps it would since she’d have the word problems back. 

      All that remained was to celebrate their survival of freshman year with a little magic and a big party on their private, tropical island. That and catch up on about three weeks worth of sleep.

      Iris scheduled magic training sessions every weekday for two weeks once she moved back to Pacific for the summer. She rotated who came when based on skills and learning styles Monday through Thursday but kept Fridays open to anyone who wanted to come. Fridays were also reserved for new skills rather than practice. Her increase in mental capacity due to the lack of classes allowed Iris to dream of magical tasks and feats once more. 

      Morrigan covered more self-defense techniques and even moved onto quarterstaff and bokken training. Several of them enjoyed it so much, they signed up for a class through the Pacific Community Center. Besides all the new techniques, they learned to focus better and remain calm in stressful situations. It was a blast. 

      The class also got Iris thinking about how they couldn’t carry around quarterstaves or bokken in the open let alone katana—if they ever advanced to that skill level. She started working on a way to conceal an object in a bag with more space than it appeared to have or in the surrounding air while traveling almost in an alternate space that remained by her side. By the end of summer, she hadn’t managed to conceal anything, but she was determined to figure it out. 

      September came before Iris knew it. She reflected on the summer with a smile as she packed for her second year of college. Everyone had made leaps and bounds in their magical abilities, including herself. She’d almost doubled her strength and the speed at which she could draw in power, form, and release a request. They’d made a game of it at the last training session. Iris beat everyone by as much as two seconds. 

      As she packed to head back to Davis, Iris realized she hadn’t thought about Brett nor felt him use magic the whole summer. She wondered if he’d stayed in Davis or went somewhere else for the summer. Either way, it concerned her. She wasn’t looking forward to what might await her at Davis.
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      The five ladies settled into their new apartment across the first two weeks of September. Happiness filled Iris during the day but the evenings reminded her someone else lived in Davis. She thought about and searched out Brett every evening. She felt nothing. Either he wasn’t in Davis, or he wasn’t accessing any flows of power.

      After a week of nothing, Iris started searching him out at random times during the day. It yielded the same result. Silence. Trepidation filtered through Iris’s mind. She had to shove it aside for an orientation to her new job two Thursdays before the fall quarter started. One of the other lab employees was nice enough to let her go through it a week early so she wouldn’t miss band retreat.

      “Hi, I’m Gavin,” the junior slated to show her around the lab introduced himself to her.

      “Iris. Nice to meet you.” She took a second to take him in. He was of an average build with a slightly broader shoulder width. His dark-brown hair and eyebrows set off his olive-toned skin nicely and helped his grey-green eyes pop.

      “Likewise. So, what are you majoring in?”

      “Physics. I haven’t picked an emphasis yet, but I’m thinking astrophysics or geophysics or physical oceanography. I’m hoping working here will help me decide which one to emphasize in and help me determine if I like working in a lab or not.”

      “Sounds like a good plan. I’m still not sure what I want to do after I graduate, but I know I’d rather be in the field than in a lab.”

      “What are you majoring in?”

      “Applied physics with a concentration in physical oceanography.”

      “Cool.”

      “Yeah. I really enjoy it. How the ocean affects everything through currents and temperature including climate change and such. It’s great!”

      Iris grinned back at Gavin. She hoped she’d feel the same way about her major someday, but that wasn’t what spurred on her grin at the moment. A tingling sensation alighted at the back of her neck. Gavin could do magic. 

      He showed her around the lab—where the equipment was, the machines they used—and told her all about policies and procedures. 

      “In the beginning, you’ll just be following instructions and completing tasks with another lab assistant, but once you have the hang of it, you’ll get to do stuff on your own. It took me about a month before I had it all down, so don’t expect to know everything in the first few weeks.”

      “Thanks for the heads up.”

      “So,” Gavin began as he locked up the lab. “You’re in the band, right?”

      “Yup.” They headed toward the parking structure.

      “Cool. My twin younger sisters are coming to Davis this year and they’re joining the band.”

      “That’s cool. What do they play?”

      “Kyxy plays tenor sax and Kylee plays trombone. What do you play?”

      “Mello. Marching French horn,” Iris added after Gavin gave her a very confused look.

      “Nice. I used to play. Trumpet. But they were all a bunch of bros and I never felt like I fit in.”

      “You should’ve switched to mellophone.”

      “That’s what my sisters said. Well, French horn, but I guess it amounts to the same thing.”

      “Pretty much,” Iris agreed.

      “Don’t interpret anything by this, but you’re really easy to talk to. I usually clam up if I’m not talking about the lab or schoolwork.”

      “Oh. Uh, thanks?” Iris was taken aback. If he hadn’t mentioned it, she would have assumed his easy, open manner was his normal personality.

      Gavin shook his head and looked down at his feet.

      “I mean it. Thanks. You’re not the first person to tell me that. In fact, some of my friends think I draw people toward me. Specific people who have a special skill set. Perhaps you’re one.” Iris had never been so forward in her life, but she felt Gavin was feeling her out to the same end.

      He looked sideways at her and they took a few dozen steps in silence. The tingling sensation at the back of her neck increased. Iris smiled. Gavin already knew how to draw in the flows of power surrounding him. They entered the deserted parking structure and headed upstairs. 

      “This skill set you’re talking about. Would it be something like this?” He snapped his fingers. A spark ignited for less than a second. 

      “Something like that.” Iris pulled flows into her being and released them. A small fireball appeared in front of their faces. She dismissed it before they crested the top of the stairs and looked at Gavin. He nodded in understanding rather than freaked out. 

      “Yours is more impressive.”

      “I’ve been practicing that one for over a year now.”

      “Wow! That’s it?”

      “Yeah. Well, that particular skill.”

      “How long have you been able to, you know?”

      “I’m almost at the two-year mark. You?”

      “Close to three years, but I can’t do a lot. Neither can my sisters.”

      “They can do it too?”

      “Yup. I realized they could last year and tried to help them along. Do you know anyone else who can perform tasks?”

      “Hey, that’s what we call it too. Tasks and skills. Anyway, yes. I have six friends from high school, two of their boyfriends, and two band friends here at Davis. I can teach you if you want. All three of you.”

      “You read my mind. When can we start?”

      “It’d be better to get started before I realize I’ve bitten off more than I can chew with classes again. It’d be easier for me to teach all three of you the basics at once.”

      “You free Sunday? My parents are dropping the twins off at my place Saturday night so they can dump all their stuff since they can’t move into the dorms yet. Then I’m going to drop them off for band retreat on Monday.”

      “Sunday would be great,” Iris agreed. “Let me give you my cell number. Call when you guys are ready. After ten work?”

      “Should work. It may be a little later. Our parents want to go out for breakfast before taking off.”

      “No problem. Call me when you’re ready and you can come to my place. Everyone there has talents, so we can practice as much as we want. Oh, and I probably don’t have to say this, but be discreet when you talk on the phone about this stuff.”

      “I always am. Well, Iris, it was a pleasure to meet you. I really mean that. See you Sunday.”

      “See you Sunday,” Iris waved. She couldn’t wait to get home and tell her roommates about the three new magic users entering their lives. 

      She didn’t wait to make a trip to the Gallery of Doors. Three new lights filled the vast room. They expanded at a rapid pace. She wondered if Gavin was talking to the twins now. Iris smiled.

      Sunday couldn’t come fast enough. Gavin called Iris closer to eleven than ten, but she had no other plans for the day, so she didn’t mind. She gave him her address and directions to her apartment and the three of them arrived about fifteen minutes later. 

      “Hey, guys, come on in,” Iris invited them.

      “Hey! Iris, this is Kyxy, and that’s Kylee,” Gavin introduced them.

      Iris took a second to take in the twins. They were identical, so she’d have to use personality to figure them out. They were almost as tall as their brother who was a hair below six feet, but they didn’t have his broad shoulders. She could easily see the family resemblance in the shape and unique grey-green coloration of their eyes. It was striking against their olive skin and dark-brown hair.

      “Very nice to meet you. I’m Iris and that’s Aerianna in the kitchen.”

      “Hey!” Aerianna yelled back without coming out of the kitchen.

      “She’s a little preoccupied with a new baking recipe. Sorry. Anyway, you guys ready?”

      “Been looking forward to this!” Gavin said. 

      “Great! Let’s go,” Iris said as she pulled flows into her being and requested her doorway appear in the middle of the living room.

      “Go? Where? That was so cool! Are you going to teach us that?” one of the twins said. 

      “Yes. We may not get to it today. It’ll depend on what you guys can already do and how quickly you pick up on things. We have a lot to cover, but we can always get together again next Sunday and throughout the quarter depending on how swamped everyone is with classes. We try to meet as a group two to three times a quarter, but it doesn’t always happen.”

      “Gavin said you have a lot of friends with the ability to do magic,” the other twin said. Iris thought it was Kyxy. 

      “Yes. All of my roommates plus another friend from Pacific, two of my roommates’ boyfriends—one is in the band—and two other band friends. So, you’ll not only have a lot of new friends through the band but also through magic. Should be a nice start to the year.”

      “Agreed,” Kylee said.

      Iris pulled her faerie-etched door open to reveal the heat-soaked island and stepped through. She and Aerianna had already checked it that morning for its continued deserted status. It took Aerianna’s laughter for Iris to turn and realize her three newest pupils weren’t following her. 

      “You guys coming or what?” Iris called and kept moving away from her doorway.

      She glanced behind her when she heard feet crunching in the sand. It showed her it was safe to release the doorway, so she did. She stopped in the shade of a few palm trees and took a seat on a rock. They joined her a few moments later. Iris launched into her well-rehearsed explanation of magic before asking them to show her what they could already do. 

      They were a little like Jaden and Rowen as they’d figured out magic on their own, but they weren’t strong in their magical abilities yet. Neither were they consistent with their ability to draw in flows and make accurate requests. It took Iris almost two hours to get them to easily accept, draw in, and release requests consistently. She needed a break away from the heat and knew they would too, so they headed back to her place for some lunch.
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      “How’s it going?” Aerianna asked from where she still ruled the kitchen. She’d yelled at Iris to get out when she tried to make something for lunch. They ordered pizza instead. 

      “Amazing!” Kyxy exclaimed.

      “Yeah. Iris, you’re a fantastic teacher,” Kylee told her.

      “Thanks. I’ve had a lot of practice.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Aerianna called from the kitchen. “She taught the rest of us too. Most from day one. It’s why she’s in charge. She’s The First.”

      “Not you too, Aeri,” Iris groaned.

      “Can’t deny the truth.”

      “The First?” Gavin asked.

      “Yeah. It’s a dumb nickname our friend Cirrus came up with because I was the first to unlock my magical ability amongst our high school friends.”

      “And because you’re the leader.”

      Iris shook her head.

      “You guys game to go over a few things while we wait for pizza?” All three agreed and Iris launched into her explanation of the Gallery of Doors. Their doors finished forming that morning, so she knew they could attempt trips to the Gallery. 

      “Wow! This is some seriously amazing artwork. Are these hand carved?”

      “No. Magically carved. They appear as each person realizes their abilities as a magic user. And come into my life,” Iris amended. 

      “Either way, Kylee’s right. They’re mesmerizing,” Kyxy agreed. “Will you give us a tour?”

      “Sure thing. So this one is mine,” Iris pointed to the large door behind her.

      “Why is it so much bigger than everyone else’s?”

      “And why is it across the room from the rest?”

      Iris wasn’t sure which twin asked which question as she hadn’t been looking at them, but she answered both with one statement. “I think it’s because this room is connected to my mind.”

      “So you’re the gatekeeper as well?”

      “And the key master,” Iris agreed with Gavin. “Anyway, from left to right in the front row, we have Thorin, Cirrus, Violet, Aerianna, Rozlynd, Zarina, and Morrigan. In the second row from right to left there’s, Jaden, Rowen, Sienna, Gavin, Kylee, and Kyxy.”

      “Is there a significance to the order?” Kylee asked.

      “Except for Thorin’s, the doors go in order from left to right and then right to left in regard to when people became magic users. Actually, it’s more accurate to say they’re in order of when I started teaching them magic.”

      “You said Thorin, right? He’s not from Temescal, is he?” Gavin asked.

      “He is, actually.”

      “Sweet! How is that guy? I miss him. We went to high school together, but when I dropped out of band, we didn’t stay as close. I’ve seen him at Davis a few times, but again, it’s been very limited. We were always too busy to do more than catch up over coffee or lunch.”

      “He’s fine. I haven’t seen him in a few weeks because he was on a family vacation, but last I saw him, he was good.” Iris once more wondered at the smallness of the world. And the concentration of magic users from San Diego County. Perhaps they had been drawn to her. Kyxy pulled her back to the present. 

      “So, the creatures on the doors?” Kyxy asked from where she traced the lines etched in her door.

      “Not to mention the type of wood,” Gavin added.

      “The creatures seem to be a representation of the individual, but to what purpose, we’re not sure yet. Some creatures are because of personality, others magical abilities. You know, I haven’t analyzed them enough to figure it out.”

      “Give Kylee a week. She’ll do it for you,” Gavin told her.

      “She may need to get to know the others a little first,” Iris countered.

      “No. It’s a really annoying skill she has. Or perhaps it’s one of her abilities,” Gavin countered.

      “I don’t need a week. I already know,” Kylee announced.

      “Prove it,” Gavin said with all the skepticism of an older brother.

      “Fine.” Kylee walked over to Iris’s door and traced a few of the deep lines that created the faerie on its surface. “Iris is a faerie because of her skill at magic and personal magical ability.”

      Iris followed Kylee’s actions as she crossed the room and started with the door on the left.

      “Thorin is a Thunderbird due in part to his loud personality, but also due to his strength—especially with elemental magic. Cirrus is a griffin because of his sense of dedication and unwavering allegiance to his friends. Violet, the Pegasus, is good-hearted and gentle if a little naïve. Aerianna as the white tiger is a protector of both people and knowledge. 

      “The western dragon, Rozlynd, correct? She’s very intelligent and powerful but has a mean streak to her on occasion. Zarina, the unicorn, can quell disputes and heal with her words, but she’s innocent. Too innocent. Morrigan is the lone wolf. Protective, fierce and loyal. Kyxy is a phoenix—very fitting—as she possesses high values, honesty, grace, and loyalty.”

      “Don’t believe that for one second,” Gavin whispered to Iris.

      “I heard that,” Kyxy glared at him.

      Gavin looked away. Iris could see the corners of his lips lift a little.

      “Me, the caladrius—”

      “How do you even know the name of that bird?” Kyxy asked.

      “Because I’ve studied them and believe this is a perfect fit for me just like everyone else. Anyway, sometimes a preener, but also gentle, empathetic, and a healer.”

      Iris got the impression there was more to the bird’s and therefore Kylee’s abilities, but she didn’t press Kylee.

      “Gavin is a hippocamp. Loyal to a fault, agile, and great in water. He will drop everything to help you get anywhere you need to go. You said the mermaid was Sienna?”

      Iris nodded.

      “Then Sienna is beautiful, sweet, and always desires to be helpful. Anger her, and face her wrath, though.”

      Iris smiled at the description of Sienna. It brought forth images of unblinking eyes, a tossed head, and crossed arms. She always knew when Sienna was pissed off. Thankfully, the woman got over things quickly and reverted to her sweet disposition way faster than Iris ever could.

      “Which leads me to Rowen, the eastern dragon. He is friendly, intelligent, can disperse an argument, and will always offer protection. He’s also good at manipulating water and a bit of a prankster. And finally, Jaden.” Kylee paused for a moment as she took in his door. “As a centaur, Jaden is a skilled teacher, but can have a wild side to him.”

      Again, Iris thought Kylee held something back, but she had no idea what it could be. Her statements about everyone were accurate. Even Jaden, who it turned out was a great teacher and Iris had seen what one could deem his wild-side if you considered wild as confrontational.

      “Well, I’m impressed,” she told Kylee after she’d rejoined them at the center of the room. They stood in quiet contemplation for a few moments before a soft knock sounded at one of the doors. 

      “Pizza’s here,” Aerianna stuck her head in briefly. 

      “Thanks!” Iris called to her closing door. “Let’s go.”

      After pizza and some delicious cookies Aeri made, Iris decided to work with the three newest magic users in the living room. The island was too hot in the late afternoon this time of year. They switched to using magic in everyday life and covered precautions against using it too often in public or talking about it when there were people around or on the phone. By late that afternoon, all four of them were exhausted but thrilled with the progress they’d made. Iris showed them out just before dinner. 

      “And don’t forget, don’t bring up magic in public. We refer to it as tutoring or practice or training. See you two tomorrow,” Iris waved and closed the door behind them. 

      “Long day, huh?” Aerianna called on her way to the living room.

      “Yeah, no kidding. Whose turn is it to cook roommate dinner?”

      “Yours.”

      “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “Don’t worry. I am. It’s Vi’s turn. She texted and asked if we’d have a problem with Chinese takeout instead of something home cooked.”

      “No objections here.”

      “Great! I’ll text her back . . . and she wants to know if she can invite boyfriends.”

      “Why would I object to that?”

      “I dunno. She’s just being polite.”

      “Fine by me. Make sure Zarina and Roz know. Oh and tell them the guys have to join in with the board games. They can’t just heckle from the sidelines this time.” 

      “Vi says she’ll pass on the caveat.” 

      “Great. I’m going to pack for band retreat. Maybe a snack, first.”

      They had a blast playing games and heckling each other throughout the evening. Iris’s good mood carried over to the following morning and kept her eyes bright blue. She locked the 4Runner and hummed on her way to the dorm retreat was being held in, thoughts focused on what the officers chose for a theme this year. 

      “Hey, Iris!” Matt called from where he stood in the shade of a tree in front of the dorm. 

      “Hey!” Iris tossed her stuff down and gave him a hug. Matt returned it with a hearty squeeze and a kiss to her cheek that made Iris glad for the sunglasses she wore. 

      “So, you’re taking Japanese again this quarter, right?”

      “I am. You?”

      “Yup. I figured if I have to take a fifth year, I might as well learn to converse with my grandmother a little before she comes to live with my folks.”

      “Sounds logical. What time did you get?” she asked even though she already knew the answer.

      “Ten. You?”

      “Same. Want to be my study partner again? I should probably do some review before the quarter starts.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that. You free Sunday or Monday?”

      “I think I can swing Sunday,” Iris said as she glanced at her calendar app. “I have a second orientation to the lab I’m going to be working at on Monday. Afternoons are better for you, right?”

      Matt nodded.

      “Would three on Sunday work?”

      “Three is just fine.”

      “Great! You coming to retreat this year?”

      “Na. I’m here to help set some stuff up for tonight, that’s all. But I’ll be at the game on Saturday and I’m hosting a get together at my place afterward. I’ll see you there, right?”

      “Definitely! All right, I should head inside before this line gets too out of control. See you later.”

      Matt waved and headed toward the back of the dorm building while Iris picked up her stuff and walked toward the front doors. She got in line a few people behind the twins. Before she could say hello, someone picked her up from behind and swung her in a circle. 

      “Ack!” she squeaked. “Dammit, Thorin! You know I hate it when you do that,” Iris punched him in the shoulder.

      “Whatever. You say you hate it, but I can tell you don’t. Your eyes are all blue and sparkly,” he smiled at her.

      Iris pushed her lips to the left and let out a huff of air from her nose. “Fine. You win. Stupid eyes,” she added in a mutter. “How was the rest of your summer?”

      “It was great! Sorry I missed the last few practices. I couldn’t say no to a three-week tour of Italy.”

      “I don’t blame you. I wish I could’ve had an amazing vacation like that, but—” Iris shrugged her shoulders.

      “I wish you could have joined me for a day or two. There just wasn’t any point where I wasn’t with one of my family members. If there had been, I totally would have let you know so you could have formed a doorway and come. At least for a day or two.”

      “Thanks for thinking of me. It’s probably better I didn’t go. I mean, what if someone took my picture and posted it somewhere one of my family members found it?”

      “Good point.”

      Iris looked forward in line and caught Kyxy and Kylee grinning at her. She nodded her head to tell the twins they should join them. They exchanged a look and fell back a few people in line. 

      “Thorin? Thorin Westenberg?” Kylee asked as she realized who Iris was talking to.

      “That’s me,” Thorin said. He turned toward the twins. 

      Iris grinned at the look on Thorin’s face. She could tell he tried to place them but was having a difficult time at the moment.

      “Hey, Iris!” Kyxy said as the silence stretched on between them.

      “Hey—” 

      “Gavin’s sisters? No way! I didn’t know you guys were thinking about coming to Davis. And you’re joining the band? That’s awesome! How’s Gavin? Wait! Hey Iris? What do you mean, hey Iris? There’s no way you guys can be—I mean how do you know each other?” he caught himself just in time.

      “I could smack you for that one,” Iris grumbled low enough so only the three of them could hear. “Gavin works at the lab I’m at starting next week. I’m sure you can figure out the rest from there. The four of us had a lovely time getting to know each other yesterday while visiting a beautiful beach.”

      “That is so cool! I haven’t seen Gavin or his sisters in—”

      “We have names, you know,” Kylee butted in.

      “Right. That makes you Kylee,” he pointed to the correct twin. “And you Kyxy. You should learn to be more polite like your sister,” he told Kylee.

      Kyxy laughed. “Were you waiting to figure out which of us was which?”

      “You got me there,” Thorin grinned. “One of these days I’ll figure it out based on looks. Until then, Kylee’s the sarcastic one and Kyxy’s the nice one. Some things don’t seem to change.”

      “That’s obvious,” Kylee agreed with a scoff.

      “Anyhow,” Iris decided it was time to move the conversation forward. “They’re all coming over for another study session on Sunday morning if you want to join.”

      “That’d be great! What time?”

      “Probably ten-ish. I haven’t confirmed with Gavin yet. Does that time work for you two?” she asked the twins.

      “I don’t see why not. We can’t move into the dorms until two that afternoon, so it’d be great to make good use of the morning,” Kyxy told them.

      “Great! I’ll text Gavin.” Iris pulled her phone out and put actions to her words. She stared at her phone for a few more seconds awaiting a response. “He says ten works for him.” Iris looked up and realized Thorin, Kyxy, and Kylee were all awkwardly standing there. “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing,” Thorin said in a rush. 

      “I’m going to call bullshit on that one, but it appears you’re saved by the welcome table.” 

      Thorin turned and waited for the band officer to check him in before disappearing behind the curtain. Iris decided she’d have to figure out what she’d missed later. She couldn’t have that amount of awkwardness in such a small group of friends.
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      It turned out Iris had nothing to worry about—at least for now. Once retreat started, everyone was too busy to have long, uneasy pauses in conversation. Besides, there were no points when just the four of them hung out, so there was no way for Iris to assess the situation further. By the time Saturday’s football game came, Iris was exhausted but in a superb mood. She forgot how much she loved magic-less weeks. Especially when they involved hanging out with the band. She swore to herself that she’d be more involved with the band that year—as long as her grades held up.

      Iris went to the social at Matt’s place Saturday evening and managed to relax. She refused to let the twins, Thorin, Sienna, Jaden, or Zarina engage her in any magic talk. This was her last night off and she’d be damned if she let them ruin it by wanting to know about the next training session or how to turn into their true form—as she referred to the images on their doors. She was more than a little tired of that question after she told everyone Sienna’s dreams involved turning into a mermaid. Instead, she talked with her section and classmates and spent more than half the night hanging out with Matt and other people in his room.

      The next morning she headed to the Gallery and knocked on Gavin’s door to see if he and his sisters were ready for some magic training. Once they arrived, Iris knocked on Thorin’s door to let him know they were going to start practice. He met them at the island a few minutes later. Iris kept the training session small once more and figured the three newest magic users could join the next group training session. Whenever that was going to be.

      Iris asked Thorin to work on a few things with Gavin and, after they spent significantly more time than Iris felt necessary catching up with each other, the pair made good progress on doorways and controlling the elements. Iris worked on the same skills with the twins. They only stopped long enough for a quick lunch break and by the time two o’clock rolled around, she was pleased with the progress they’d made. 

      “Yeah, I’ll meet you at your place in half an hour,” Thorin waved to Gavin. 

      “Bye, guys. See you tomorrow, Gavin,” Iris called. “It’s really nice of you to help them move in,” she told Thorin.

      “Well. I’ve got nothing else to do today. Hey, where were you last night? I barely saw you.”

      “I was around.”

      “You’re being evasive.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Then where were you?”

      “I spent half the night hanging with the mellos and other sophomores and the other half hanging out in Matt’s room.”

      “You hang out with him too much.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Warmth pooled in Iris’s stomach. It spread outward.

      “Exactly what it sounds like.”

      “Well last I checked, you don’t have any right to tell me who I can or can’t hang out with.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a friend, Thorin, not a boyfriend. Besides, Matt is in my Japanese class and has been every quarter I’ve taken the class. We’re study partners just like you and I were.”

      “Were?”

      “I didn’t want to presume you’d have the time to help me out this year.”

      “Well, I do. So don’t be afraid to ask.”

      “I won’t. And thank you.” The warmth started to recede. It flared a moment later.

      “You’re welcome. Now, as a big brother figure—”

      “You tell me not to hang out with Matt one more time and so help me I will use magic to kick your ass.”

      “Fine, fine, fine. I won’t say it. At least you’ve heard my opinion.”

      “Yes. Why do you have that opinion, anyway?”

      “I think he’s too old for you. Besides, you can’t talk about a big portion of your life with him.”

      “Like I said, we’re study partners. That’s it. I hang out with lots of people I can’t talk magic with. In fact, I quite enjoy having a variety of non-magic friends. It makes me feel normal.”

      “But you aren’t normal. None of us are.”

      “Thanks for stating the obvious. You should get going if you’re going to be any use to Gavin, Kyxy, and Kylee. I’ll see you later.” Like all of her high school friends, he couldn’t grasp her desire or joy at being perceived as normal. They’d had it throughout their lives. She’d only discovered it when she got to college.

      Iris gave Thorin a half wave and headed to her room without a backward glance. She felt a doorway form as she closed the door to her bedroom. Perhaps she’d been a little harsh with him, but she despised it when people tried to control her. Especially when it came to who she could or could not see. It was way worse coming from a friend than her parents. It rubbed Iris the wrong way. She stewed on it as she stuffed her Japanese books into her backpack. 

      She was too upset to head to Matt’s, so she went for a drive around the country roads north of her apartment. Iris muttered to herself throughout the drive. Her eyes seared frequently—became a more vibrant green each time. She turned her music up. After twenty minutes of being pissed off, Iris decided it was stupid. She drew in and released a large breath before concentrating on getting her emotions in check. Once calm, she checked her eyes in the rearview mirror. They were back to blue, so she shot Matt a text and told him she’d be over in fifteen.

      “Hey!” Matt greeted her as he opened the door. “Come on in.”

      “Thanks!” Iris entered the living room, returned Matt’s lingering hug, and followed him back to his room.

      “Need anything before we get started?”

      “Nope, I’m good.” Iris tossed her backpack down next to his desk and took her usual seat in his computer chair. “Want to start with some vocabulary review?”

      “Works for me.” 

      They spent a little over half an hour quizzing each other on words before working on their conversation skills. Iris was surprised at how much she remembered and how easy it was to talk to Matt in Japanese—even if they were formulaic sentences more often than not. 

      He asked her if she wanted to stay for dinner around five, but Iris had to get going. It was her turn to cook for roommate dinner and she still needed to go shopping. Thirty minutes later Iris walked into her apartment, hands laden with grocery bags.

      “Hey!” a chorus of voices called from the living room.

      “Hey!” she called back. “You guys staying for dinner? I think I got enough stuff,” she told Cirrus, Jaden, and Rowen.

      “If you don’t mind,” Rowen said.

      “Not at all,” Iris called from the kitchen as she pulled food from her bags and opened several cabinets. 

      “Need a hand?” Aerianna asked at her shoulder.

      “Sure. Can you cut up the apples and toss them in here, please?” Iris passed her a bowl with a layer of mini marshmallows and sour cream at the bottom. 

      “Fruit salad?”

      “Yup.”

      “Excellent!” Aerianna grabbed a knife and got to work.

      “So, what’s everyone got for classes tomorrow?” Iris called from the kitchen as she sliced tomatoes, onions, and lettuce for turkey burgers.

      “Do we have to talk about classes? Can’t we talk magic? It’s way more interesting and I want to know how our three newest magic users are doing,” Rozlynd called back after muting the TV.

      “They’re fine,” Iris began. She kept her sigh in. Studying with Matt had increased her desire for more non-magic time but she knew it’d never happen with her roommates. “Thorin helped teach Gavin, so it gave me a chance to really get into things with the twins. They’ll need a few private lessons here and there—”

      “Don’t we all need those sometimes?” Aerianna interrupted.

      “But otherwise, they’re ready to join the group practices.”

      “They particularly good at anything?” Rowen asked.

      “Kyxy is really good at manipulating fire. Well, her true form is a phoenix, so that makes sense. And Kylee is great at healing. She did some damage control after Kyxy got a little too enthusiastic with some of her fire manipulations. She’s a natural at healing and is already better at it than I am—which isn’t hard. I think she’ll be better than you, Aeri, and possibly even Zarina. Gavin, well, I didn’t work with him all that much today, but he did some awesome things with water last time. You’d have to talk to Thorin to get a better idea.”

      Iris finished her explanation, stepped outside, and lit the barbecue. When she came back in, there was a full-blown discussion about magic. Iris grimaced. She’d spent most of her summer in conversation about magic, performing magic, or teaching magic and had been looking forward to a bit more normalcy now they were all back at Davis. She wondered if Thorin was right and she should stop trying to be normal. They were all far from it. As she cooked dinner, Iris looked forward to work the following day and a respite from magic. 

      She walked into the lab ten minutes before the start of her shift so she could give herself a quick review of everything’s location before getting down to work.

      “Hey!” a voice called a minute or two later from the direction of the door.

      Iris turned to see Gavin checking the hall behind him before shutting the door. “Hi,” she called back with a fake smile on her face.

      “I have a question before anyone gets here,” he started in a fast whisper. “Have you ever tried to manipulate the weather? Make it rain, specifically?”

      “No. I’ve never thought about doing that, why?” Iris hated to admit it to herself, but his question intrigued her.

      “Because I think I created a small rain cloud last night.”

      “That’s awesome. You’ll have to show me how you did it.”

      “Of course! Thorin was working with me on fire and I thought about all the different ways you can manipulate water. Anyway, we got to talking and tried a few different things. Then it was raining in my bathroom.” The door handle clicked. “I’ll show you later,” Gavin finished before their lab mate entered.

      Iris spent the next twenty minutes thinking about what kind of request she’d have to make to create a rain cloud or manipulate the weather. Her mind even wondered if they could manipulate the ground—get it to shake, or undulate, or even cause earthquakes—before she realized her subconscious had drawn in a small deluge of power. Disgusted with herself, she let go of all flows and closed herself off from being able to gather any more. 

      It took Iris fifteen minutes to stop being upset with herself and another ten before she got into a good groove with her work but once there, Iris felt more relaxed than she had in several weeks. She wasn’t in charge of anyone’s safety. Didn’t have to keep anyone from doing something stupid or causing large amounts of damage. She was simply a worker bee following directions and could mostly keep to herself. It was a sensation she didn’t realize she’d missed and one that disappeared as she said goodbye to Gavin at the end of her shift.

      “I’ve got time tomorrow night if you want me to drop by.”

      “Let’s save it for the weekend. That way you and Thorin can show everyone and we can all get settled into our classes.”

      “I thought it was an away trip this weekend for the band.”

      “It is. I totally forgot. All right, why don’t you come over after dinner tomorrow? Just shoot me a text when you’re ready,” she forced her voice to remain interested rather than resigned like she felt. Her eyes twinged, and she was sure the brown of depression would reflect back at her in a mirror. Gavin didn’t notice. 

      “Great! See you then.”
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      Gavin knocked on Iris’s door in the Gallery as she rinsed her dishes after dinner. 

      “This a good time?” 

      “Sure. Come on over.”

      Before Iris could finish placing her dish in the dishwasher, a doorway opened in the middle of the living room.

      “We expecting someone?” Violet called.

      “Yeah. Sorry. It’s Gavin . . . and Thorin, apparently,” Iris responded as the two gentlemen stepped out of Gavin’s balsa-wood door. “You know,” she addressed the two newcomers. “When I say come on over, I don’t always mean form a doorway into my home.”

      “Right. Sorry. Does that mean when you say text me, you mean text me rather than call upon your door in the Gallery?” 

      “Yeah.”

      “Got it. Sorry,” Gavin said again. He genuinely sounded sorry, so Iris let it go.  

      “It’s all right. I blame Thorin.”

      “Woman—”

      Iris sent a brick of air at his shoulder in a flash. 

      “Ow!”

      “How many times, Thorin? How many times?”

      “I can’t help it, I . . . That hurt,” he complained after she sent a second brick of air at his other shoulder. “I mean I’ll work on it. If I didn’t tell you already, I don’t recommend pissing her off,” he added in an undertone to Gavin.

      “I’ve gathered as much. So,” he addressed Iris, “you want us to show you what we’ve managed?”

      “Sure. We need the island for this one, or are we cool here?”

      “We’re fine here. But the kitchen or a bathroom may be the smartest place so we don’t soak the carpet.”

      “Oooh, this sounds interesting. Can I come?”

      “Of course,” Gavin told Violet.

      Iris led everyone to the hall bathroom. There wasn’t enough room for all of them to enter the bathroom at once, so Gavin and Thorin went in while Iris and Violet stayed in the hallway. Aerianna joined them a few seconds later. 

      “So we were working on creating fireballs because neither of us is good at them when Gavin here mentioned that both of our doors have more to do with water than fire,” Thorin began.

      “Yeah, and then I thought about how Iris said she could manipulate water that already exists and I wondered; why can’t we create water the same way we can create fire? I had this dream before I realized I was a magic user and I hadn’t thought about since. Well, it came back the other night. I was standing on a cliff above the beach, staring out to the ocean at a massive whirlpool. I don’t know how, but I know I made the whirlpool.”

      “So Gavin told me this dream, and I realized I had a dream about making it rain the night Iris told me I could do magic. I thought it was related to the cold weather of the time, so I didn’t think anything of it.”

      “Thorin told me his dream, and we decided to start with rain. Messing with the ocean seemed too advanced for a first try, so, well, here. Let me show you.” 

      Iris felt Gavin open himself to the flows of power surrounding them and draw deeply upon them. She closed her eyes to concentrate on his request in minute detail. Someone turned the faucet on for a second and water pooled in the sink’s basin. Gavin heated the surface of the water. The room became thicker, moister. He gathered all the moisture into a large ball close to the ceiling and slowly brought it together. The moisture condensed further and further until it formed one heavy, single ball. The sound of water hitting the tub caused Iris to open her eyes. It was raining in their shower.

      “That was amazing!” Violet and Aerianna exclaimed at the same time. 

      “Do you need to start with a body of water every time?” Iris asked.

      “We don’t think so,” Thorin replied. “I’ve been able to make it rain from moisture in the atmosphere I’ve gathered together, but Gavin hasn’t. I seem to better at locating and bringing the tiniest drops of water together. Perhaps that’s because I’ve already spent time manipulating water. I bet Gavin will get there with practice. It is easier with a water source though.”

      “A lot easier,” Gavin agreed. “So, you guys want to try it out?” he offered the three waiting women.

      Iris let Violet and Aerianna try before taking her turn. Neither of her high school friends managed the task after several attempts. Their failures gave Iris an idea as to achieving  success.

      She took her time. Focused on completing the task slowly and managed a small rain cloud and subsequent drops on her first try. It brought a smile to her face and got her brain thinking about how to form a larger storm. She drew more power into herself and searched out every drop of water she could find throughout the apartment and readied a request.

      “What are you doing?” Thorin yelled before Iris could release any power into her request. “You’ll flood the place if you condense that much water for rain!”

      Iris stopped to analyze what she’d connected to. She hadn’t just searched out all the water in the apartment but had gone beyond her apartment to the entire complex. Including the pool. Her heart stopped. She had to swallow twice before she could mutter, “Sorry.” Iris released the power she held back into the Earth. “Excuse me,” she said and left the bathroom for her own room. 

      Knowing she couldn’t lock Aerianna out of their shared room, Iris locked herself in the master bathroom instead. She rested her forehead against the door and expelled a large breath. Her power was growing too fast. There was some kind of need within her to do more—try more—and it was starting to take over her actions. It scared her. A lot.

      Iris looked at her reflection in the mirror and saw the amber of fear reflected back at her. She grit her teeth and made up her mind. She had to stop using magic. It was her only choice. The only way to keep herself from injuring someone she cared about or worse.

      Iris avoided magic as much as possible for the rest of the quarter. And her roommates to an extent. She signed up for several away trips with the band. Spent hours on end studying in the library, at Matt’s, and even a few times with Thorin. Though all her study sessions with Thorin ended with her leaving in a huff over some idiotic thing he’d said. She even covered a few shifts for some of her lab mates in an attempt to keep her mind from wandering back to magic and all the endless possibilities she hadn’t imagined or tried yet. 

      Even with how busy she was, Iris couldn’t keep magic out of her life. She refrained from using it in her day-to-day life and rarely used it during the training sessions she held in October and November. A spurt here and there when she felt like she was about to explode was all she allowed. Thankfully, her roommates didn’t notice her lack of magic use and therefore there were no awkward conversations to be had.

      At first, it was extremely difficult. Iris almost felt like she was going through magic withdrawal. She’d find her subconscious reaching out to the surrounding flows when her mind was relaxed or drifting off to sleep. Every time she realized what she was doing, she got angry at herself. Every other week she had to beat her subconscious into control as she found herself performing some task or forming a request she hadn’t meant to. By the time the quarter ended, she didn’t even miss using magic. Perhaps the stress of trying not to use magic kept her from missing it. 

      In keeping with her desire to limit her magic use, Iris tried not to hold any training sessions over the winter break. Her friends would have none of it. They compromised and had two sessions rather than the four or five people wanted. By the end of the second practice, Iris was fully engrossed in magic again and more pissed off than she thought possible. She stayed behind and vented her anger at using so much magic with more magic. 

      Realizing the stupidity of her actions didn’t occur until she sat panting from her exertions and couldn’t perform any more magic. It appeared magic was like exercising—in order to keep up your strength, endurance, and abilities, you had to work out consistently. It also sent Iris on a one hour drive throughout the hills surrounding Pacific once she regained enough strength to form a doorway home. She’d needed every minute of her drive and her music to pull her mind and anger back in check. 

      Three days before winter quarter began, Iris made her way back to Davis and the sanctuary of her apartment. She once again vowed to purge herself of magic. No one deserved to have as much power as she could. Matt helped her out by inviting her over for a pre-quarter review session. It turned into dinner and a movie on his couch where he fell asleep and she slipped out after giving him a kiss on the cheek. She wondered if this was what normal felt like. It was a lovely sensation she didn’t want to let go of. 

      “Hey, you took off without saying goodbye last night,” Matt chided as he took a seat next to Iris in their Japanese class.

      “I didn’t want to wake you and I had an eight o’clock class this morning.”

      “Ah, well, next time wake me. It’s probably better for me to sleep in my bed rather than on the couch.”

      “Good point,” Iris smiled. 

      “I had fun last night. We should have more non-studying nights. I feel like we never get to just sit and talk anymore.”

      “There’re social nights at your place and breaks between classes at the coffee house.”

      “Yeah, but there’re always other people. I like it when it’s just you and me. How about another one of those this weekend? There’s no way you’ll be too swamped with homework by then.”

      “I guess I can’t argue with that. Sure!”

      “Ohayō gozaimasu,” their sensei announced as she took her place at the front of the room. 

      As one, the class rose, said, “ohayō gozaimasu,” in greeting, bowed and took their seats once more for the start of class.

      It was a good thing Iris had Matt’s to look forward to that weekend because the weather took a turn for the worst and it poured for three days straight. Her official and unofficial roommates took advantage of the already rainy weather to practice forming rain clouds of their own. Iris grated her teeth at the constant deluge of magic running throughout their apartment. It didn’t help that the one time she tried creating a small rain cloud of her own, her mind once more tried to draw in all the water it could find. She’d needed a full five minutes to release the power she’d gathered once she realized what her subconscious had done. The stabbing sensation at the back of her neck didn’t help calm her down. 

      The lack of control terrified Iris, but she didn’t feel she could talk to any of her friends about it. For one, she didn’t want to worry them. Besides, they didn’t have her strength and innate ability to make most things work on the first try. Her sleep suffered. She was afraid she’d pull in power as she slept and destroy the apartment somehow. The only upside was it kept the mansion dream at bay. 

      Iris did the only thing she could think of; she started spending more and more time away from her friends. Magic users and non-magic users alike. She took solitude on their beach island in the hopes the warm weather would help lift her spirits and get her mind and power back on the right track. Even on a deserted island, she couldn’t get away from magic.
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      “Hey!” 

      A voice called behind Iris as she stared out to sea Tuesday afternoon. She turned around and saw Morrigan walking toward her. Shoes in hand rather than on her feet. 

      “Hi,” Iris said and turned back to the sea.

      “What’s up?” Morrigan asked as she joined Iris on the warm sand.

      Iris shrugged.

      “Just so you know, this is my retreat away from reality when it becomes too much or I need a place to practice.”

      “Sorry,” Iris wiped her hands of sand and got up. “I’ll go. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      Morrigan grabbed Iris’s sleeve and pulled her back to the beach. “I didn’t say you had to leave. I was merely pointing out why I’m here. And giving you an opportunity to talk about why you’re here.”

      “Reality sucks.”

      “I thought as much. Zarina said you’ve been off the last few months. Want to talk about it?”

      Iris shrugged.

      “Does it have something to do with why you didn’t want to have any training sessions over the break? Or why you only used minuscule amounts of power when showing us stuff?”

      Iris took in a large, slow breath of air and released it. “Yeah,” she admitted.

      “Are you afraid of something?”

      Iris nodded.

      “Your own strength?”

      Iris nodded again. She found it easier to let Morrigan guess rather than voice her concerns.

      “And you really believe not using magic is the answer?”

      Iris shrugged. “It seemed like the right thing to do at the time. My subconscious keeps taking over and I find myself full to bursting almost every time I try to use magic. Especially when it’s something new. Not to mention that my mind pulls flows into my being when it’s relaxed or on the verge of sleep. I figured not using magic would solve the problem.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that you may not be using enough magic?”

      “No,” Iris said slowly and looked at Morrigan for the first time since she’d joined Iris on the beach. “You think I’ve got it backward?”

      Morrigan shrugged. “It makes sense to me. Shutting yourself off doesn’t seem to work, so the other logical option is you’re not using magic often enough. Maybe it’s something we all need now, not just enjoy. Though, you don’t always enjoy using magic, do you?”

      “No,” Iris admitted. “It scares me. At least, I scare me. My power. The thought I could destroy this island if I wanted to. Well, most of it—probably. No one should be this powerful.”

      “I agree with you, but as you’ve proven, it’s not something you or any of us can turn off. Even if we try.”

      Something in the way Morrigan said the last part sparked Iris’s interest. “Have you tried to stop using magic as well?”

      “Yeah. I tried really hard second-semester last year. You guys were all at Davis and I felt I couldn’t hang out with people if I used magic all the time, so I stopped. I made it about a month before I used it without thinking. I accidentally started a fire in the dorms. No one knew it was me, but I could have hurt someone. Hell, I could’ve hurt a lot of people if it had been the middle of the night rather than the dinner rush. Now I come here at least once a week to use magic in a safe place and to keep myself from using it at school consciously or unconsciously. It’s worked so far.”

      “Morrigan, I had no idea. You didn’t tell us.”

      “I mentioned it to Zarina and asked her not to tell anyone else. I was embarrassed, to say the least.”

      “Well, I’m glad you told me. So, once a week is enough for you?” Iris decided a subject change would be the best idea. Especially since she wasn’t sure what else to say about the fire.

      “It seems to be for me, but I’m a lot less powerful than you are. I’m sure you’ll have to come more often. How long have you been able to go without using magic at all?”

      “Two weeks tops. And that’s only if I’m vigilant at keeping my subconscious under control and constantly think about not using magic. It’s exhausting.”

      “I get it. I’ve been there, but I don’t get to that point until after a month of not using magic. The fact that you get there in less than two weeks tells me you definitely need to use it more often. Or at least exhaust yourself from using magic more often. I’ve found that works the best for me. I come here, practice everything until I can’t draw in any more flows, then stare out at the ocean until I feel relaxed. It’s amazing. Like I’ve just had a great sparring session or a difficult workout.”

      “That makes a lot of sense. Thanks, Morrigan. I think I’ll give that a shot. I’m not sure it’ll do a lot for my frustration, though.”

      “You’d be surprised. We could always meet once a week for a sparring session. We haven’t added those to magic training in a while. I could teach you more advanced staff fighting techniques.”

      “What about some katana training as well? Could you teach me that?”

      “Sure,” Morrigan smiled. “But we’re starting you with a bokken, not a katana.”

      “Fair enough. And probably a very good idea.” Iris smiled back. “So, want a lesson?”

      “You game for that?”

      “Yeah, actually, I am. You’ve really helped me out and I want to return the favor. Is there anything you need more practice with or anything you haven’t been able to master?”

      “Rain. I can’t form a drop.”

      Iris had to swallow a sigh before saying, “Sure thing. Show me what you can do and I’ll see what pointers I can offer.”

      Twenty minutes later Morrigan formed her first rain cloud. It was no bigger than her fist, but it produced rain and put a huge grin on Morrigan’s face. 

      “Thanks!”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Okay, now it’s your turn.”

      “Morrigan, I—”

      “Don’t you dare say you can’t,” she cut Iris off. “We already discussed this. Use your time here to perform tons of magic. Powerful magic. Push yourself the way you push us. You’ll feel amazing afterward. I promise.”

      “Okay, okay, okay. I’ll give it a shot. You may get wet,” she sighed and opened herself to the flows she’d been trying to keep at bay. 

      Iris searched out the surrounding water vapor—which there was a lot of since they were on an island—until she was at her limit. With the request for the vapor to condense firmly in her mind, Iris funneled the power she held into her request. She closed her eyes to increase her concentration and began a cycle of pulling power into her being while releasing it into her request. 

      In less time than she thought possible, a coolness descended as a cloud shaded her from the sun. Still, she kept up her loop of magic in and out as she hadn’t condensed all the vapor her mind initially identified. As Iris came to the end of what she’d located, her mind tried to search out more water vapor. She started to shut that part of her mind off when Morrigan spoke.

      “Keep going if you can.”

      Iris followed the advice. The temperature dropped further. Before Iris realized it, she’d doubled the amount of vapor she was connected to. She condensed it. Searched out vapor for the third time. Needed to widen her search. Once she had her third batch of vapor condensed, her mind seemed satisfied. Iris focused on the already condensed water vapor. Formed it into denser clouds until a light mist fell. She concentrated for a few more seconds. Rain splattered on the top of her head and across the beach. 

      Large, warm drops soaked her hair and shoulders before Iris opened her eyes and looked at what she’d created. It wasn’t a single cloud, but rather a mini rain-storm twice the size of the island. Morrigan formed a barrier of air like an umbrella and they enjoyed a twenty-minute rain shower in silence. Exhaustion weighed Iris down, but as Morrigan said—she felt better than she had in months. There was something about being this fatigued that was rejuvenating. 

      As the raindrops lessened in size and frequency, the outer clouds dissipated. When the center of the storm could only spurt a few drops here and there, Morrigan released the barrier over their heads and fell back onto the sand. 

      “I’ve never kept anything going for that long,” she panted at the now blue sky.

      “Thanks,” Iris told her. “For keeping us dry and for all the advice. And making me use every drop of power I could. You’re right, I feel great. Super tired, but great.”

      “Glad to hear it. Me too. Same time next week?”

      “That’d be wonderful! But can we start with bokken training first? I don’t think I could use this much power and then have a weapons lesson. I feel like I won’t be able to get up as it is.”

      “Give it a few more minutes. You’ll be fine. But yes, we can start with some bokken work first.”

      “You want to come over for dinner?”

      “Not tonight. I have a test to study for.”

      “All right. You should come over more often. Just pop into the living room whenever you feel like hanging out or whatever. We miss you and seeing you at training sessions isn’t often enough.”

      “Thanks. I think I’ll do that.”

      “I’ll look forward to it.” They sat in silence for another few minutes before Iris let out a large sigh. “Back to reality?”

      “Back to reality,” Morrigan agreed. “I suggest you come back and do this again in three or four days. If you get to the point where your subconscious is trying to perform magic again, you’ve waited too long.”

      Iris nodded, got to her feet and formed a doorway home. “Thanks again,” she waved to Morrigan as she stepped through to her living room.

      “Iris is home,” Cirrus called to the house at large.

      “Thank god! I’m starving,” Aerianna said as she walked down the hall to the living room.

      “Why is your hair wet?” Rozlynd asked from behind Aerianna.

      Iris reached up and found damp hair.

      “And your clothes,” Cirrus added. “Been practicing making it rain?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, hurry up and go change. Violet and Zarina are waiting for us and I’m hungry,” Aerianna iterated.

      “Waiting where?”

      “It’s a surprise. Get going!” Rozlynd grinned at her.

      Iris realized it would be much easier to comply with their demands rather than ask more questions. She changed and reappeared in the living room a few minutes later.

      “Ready?” Cirrus asked keys in hand. 

      “You made it just in time! Our party is next on the list,” Violet said as they joined her in front of their favorite sushi house.

      “You’ve seemed a bit down lately, so this is our treat,” Zarina added. She rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet in her usual, excited way.

      “Thanks, guys. I really appreciate it. You’re the best.”

      “We know,” Cirrus grinned her.

      Violet elbowed him in the ribs and the whole group laughed. 

      “Zarina, party of six,” a server called. 

      Dinner was the perfect end to a rejuvenating day. Not for the first time, Iris was thankful for her friends. 

      Iris created a strict no-magic-in-Davis rule for herself and was determined to follow it for the rest of winter quarter. She met Morrigan at the island every Tuesday afternoon where they practiced with staves or bokken before solidifying their exhaustion through magic training. 

      Morrigan started coming to their apartment in Davis at least once a week. It helped Iris keep her motivation up and drove her to go to the island for a second time each week. She usually went on Friday evenings or Saturday mornings. Each time she surprised herself with how much power she needed to use to reach the same bone-weary state of Tuesdays. 

      In the sixth week of the quarter, Iris didn’t make it to the island until Sunday—which was a huge mistake. Saturday as she fell asleep, her subconscious drew upon the flows surrounding her. When Aerianna successfully shook her awake, Iris realized her mind was trying to locate someone. When she dwelled on the essence of the person, she realized her mind tried to find Brett.  

      Iris tried and failed to locate Brett four times while on the island the next day before deciding to give it up. She wondered why he was so elusive. She still had too much energy to call it quits, though, so she focused on her other friends. Morrigan came to her mind first, but she couldn’t even sense Morrigan’s essence. It didn’t surprise her as Morrigan was both far away and not a strong magic user.

      Iris tried Violet next but was just as unsuccessful. Thinking on her other options, she decided to see if she could locate Jaden. He was both a powerful magic user and was highly likely to be using magic so he was an ideal candidate. After a few minutes of focusing on his aura, she managed it. He was in Davis. Somewhere in the vicinity of his apartment and using magic. 

      She drew in and funneled more power into her request. Wanted to see where he was like she had with Rowen back in high school. A second later, a flash of Jaden’s living room and large screen TV crossed her vision. It was gone in a second. Dissipated with the last ounce of power she managed to funnel into the request.  

      Iris fell to her knees panting. It was more power than she’d ever used. Than she ever imagined she could use. Though she tried, she couldn’t pull any flows into her being. She’d found her limit. Even so, Iris could feel her body rejuvenating as she knelt on the warm sand. There was no doubt in Iris's mind that the next time she used magic she’d be even more powerful. It only added to her fear.
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      Though no longer sure it was a good idea, Iris continued to push herself when alone on the island. She strived to recreate the skill that allowed her to see Jaden’s living room flash through her mind but experienced nothing but failure. 

      At first, she tried to puzzle out the skill. Determine how it worked—something she’d been attempting on and off since high school. When that failed, Iris tried to remember all the steps and processes she’d gone through to see the single glimmer. After eliminating most items, her remaining variables were proximity and power—how strong her quarry, if they were using magic, and how much power she used. It fit with her attempts back in Pacific in her first year of using magic. 

      Iris was loath to do it, but she’d have to break her no-magic-in-Davis rule in order to suss out the precise factors that made this task work. It would have to wait until after finals, however. While her sessions on the island made it easier for her to focus on her schoolwork and offered a respite from the dreary weather, they also took away from some of her study time and this quarter was a brutal one for her. She’d also stupidly prioritized hanging out with Matt over studying on several occasions. 

      If she wasn’t careful, she may need to retake calculus, and her Japanese grade bordered a B-/C+. An A on the final would move her grade to a solid B. Achieving that was a big if. She needed to work on her speaking skills as that would be a large part of the final this quarter. She and Matt carved out two three-hour study blocks between their finals. Iris knew she’d need every minute of that time, so she blocked off her calendar and told everyone to leave her alone.

      She and Matt were less than a half-hour into their first study session when someone knocked at a door in the Gallery. Iris’s shoulders tensed at the sound. She ignored it. The person knocked again. Louder. Iris’s nostrils flared. She had to ask Matt to repeat his answer. She confirmed he was correct and moved onto the next sentence. Two sentences later, her phone chimed. She glanced at the text, saw it was from Thorin, and didn’t bother to read it.

      “Everything all right? You seem distracted.”

      “Yeah. Just have a lot on my mind.” Her phone chimed again. She silenced it. 

      “Dammit, Iris! Stop ignoring me!” Thorin yelled in her mind.

      Iris grabbed her water bottle and took a few sips while she sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors. 

      “What the hell do you want?” she demanded of Thorin as she entered the Gallery.

      “We can’t get a hold of Zarina.”

      “What about Jaden?” 

      “He’s the one who asked if we knew where she was. He’s been trying to call her for the last few hours. Apparently, she didn’t show up to their lunch date. He thought she might be at the band table in the coffee house, but she’s not here either.”

      “Have you tried her door?” Iris asked as her little self moved towards it. Her real self picked up her phone. “Excuse me for a minute,” she told Matt and walked outside.

      No one answered Zarina’s door in the Gallery after the first knock. She called Zarina’s cell phone. It rang, was answered, and clicked off before she could say hello. Iris called and knocked again. She received no answers this time. 

      “So—?” Thorin asked from behind her in the Gallery. 

      Iris jumped. With her attention split, she’d forgotten Thorin was in the Gallery with her. “No response on her cell phone either.”

      “You can do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Split your mind well enough to know what’s going on in both places?”

      “Yes.” Iris didn’t elaborate. Instead, she knocked a third time. The cell phone went straight to voicemail this time. “Okay, I’m heading home now. I can’t do this from Matt’s place.”

      “What are you going to tell him?”

      “I'm not sure. That her car broke down and she needs a ride. Head over to my place. I want the entire story.” Iris left the Gallery and joined both halves of her mind before going back inside and explaining to Matt that she had to leave. He was fine with it, as she knew he would be, and she promised to come back that afternoon if she had time. 

      Iris drove a few streets away, parked the 4Runner and opened herself to the flows surrounding her. She sought out anyone using magic around Davis, but no one was. She broadened her search area. Still nothing. Iris drew more power into her being and focused on Zarina herself. If there was ever a time for her location magic skill to work, it was now. 

      She closed her eyes. Inhaled and exhaled in measured breaths. Let her mind wander from thought to thought about Zarina. She didn’t focus on anything in particular but rather allowed her mind to roam at random. Images of Zarina’s physical form flitted through her mind along with her own impressions of Zarina’s personality. Together she recreated how Zarina’s essence felt to her. Pure. Innocent. 

      A shadow of a location flashed through Iris’s mind. She drew deeper upon the flows surrounding her. The shadow came back but didn’t solidify. It wavered for a few seconds as Iris tried to determine what it reminded her of. Iris had to release the power she’d pulled into her being or be ripped apart by it. The left corner of her mouth turned up.

      Iris turned her car back on and flipped the AC to high for a few minutes despite the chill of the dreary afternoon. She leaned forward to place her head on the steering wheel. She’d never used so much power in her life—had no idea she could hold that much power let alone use it. It was worth it though. Zarina was in the Library. Iris sat up and exhaled. She shifted into first and headed toward campus. She was too tired to split her mind and drive, so she called Jaden instead of going to the Gallery.

      “Where the hell have you been! Why aren’t you home yet? We’re all waiting for you. You have to help me find Zarina.”

      Iris didn’t have the energy to shout over him. She waited until he finished his rant before speaking. “I found her. She’s in the library. I’m heading there now, but I can swing by and pick you up if you’d prefer.”

      “No. I’m on my way.” 

      The phone clicked off before she could say anything else. “Well, at least he cares about her,” Iris said to the empty car.

      She pulled into a spot in the lot closest to the library. As she got out of the car, her head swam. Iris stopped. Both hands had to grip the door of her SUV to keep herself upright. The world tilted and turned around her. Several deep breaths got it to stop moving enough for her to make her way to the library at a quick pace. Jaden overtook her as she ascended the second set of steps.

      “Where is she?”

      “Somewhere in the library. In a window. That’s all I know. I’ll start at the top and work my way down if you start from the bottom and work up.”

      Jaden nodded and disappeared inside the building. 

      Iris headed to the elevator and pushed the up button. There was no way she’d be able to climb any more stairs with how fatigued she was. The elevator dinged and the up arrow flashed to green. As Iris moved towards the opening doors, Zarina walked out. 

      “Hey! Fancy seeing you here,” Zarina said. Though she tried to sound like her usual, cheery self, her shoulders were slumped forward and something akin to fear shone through her eyes.

      “Where’ve you been? Jaden’s freaking out. Everyone’s freaking out. You weren’t answering your phone or our knocks,” she added in an undertone.

      “Yeah. Sorry. I saw all the missed calls and was heading outside to call Jaden. I fell asleep in a sunny windowsill on the fourth floor. My phone was on silence, so it didn’t wake me up.”

      “I swear someone answered your phone the first time I called you, but maybe it was something weird with the carrier. Anyway, you need to call Jaden right now so he can stop freaking out.”

      Zarina nodded and the two girls headed toward the entrance. As soon as they stepped outside, Zarina called Jaden. He met them out front a few moments later. Iris moved off to the side to give them a moment. She leaned against a handrail for support before sending her little self to the Gallery of Doors where she told Thorin and her roommates they’d found Zarina and everything was fine. Iris turned to follow the couple back toward her car when a familiar figure came out of the library. 

      Brett waved merrily at her before visually following Zarina and Jaden’s progress away from the building. His presence made Iris doubt Zarina’s story. Iris refused to leave until the couple was out of sight. Brett refused to acknowledge Iris’s presence until the same moment. Once they were gone, Brett jogged down the stairs and stopped less than an arm’s length in front of her.

      “How are your finals going?” he asked jovially—as though they were friends.

      “Fine. Yours?” Iris wasn’t sure what he was playing at, but the more time she could give Zarina and Jaden to get away, the better. She thought about drawing power into her being, but she was still exhausted. If she tried and failed, there was no telling what Brett would do to her. 

      “So far so good. I’m looking forward to break, though. I’ve got a great training session planned with my father. What about you and your friends? Heading to the island again?”

      Iris’s blood froze. It took her a second to find her voice. Brett’s smile increased as her mind searched for an appropriate answer. “No. We were thinking about something with a bit more grass.”

      “Ah. Large meadows are always nice places for a good training session. I think they offer many more targets than islands.”

      “That depends on what you consider a target and the type of training you have in mind.”

      “True. Very true. I personally prefer glades and forests to islands and deserts. Though they can be cold this time of year. You know, depending on what area they’re in. The ocean can be fun as well, but everything moves differently. Very hard to control desires there.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” 

      “No? You should try it sometime.” Brett took a step closer. He reached a hand toward Iris but dropped it well before making physical contact. He lowered his voice a little. Took another half-step forward. “You’re welcome to join my training group. I bet there are even a few things you can teach me. Like how to expand my own abilities. That was an impressive display of power you showed a little while ago. I suspect it’s how you located Zarina so quickly. I’d hoped to have a few more minutes with her, but such is life,” he added in a huge sigh.

      Iris was done with him. “If you ever go near her again—”

      “Relax. I’m not interested in hurting you or any of your friends. I want you to join us—that is my father and me—in conquering the worlds and sharing our knowledge. Like I said, there is plenty I can teach you and I’m sure there’s a fair amount you’ll be able to teach me. Here.” He handed her a picture of a massive clearing surrounded by dense trees. “In case you want to expand your horizons. We’ll be there starting at noon in three days. Well, I should be going. Have a lovely rest of your day and good luck on your finals.” Brett gave her a genuine smile. His gaze lingered on her face before he gave her a nod. He whistled as he skipped down the last few steps. 

      Iris didn’t respond. She watched Brett walk in the opposite direction Zarina and Jaden had gone. When she could no longer see him, she shook herself and slowly made her way to her car. She was drained; physically, emotionally, and magically. She pushed her exhaustion away, split her mind and sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors. Iris pounded on Zarina’s door before she made it to her car. Zarina had a lot of explaining to do.
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      Zarina didn’t answer the first knock. Nor the second. Iris was pissed. Her eyes seared to green. She hauled herself into the 4Runner and banged on the door once more. As she settled into her car, Iris’s little self yelled to assure Zarina knew who knocked. “If you don’t open your door right now, so help me I am entering your mind and screaming bloody murder until you do!”

      “Jesus, Iris,” Zarina said as she finally opened her door. “I heard you. I was calming Jaden down.”

      “And what precisely did you tell Jaden?”

      “The same thing I told you. That I fell asleep in a windowsill.”

      “I will give you one more chance to tell me the truth.”

      “That is the truth. I swear.”

      “Then what woke you up?”

      “I think it was the knocking at my door in the Gallery.”

      “You think? You sure?”

      Zarina nodded. Iris stared at her friend for a few tense seconds. Zarina swallowed and broke eye contact. There was more to the story.

      “And was anyone waiting for you when you woke up, perhaps?”

      Zarina shook her head in the negative.

      “Want to try that one again?”

      Zarina shook her head again. She looked at her feet.

      “What about Brett? Was he nearby when you woke up? Or perhaps he was there the whole time and you’re lying about being asleep?”

      “I was asleep. You’re right,” she looked up at Iris. “Brett did show up at some point. He had my phone when I woke up to a pounding noise in my head.”

      “And—” Iris spread her hands out to show she wanted the entire story.

      “I didn’t want to concern anyone—”

      “Zarina, I’m already concerned. Not telling me what the hell he said or did to you is only going to make it worse.”

      “All right. First, he said hello, then he told me I had a lot of missed calls. Specifically that you were trying to get a hold of me. He said he’d answered the phone and was going to tell you I was asleep in the library, but he changed his mind. I’m not sure why, though. Then he talked about magic and training sessions and said Jaden and I were more than welcome to join him and his father during spring break if we wanted. I told him no thanks as I had plans to attend training sessions with you guys.

      “He talked some more. A little about forming an army and getting stronger and things like that. When I said no thanks again, he put his phone number into my phone, said in case you change your mind, and left. I deleted his contact, grabbed my stuff and headed to the elevator. You know the rest from there. Please don’t tell Jaden about Brett. He’ll just try to pick a fight and I’m not sure he’d win.”

      “I won’t tell Jaden as long as you promise to tell me if Brett approaches you again. You could have come to the Gallery immediately. Why didn’t you?”

      “I can’t split my consciousness that well. Not and have a conversation. I thought he’d figure out what I was doing and attack me or something while I was unprepared. I didn’t want to risk it.”

      “That makes sense. You should practice splitting your mind, then. It’s a good skill to have.”

      Zarina nodded.

      “So, you promise to tell me if he shows up again?”

      Zarina nodded again.

      “Thank you. I won’t tell anyone about Brett. You guys heading home?”

      “No. We’re going to Jaden’s. I’ll probably spend the night.”

      “All right. See you tomorrow, then.” Iris waved as Zarina stepped through her door and closed it. She wasn’t one hundred percent positive Zarina told her everything, but she didn’t want to push her friend too far. Zarina could be very fragile sometimes. 

      Before leaving the Gallery of Doors, Iris took a moment to compose herself. She ran through her conversation with Brett before realizing he said worlds. Perhaps he was referring to the ocean and its creatures. It was like a different world and Iris had never tried interacting with it. 

      She was so distracted while in the Gallery she drove on autopilot. Thankfully nothing happened along the way. When the 4Runner came to a stop, she realized she’d driven herself back to Matt’s rather than home like she’d promised. She desperately need to study, so she decided to go with her subconscious’ suggestion. Iris sent a quick group text to let everyone know Zarina was going to Jaden’s before heading into Matt’s. They still had a little over an hour to get through more material than would be possible. 

      Thorin gave Iris a last-minute study session before her calculus final the following afternoon. He even refrained from making any snide comments—which she knew was difficult for him—and for the first time, she left in a good mood rather than pissed off. The extra help made her a lot more confident going into the final and she felt she did enough to pass the class. Which was good enough for her this quarter. Her second study session with Matt went off without a hitch and she felt great going into the final, but only mediocre coming out of it. She knew her physics and intro to modern astronomy and astrophysics finals were fine, so she started spring break feeling mostly positive.

      After a night of celebrating the end of another quarter, Iris got to sleep in. She woke up to an Aerianna-less room, stretched and relaxed back into bed with the hopes of drifting back to sleep. Her mind had other ideas though. Brett was at the forefront of her thoughts in a second and she couldn’t shake him. She had to face this one head on. 

      Not wanting to break her promise to Zarina, Iris decided to head to the island to think through all the problem and solution possibilities. Knowing Brett knew about their island retreat made Iris leery to be there alone, but she didn’t think she had a choice. If he had tracked them to this location, then he could find any location they trained at. 

      It took Iris a few minutes to realize Brett probably knew about their island because he could track another magic user the way she could—or his father could. She bet they were better at it than she was. The thought sent her mind wondering about other things Brett and his father might know and be able to teach her before she shook herself and started talking out loud about the present problems and their possible solutions. It was the best way to keep her mind on track.

      “All right Iris, start at the top. Brett or Mr. Moreno can track another magic user’s location. You’re working on this one, so that’s good, but I think you may need to double your efforts. They may start randomly checking in on where everyone is and you may need to do the same to them. I wonder how much power it takes them to perform that task. Hmm . . . Focus, Iris, focus!” she told herself and took a breath.

      “What else do you know? He may not be able to tell what magic someone is performing the way you can,” she said slowly. “Yeah. He said you gave an impressive display of magic, which he suspected was how you found Zarina. If he knew for sure, he would’ve said. That seems more his style. Still, I’m not sure you can rule this one out yet.” 

      “Then there’s the fact he seems to be recruiting other magic users. I wonder if Zarina was the first one Brett approached or if—”

      “What do you mean Brett approached Zarina?”

      “Bloody hell! You scared the shit out of me, Morrigan!” Iris glared up at her friend.

      “Don’t evade my question.”

      “Zarina asked me not to tell anyone. I was trying to focus my thoughts better. I wasn’t expecting you today. It’s not Tuesday.”

      “I went to your apartment to see if you wanted to get some sparring in and they said you formed a doorway a little bit ago. I assumed you were here.”

      “Very logical. Anyway, don’t tell Zarina you know about Brett. And especially don’t tell Jaden. She thinks he’ll flip and do something stupid—and I agree with her.”

      “You going to tell me what happened, then?”

      Iris gave Morrigan a quick rundown of the exchange between Zarina and Brett before asking for her silence once more.

      “I won’t tell anyone. I promise. What are we going to do about it?”

      “I’m trying to figure that out. Brett asked me if I wanted to join him for training sessions as well. Even gave me a picture of the glade he’ll be in. Like I can get there with just a picture,” Iris scoffed. “I guess he thinks I can at least. Which means he may possess that ability too. I think he knows a lot more magic than we do, Morrigan.”

      “Sounds like it. Can I see the picture?”

      Iris handed it over. Morrigan stared at it for a few minutes, stood up, and formed a doorway. 

      “How did I forget you could do that?” Iris shook her head. She rose and followed Morrigan through her door of black palm wood and into a peaceful glade with knee-high grass and a pleasant pine smell. 

      They looked around, but there wasn’t much they could accomplish. After a few silent minutes, Morrigan spoke.

      “We should leave him a message.”

      “Here, give me the picture,” Iris told Morrigan. She scribbled Thanks, but no thanks, on the back of the photo after using a doorway to grab a pen from home. “Help me find a good branch to stick in the ground so I can attach this to it.” 

      “Here’s one,” Morrigan called a few minutes later.

      “Perfect,” Iris agreed. 

      Morrigan pressed the broken branch into the soft loam of the clearing and Iris attached the picture firmly to the stick. 

      “I hope nothing else finds it first.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Morrigan assured her. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      With one last look at her message to Brett and Mr. Moreno, Iris followed Morrigan back to their private beach where they had a great sparring session. Iris even came close to beating Morrigan—something she never thought possible. Though she had used a little magic by accident. Morrigan throttled her in the next round and Iris was much more careful about letting her mind reach out to collect the flows surrounding them. 
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        * * *

      

      Iris knew the moment Brett found her message. Pain stabbed the back of her neck. It seared hot like a branding iron before fading to constant pins and needles for several minutes.

      Since he’d told her the exact time he’d be in the clearing, Iris had gone to the island where she tried out her location tracking trick. She only needed half as much power as she had the last time—which made her sure her assumptions on power and proximity were accurate. Rather than a quick flash of a location, Iris watched Brett read the note before shredding the branch magically in one second. She left before he could trace her. 

      She released the remaining flows she’d drawn into herself and decided not to open herself to any more for at least a half-hour. Perhaps by then, Brett would be too engrossed in training to locate her. With nothing else to do, Iris leaned against the palm tree she sat under and waited for time to pass. 

      “Hey,” someone said and shook her.

      Iris opened her eyes to see Morrigan staring down at her. “Hey. What time is it?”

      “A little after one. You’ve been here since noon, haven’t you?”

      “Little before.”

      “You think Brett found your note?”

      “Probably,” Iris said. She didn’t want to freak any of her friends out by telling them Brett could track their movements. Or that she was working on the same thing. Or about the pain at the back of her neck. She wondered when she’d gone back to keeping so many secrets. “I couldn’t be at home anymore. I was too fidgety, and I knew someone would ask what was up, so I came here.”

      “Makes sense. What do you think he’ll do?”

      “Nothing, I hope. He said he wants us to join him, not to hurt us. Hope he sticks to that. Though it may mean he’ll start approaching everyone. I’ll have to come up with some story about him so I can warn everybody he may try to talk to them without giving Zarina away.”
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      Iris hadn’t come up with a good enough story to warn her friends about Brett’s actions by the end of spring break. It turned out she didn’t need one. Brett did precisely what she feared and approached Morrigan while they were both in Pacific—Brett for the last day of break and Morrigan for a weekend trip home. 

      A knock came at Iris’s door in the Gallery. By the time she’d made it through her mind’s defenses, there was no one there. She scanned the room. Morrigan’s door stood ajar. 

      “Morrigan?” Iris called and walked to the open door. 

      She could hear Morrigan talking to someone, so she made to close the door and assumed something had come up. A familiar male treble drifted through the still open door. Iris paused, her hand on the door handle. Morrigan had left her door open on purpose. She couldn’t split her mind to be in both places at once. Too many of her friends couldn’t. Iris added it to her list of things they should practice.

      “I told you already, it’s not going to happen, so why don’t you run along and go find someone else to annoy,” Morrigan said.

      Iris stood in the doorframe and leaned in. She tried to breathe as little as possible so she could catch the entire conversation. Since neither were in the Gallery, they both sounded really far away.

      “But you haven’t even heard me out. We—that is to say my father and I—are recruiting other magic users to help in our mission.” 

      “What, are you on a mission from God or something?”

      Iris had to keep herself from snorting at Morrigan’s response. 

      “It’s more of a personal vendetta. We have a great need for someone with your skill set.”

      “And what skill set would that be?”

      “The ability to form bridges between any two places. It’s a rare talent. I’ve seen your work. It’s wonderful.”

      “If you’ve seen my ability to create doorways, then you know I helped Iris leave you that note in your clearing. I believe it said everything. So, thanks. But no thanks. Have a nice life.”

      Iris strained her ears to see if she could hear what was going on or if Brett responded, but nothing came through the open door. She turned to leave the Gallery when Morrigan arrived.

      “That a good enough story to tell everyone?”

      “Yeah. You’re all right with them knowing he approached you?”

      “Better to be prepared than not. I didn’t feel any aggressive vibes coming from him, so I think you’re right in saying he has no desire to hurt any of us. Still, maybe you should advise the group to stay in public places or in pairs as much as possible.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Well, I’d better call an emergency meeting. Can you knock on a few doors for me and tell everyone to meet at my place?”

      “Sure thing. I’m out jogging right now, so I’ll need at least fifteen to get to your place.”

      Iris nodded. She and Morrigan moved in opposite directions of each other around the room and banged on doors. Iris had to call Thorin three times on his phone before he responded. Everyone packed into Iris’s apartment twenty minutes later.

      “Thank you all for making it on such short notice. I wanted to let you know that Brett has shown his face again.” Iris waited for the mutters to die down before continuing. She made a point of not looking at Zarina. “He approached Morrigan about twenty minutes ago and asked her if she wanted to join him and his father on some kind of mission.”

      “A mission from God?” Cirrus called with a short laugh.

      “No. This is not The Blues Brothers,” Iris reproved. It wasn’t as funny the second time. 

      “Brett said it was more of a vendetta,” Morrigan supplied. “He didn’t threaten me and I never got the impression he would to harm me, he just wanted to talk. He mentioned that he knows I can create doorways to anywhere, so that was unnerving, but it’s no different from Iris’s ability to identify what task we’re trying to perform, so . . . ” Morrigan ended with a shrug.

      “Even so, I think everyone should be on their guard. While I don’t think he’ll attack anyone, it may be best to stay in more public places or travel in pairs. Just as a precaution,” Iris added in a rush before anyone could argue with her. When she looked around the room, she saw mostly nodding heads and looks of understanding. It lessened the beating of her heart and stilled her anxiety. 

      “So you’re saying we shouldn’t do anything?” Jaden demanded.

      “Correct. It’s not a good idea to provoke him. He’s rather strong.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “I don’t want to fight anyone, Jaden.”

      “Then what the hell is the point of all this training? There is an obvious problem. We should take care of it.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by take care of it, but I refuse to hurt or threaten someone who has not hurt or threatened me or any of you.”

      “So, what? You’re going to wait for him to make the first move? What if he hospitalizes one of us or worse, kills someone? Unless you can bring us back from the dead—which I know you can’t—it’d be your fault one of us were dead!”

      “Jaden, I—”

      “I don’t want to hear more excuses. I want to know what the goddamn plan is to assure our safety!”

      “I don’t have one, all right?” Iris’s anger peaked. She was on the verge of shouting. Had lost control of her eyes once more. “Is that what you want to hear? That I have no idea how to keep Brett in line or away from any of you? Reality is I can’t protect everyone. That’s why we have training sessions. Self-defense sessions. So you all can protect yourselves if something comes up. 

      “If Brett approaches you, call me, knock on my door. Hell, knock on all our doors and get someone by your side immediately. Or get to a more public place. Do not use magic. The risk of it being recorded by some random person with a cell phone is too high. I’m a hell of a lot more afraid of what would happen then over what Brett might do. I honestly do not believe he will attack anyone. He wants us to join him and we won’t do that if he causes any one of us harm. Be forewarned, he’s a smooth talker,” Iris added in a calmer voice. 

      “That’s an understatement,” Sienna chimed in. She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “But he gives off this weird vibe. At least he does to me.” 

      The room fell silent for several minutes. Jaden continued to glare at Iris but he refrained from voicing any more complaints. Zarina probably had a lot to do with that. Jaden’s comments got Iris thinking, though. She needed to perfect her ability to track another magic user’s movements, and soon. 

      The problem was the next three weeks of her life were about to be taken over by band practices and activities as they prepared for Davis’s annual Picnic Day. The only silver lining was that Iris only had three classes this quarter; Japanese, physics, and calculus. If she could survive the next three weeks, she could survive anything. 

      Conversations broke out around her. No one paid any attention to her, so Iris snuck back to her room and did exactly what she told everyone not to do. She formed a doorway to her private glade. She didn’t want anyone to interrupt her.

      Iris took a seat on the thick grass and pulled as much power into her being as possible before releasing it into thoughts about Brett. His location came to her so fast it almost startled her into releasing her request. She backed off the amount of power she funneled into her search for him down to a trickle. He was in the same forest as her. She shifted her request from wanting to know his location to wanting to see what he was doing. 

      Brett held out a hand as though to tell someone to be quiet. His head tilted to the left, then right. He was listening for something. Or trying to locate someone. Iris assumed it was her. She switched her focus from Brett to his surroundings and saw three other people in the massive clearing. She didn’t recognize any of them. It appeared Brett found people who believed in whatever he was selling. 

      After a few minutes, Brett shrugged and went back to his training session. Iris let her request fade into one that would allow her to sense any other magic users around her. The amount of power coming from less than two miles away was so great it only required Iris to use a few drops of her own power to keep tabs on Brett and his followers. They were working on using air in as many ways as possible. When one of them formed a sharp object, aimed, and fired, Iris released all the power she held. 

      Her stomach churned. Though she was loath to give up her glade, Iris felt it only fair to pay Brett back for his continual stalking of her and her friends. With a few calming breaths, she regained control of her roiling stomach and filled herself with power once more. Not to bursting. She didn’t want to reveal how much stronger she’d become.

      “I thought I sensed someone nearby a few moments ago,” Brett said as he stepped out of what looked like a black rectangle. “Have you come to join me?”

      “No. You seem to have enough friends already.” 

      Iris stuck her hands out behind her and leaned back. She smiled serenely up at Brett from where she still sat on the grass-covered ground. His body tensed for the briefest of moments, but he recovered his cool and tried to play off Iris’s statement.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s just me and my dad.”

      “Funny. I could have sworn I saw two men and a woman all around our age. Perhaps a little older. I’m a terrible judge of age. Yes, I thought as much,” she added at his gritted teeth. “Well, I don’t want to interrupt your so-called training. I’m sure there are plenty of other innocent forest creatures for you to enjoy target practice with. Such a waste,” she sighed and shook her head before getting to her feet. “Guess I should let you get back to your new friends. See you around.” Iris waved, opened a doorway to her bedroom, and stepped through. 

      She counted to ten before releasing the power and breath she held. Her heart pounded in her chest. She wasn’t sure how he hadn’t heard it. Being that nonchalant when Brett could have lashed out at her any moment was difficult, to say the least. She wondered if he had any anxiety over his visits with her or her friends. She decided it was doubtful. Before Iris managed to calm down, someone knocked on her bedroom door. She jumped. 

      “Yeah,” she called once she found her voice.

      “Hey, you all right?” Thorin asked.

      “Peachy.”

      “Can I come in?”

      Before Iris could tell him no, he entered and closed the door behind him. He had her wrapped in a hug as soon as he reached her. Iris held him tight and buried her face in his chest. She refused to let the emotions coursing through her veins manifest into tears. Instead, she used calming breaths to regulate her pulse and bit her lower lip to keep the tears at bay. 

      “Where did you go?”

      “My personal practice glade,” her voice was muffled as she spoke into his chest.

      “Why?”

      “To think.”

      “And?”

      “And Jaden’s right. I should confront Brett or something.”

      “No. You shouldn’t. There’s nothing to be gained by talking to him, so don’t bother. None of us are going to join his vendetta or whatever. Besides, if you stoop to his low, who’s to say he won’t stoop lower?”

      Cold flooded Iris’s veins. It pooled in her eyes. She hadn’t thought about that. Shit! What if I made it worse? she asked herself and nodded into Thorin’s chest. Iris didn’t trust herself to speak or her eyes to do anything but betray her fears. 

      “We’re all going to Chinese. Family style. Want to come? It’ll help take your mind off stuff.”

      “Yeah. That sounds good.” Iris followed Thorin out of her room and back into the living room. No one had left. It seemed Thorin was the only one who realized Iris was missing. Besides Morrigan who gave her a look that plainly told Iris she knew where she’d gone. She seemed approving, though, not disappointed. Perhaps she had done the right thing after all. It lightened Iris’s spirits and eyes and made dinner a much more fun affair. 

      All of Iris’s positive energy was sapped out of her by the following morning. She spent a restless night running around the now familiar mansion’s halls searching for someone. The only thing that pulled her out of them was the even more familiar pain at the back of her neck. It’d become more intense. Something Iris hadn’t thought possible.
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      Though she tried, Iris wasn’t able to shove the dream to the back of her mind. It kept creeping into her thoughts at the worst times. She even found herself writing notes on the layout of the inside of the building rather than concentrating on learning how to solve the calculus problem her professor wrote on the board. Trying to learn her moves for the marching show was even worse. The third time she did the wrong move, Iris knew she had to stop before she injured herself or someone else. 

      “Sorry guys. I need a minute,” she told the rest of her section and headed toward the bathroom in Wickson Hall to give herself a longer walk. 

      “You all right?” Thorin called after her.

      Iris waved over her shoulder at him to indicate she wanted to be left alone. Thirty seconds later she heard someone running to catch up with her. She turned to tell Thorin off, but it was Zarina.

      “Hey, what’s up? And don’t tell me nothing. We’ve been friends for way too long for you to use that bullshit on me.”

      “I confronted Brett yesterday and I’m not sure it was a good idea.”

      “When did you do that?”

      “While you guys were all still talking about stuff in the living room. I left for my private training glade to think. Well, it turns out my glade is only a few miles from his training grounds. I sensed he was close by, so I filled with power. He showed up a few seconds later.”

      “What did you say to him?”

      “Nothing really. That I knew he was there and that he didn’t need us because he already had other people who can do magic.”

      “Brett is training other magic users?” Zarina grabbed Iris’s arm and halted her. Fear pooled in her eyes.

      “Yeah. I should have realized he was recruiting people back when Sienna was figuring everything out. I bet he could tell she was becoming a magic user. Anyway, he was training three people. They were working on air stuff.” She didn’t want to talk about their using magic to kill forest creatures. 

      “Iris, we have to do something.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “I don’t know. We have to stop them or something.”

      “Stop them from what? They haven’t hurt any of us and I haven’t heard of any other random injuries that can’t be explained. They’re doing the same thing we are—learning how to use magic. Brett is just a jerk about it.”

      “But this vendetta you mentioned—”

      “I have no details about it. I have no idea what he’s planning and I highly doubt he’ll tell me if I ask.”

      “Then you have to go back to where they practice and—”

      “And what?” Iris demanded in a much louder voice than she’d anticipated. “Sorry,” she added at the hurt look Zarina gave her. “You see my point, though, right? There is nothing I can do right now. I’m not a judge or a jury. It’s not my place to decide if what he’s doing deserves imprisonment or the death penalty or whatever. I should never have confronted him. What if he comes after one of us because of my actions? It’d be all my fault if someone got hurt,” Iris finally voiced her true concern. 

      Zarina didn’t respond. Iris took that to mean she agreed it would be Iris’s fault. 

      “We better get back to practice.” 

      Zarina nodded. 

      During the next water break, Iris saw Zarina and Jaden talking. They were well away from anyone else. She was sure Zarina would relate everything Iris told her about Brett. It did nothing to help improve her mood. Once they were dismissed from practice, Iris shoved her earbuds in and turned her “Fix Me” playlist on. She wanted to make sure everyone knew she didn’t want to talk as she headed towards the Memorial Union terminal and a bus home. She’d ask a roommate to bring her to campus for practice the next day so she didn’t have to carry her horn on the bus twice. 

      A knock came at her door in the Gallery before Iris boarded a bus. She tried to ignore it, but the person kept knocking. With a sigh, Iris split her mind and sent her little self to see who was calling before they barged into her mind. She was pretty sure it was Thorin trying to make sure she was okay. If she’d bet on it, Iris would have lost. 

      “Zarina told me what you did. Next time I’d like to go with,” Jaden told her.

      “There’s not going to be a next time.”

      “Yes, there is. Brett needs constant reminding that we are not going to be pushed around by him. Next time you go, you’ll tell me so I can give the asshole a piece of my mind, got it?” He stalked across the Gallery to his door.

      Iris followed. “What the hell, Jaden?” 

      He slammed the door in her face. Iris fumed at the centaur staring back at her. She banged on his door. Nothing but silence filled the room. She pounded on his door a second time. A third.

      “He’s not going to answer. He’s in one of his moods,” Zarina joined Iris in the Gallery.

      “What the hell is his problem?”

      “He’s action focused. And protective of me. I told him I bumped into Brett. Not the whole story. Just that he ran into me at the library, but it was enough to get him really upset at Brett. Sorry. I should’ve warned you.”

      “A head’s up might have been nice,” Iris said harshly. Her anger at Jaden hadn’t subsided. Nor her anger at herself for seeking Brett in the first place. 

      “Just let it go. Please?”

      “Fine. I’d ask you to tell Jaden not to be an ass, but I doubt you will. I’ll see you at home.” Iris left the Gallery before Zarina could respond. She had to keep herself from slamming the door. The overly crowded bus didn’t help her mood. Iris switched to a playlist that leaned more toward heavy rock and metal. She kept her earbuds in as she microwaved herself dinner. She ate, washed her dishes and climbed into bed without speaking to any of her roommates. Her eyes remained green all evening.

      She was over it. Over Brett. Over Jaden. Over magic. She’d never wanted to be normal more in her life than she did at that moment. How stupid she’d been as a child. To wish for powers without thinking about any ramifications. She was nothing more than a naïve little girl who now had to suffer any consequences as an adult.

      Iris’s anger at her past self increased. She tossed and turned for hours before falling into an uneasy sleep. The mansion dream waited for her once more. Fear filled her as she ran from floor to floor looking for someone. A friend. It was her fault they’d been captured. Her fault they were in danger. She had to make it right. They were behind this door. They had to be. 

      The incessant beeping of Iris’s alarm woke her as she turned the door handle in her dream. She half-fell off her top bunk in surprise. Thankfully Aerianna was already awake, otherwise, Iris probably would’ve kicked her in the head or something. 

      “Shit!” Iris yelled to the empty room as she cognized the time. She had fifteen minutes to catch the bus, or she’d be late to Japanese. And they had a test. She did not need this today. 

      Iris grabbed shorts and a shirt at random and hurried into the shower. Ten minutes later she pulled socks and shoes on as she tried to comb her hair at the same time. She scanned the room for her backpack but it wasn’t there. Iris ran to the living room, found her bag, and yelled, “Shit,” once more. Her Japanese books weren’t in it. She hustled back to her room, found the missing books, pulled a sweatshirt off the back of her chair to combat the air-conditioned classrooms, and headed out the front door. The bus passed as she locked up. The bus stop was void of people. There wouldn’t be another bus. 

      “Fuck,” she groaned and unlocked the door. “Now what?” she demanded of the empty apartment.

      “Drive to campus?” Iris responded to herself. 

      “No. There are never any spots this time of day. Dammit! And none of my roommates are home so I can’t ask for a ride.”

      Iris stood in the middle of the living room and tapped her left foot. She stopped as an idea blossomed in her mind.

      “Form a doorway somewhere?” 

      “That’s a stupid idea . . . but you don’t really have another option besides being late to class. The only question is where to form one. I’ll ask Gavin if the bathroom in the lab is open.”

      Iris glanced at her watch as her little self headed toward the Gallery of Doors. She stopped before knocking on Gavin’s door. His shift didn’t start for another two hours. 

      “Shit!”

      “The band room?” she wondered out loud in an attempt to get her brain to analyze all her other options.

      “No. No one is supposed to be in the building this time of day. If someone saw me, there’d be a lot of awkward questions. Like how I got in there without a key. Besides, the band room is across campus from where I need to be and my bike is at the MU terminal.” 

      Iris checked her watch again. 

      “Classes are still in session. If I open a doorway in the bathroom at Hickey, I might get away with it. Those restrooms are rarely used.”

      “It’s super risky and goes against your no-magic-in-Davis rule.” Iris looked around her empty apartment hoping a better solution would arise. She had no such luck.

      “Hickey it is.”

      Iris pulled power into her being, concentrated on her doorway and what the women’s bathroom looked like in Hickey, and released her power into her request. She put her ear to the warm wood of her door. Silence brought about a sigh of relief. 

      Iris opened and stepped through her doorway as fast as she could before releasing all the power she held. She took a few minutes to calm herself before exiting the building and joining the throng of students getting off buses on their way to campus. 

      “I didn’t think you were capable of anything that risky,” a voice sounded in her ear.

      “Fuck off, Brett,” Iris said without looking at the man. Her anger at herself for needing to use magic increased tenfold as it transferred to Brett.

      “Nice to see you too. I simply wanted to compliment you on your guts. You have a lot more than I realized. And great control. And speed. I’m impressed,” he praised her. “I assume you overslept. Perhaps if you went to bed earlier, you wouldn’t have to take such careless risks. Just a thought. Have a nice day and pleasant dreams tonight,” Brett added with a smile and a wave.

      If there hadn’t been a swarm of students around her, Iris would have stopped from shock. Instead, she was shuffled forward with the press of bodies trying to make it to class as her thoughts honed in on Brett’s statement. 

      Was he manipulating her dreams? He couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible. Or was it? It could explain why she always woke with the pain at the back of her neck. She thought that had been because he was practicing magic of his own, or searching her out. Not because he was actually using it on her. How had she not considered this perspective in more detail? 

      Iris had never tried to manipulate someone else’s dreams. It seemed too invasive. But was it any more invasive than having doors directly to all of her friends’ minds in the back of hers? Iris was still contemplating dream manipulation when she walked into her Japanese class. It took Matt snapping his fingers in front of her face to bring her out of her internal contemplations.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “I said do you want to come over after practice tonight for pizza and a movie?”

      Heat rose from Iris’s neck into her cheeks. It continued upward. Her eyes tingled. She smiled at him.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Meet you at the band room after practice?”

      “Okay,” she somehow got out.

      Matt smiled back at her. 

      Though Brett’s comments about her dreams were still prominent in Iris’s thoughts the rest of the day, all she had to do was think about dinner and a movie at Matt’s to brush it aside. It was glorious. Thoughts of a normal evening helped her to concentrate better on her classes, work, and marching practice. By the time six-fifteen and the end of practice rolled around, her mood had improved immensely. 

      “You’re a lot happier today,” Thorin told her as they walked back to the band room. “Want to get a bite?”

      “I’ve got dinner plans. Thanks, though.”

      “Who with?”

      “Matt.”

      “Seriously, Iris? You’re still hanging out with that guy? You know it’s never going to work out, right?”

      Iris’s eyes flared so hot she knew they’d flashed to green. “Thorin, go fuck yourself. Have a nice evening,” Iris added. She caught a glimpse of Sienna’s unmistakable hair and jogged a few paces to catch up with her. Her desire to have nothing to do with magic peaked.
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      Shall We Dance, the Japanese version and pizza were exactly what Iris needed. Snuggling into Matt’s arms on the couch felt right. More. It felt normal. Warmth bloomed in Iris’s chest. It spread throughout her body. She knew her eyes reflected her good mood until she said good night several hours later. The slight twinge in her eyes matched the soft sensation of sadness that settled into her soul. She didn’t want to go back to reality. 

      Matt gave her a tight hug at the door followed by a goodnight kiss. She returned the kiss with a few more and was all smiles when they broke apart. He tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and smiled back at her. 

      “Purple,” he said after a few moments. “That’s a new color. I like it.”

      Iris’s already warm cheeks grew hot. She looked away. Matt pulled her into another hug. 

      “You free tomorrow night?” he whispered in her ear before releasing her once more. 

      Iris shook her head. “We have section stuff tomorrow night.”

      “What about Saturday?”

      “I’m free as of right now.”

      “Great. I’ll pick you up at five. Wear something nice, but warm. It can still be a little chilly after the sun sets.”

      Iris gave him one more kiss before heading to her car. She felt lighter than she had in a very long time. It was a glorious sensation she hoped would last forever, but it was obliterated the second she walked in her front door. 

      “Hey, Iris,” Rozlynd called from the couch. “So, I’ve been thinking about this Brett problem and—”

      Iris didn’t pause to listen. She walked straight past Rozlynd and went to her room without opening her mouth. Unfortunately, Aerianna was there. 

      “Hey, did Rozlynd talk to you about Brett because we think we have a solution.”

      Iris locked herself in the bathroom and sank to the floor. She longed to stay there until five p.m. on Saturday but knew she couldn’t. Instead, she pulled herself together enough to tell Rozlynd and Aerianna she was exhausted and asked if they could tell her about their Brett solutions the following evening. She hoped they’d forget about it by Saturday. Iris wasn’t that lucky.

      “You could’ve mentioned you had section stuff last night,” Rozlynd chided Saturday morning. 

      Iris’s hopes of sneaking out to let off some magical steam were thwarted in an instant. “Sorry. I completely forgot about it. I’m heading out. Did you want to talk about? something”

      “Yes. Like I tried to say Thursday night, I think I have a solution to our Brett problem.”

      “Yeah? What is it?”

      “We find out where he’s practicing and tell him we don’t want anything to do with him.”

      “That’s it? That’s your solution?”

      “You have a better one?”

      “Well, I already tried yours, so no.”

      “Wait, you know where he practices?”

      “I knew where he practiced. I have no idea if he still goes there or not. And I have no desire to go back and find out, so don’t bother asking,” she added as she backed through her doorway and onto the sand of their practice island. 

      “Iris, wait!” Rozlynd called after her.

      Iris didn’t wait. She slammed the doorway shut and formed a second one to her practice glade. She was there so fast she knew her magic would have ebbed enough so she couldn’t be followed from the island. Unfortunately, Brett waited in her glade.

      “Goddamnit!” Iris yelled. All sounds in the cleaning ceased in an instant. “What the fuck do you want?” she demanded, then changed her mind. “You know what, I don’t care. Leave me the fuck alone. I want nothing to do with you nor with magic, so fuck off!” Her eyes continued to smolder while her breathing was deep and heavy. 

      “Is that the point you’re at?” Brett asked her. He took a few steps closer and peered into Iris’s eyes. “You’re not quite convincing yet. Your eyes give it away.”

      “What would you know about my eyes?”

      “You’ve never looked up a list of other Oculus Prismatics, have you?”

      Iris shook her head once in the negative.

      “My dad’s one.”

      “Your dad has hazel eyes and no rainbows. I’ve seen them.”

      “Yes, that is his natural color. What you see are his contacts. He was ridiculed through school the same way you were. On the East Coast though. He came west for college and started wearing colored contacts. He doesn’t need to wear them anymore, but I think he does it out of habit. He can control his eye color. I won’t believe you’re done with magic until you can control yours.”

      “Well, believe it. I’m done.”

      “Then what are you doing here if not to use magic?”

      Iris didn’t answer.

      “Ah. You need to use it, don’t you?” Brett smiled. “Your subconscious has started taking over, hasn’t it? Interesting. I didn’t think you’d reached that level yet, but it makes sense. Well, let’s see what you can do, shall we?”

      She stared at Brett. Felt him pull power into his being, pause for a moment, then pull double what he’d gathered in half the time. 

      Iris copied him and in three seconds, she had twice as much power in her being than ever before. 

      Brett pulled more into himself. 

      Iris followed suit. She should have been full to bursting, but she wasn’t. It was like she was only at half capacity. 

      She waited for Brett to gather more power to him, but he didn’t. He looked as though he was using all his concentration to maintain a solid grip on what he already had in his being. He did leave his connection open, so Iris knew he could continually draw in power as he expelled it the same way she could. 

      Iris pulled on the surrounding stores of power. Doubled what she held. Wondered if she was draining anything’s life force. Realized she wasn’t. The supply of power was limitless. It was the vessel that gathered it that was limited. It appeared Brett was much more limited than she was.

      Brett created and released a request so fast Iris almost didn’t get a shield up to protect herself from the buck-shot-like blast of air he sent her way. The pellets of air exploded on her shield sending puffs of air around the outsides. 

      Anger flared in her chest and eyes. Brett was the embodiment of everything she despised in life right now. 

      Self-righteous assholes.

      Bullies.

      Fear for her friends’ safety. 

      Her own stupidity.

      Being different. 

      Magic. 

      Iris’s emotions crashed into each other. She took them out on Brett. Returned his blast of air with a wall of her own. Even with the shield Brett placed in front of him, Iris’s blast shoved him and his shield back fifteen paces. A look of concentration replaced his grin. 

      A flurry of attacks followed the first one Brett shot at her. 

      Iris countered each one with ease. She concentrated on how he formed his attacks. Felt how the surrounding power almost balked in response to his attacks. Something was different. She remembered what he told her at the end of senior year. He didn’t make requests. He demanded the power he held bend to his will. Every time she’d tried that technique, she felt like she was going to be ripped apart.

      Her anger grew. This wasn’t how the power flowing through the Earth and every living thing was meant to be used. It was a gift. A puppy that would do anything asked of it for a kind word and thanks. Not a wild animal that one wrongly tried to beat into submission.

      Iris concentrated further on Brett’s demands. His attacks were weaker than she thought they should be. Perhaps it was a side effect of the power coursing through the Earth disliking being commanded. He did have the ability to release demands at a much faster pace than she could form and release requests though. 

      An image of another wall accelerating at Brett flashed into her mind. One did immediately. 

      She switched from defensive to offensive magic as Brett pulled more power into his being. Iris kept the word ‘please’ at the forefront of her mind and used images to make her requests. It doubled the speed at which she could release a request. She had Brett retreating after three attacks. Still, she pressed him. 

      Iris focused on Brett’s face. It was drawn. He was sweating profusely. Was close to his limit. She couldn’t attack him again. She wasn’t a monster. Iris turned her power and anger on the grass in the center of the clearing. 

      Fire erupted in front of her before she pulled in and condensed all the surrounding moisture into clouds which rained and put the fire out in moments. Still, Iris wasn’t done. There was too much power in her body. Too much anger coursing through her veins. 

      She concentrated on the blackened grass and the seeds below. Sped up the regrowth process. Iris replaced all the burnt grass with new growth. She helped it grow until it was the same height as the rest of the grass surrounding her and all evidence of the fire was gone.

      She wasn’t sure what else to do with the power remaining in her being, so Iris turned it upon herself. She was done being different. Done not being able to tell people about her abilities. Done being told who she could and could not hang out with or date. Most of all, she was done being different. The image of her door in the Gallery of Doors popped into her mind. 

      Iris concentrated on the faerie that graced its warm, polished wood. Imagined every detail of the faerie. Her upswept ears. The iridescent wings protruding from her back. Even the long blue and silver dress she wore. When the image was perfect, Iris released all the power she held into it and was suddenly surrounded by a sea of grass blades.
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      “Iris?” Brett called from somewhere above her. “Iris?” he called again. Closer this time.

      Iris moved through the blades of grass in the opposite direction of Brett. She had no desire to be stepped on. 

      “Iris! Where the hell are you?” Brett demanded of the air.

      She could see him looking around for her, but at eye level or just upon the grass. Like he thought she’d blown herself up. His hands brushed through the air. Maybe he thought she’d become invisible or something. Iris stayed quiet. A confused fascination at what she’d done filled her. 

      “Fuck! Dad’s going to kill me.” Brett clenched his fists, looked around one final time, and disappeared through a black rectangle. 

      Iris stood amongst the freshly grown blades of grass and thought about what she’d done to herself and Brett’s reaction. 

      “He can’t tell what magic someone is using like I can. In fact, I don’t think anyone else can. Not when they don’t already know the skill being attempted or request released. He can tell how strong I am, though,” she mused to herself. “I’ll have to figure that one out later. Right now, I have to determine what I’ve done to myself.”

      Iris examined her hands, felt her upswept ears, and looked over her shoulder to find iridescent wings fluttering slightly above her head. She’d transformed into the faerie from her door. But it was more than that. This form felt right to Iris. Like it was who she was supposed to be. Iris thought about opening and closing her wings a few times. The small puffs of air they created revealed her success. She moved them faster and faster until she lifted off the ground a few inches. 

      She smiled, drew a tiny amount of power into her being, and kept the connection so she could continually draw in a trickle. An image of her flying across the tips of grass in the clearing formed in her mind. She fluttered her wings and released her request. Nothing happened. 

      Iris doubled her effort and sped up her wing movements. Her feet left the ground once more. She leaned forward and managed to move a few dozen paces before losing control and crashing to the ground. It was a good thing there were only a few inches between herself and the ground. Even so, it hurt.

      Realizing she needed to think on this one more—and that she was exhausted from the amount of power she’d used to become a faerie—Iris decided it was time to transform back into her human self and head home. Before she finished forming her request to become human, Iris could tell someone used magic nearby. A black rectangle formed on the far side of the grassy meadow from where she stood.

      “What do you mean she disappeared?” Mr. Moreno demanded as he stepped out of the blackness.

      “Exactly what it sounds like.” 

      “Okay. What did she say? Was she upset?”

      “Very. She yelled at me when she arrived. Told me to fuck off and said she’d had enough with magic. We threw a few blasts of air at each other, then she pulled more power into herself. Even more power than I’ve seen you use, Dad. I had no idea what she was going to do with it. I was gathering as much power as possible to protect myself when she disappeared.”

      “Shit!”

      “What?”

      “If she turned that much power on herself, there’s a possibility she ripped herself apart.”

      “But wouldn’t I have seen that?”

      “Not if she melded with the rest of the power in the universe.”

      “Damn. That can happen?”

      Mr. Moreno nodded. “One of my best friends did that to himself in college. He kept having this dream about becoming an eagle and tried to become one. Instead, he dissipated. I couldn’t do anything but watch. I knew the moment he would fail, but it was already too late. He couldn’t stop what he’d started.”

      “You think Iris did that?”

      “No,” Mr. Moreno said after several long seconds. “This area doesn’t feel the same. An overwhelming sense of sadness filled the air when Drew dissipated. I’m not getting that sensation right now. It’s strong enough you’d be able to tell what I’m talking about.”

      “Then where’d she go?”

      “That’s a good question. I can’t sense her now. Either she succeeded where Drew failed and she left, or she knows how to shift time and can travel to Gemina Terra. I don’t think it’s the latter, though. There’s a lingering here that makes me believe she successfully changed her form. Has she ever mentioned what that might be?”

      “No. But there was a faerie on her door when she stepped through it to here today. I only caught a glimpse of it, but I’m almost positive that’s what it was.”

      “Excellent. We need her, Brett. Do whatever you have to. Just make sure she winds up helping us, not hindering us. I think she’s the key.” 

      Mr. Moreno gripped his son’s shoulder. The two smiled at each other and disappeared through another black rectangle. It almost felt like a hole in the Earth to Iris. Whatever it was, the power surrounding her did not appreciate it. 

      In case they were close enough to sense her use a lot of magic, Iris tried forming a miniature doorway with the smallest amount of power possible. Her door appeared. It was no taller than the dandelions in the sea of grass. She opened and stepped through it onto the far edge of their practice island. Iris waited a few minutes to make sure no one followed her. Listened to the ocean waves as they rolled onto the shore for a few minutes. Allowed their steady swells to calm her before she tried to transform back into herself. 

      Iris spent the better part of an hour trying and failing to become human once more. She was about to succumb to a life as a five-inch tall faerie when she remembered Matt was picking her up at five that evening. It had to be well past noon by now. 

      A renewed strength flooded through Iris. She pulled power into her being the way Brett had but was too tired to pull in nearly as much. She hoped it was enough. Iris planted an image of her human self at the forefront of her mind along with her ever-present sense of ‘please,’ released all the power she held into herself and was human once more. She sat on the beach for a long time as she recovered her strength before deciding she was ready to head home and get ready for Matt to pick her up. 

      Though loath to go home and be accosted by her roommates, Iris had no choice. It wasn’t like she could go anywhere else. Thorin still had roommates who were clueless about the world of power that surrounded them and there was no way she was going explain all this stuff to Matt. He was the normal she longed for and there was nothing that would ever convince her to risk that. So, with her shoulders squared and ready for a fight, Iris formed a doorway to her living room and stepped through. 

      She regretted the action as her eyes roved the room. Not only were all her roommates waiting for her, but so were Morrigan, Cirrus, Rowen, and Jaden. Thankfully they’d left Thorin, Sienna, Gavin, and the twins out of this one. Iris’s eyes flared before anyone could open their mouths. 

      “So here’s the deal,” Iris started as her anger mounted. “Yes, I saw Brett again. No, I did not search him out. He came to me. I told him to fuck off and leave us alone. Then I told him the same thing I’m going to tell you guys; I’m done with magic. I will not be hosting any training sessions. I do not want to talk about magic or use it. I want my life back—not whatever this is now. Any questions?” Iris didn’t wait for anyone to ask any before she continued. “Good. I’m going out tonight, so don’t wait up.” With that, she headed down the hall to the room she shared with Aerianna to take a shower.   

      She ignored all knocks on her bedroom door, Gallery door, and any texts or phone calls she received from her friends. She needed them to understand she was serious about being done with magic. When Thorin barged into the Gallery, she lost it. After yelling at him to get out, she locked all the doors. 

      A key appeared in her hand and Iris moved from door to door. She hummed happily as she inserted the key and locked each one. Now all they could do was knock. It’d be annoying, but she was glad she had her mind to herself once more. The invasiveness of all her friends’ access to her mind had never hit her so powerfully as it did now. 

      Matt texted Iris a few minutes before five and said he was on his way. She stayed in her room for another seven minutes before grabbing her purse and heading out the door. She ignored all attempts at conversation on her way out and waited for Matt on the curb.

      “Hey!” he called through the open window. “I could’ve come and gotten you. You didn’t have to wait outside.”

      “I didn’t wait long,” Iris said as she climbed into his front seat. 

      He leaned over and kissed her after she put her seatbelt on. “You look great! Roommate problems?” he asked after getting a good look at her face. His eyes lingered on hers. 

      Iris opened the vanity mirror on her visor and grimaced. Her eyes still held hints of green. “Yeah,” she agreed with Matt.

      “They happen. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      “We’ll see,” Iris sighed and changed the topic. “So, where are we going? This isn’t the way back to your place.”

      “Nope. It’s a surprise. You’ll have to wait and see.” 

      Warmth pooled in her eyes. She looked at Matt who glanced at her and smiled.

      “Those are the eyes I look forward to seeing every day.” He took her hand in his.

      The warmth in Iris’s eyes deepened and spread to her cheeks and neck. All thoughts of magic disappeared. It was bliss. Her mind tried to think about how all she wanted less than three years ago was the ability to perform magic and now she wanted nothing to do with it, but she cut the thoughts off by trying to get Matt to give her clues about where they were going. He refused and by the time they got off the freeway in Old Sac, Iris hadn’t a clue. 

      “Where are we going?” she asked as they walked hand-in-hand toward the water.

      “A cruise of the river. I wanted to take the later one—no kids allowed—but you have to be twenty-one and you’re not quite there yet, are you?”

      “Unfortunately no. Next summer.” 

      “Next time then, okay?”

      “Okay,” Iris agreed with a grin. 

      It was a wonderful hour and a half. Iris was glad Matt told her to dress warmly as she wanted to stay outside the entire time and enjoy the view and music. They found a corner at the back of the boat and spent most of their time in quiet conversation staring out at the passing riverbanks. She continually steered the conversation away from things like her roommates, why she never talked about high school, and what she usually did on weekends. There were too many things she didn’t want to talk about, let alone couldn’t talk about. Even so, there were plenty of topics of conversation to choose from. They had a great time. 

      Matt let Iris pick a dinner spot after the cruise. It took her about ten seconds to find and decide on the local pub which increased Matt’s good mood. They were back at his car by nine and headed toward Davis.

      “Thanks for a great evening,” she told him as they left the parking lot.

      “Ditto. Want to come over for a movie?”

      “That’d be great,” Iris agreed. She could be convinced of almost anything right now. Except going home.
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      One of Matt’s roommates was watching a movie when they got back to his place, so they set up to watch something on the smaller screen in Matt’s room. He put in a Japanese movie she’d never heard of and kept the subtitles off. Iris spent the first half intrigued by how much she understood and the second half distracted by Matt’s kisses. He loaned her some sweats and a t-shirt for her to sleep in. She used his arm as a pillow and snuggled into him—happier than she could remember being in quite some time. 

      Matt dropped Iris off at home a little after eleven the next morning. They didn’t have any more plans to hang out, but she’d see him in class the next day. She headed straight to the shower and did a bit of homework before going to the kitchen for a late lunch around two. The living room was full once more. This time Thorin was there too. Iris shook her head and turned around. Cirrus stepped out of a doorway to block her path. 

      “Seriously, guys? I thought I made myself clear yesterday! I—”

      “Iris,” Morrigan cut her off. “You know there is no way for you to stop using magic. We’ve discussed this already.”

      “You have? When? Why?” Rowen asked. 

      Rozlynd told him to shush. 

      “Sorry,” he told the room.

      “How can you have a so-called normal life if you have to use all your power twice a week to keep yourself from losing control?”

      “Thirty minutes to an hour twice a week is not a big deal. I get rid of the concern I’ll accidentally injure someone and get back to reality. The reality I choose to live,” she added before someone could tell her this was reality.

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Thorin told her.

      “And I’m pretty sure I’ve made it perfectly clear I don’t give a damn about your opinion.”

      “And what about Brett?” Jaden demanded.

      “He isn’t after you guys, so don’t worry about it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

      “Exactly what it sounds like. His dad is interested in my power. I told him I’m done with magic, so it’s a non-issue now.”

      “And you expect Brett to believe you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Personal reasons.”

      “What—”

      “Personal means private, not public,” Iris growled. Pain flared in her eyes. The expressions surrounding her told her what color they were. It didn’t help her mood.

      “Look, Iris,” Cirrus began from behind her. He still blocked her only retreat. “We’re concerned about you, that’s all. You’ve had a couple of run-ins with Brett in the last few days. Then you came home, told us all to basically fuck off, and that you want nothing to do with magic anymore when it was you who unlocked most of our abilities. Not to mention taught all us pretty much everything we know.”

      “Yes, and now I realize it was a mistake. I was a happy-go-lucky teenager who thought she was invincible. I haven’t felt at ease since a few months into being able to do magic and I know I never cognized the consequences until recently. And you know what? There are a lot of consequences that can happen. Becoming a science project is probably the least of my concerns today.”

      “So that’s it. You’re done?” 

      “Yup.”

      “And you expect Brett to leave us all alone?” Zarina asked. There was an edge to her voice Iris had never heard.

      “Yeah. And if he doesn’t, I’ll tell him to fuck off again and make sure he realizes I’m serious.”

      No one seemed to have any response to this statement, so Iris walked past everyone to the kitchen where she rummaged around for something to eat. 

      “I hate to admit it, but I’m with Iris,” Morrigan’s voice finally cut through the silence. “I think it’s dangerous and I never use magic unless I’m at a practice session—personal or group—or to get up here for a visit.”

      “Was that part of your and Iris’s discussion?” Aerianna put air quotes around the word discussion.

      “Hey, leave her alone,” Iris yelled from the kitchen. “It’s her life and her decision. Just like it’s everyone’s decision. Do what you like. Don’t expect any magical help from me that’s all. I’d rather spend my time joining a martial arts club on campus instead.”

      “That’s actually a really cool idea,” Violet chimed in. “What would you say to a dance class?” She did what no one else had and guided the conversation away from awkward as everyone started talking about campus clubs they could join. 

      By the time Iris finished her microwave meal, everyone except Jaden—and Rowen and Morrigan who didn’t go to Davis—wanted to join a martial arts club. They found several options and discovered it wasn’t too late to join for that quarter. The topic of magic had been completely dropped. Iris made sure not to bring it up. It allowed her to spend a fun, magic-free evening with her friends for the first time in a long time.

      Matt was absent from class the following morning. Iris called him on her way to her shift at the lab but he didn’t answer. She called him again after work but he still didn’t answer. She shot him a text as she wandered toward the bus and asked if she could bring him anything that evening and told him the homework assignment. 

      It wasn’t until after she texted Matt that Iris remembered she had Aikido class that evening. She got home, changed into comfortable clothes, hopped in her car, and headed toward the recreation center. She had Monday night rehearsal directly afterward, so she hoped if Matt needed something it could wait until after nine. 

      Aikido was fun, especially since Violet and Zarina were taking it with her. The instructor was surprised by how much Iris knew after learning she’d never officially studied the martial art. When she explained she had a friend who showed her a few moves, the instructor informed her Morrigan was a good teacher. Iris filed that compliment away to share with her later. 

      Iris and Zarina waved goodbye to Violet an hour later and headed through the building to the band room. Rehearsal was fun, but much more serious since Picnic Day was less than two weeks away. They practiced the show pieces and the march before playing a dozen or so songs Iris had only played once or twice in her almost two years in the band. 

      Her magic-free day continued into Tuesday. Iris couldn’t be happier. Especially since Matt was in class. He said he’d overslept and then didn’t get around to texting her back. Iris shrugged it off but declined his invitation to get lunch. She still had to meet Morrigan on the island for some sparring and magic practice. 

      Morrigan wasn’t on the island, however. Iris waited for a half-hour before deciding she wasn’t coming and pulled surrounding flows into her body. She used the technique Brett showed her and was full to bursting in a quarter of the time it previously took her. It also meant she had a ton of magic to use by herself and she didn’t really feel like it. Iris knew the fastest way to get rid of all her magic was to turn it inward and transform into a faerie again. The problem was, she didn’t seem able to do it. After another thirty minutes, the most she’d managed was a little fatigue. It wasn’t even remotely close to enough to get her through to Friday evening.

      Iris decided she needed to try something different. Something she knew would take more energy than usual. Her first thought was of fire followed by water, but she dismissed it immediately. The two wouldn’t use more than a quarter of the power she currently held. And she’d need to expel a second or even third round of power in order to not lose control this week. 

      The sun beat down on her head. It made Iris feel sluggish. She created a barrier above her and turned it dark in order to keep the sun at bay. Iris smiled. She expanded the barrier. Pushed it outward and upward in a slow, methodical fashion until the entire island was covered in a sunglass-style dome. 

      It wasn’t enough. Iris pushed the barrier farther and farther away until she couldn’t pull in any more power. With her last few tendrils of strength held in reserve, she released the barrier and closed her eyes as the sun shone down on her once more. With a sigh, Iris got to her feet and opened a doorway to her living room. She walked down the hall, climbed into bed and collapsed as exhaustion took over. 

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just tired. It’s been a long few days,” Iris mumbled to Aerianna. 

      “That’s for sure. You got anything going on this evening?”

      “Nope. It’s my night off. I plan to pass out early and sleep until the last second possible.”

      “Just don’t sleep through your alarm again.”

      “Right.” 

      Aerianna fell silent and Iris drifted into a dream-sleep stage. She was back at the mansion. The dream started from the beginning along with a dull ache at the back of her neck.
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      Iris sprinted through the lit, open area of manicured lawn to the deep shadows surrounding the side of the massive residence. She needed to get inside. The first window she came to was dark. She tried to open it. It budged. Iris counted to ten. No alarm sounded and no voices drifted through the building toward her. Iris raised the window enough to slip inside before closing it noiselessly.

      She took a few moments to allow her eyes to adjust to the dark room. The shapes of large objects that would probably manifest into furniture when the lights turned on filled the room. Iris moved around them with care and made it to the door. She couldn’t hear anything. The doorknob turned without a sound. She peeked through a crack. A well-lit, empty hallway met her eyes. Iris stuck her head out. Doors lined both sides of the hallway. A single door sat at each end. She needed to go up. 

      Two calming breaths gave her the nerve to slip into the hallway, pull the door shut, and creep to the door at the end of the hall on her right. She opened the door with no trouble and found herself in a stairwell. Iris ascended one floor. A second. Muffled footfalls on the second floor sent her up to the fourth. She could hear feet on the stairs now. 

      Iris exited the stairwell on the fourth floor. It was thankfully void of any people. She tried doors. The first three were locked. She didn’t dare use magic and give away her location. The mansion teemed with magic users. 

      The fourth doorknob turned but something told Iris this wasn’t the right room. She moved to the fifth door. It was locked. There was no time to try the sixth. She went back to the fourth and entered. 

      Voices exploded into the hall she vacated a second before. Iris locked the door behind her. She didn’t have time to allow her eyes to adjust to the dark. She moved through the room. Felt her way around large objects. Something crashed to the floor as her foot made contact with it. 

      Iris ignored the pain and dashed to the window. It was the only way out. She threw it wide. Looked up and down. Opted for down. She pulled the window most of the way shut after her before lowering her body as far as possible. 

      She dangled by her fingers. Light flooded the room. Iris had no choice but to let go and hope she found the window ledge below her.
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      A falling sensation pulled Iris out of her fitful dream. It took her a moment to realize she was in her room. Half-way out of her top bunk again. Aerianna was gone—which was a good thing. She pulled herself back onto her bed and rubbed the spot at the back of her neck. It appeared Brett wasn’t done with her after all. 

      Though she’d vowed not to use magic in Davis, Iris pulled a trickle into her being and focused on Brett. His location came to her in a flash. He was across the street. It didn’t surprise Iris in the slightest that he knew where she lived and what her daily schedule was. She pulled shoes on, ran a brush through her hair, and headed outside to confront him. Brett smiled at her from where he sat in his car. He reached across the front seat and opened the passenger door for her. Iris climbed in. 

      “Fancy seeing you here.”

      “Cut the bullshit. What the bloody hell do you want?”

      “I believe I’ve made myself pretty clear. I want you to join us.”

      “Why? You haven’t given me a good reason. Besides, everything you’ve done thus far has been a turn-off. The stalking of my friends. Me. My dreams. If you want someone’s help, you should really stay the fuck out of their head.”

      “But dreams are how you learn things.”

      Iris swallowed her initial thoughts on how Brett knew anything about her dreaming habits. “Not these dreams,” she said instead.  

      “Perhaps you haven’t gotten far enough into it yet.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Iris didn’t want to admit it, but his statement intrigued her. And concerned her. He always seemed to know more about her than she liked. 

      “You’ll have to wait and see.”

      “Right. Okay, asshole, I thought I’d made myself perfectly clear, but since I didn’t, let me try again. Leave me alone. Leave my friends alone. It would be great if you transferred schools, and I never saw you again, but I have a feeling that’s asking too much.”

      “Much too much. What did you do in the glade the other day? Where did you go?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Not even a clue? I have a bet with my Dad about—”

      Iris opened the car door. Brett slammed it shut with magic. She turned to face him. Balled a fist and readied to punch him if it came to it.

      “You’re powerful. Very powerful. My Dad says you have the ability to be the most powerful magic user by twofold. More, even. But you are letting your power go to waste. Why? The best way to increase your strength is to use magic daily. Why do you only use it twice a week in secluded locations?”

      “Because I don’t want to be different anymore,” Iris growled at him.

      “But you’re not different. You’re the same as your friends. The same as me.”

      “I am nothing like you, let’s get that straight right now. I have no desire to use my power for, well, at all anymore, so it’s a moot point.”

      “There’s so much you don’t know. So much we could teach you. About the history of magic and the Earths.”

      Iris’s interest tried to grow once more. She squashed it and instead said, “I don’t care. That’s the thing. When you’re done with something, the reason for its existence no longer matters. I’m done with magic. Tell your Dad. And leave me alone! And my friends. They all think you’re a dick, so there’s no way any of them will join you either.” Iris clicked the unlock button and stepped out of the car. She stood there waiting until Brett drove off. Before she could cross the street to head home, Jaden accosted her. 

      “Was that Brett?”

      Iris gritted her teeth. “Yes.”

      “What did he want?”

      “Same thing as last time. And I told him the same thing I’ve already told him and everyone else. I’m done, so leave me alone.”

      “You talked a lot longer than that. What else did he want?”

      “To teach me more about what we can do and its history,” Iris said cryptically. There were a lot of people out right now.

      “And what did you say?”

      “That I don’t care and—”

      “What! You had a chance to learn about the history of this stuff and you said you didn’t care? Did you even pause to think for a second? Or think about anyone other than yourself. Did it ever occur to you that we may want to know why we can do all this stuff?”

      “If you want to find out, then go after Brett for all I care,” Iris’s anger mounted once more. “How many times do I have to tell you guys? I’ve had enough. The pressure. The concern. The time and effort. It’s not worth it,” she emphasized the last four words and punctuated them with hand gestures.

      Jaden shook his head at her. “You’re just a spoiled, selfish child, aren’t you?” He crossed the street and headed to Iris’s apartment before she could respond. 

      Iris started crossing the street to tell him off but her phone rang. It was Matt. Iris decided this was a much better option. She answered the phone and was at Matt’s ten minutes later. But she couldn’t shake Jaden’s assessment of her.

      Somehow, Iris made it through the week. She spent most of her time engaged in band practice or functions and many of her spare minutes with Matt or at his place. The less she was home, the happier she was. She didn’t even need to use magic again until Sunday, which was a welcomed change. 

      Iris tried and failed to become a faerie again before creating another dome over the island. She returned home even more exhausted than she’d been on Tuesday. She’d needed to form an even larger dome, though. It concerned her. She vowed not to use Brett’s trick to double the speed at which she could draw power into her being the next time. 

      Instead of going to the island on Tuesday, Iris went to her secluded glade. Either she was still drained from Sunday, or not using Brett’s magic gathering trick was what she needed. She managed to drain herself after using half as much power as she had on Sunday. She hoped it would be enough to get her through to the following Sunday as she was booked solid with school, work, and band until then. 

      Iris had to make a quick trip to her glade Friday evening between practice and meeting her section for pizza. She only had about ten minutes to dispel the pent-up magic in her body. After the above average temperatures of the last week, a rainstorm felt like a good idea. She concentrated on the water around her but didn’t let her mind focus on more than a small ring surrounding the island. All she needed was to get enough magic out of her system to make it to Sunday when she could come back to exhaust herself once more. 

      Without bothering to dry herself off, Iris left the island for her room and a shower. She was dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, and out the door fifteen minutes later, just in time for Thorin to pick her up.

      “Hey. Thanks for the ride.”

      “No problem. Did you just use magic?”

      “What? Yes, why?”

      “I don’t know. I can tell that’s all. There’s a difference in you. Like your aura is emanating a positive, happy vibe.”

      “Weird. I’ve never felt that in anyone else before.”

      “Maybe that’s because all of us use magic daily while you don’t. Perhaps our aura is always like that. Anyway, I know you don’t want to talk magic, so I’ll drop it.”

      “Thanks,” Iris said. Silence filled the car while Iris thought about what Thorin said. They didn’t speak until he pulled into the parking lot. “Hawaiian?” Iris asked.

      “Barbecue chicken?” Thorin countered.

      “Sure. I could do that.”

      “Great! I’ve been craving a barbecue chicken pizza all week. Inside or outside?”

      “It’s a nice night. I vote for outside.”

      “Cool. You save us some seats and I’ll go order.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      The pizza was great. Iris and Thorin were soon joined by several of their section mates while Sienna, Zarina, and the clarinet sophomores took the table next to them. The thing Iris looked forward to the most that evening was seeing how the freshmen were doing with the float for the parade the following day. She hadn’t made it to float-building for almost two weeks and was impressed at the progress and detail they’d managed with chicken wire and paper-mache. 

      Thorin dropped Iris back at home a few hours later and promised to call her in the morning to assure she didn’t oversleep. Zarina was spending the night at Jaden’s so Iris was going to sleep in her room. That way she wouldn’t wake Aerianna up at the crack of dawn. Picnic Day was a very long day, to say the least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty hours later Iris was tired, but happily driving a car full of mellos to the evening social. It was a great way for everyone to wind down after a very busy three weeks. She’d volunteered to be the DD for her section this year and nine of them managed to cram in the 4Runner. It was a good thing the windows were tinted so darkly because four of them had to pile in the back. No seatbelt and a bumpy ride were their punishment for not volunteering to drive. Iris didn’t care one way or the other as long as she didn’t get pulled over. She’d ridden in the back of her dad’s car so many times she no longer noticed how bumpy it was. 

      They arrived at the social and Iris immediately found a group of friends to talk with. When her conversation partners started wandering off to join this friend or that, Iris looked around for Matt. He’d told her he was coming tonight. She refilled her cup with root beer, headed outside, and took a seat on a picnic table to enjoy the night air. Her ears picked up his voice coming from her left. 

      Iris looked around and saw him standing with a group—smoking. One of the senior flutes had her arm wrapped around his waist while his arm draped across her shoulders. It wasn’t an uncommon scene for a circle of friends like that, but it still sent a cold wave of jealousy through her core. And a burst of heat through her eyes. Having no desire to be privy to the scene, Iris went back inside to find someone else to talk to. Matt found her about an hour later.

      “Hey,” he said as he wrapped an arm around her hip. He pulled her to him so he could kiss her cheek. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “I’ve been here for a while,” Iris said. She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice but didn’t think she’d quite managed.

      “You all right?”

      “Yeah. Just tired.” She smiled at him in earnest. 

      “I’ll bet you are. Can I get you a refill? What’re you drinking?”

      “Just root beer. I’m DD tonight for the whole section.”

      “Lame. How did you manage that duty?”

      “I’m the only one with a car big enough to fit everyone. And I’m the only sophomore with a car, so, yeah.” She shrugged.

      “Did you get to enjoy yourself last night, at least?”

      “I did. Did you ever stop by?” 

      “No. I was trying to catch up with some homework. I am trying to graduate this quarter so I figured I should actually pass my classes in order to make that happen.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Iris agreed. She smiled. Her eyes tingled from Matt’s prolonged contact with her hip.

      “I thought so too. Anyway, you free for some Japanese studying tomorrow? We have that test on Thursday and I want to be completely prepared.”

      “Sure. I’ll call you when I’m free to come over?”

      “Sounds good.” Matt smiled, kissed Iris on the cheek again and went to refill both of their drinks. 

      Iris’s mood improved, and she enjoyed the rest of the evening. That was until she had to corral her section back to her car. It was frustrating beyond belief. She’d get a few people outside, head inside to find more, and come back out to no one. When she finally made it home after dropping everyone off, it was well past three in the morning. Being as quiet as possible, Iris entered her room, changed into pajamas, and crawled in bed. 

      Too soon her roommates woke her up by singing as they made breakfast. Iris groaned, rolled over, and tried to get back to sleep to no avail. She got up instead and took a quick shower before joining everyone in the living room. 

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Aerianna teased.

      “You look like shit, just so you know,” Rozlynd added with a grin.

      “Pancakes?” Violet offered her a plate.

      “Good morning, I know, and yes, please. Thank you,” she added as she took the plate and grabbed the syrup. “You guys are up early.”

      “Yeah. We’re meeting Morrigan at the island today.”

      “Ah. Good to know.”

      “You want to come?”

      “No. I’ll go to my glade instead. Thanks for the offer though,” Iris tried to be cordial. There was no reason to take their heads off this early or yell at them about being done with magic. Especially when they were being so polite. “Besides, I’m heading to Matt’s to study. We have a big test on Thursday.”

      “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find us,” Violet added.

      “Thank you. I won’t. What else are you guys up to today? And whose turn is it to cook roommate dinner? Is it mine?”

      “No. It’s Zarina’s. Which is good because we’ve seen her even less than you and with her moving out next year—”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Zarina didn’t tell you?” Aerianna asked.

      Iris shook her head.

      “Typical,” Rozlynd muttered and shoved more pancake in her mouth.

      “Obviously I missed something. What’s going on?”

      Aeri and Violet looked at Rozlynd, so Iris followed suit.

      “I might’ve commented on how little time Zarina spends here and that she might as well move in with Jaden.”

      “She’s—”

      “No,” Rozlynd continued before Iris could finish her question. “Her parents would never let her. Anyway, she’s going to take over Cirrus’s one-bedroom lease and Cirrus is moving in with Thorin. So are Jaden and Rowen since all of Thorin’s roommates are graduating. I think Zarina said two found jobs and one applied for grad school last minute.”

      “When did all this happen?”

      “Sometime last week. It was really short notice on Zarina’s part, but I think she’s been looking to move out for a while. I guess Thorin asked Gavin if he wanted to move in to cover the last room in his apartment but Gavin said he couldn’t leave his roommates hanging like that. Instead, Zarina talked to Cirrus. You know how nice and accommodating he is,” she smiled at Violet. “Cirrus agreed and told Thorin he’d move in. At least it’ll be nice to have two houses we can talk freely in.”

      “So what about us?”

      “We’re going to do some room shifting—if that’s all right with you. I was hoping to take the master and you and Aeri can fight over mine and Zarina’s old rooms.”

      “Works for me. I can’t afford the master on my own. Aeri, do you have a room preference?”

      “I sort of like Zarina’s room better. It’s a bit bigger, and I’d like to get a larger bed. I’m tired of sleeping on a twin. That cool with you?”

      “Just fine. Does anyone know when all of this is taking place?”

      “As soon as Thorin’s roommates move out sometime in late June or early July.”

      “Sounds good. So, do I act surprised when Zarina brings it up or just play like she told me already?”

      “I say act surprised. But I’d be sarcastic about it if it were me,” Rozlynd announced. She sounded really bitter.

      “It’s cool that Rowen’s moving up here.” Iris changed to a happier subject in the hopes it would pull Roz out of her funk. 

      “Finally, right? I know. I’m looking forward to it more than you could know. We should all go out when he officially moves to Davis.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Iris agreed. She glanced at the time on her cell phone and stood to put her dishes in the kitchen. “Well, I better get going. See you guys later.” She formed and stepped through a doorway to a chorus of goodbyes.
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      Iris clicked the speaker button once the phone rang. She grabbed some water and leaned her head against the fridge. She’d tried and failed to turn into a faerie once more. Perhaps she should give it up like she continually told everyone she had given magic up. Learning a new skill didn’t really go in line with what she told everyone. 

      Her thoughts turned towards happier things like having her own room soon. It brought a smile to her lips and pushed all the frustrations she’d experienced with magic that morning away. The phone rang for a fifth time. Iris sighed and prepared to leave a voicemail when someone answered the phone.

      “Iris?” A woman’s voice asked. “Hey, it’s Kelly. Matt’s in the shower.”

      “Oh, hi,” she was taken by surprise. “Well, can you tell him I’m free to study for our Japanese test whenever he is?”

      “Sure thing. Bye.”

      “Bye,” Iris said flatly and clicked the phone off. “How could you be so dense, Iris?” she demanded of herself. All her happiness vanished in a second. She felt deflated. Needed a distraction from her own mind and darkening eyes. 

      Iris flopped onto the couch, clicked on the TV, and found a mindless movie to try to take her mind off things. Her phone rang fifteen minutes later. It was Matt. Iris had half a mind to ignore him, but she really did need to study for their test.

      “Hey, you want to come over now?”

      “You sure you’re not too busy?”

      “I’m good. See you in a few.” Matt hung up before she could say anything else. 

      Iris clicked off the TV, grabbed her already packed backpack and headed to Matt’s. She sat in her car for a full five minutes trying to get her eyes to lose their greenish-brown hue but failed. Deciding it didn’t matter anyway, Iris headed inside. Her guard was up.

      “So, what do you want to start with?” Iris cut straight to study mode. It was safer that way.

      “How about we talk for a second?”

      “I’d rather just study. Vocabulary review work for you?”

      “Iris, I like you. You have to know that, but I can’t have a serious relationship with someone who always seems to be hiding something. I wish you’d let me in more.”

      “It would have been nicer to hear that before Kelly answered your phone this morning. Actually, it would’ve been nicer to hear that before I saw you two hanging all over each other last night.” She didn’t try to keep the bitterness from her tone this time but was happy she kept the volume of her voice steady. She’d only become more upset if shouted. Right now she didn’t want to feel anything. 

      “We dated a few years ago. Last night just sort of happened. I would have preferred it if you’d spent the night.”

      “And yet you never said or indicated as much to me. You’re an adult. You can make your own decisions in life and date whoever you want. It isn’t me any longer. If you even consider what we did dating. Now, are we going to study, or should I head to the library?” Her voice was neutral this time. 

      Matt stared at Iris for a long time before expelling a great sigh. “We’ll study. And, Iris, I am sorry.”

      Iris’s response to his apology was to open her book and start asking him for the Japanese or English translation of words. The joy of having a private room for the following year seemed a complete let down now. The only silver lining was that she no longer had to form doorways to a public place like the living room.
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      Iris’s eyes remained brown with flecks of green for over a week. She kept to herself as often as possible and wasn’t even sarcastic to Zarina when she mentioned moving out in a few months. Life seemed a little less jovial for Iris now. 

      She stopped caring about expelling all her power quickly as she had nowhere to go and no one to hang out with. Instead, she’d spend hours on end skipping rocks with power while on the island or helping flowers bloom in her glade petal by petal. 

      She dreamt about the mansion almost every night but didn’t let the dreams get to her. She no longer tried to analyze them or figure out what would happen next. When Brett showed up at her glade with three weeks left in the spring quarter, Iris had no energy to fight with him.

      “Now I’d believe it,” he told her and sat on the soft ground a few feet in front of her. 

      Iris didn’t so much as glance at him.

      “Not even going to ask what I mean?” he inquired several minutes later. “No? All right, then I’ll tell you. Now I’d believe you’re done with magic. What happened to you? You feel like you’ve lost all your drive in life.” 

      She shivered as Brett used flows of magic to analyze her power. She didn’t fight him or even react when he sent a small fist of air into her shoulder. Just kept her attention fixated on the flower she was helping bloom in front of her. 

      “You’ve lost a lot of power, too. What a shame. Such a waste. Sorry Iris, but this is for your own good.”

      Iris drew her eyebrows together and looked at him in confusion. The dull ache at the nape of her neck that indicated Brett used magic turned into a knifepoint. He slammed the knife deep into the base of her skull. Ripped it back out. Shifted its placement. A second blow expanded to encompass her head. She screamed. 

      The pain lessened inside her skull. An intense, pounding headache like she’d never experienced in her life flared to life. The knifepoint dug deeper. Changed. Became fifteen fire pokers drilling into her nerves. Her body convulsed. Iris screamed again. The sound echoed through the silent forest and back to her. Several black rectangles spit people out before vanishing. 

      “Is that her?” a man asked.

      “She seems so fragile,” a woman sneered down at her. 

      When had she fallen over? Iris tried to think through the pain encompassing her entire body. Her brain wouldn’t work. Couldn’t function. Conversation continued around her. 

      “She usually isn’t. I’m trying to ascertain how far gone she is,” Brett responded.

      Iris tried to focus on him. He still sat on the ground near her. Seemed closer.  

      “What do you mean?” a different treble asked.

      “That she doesn’t want to do magic anymore?” a high, soft feminine voice answered.

      “Precisely. I don’t think she’s completely lost, but will you get my father, please, Eve?”

      A single dark rectangle formed and disappeared. Five sets of feet came within Iris’s line of sight. She felt more than heard a few others behind her. It seemed Brett had been busy. She made to roll over to see who was behind her. Wondered how many magic users there were in the world and how many of them were in Brett and Mr. Moreno’s little clan. The knife jammed deeper. The pain in her neck and down her spine spiked. Blackness filled her vision while a buzzing engulfed her ears. 

      A hand was on her shoulder. It shook her body. Someone said something Iris couldn’t discern. They shook her again. The buzzing lessened a little. Darkness remained. A moist stickiness covered her body. Sweat. It dripped off her forehead onto the soft grass she lay on. Random words filtered through the buzzing to her brain.

      “—should go before . . . don’t want . . . best this way—”

      Iris shook her head. The world spun. She gripped the ground in an attempt to stop its movements. Hands held both sides of her head. They grounded her. Gave her a sense of where she was. Iris pushed off the ground with both hands and received help in getting to a sitting position. She bent her knees, placed both arms across them, and rested her forehead on her arms. Willed her roiling stomach not to release all its contents. 

      “You went too far this time, Brett.”

      “I realize that.”

      “How many times did you hit her?”

      “Four.”

      “Four? And she’s still conscious? That’s amazing. Did you use the same amount of power as usual?”

      “About ten percent more, actually. Closer to twenty on the fourth. She wasn’t responding the way everyone else does.”

      “Impressive. Iris?” the voice was directed at her now. 

      Hands gently grabbed both sides of her head and tilted it up. Iris’s eyes tried to focus on the face in front of her but they couldn’t quite manage. The face was familiar. It spoke.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Like some asshole slammed a knife into my nerve center.”

      “That’s a fairly accurate ascertainment of what Brett did. I’m impressed,” Mr. Moreno told her.

      “I’m so glad I’ve impressed you,” Iris’s voice dripped with as much sarcasm as she could muster. “Now what the fuck do you want? If it’s a fight, I might be willing to oblige this time.”

      “We don’t want to fight you, Iris. We’ve never wanted to fight you. We want you to learn the truth and help us on our way to creating a better future for us all.”

      “That sounds like a bunch of bullshit.”

      “You hit her mind, right?”

      “Second blow, just like always. Should’ve worked.”

      “Guess there’s no point in asking what you did to me, huh? Pretty shitty way to treat someone you want to join you. Like I’ve said before, I’m disinclined. Have a nice day.” 

      Iris pulled power into her being, fought off another wave of nausea, and requested a doorway open on the ground behind her. She made to roll back through it but Mr. Moreno held tight to her head. She didn’t have the physical strength to pull away. Was too foggy to make multiple requests at once. 

      She dismissed the doorway and focused on shocking Mr. Moreno so he’d let go. He countered her request with one of his own. His magic felt different from hers. Iris tried another request. He countered it again. She concentrated on his counter. Like Brett’s magic, it was a demand. One he could release much faster than her sluggish mind had the capability to manage right now. 

      Iris released all the power she held and closed herself off from accepting any more. There was no way she’d be able to counter anything he threw at her right now. She made to lie back on the grass but Mr. Moreno still held fast to her head. 

      “I just want to lie down for fuck’s sake,” she told him. He released her head. She muttered, “Thank you,” and leaned back with a groan. Iris stretched her arms above her head. She closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing. The world spun before righting itself a few rotations later. Her hearing returned. She opened her eyes and looked straight up. Several faces peered down at her. “Hi.”

      “Nice to see you again,” Mr. Moreno said.

      “Can’t say the same about you guys. What was it you wanted? I’m a little foggy right now.”

      “To tell you the truth about magic on Earth, throughout the universe, and time.”

      “That’s right. And you think telling me all this stuff will be enough for me to sign up and drink whatever Kool-aid you’re offering, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Well, you have about five minutes before I’ll have enough strength to counter anything you throw at me. I suggest you use it wisely.”

      “Are you familiar with the Gaia hypothesis?”

      “Something about the Earth being a single, living organism?”

      “That answer works for our purposes. And what do you think about the Earth as a single, living organism?”

      “It sort of makes sense since when I draw power into myself, I can feel it flowing throughout everything around me. Not just the living organisms, but the abiotic ones too. Rocks and water and such.”

      “Good. And how does one access that power?”

      “By being aware of it.” Iris felt like she was attending a lecture. 

      “Precisely. We are all aware of the power that flows throughout the Earth, but the power doesn’t stop there. It connects the entire solar system and universe together. We’re not strong enough to connect to that power source, but it’s out there.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “Another part of the Gaia hypothesis is that the Earth is a self-regulating system. When something needs to be altered or drastically changed, Gaia as a single entity produces the solution.”

      Iris had a feeling where this was going and she didn’t like it. She kept her mouth shut and allowed Mr. Moreno to keep talking.

      “That’s where we come in. We are Gaia’s solution to its current problem: homo sapiens. We are tasked with making sure the Earth—that Gaia—survives through mankind’s current bout of stupidity. The time to act will soon be at hand. There are more of us now than there ever have been. It’s up to us Oculus Prismatic to find and lead magic users through this difficult time. 

      “You, like I, possess the symbol of all living organisms and were born with a large responsibility to see your task in life through. So, Iris Faye, will you join with us to make sure mankind doesn’t destroy the precious gift it’s been given to live on?” 

      “That’s what you’re going with? The Gaia hypothesis. And here I was waiting for some kind of origin story. I guess it is one, in a way. Not quite the one I expected. As I’ve said before. I’ll pass, thanks for the offer, though.”

      “May I ask why?”

      There was an edge to Mr. Moreno’s voice. Iris ignored it and plunged on. “Because no person has the right to be judge, jury, and executioner to another human being and I get the impression that’s exactly what you are proposing. Besides, as I’ve told your son at least a dozen times now, I’m done with magic. No one person should possess this much power. It’ll go to their head.”

      Even ready for the blow, Iris almost didn’t get her shield in place in time. She strengthened it before a few more blows rained down upon her. 

      “Imagine what we could accomplish together. We could shut down oil refineries. Demand renewable energy become the only source. Destroy all nuclear weapons on the Earth without injuring anyone. I’ve seen your shields. With a little more training, I know you’ll be strong enough to contain the blast of any major missile, including a nuclear one.”

      “And why would I need to contain a blast? Because you’re planning on taking governments hostage until they reduce carbon emissions?”

      “If necessary, yes.”

      “When was the last time you had your sanity checked?”

      “This coming from a girl who believes all her dreams come true.”

      “You’ve got some good ideas, but I don’t agree with your plans on executing them. Try me again when you’ve come up with something a little saner. Like policy change or ways to make people understand science and facts better. Nice chatting with you all.” Iris waved, opened a doorway directly below her and fell through onto her bed. She closed the doorway in a flash and kept a tight hold on the power coursing through her veins. If there was ever a time to break her no-magic-in-Davis rule, it would be now. 

      No one pursued her, but the amount of power she held caught her roommates by surprise. All four of them were at her door in moments. 

      “Iris! Are you okay?”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “When did you become that strong?”

      “Where were you?”

      Iris sighed. She was loath to do it, but she’d have to share this story with everyone. “I’m calling an emergency magic meeting. Can we have it here?”

      “Yeah. Give us five to clean up, all right?” Rozlynd found her voice first.

      “Thanks.” 

      Iris split her mind and sent her little self to unlock, then knock on everyone’s door in the Gallery. She had to tell everyone she’d explain everything once they got to her place and was tired of the questions, are you all right and what’s going on, after the third time she heard them but had to endure them several more times. Not for the first time, she wished there was a way to group text via the doors in the Gallery or something.
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      Thirty minutes later Iris finished telling her story, including a brief statement about her dreams and run in with Brett across the street. She downplayed the pain he caused her. The story should have only taken about ten minutes, but all the comments and questions really slowed her pacing down and made the story so disjointed she had to repeat several parts two or three times. Iris let the information sink in. This time she didn’t slink off to her room to disappear. She stayed so anyone who wanted to could engage her in conversation. 

      “You think his idea is a good one, don’t you?” Jaden asked her.

      “In a way, yes. I believe we, the human race, need to control the speed at which we’re destroying this planet. But his ideas are way off the mark on how to do it successfully. Not only would it expose the fact that magic users exist around the world and probably start some kind of witch hunt, but it’s not up to an individual person to decide this kind of stuff. No matter how stupid politicians, governments, and corporations are. Besides, I don’t think it’s the reason all of us magic users exist right now.”

      “So what’s your theory?”

      “I haven’t fully formulated one yet, but I’m pretty sure this one ain’t right.”

      “Of course you haven’t. So, now that Brett’s tactics have escalated we’re going to fight back, right?” 

      Though he phrased it as a question, Iris knew Jaden didn’t mean it as one.

      “No. We’re not. My previous statements about the Morenos doing the same thing we are still stands.”

      “But they attacked you, Iris,” Rowen added his voice to the conversation. The rest of the room fell silent.

      “All they did was proved to me that they’re crazy and it’d be best if we avoided them.”

      “But what about all his followers?”

      “What about them?”

      “Who are they? Are they here at Davis? Should we be worried about them?”

      “I have no idea who any of them are. Brett’s always been alone when I see him around campus. I don’t think we have to be concerned about them though. They’re definitely followers.”

      “How do you know they won’t go off on their own?” Jaden’s anger mounted.

      “Because this is between me and Brett,” she told Jaden. “All you guys need to do is keep your eyes open and let me know if he approaches any of you.” 

      Iris scanned the faces in front of her. A few heads nodded in understanding. Others looked like they still contemplated their opinions. Jaden’s opinions were obvious—he wasn’t convinced. But he thankfully didn’t continue arguing with her. When Rowen started asking about dinner plans, Iris allowed herself to relax a little. She had a lot to contemplate. 
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        * * *

      

      Brett took a hiatus from bugging Iris in person and stayed out of her dreams. It allowed her to concentrate on the end of the quarter and made her confident she’d pass all her classes going into finals week. She met with Matt for one last study session before their Japanese final and had to suffer through him and Kelly hanging their arms around each other at the last social of the year the following evening. It was enough to send her back to the garage for another drink.

      “Anything stronger around here?” she asked Anwyn.

      “Here,” Anwyn pulled a flask out of her back pocket and handed it to Iris. 

      Iris took a long swig, tried and failed at not coughing, and took a sip of her beer to wash whatever it was down. “Thanks, I think.”

      “Sorry. Should’ve warned you to mix it rather than shoot it.”

      “It’s fine. Took my mind off things.”

      “Glad I could help.”

      As Iris refilled her cup, Thorin accosted her. 

      “Tell me one thing,” he slurred at her. “How did a freshman get all those non-ass-early Japanese classes? And on top of that, how were they all the same classes as him?”

      Iris didn’t need to follow Thorin’s gaze to know he was talking about Matt. “With a little power and computer system manipulation.”

      “I knew it! You kept that one under wraps. Man. Did you do that for all your classes?”

      “With seven-thirty chemistry? No. Just Japanese. It’s easier to have a study partner you’re comfortable with. I got lucky my first quarter and made sure to remain lucky for the next five. Seems my luck has run out though.”

      “I’d say it’s just beginning again. You’re better off without him. I mean, you have me, remember?”

      “And what about Kyxy?”

      “What’re you talking about?” he tried and failed not to grin.

      “I’ve seen the way you two flirt with each other. I know the smile you flash her well. You used to only give it to me. Besides. You told me to think of you as my hot, older brother at the end of last year.”

      “I ruined all my chances that night, didn’t I?”

      “Pretty much.” 

      “Can I try again?”

      “Not tonight, Thorin. Not tonight. Quarters?”

      “Hell yah! Let’s go see who’s playing.” 

      It was about the most positive ending Iris could expect from a great quarter that turned shitty. After a lot of soul-searching since her encounter with Brett, she realized she couldn’t stop using magic. Not if there were people like Brett and Mr. Moreno gathering magic users for some end-of-days bullshit reasons. 

      Besides, every time she had a problem or needed a friend, she turned to her magic-user friends. No one else knew her or understood her the way they did. They’d remained her friends even through all her bullshit about not wanting to be a magic user. Respected her decisions and helped support her. 

      All the extra time she had from no longer hanging out with Matt gave Iris the opportunity to spy on Brett. Turned out he’d been very busy that quarter. The three followers she’d seen him with the first time had turned into eight, and while Iris was confident she and her friends were still powerful enough to defeat them if it came to it, a few more followers on his end would tip the scales and make for a very difficult fight. 

      Iris didn’t have plans to go home for the summer. With an apartment to pay for and shifts open at the lab, she signed up for several along with a summer school class to play catch-up from only taking three classes the previous quarter. She also told her friends magic practice sessions were on again and promised Gavin, Sienna, and the twins an entire day for just the four of them. 

      Lesson one for the entire group was how to draw in power faster the way Brett showed her. No one was able to pull nearly as much power into their beings as Iris, but several came close to doubling their internal capacity, which in turn doubled the amount of magic they could use and what they could do. Iris dedicated her time to her friends rather than practicing the skills she hadn’t managed to perfect yet. She figured conditioning her brain and body for constant magic use was the smarter choice. 

      They took a week off from magic training in early July after Thorin’s roommates moved out. Instead, they switched to using magic for more practical matters. Rowen had the idea to form a doorway between his room at home and his new room in Thorin’s apartment on a weekend his parents were out of town. Since no one had ever tried forming a doorway for prolonged periods of time and Iris was the strongest, it fell to her to maintain her doorway for well over an hour while they hauled things from one room to the other.

      Iris managed it just fine but felt useless when it came to moving furniture—which they did with magic so it didn’t really matter anyway. After Iris realized she didn’t have to use her entire focus to maintain the doorway, she let her mind wander a bit and discovered another magic user closer to Rowen’s house. 

      She focused on the person’s aura and was unsurprised to find Brett using his own power to see what they were up to. Iris drew deeper upon the flows surrounding them in case Brett decided to start something, but he released all the power he held and his aura disappeared a few seconds later. It was the only time she felt Brett all summer, let alone saw him. 

      Since moving Rowen was such a success, they moved Cirrus and Zarina in the same fashion, while Rowen and Morrigan drove up in Rowen’s car—Iris had to squash Rowen’s desire to drive his car through her doorway as someone was guaranteed to see. Morrigan had plans to stay for a week. Though everyone invited her to sleep at their place, she opted to crash on Zarina’s couch in her new apartment. They figured being in an apartment that already held four women might be too much for the lone wolf. 

      The week went by too fast. Too soon they dropped Morrigan off at the airport. At the last moment, Iris asked Morrigan if she was willing to start their Tuesday meetings back up. Morrigan agreed and Iris spent part of the drive home explaining what she’d been talking about. It got a discussion going about everyone else wanting martial arts training again. They bugged Iris to ask Morrigan daily for two weeks and finally, Iris conceded. Quarterstaff and bokken training began the last week of July. 

      Everyone loved both the magical and physical aspects of their training sessions. Not only were they able to get a mental workout, but they now had an easy way to stay fit. The only person who scoffed at the physical training was Jaden. It got to the point where everyone made it clear that his negativity was not welcome. By the time Morrigan started her third year of college in late August, Jaden stopped coming to any practice that focused on physical weapons training. The only person who minded was Zarina—which made Iris feel bad.

      Determined to fix whatever it was that Jaden was upset about, Iris asked him to meet her at the island a few days before band retreat started. 

      “Thanks for meeting me.”

      “No problem. What’s up?”

      “I was just curious why you weren’t coming to all the practices anymore.”

      “I don’t find them meaningful when they don’t focus on magic.”

      “Why?”

      “For several reasons, actually. First, you can’t just carry a quarterstaff or sword around. Second, if you have to fight someone who can’t do magic, you don’t need a weapon of any kind even if they have one. Third, if you’re not skilled enough at something—especially martial arts or weapons—you’re more likely to injure yourself than the other person. And fourth, if you find yourself in need of fighting someone who can do magic, you’re probably going to need all your concentration for your magic and having a physical object is going to get in the way. Like so.”

      Jaden put actions to his words and sent an array of air-based attacks at Iris. She didn’t have enough time to form a shield, so she dodged the first one, deflected the second, and managed to counter the third. By the time she requested a barrier surround her, he’d created a doorway and stepped through. Iris dropped the barrier. Used the link still connecting both locations to follow Jaden. It was a very bad idea. 

      A wall of air slammed into Iris like a semi-truck at freeway speeds. She hadn’t prepared anything against a potential attack. Her body flew backward through her still open doorway to land hard upon the sand of their practice island. The force of the blow propelled her across the beach. She slid over sand and small rocks, scraping up her exposed arms and legs. Any remaining air left her lungs in one huge burst as she hit the ground. So did the magic she’d gathered. Her concentration vanished as pain exploded through her body from the blow. 

      Iris tried to comprehend what happened as she gasped for air. Every inch of her exposed skin radiated heat like it was on fire. There wasn’t a single spot that didn’t ache or burn. She looked up as a shadow fell upon her face. Jaden stood over her. He stared down at her for several moments while Iris pleaded with her eyes for him to help her. 

      He released some kind of request. Air flooded her lungs. She gasped. Tried to exhale but couldn’t. She had no control over the amount of air she took in. Her chest hurt as her lungs expanded outward. Iris pummeled the ground with her fist. Jaden released the magic he used on her. She fell back on the ground and groaned.

      “Shit! I’m no good at healing,” Jaden announced. He formed a doorway and was gone.
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      Iris couldn’t believe it. Jaden had probably expected her to be prepared for the attack. Or she wouldn’t have gone after him. He was trying to show her he was right. That physical weapons made no sense, but she never thought he’d just leave because he wasn’t good at healing. 

      As the adrenaline coursing through her body ebbed, true agony descended upon Iris. She didn’t notice Kylee kneeling at her side until half her injuries were healed. 

      “What the hell happened?” Kylee demanded of Jaden once she finished healing Iris. 

      Jaden shrugged.

      “We were seeing how quickly we could put up shields and I missed,” Iris told her and got to her feet. 

      Kylee looked from Iris to Jaden and back to Iris again. She didn’t look like she believed Iris, but she nodded all the same. “You should probably take it easy for a few days. You’re technically healed and all, but your body just took a beating. A massive beating,” she added and glared at Jaden.

      “Thanks, Kylee. I’ll take it easy. I promise. I’m going to go soak in the tub or something. I feel like I was run over by a big rig. See you at retreat?”

      “Yeah. See you Monday,” Kylee agreed and left through her doorway with its massive white bird in flight. 

      “See my point?” Jaden asked as soon as Kylee was gone.

      “Yes. I see your point. You didn’t have to hit me so hard to get it across though.”

      “And you could have easily countered it if you’d been prepared. Blindly following someone is never a good idea. What if I were Brett, and I lured you to someplace with a bunch of people who only answer to me? No amount of strength you hold could withstand an attack from a half-dozen people or more. It was a dumb move on your part and a lesson I hope you’ve learned.”

      Jaden didn’t even say goodbye before stepping through his doorway. Iris didn’t try to see where he went. Instead, she opened her own doorway to her apartment and took a hot bath even though it was a hot summer day. She hoped the lavender-scented Epsom salts would both help relax her and make her feel better. Thankfully, Kylee kept her mouth shut about needing to heal Iris from injuries Jaden caused her, which meant no one else knew. Not even Kyxy. 

      Iris used the magic free week that band retreat brought with it to do a bit of personal soul searching. She attempted to reason out why she’d followed after Jaden the way she had. By the end of the week, all she managed to come up with was her own arrogance and anger at Jaden. He’d pissed her off and she’d gone after him to have the last word. She needed to work on controlling her temper. 

      Fall quarter of her third year started and Iris switched her focus to keeping the three parts of her life in order. Magic practices lessened and switched to Sundays to avoid football game performances with the band while she juggled a few work shifts between her upper division lectures and labs. After getting her syllabuses, Iris knew she was in for another hard quarter even without a foreign language class. She hung out more and more in the library as the ten weeks marched by and while she still attended all the home games, she only signed up for one away game during the quarter. 

      By week six of the quarter, she was following a strict routine that allowed her to keep the balance between the three sides of her life while maintaining a fairly decent GPA. She was a bit stressed, but she had the option to back off on band or magic if school became too intense. It was during one of those school-intense weeks that her routine stopped seeming like a good idea.      

      “Wednesday morning. That means you’ve completed your physics lecture and are taking a few hours in the library to study before your physics lab this afternoon,” Brett said from behind her as she sat in a windowsill on the fourth floor.

      “Congratulations. You know how I spend my Wednesdays. Which means you know I’m busy, so shove off.”

      “Not only do I know how you spend your Wednesdays, but I know how you spend every day. Mondays you have back-to-back lectures followed by a three-hour shift at the lab. Then—”

      “Oh good. You’re stalking me again. I preferred it when you were ignoring me. Or was it hiding from me?”

      “Neither. I had things to attend to of my own. So, what are you working on?”

      “A lab write-up. Don’t you have homework of your own, and classes to attend?” Iris asked as she reviewed her notes from the previous week’s lab.

      “Yes, but I find you a more fascinating subject.” He scooted her legs out of the way and took a seat facing her.

      “Glad I keep you entertained. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to my write-up.”

      Before Iris switched her focus back to her notes, Brett leaned in to kiss her. Iris shoved him off her and started hitting him. Brett used magic to keep the blows from landing. He grabbed her arms at the wrist and forced them down at her sides with the help of more magic.

      “Let go of me, Brett, or so help me I will kill you!” Iris said much louder than she meant to. She knew she was stronger than him magically, but she didn’t want to use magic. Not in such a public place. The look in his eyes told her he knew and used that knowledge to his advantage. 

      “Shhhh. We’re in a library. You’re going to disturb all the people studying and—”

      “I believe she told you to let her go,” a male voice said at Iris’s shoulder.

      Brett released Iris both physically and magically. He glared at whoever stood behind her and stormed off.

      “Are you all right?” James, her lab partner, asked as he came around to face her.

      “Yeah. Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

      “You should report him to campus police or something.”

      “He’s just a jerk from high school. I’m used to his antics at this point. He would’ve left me alone eventually, but thank you so much for showing up. That’s the fastest he’s left yet. I really do appreciate it.”

      “No problem. You ready for lab this afternoon?”

      “Not really. I’m still trying to finish up my write-up from last week’s lab. I usually don’t leave them to this late, but there was an away trip this weekend and it really put me behind on class work.”

      “Away trip?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I’m in the marching band,” Iris plunged on when she realized James had no idea what she was talking about. “We travel with the football team. Well, not with them, but to all their games.”

      “Geez. That’s a huge commitment. Do you go on all of them?”

      “Some people do. I couldn’t this year. I only signed up for the one this quarter. But I did go on a few before classes started.”

      “Ah. You want a hand with the lab?”

      “Oh my god, that would be amazing. You sure you have the time?”

      “Yeah. I already found the references I need for my research paper, so I’m done early.”

      “Thank you so much! I really, really appreciate it. We should probably find a table though, right?”

      “That’d be easiest,” James smiled at her.

      With James’s help, Iris completed her lab write up in less than an hour. They spent the next hour and a half talking before heading off to their lab together. It turned out they had a lot in common. They had similar tastes in music, movies, and books, as well as both came from small towns in Southern California. Iris had no idea why she’d never asked James anything not related to his major or their class before and she was really glad she got the chance to get to know him better as she really enjoyed his company and hanging out with him. 

      James and Iris met in the library every Wednesday for the next four weeks to finish their labs together. On more than one occasion Iris thought about asking James if he wanted to hang out outside of class and studying. Then she remembered how little she and Matt were able to talk about outside of class and band items. It kept her from saying anything—and kept James safe. 

      Every time Iris met James in the library, a pressure point formed at the nape of her neck. It annoyed her but, thanks to Brett, she knew the second James entered the Library. Iris ignored Brett’s greeting after the first time. She could sense him nearby but managed to push the pain to the back of her mind and focus on her schoolwork. 

      When the pain doubled the final Wednesday of the quarter, it was too distracting. Iris couldn’t concentrate on anything. She excused herself for a quick moment to use the restroom. On her way, she pulled a trickle of power into her being, followed the flows Brett maintained back to him and sent an electric charge at him. The small “ow” of pain brought a grin to her face and a lessening of the pressure point.

      Winter break could not come soon enough. Iris had plans to spend the first few days in her glade determining how to hide something and take it with her like the Fairy-godmother in Cinderella did with her wand. She’d stewed on what Jaden said before retreat and decided the ability to carry a physical weapon around with her was a good idea. It just needed to be done in a way no one could see it all the time.

      Despite what Jaden said and had thus far proven, she still felt having the ability to fight both physically and magically was a good idea. Perhaps she’d read too many books and seen too many movies, but she was sticking to her opinion on the matter. 

      Iris opened her doorway to the glade and cracked the door. She waited a few moments to see if anyone was using magic nearby. No one was, so she opened the door further. A cold gust swirled into her room along with some white powder. No wonder Brett wasn’t around. It was winter. Iris closed the door with a sigh, thought about the practice island and opened the door again. Ocean waves and warmth met her this time. 

      It wasn’t until Iris released her doorway that she realized she changed the location it opened onto without releasing and requesting a new doorway. She was always intrigued by how much magic she could perform without thinking about whether it would work or not. If she could do something like that why shouldn’t she be able to slip a quarterstaff into the air surrounding her? With that thought firmly in her head, Iris picked up a palm frond, tore a few pieces off, and asked them to disappear. 

      A grin spread across Iris’s face as the palm fronds vanished. She thought about them returning, but nothing happened. Iris pursed her lips and tried a second time. This time she asked them to reappear in her hand. Still nothing. 

      “Well, those are probably gone forever. Time to try something new.” Iris started talking to herself in order to increase her concentration. “So, what precisely do I want?” 

      “I want to carry something with me always—not physically in hand—and have it be invisible to everyone,” she mused.

      “Also concealed in a way no one can run into it. Like a bag of holding. Yeah, that would work.” She nodded a few times in slow succession.

      “But I don’t want to carry around a bag at all times,” she countered herself. “What I need is something more like a portable hole. Small, lightweight, fits in my pocket. But it’s still a physical object. I’d rather not need to carry anything at all because knowing me, I’d forget it more often than not.”

      Iris stopped and contemplated all her options. None of them seemed quite right. At least, they didn’t match what she remembered from Cinderella. She wanted to be able to put something away and then seemingly draw it out of thin air. Perhaps it had less to do with location and more to do with time. If she shifted the time the object was in, perhaps that would work. 

      “But that’s ridiculous. There’s only one time,” Iris told herself. She sat there thinking for another hour or more. Nothing came to mind. “Well, looks like today’s not the day you’ll figure this one out,” she told herself and stood. Iris wiped sand off her clothes, opened a doorway and went back to her apartment. She’d sleep on this task and hope she had better ideas in the morning.
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      Iris was halfway through requesting her doorway open onto her practice glade rather than the island when she remembered it was cold and probably snowing there. Iris released her request, decided a change in scenery was for the best and put on some warmer clothes. She stepped onto her snow-covered glade a few minutes later. 

      Iris’s mind flitted from thought to thought before it landed on the last time she was here. She thought about what Mr. Moreno said. How he wanted to teach her the history of magic throughout the Earth, universe, and time. 

      It sparked another memory. Brett said Earths, with an ’s’ on more than one occasion. Perhaps there was something to the ability to shift time after all. It was enough for Iris to give her hiding place idea another try. 

      Opening herself to the flows surrounding her, Iris took a glove off and concentrated on making it disappear. She stopped the request. Disappearing didn’t seem correct. Iris started again. This time she focused on her glove hiding, then of her being able to find it again, and finally for it to travel with her. She kept all three thoughts at the forefront of her mind and pulled the image from Cinderella up for good measure. Iris released her power into the request. It was almost a plea for it to work. The glove disappeared a second later. 

      “Now for the hard part.” 

      Iris exhaled. She imagined the glove reappearing in her hand. Just like a doorway, she pulled forth every detail she could before funneling power into her request. The glove reappeared. Iris slipped it back on her hand and rubbed both gloved hands together in an attempt to get some blood moving through the one that had been exposed to the elements. 

      Once her hand warmed up a bit, she took her other glove off and tried it again. It worked a second time. Perhaps Brett was right. He could teach her a thing or two. She just didn’t need him to be present. Iris looked around for something larger to use. Everything was covered in a thick layer of white. It was hard to tell if any of it was portable. She thought about heading back to her room and grabbing her quarterstaff when a doorway opened in front of her. 

      The doorway solidified, a prominent faerie was carved into its polished surface. It opened and Iris’s quarterstaff levitated toward her. She didn’t remember forming the request let alone releasing any magic to accomplish the task. As her mind started wandering off on its own, the quarterstaff wavered. The door twisted in on itself. Iris focused on them once more. The doorway solidified, and the staff continued its forward progress. Once the staff was in her hand, she let the doorway collapse like normal. 

      Iris contemplated what she’d done. Without realizing it, she’d pulled power into her being the way Brett showed her. Her thoughts about heading back to her room must have brought forth her doorway and then quarterstaff. 

      She thought more about the day she and Brett threw a few attacks at each other when she became a faerie for the first time. Iris realized she’d only needed to form an image of what she wanted to do in order for it to happen. It had lessened the amount of time it took her to release a request by half if not more. 

      She wondered if she should take Brett up on the offer to learn more and then ditch him once she’d increased her knowledge and skills. Or perhaps coax him into another duel since she seemed to increase her abilities faster when she wasn’t thinking about what she did. 

      Iris dismissed the thoughts a few seconds later. It was dishonest and probably dangerous. Instead, she returned her focus to placing items in a hiding space. Iris tried her glove once more. It disappeared and reappeared with ease. She moved onto her quarterstaff. Only half disappeared the first time. She thought about enlarging the hiding place. Tried again. 

      An hour later Iris stumbled through her doorway and back into her room. She was surprised her joints worked enough to move. It took her until the last three attempts to get the object to reappear no matter where she stood in the glade rather than in the spot she’d hidden it from. She wasn’t sure what she’d done differently. Which meant she needed to give it another shot on her own before she could start teaching anyone else how to have a personal locker that followed them around. 

      She also wasn’t sure how many items she could carry at once. It would be another task for the next day. Right now, she needed a warm bath and something hot to drink. Her core body temperature had definitely dropped. 

      “I thought you were crazy for being out here yesterday. To come a second day in a row, you’re insane.”

      “And yet you’re the one who’s here waiting for me to arrive, so I don’t think you really have anything to talk about.”

      “I just arrived myself. Seems I’m faster traveling between locations. So, what have you been up to? Discover any new and exciting tricks?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact. I have.”

      “Great! Care to show me?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “You’re no fun. Well, if you won’t show me what you’ve learned, how about a friendly battle of strength?”

      “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” Iris forced herself to say. She didn’t want him to know she’d been contemplating the same thing yesterday. 

      “It’s not really an option.”

      “Then why did you ask me in the first place?”

      “I was trying to be polite. So, the stakes. What do I want if I win—”

      “You do realize I could just leave, right?”

      “Anywhere you can go, I can go too-oo,” Brett sang. 

      “Ass,” Iris muttered.

      “Ah, I know. If I win, you have to spend an entire day with me including a nice dinner out.”

      “You want a date?”

      “Something like that. So, what do you want if you win?”

      “For you to leave me alone.”

      “You didn’t put a time frame on it. For a day? A week? A month?”

      “How about the rest of college?”

      “That’s way too long. Unless you want to spend an entire month with me if I win.”

      “I’ll pass.”

      Brett sighed. “Then how about until the end of winter break?”

      “How about the end of the school year?”

      “All of winter quarter, but I’m making mine a full weekend—Friday night through Sunday evening—and am tacking on a second dinner out with a movie,” Brett countered.

      “I’ll take it,” Iris agreed. She had no intention of losing. “But you have to stay out of my dreams too. Not just physically leave me alone.”

      “Fair enough. Your Brett-free time won’t start until the first day of the quarter and will end on the last day of finals.”

      Iris nodded and filled with power. She crossed her arms and jumped in place in an attempt to circulate some warmth through her body. It did little to warm her up. The ball of fire Brett shot at her helped a lot more. Iris threw a containment field around the fire and controlled it to sit in front of her. She held her hands out to warm them until Brett dismissed the fire.

      “Hey,” she reprimanded. “I was using that. Guess I’ll have to form my own,” Iris said with a fake sigh. She created her own fireball. Launched it at Brett who stepped through a doorway and popped out somewhere behind her. 

      Iris dismissed her fireball request and replaced it with a full barrier surrounding her in case Brett moved locations again. She turned to face him. He was much closer this time. 

      Brett shot a few dozen blasts of air at her. They exploded on her barrier.  

      Iris readied a wall of air to send at Brett. A blast of frigid air swirled up and surrounded her in a tornado of snow and cold before she could release her attack.

      Somehow Brett had disrupted the barrier she’d formed. It blocked her view of him. 

      She focused on his magic. Released the wall of air in the direction she sensed his flows coming from. Had no idea if it found its mark. 

      Iris tried to bat at the snow surrounding her. Her hand hit a wall. Her barrier remained in place. Brett hadn’t altered it. He’d used the snow entrapped at her feet to cause the mini-blizzard and now it had nowhere to go because she was containing it within her own barrier. 

      Iris shot a second wall of air at Brett and released her barrier. The snow surrounding her flew outward with its sudden release. More joined it as his tornado of air continued. 

      Before Iris could form another barrier between herself and whatever Brett threw at her, he dropped the tornado and sent an arsenal of air attacks her way. No two were the same in size or speed. It made defending against them difficult. 

      Iris dodged several by feel. Snow drifting down still obscured her vision. She had to formulate a way to counter them. She honed her concentration. Blocked dozens of air missiles. Missed the tripwire he placed behind her feet. 

      There was nothing Iris could do to stay upright. The last thought she had before she hit the ground was an image of a glass coffin top like in Snow White. By the time she sank into the snow, one appeared above her. She smiled. How did she continually forget she could form requests with images rather than thoughts and words?

      Iris searched out Brett’s location from the comfort of her glass-like shield. She surrounded him in a funnel cloud of snow. Sent an unyielding supply of stinging air attacks at him. Interspersed them with battering rams and full walls of air. 

      She continually adjusted her target location as he tried to move or was moved by her walls of air. She wasn’t aiming to cause major harm but anything that made contact would leave a welt. Brett shifted to full defense mode. His counters grew weaker. 

      The battle ended in thirty seconds. The moment Brett released all of his power, she stopped her attacks. Iris dismissed her cover and stood. She kept her mind ready to form another barrier if needed. As she approached Brett where he knelt on the cold snow, she searched his body for any major injuries and healed what she could. Thankfully, there was nothing more than deep tissue bruises. She still didn’t have the hang of healing anything like broken bones. 

      “Do you surrender?” she asked after healing him.

      “I do,” he panted up at her from where he still knelt in the snow. “How did you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Keep your barrier, fire air missiles at me, and maintain the snow swirling so I couldn’t see anything?”

      “It’s just something I did,” Iris shrugged. But he had a point. She hadn’t thought about making several requests at once before. It appeared her theory of gaining more abilities when she wasn’t thinking about what she was doing was accurate. Iris added her newest revelation about her abilities to her list of things to work out and teach everyone else. 

      “So,” she brought her focus back on Brett. “You promise to leave me alone all of winter quarter? No stalking me, or manipulating my dreams? And no bothering my friends because that means they’ll tell me all about it and that’s a bother too.”

      “A deal’s a deal. I’ll leave you alone all quarter. Guess I’ll have to try twice as hard to get that weekend with you next time.” 

      Brett gave Iris a genuine smile that sent shivers up her spine, formed his rectangle of darkness, and disappeared through it. She couldn’t get a read on him. It was possible he actually liked her, but more probable he thought she was more likely to help him and his father punish humanity if she thought he liked her. Iris didn’t care to find out either way. She waited until all residual traces of his magic faded before using what little strength she had left to form a doorway home. 

      If Brett had been able to hold out for another minute or two, he would have won. Her ability to keep using magic drained significantly faster when she performed multiple tasks at the same time. The thought did nothing to comfort Iris. She may be stronger, but he had better stamina and speed. She added both to her list and crawled into bed in an attempt to warm up.
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      Iris dreamt about the mansion that night, but it seemed different. The pain she expected at the nape of her neck was missing. The distances and flow of the dream seemed off too. Even the mansion itself looked different. More like a British manner. Perhaps Brett wasn’t as into it as he had been. Or perhaps this was another ploy of his. It captivated her attention and kept her mind occupied while she made herself breakfast the following morning.

      “Hey! Where were you last night?”

      “I fell asleep early.”

      “How early?”

      “Not sure. Sometime after lunch. Maybe around four,” Iris shrugged and flipped the pancake over. “Want some pancakes?” she asked Violet.

      “Yes, please.”

      Iris poured more batter into the frying pan. Her mind was back on the previous day and her dream.

      “Want to talk it out?” Violet asked as they both sat down at the table.

      “Why not?” Iris took a bite and tried to decide where to start. She hadn’t told anyone about Brett in the library yet. Nor about James. Did she really need the backstory for everything to make sense?

      “Start at the beginning. Not the middle,” Violet told her.

      “That obvious?”

      Violet nodded. “You’ve been debating for way too long.”

      “All right, Brett—”

      “I thought as much.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, he showed up at the library mid-fall quarter where I was studying. He made it clear he’d been stalking me all quarter as he had my weekly routine memorized. Then he got a little more personal than usual. My lab partner, James, was in the library at the time and he told Brett to get lost. Brett did, but he kept in magical contact with me every time James and I studied together at the library. Just his way of saying hello, I see you.”

      “That’s creepy.”

      “More annoying than anything. It was like a constant pressure point at the back of my neck. I shocked him magically the last time.”

      “You used magic in public? Wow! He must have really pissed you off.” 

      “Yup.”

      “So what happened yesterday?”

      “Oh, right. I went to my glade to try out a new skill. Well, I tried to go three days ago, but it was cold so I opted for the island instead. I didn’t make any progress on the island, so I tried the glade again two days ago and had some success. When I stepped out of my doorway in the glade yesterday, Brett was waiting for me. Based on what he said, he felt me form my doorway and got there before me. He’s a really fast magic user.”

      “How did he know where to go?”

      “He’s been there before. I told you guys that, didn’t I?”

      “Guess I didn’t realize you were still going to the same place.”

      “I like it there. I didn’t want to give it up just because some asshole knows where it is.”

      “But it’s not just some asshole. It’s Brett.”

      “Yeah,” Iris agreed with an exhale and nod of her head. She picked up a pancake she hadn’t drown in syrup and tore off a piece. 

      “So, he showed up at your glade . . . ” Violet prompted.

      “And he wanted to fight magically with me. I’m not sure fight is the right word but I’m not sure what else to call it. Spar? A test of our powers? That may be more accurate.” Iris got a look at Violet’s face and plunged on. “I won, don’t worry. Even healed him of a few wounds before he left. If it had gone on any longer, I probably would’ve lost. Then I would have been forced to spend time with him because of the stupid bet he wanted to make. Whatever. At least he has to leave me alone all winter quarter.” She shrugged and popped the pancake piece in her mouth.

      “He bet you would have to spend time with him and you bet he has to leave you alone all quarter? How much time?”

      “A full weekend including two dinners out and a movie.”

      “He wanted to go on dates?”

      “That’s all I can think of. It was worth it though.”

      Violet pursed her lips at Iris. “I’m not sure—”

      “A weekend versus a whole quarter? It was worth it. Trust me. But it doesn’t start until the first day of classes, so he brought up the mansion dream again. That’s what I’ve been distracted by.”

      “The dream? But you’ve had it so many times. Why is it bugging you now? Was it different? Did you learn more?”

      It always amazed Iris how much Violet could read from her expressions and body language. “Different, yes. Nothing new per se, but distances were wrong. And the look of the place. Like it wasn’t quite solidified. I’m not sure what to make if it.”

      “You sure it was Brett who dropped you into the dream? I mean, it might have been your mind reliving it since you’ve had it so many times?”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. The pain in the back of my neck was absent so that would actually make a lot of sense. Thanks, Vi. I feel a lot better now. Well, I should head out. Still trying to figure this new skill out.”

      “Can I come?”

      “I’m not ready to teach it yet.” Violet’s smile lessened. Iris plunged on before it became disappointment. “But if you want to come and watch, you’re welcome to.” 

      “Great! Can we go to the island?”

      “Yes, we can. I’m not in the mood to see if Brett’s waiting for me so he can announce a re-match. In fact, why don’t you form the doorway to the island.”

      In two hours, Iris had all the kinks worked out for keeping something in a hiding place. Both weight and volume limited the space. It was almost like you could only carry items in your hiding place you could physically carry for long periods of time. She also taught Violet how to place a small rock in a hiding place of her own. Iris was exhausted but exhilarated at their progress. She decided she should bring someone with her more often in order to bounce ideas off of and get a second perspective on tasks. 

      They put magic on hold during the holidays. No one’s schedule matched up, so they’d opted to spend the week between Christmas and New Year’s magic-free. 

      Iris had to use magic every day in order to not have her subconscious take over. It was hard with all the family staying at her parents’ house for Christmas but much better than accidentally lighting the house on fire or making it rain inside. 

      The mansion dream and an occasional prickling sensation were the only signs of Brett. The few occasions she checked to see if he was in Pacific resulted in silence. She assumed he was at his family’s vacation home per usual. 

      Iris was glad to get back to her apartment ten days later. Not just for the ease of using magic there, but because she was about to have ten glorious Brett-free weeks. 

      Winter quarter flew by for Iris. There were fewer band gigs, no bad dreams, and magic practices were fantastic—she even managed to turn into a faerie once. On top of that, Morrigan’s martial arts training sessions were going well. Since Iris was using magic more consistently, she saw Morrigan less frequently on Tuesdays, but she constantly stayed at Zarina’s, so Iris got to see her just as often. Best of all, she didn’t have to think about Brett or worry about him approaching any of her friends.

      With less to worry about than usual, Violet convinced Iris to keep going with Aikido classes and sign up for a Latin Ballroom dance class. It was something Violet had wanted to do since she started dating Cirrus—he and his brother used to place in competitions when they were younger. Aerianna and Rozlynd took the dance class too. By the time finals arrived, Iris was just as busy as usual, but the happiest she’d been since starting college. It only made the first day of spring break that much worse. 

      Iris heard a frantic knock at her door in the Gallery. Something about the quality of the knock sent shivers down her spine. She split her mind and flew through her defenses to the Gallery in less than a second. 

      Quiet surrounded her. She pulled flows into her being to determine who’d knocked. She was unsuccessful. A dull ache at the back of her neck grew into a knifepoint of pain. Brett was using magic nearby. To experience that pain right after the knock in the Gallery put Iris on edge. 

      She joined both halves of her mind. Pulled more power into her being. Searched out Brett. She didn’t need much power. He was close by. Before she could determine a precise location, he created a bridge to somewhere else. 

      The frantic knock gave a quick tattoo in the Gallery and disappeared once more. It was enough to send Iris after Brett. She concentrated on the residual magic he’d left behind, readied a barrier and opened her doorway.

      Iris stepped into a field of grasses taller than her. A sense of déjà vu sent a burst of dread down her spine to pool as ice in the pit of her stomach. Her breathing increased in speed but was shallow. She couldn’t get any oxygen. She closed her eyes. Calmed her heart. Swallowed a few lumps that didn’t want to go down her throat. 

      With her breathing under control, Iris opened her eyes. She looked around the darkening field. A light source shone off to her right. She focused on it and felt a few tendrils of Brett’s power lingering from that direction. 

      Not wanting to be found, Iris released all the power she held and moved toward the light source. The tall grasses thinned before making an abrupt change to a manicured lawn. At the center of the circular pad of green sat a large mansion. Five floors of dark windows stared down at her, their empty sockets a challenge to make it inside before someone saw her. Iris’s dream had come true.
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      Iris dismissed her first thought of getting help. Even without holding any power, she could tell there were too many magic users in the building. She refused to risk another friend’s safety. This was between her and Brett. And whichever friend he’d captured. Iris could find out who, but it would mean using more magic which in turn would reveal her location to Brett. She also dismissed her notion to bang on all the doors in the Gallery. It would alarm the rest of her friends. And let them know something was up. She couldn’t risk either. 

      Brett knew she’d follow him but he must not have thought it would be this fast or there would be people waiting for her. No, like the dream, she had stealth on her side and she was going to utilize it. But he should know all this if he knew the dream. Perhaps he could initiate it, but didn’t know any particulars. Or perhaps he had no clue what her dreams held, and he had simply tried to give her nightmares. This definitely epitomized one. 

      Iris listened to the still night for several minutes. She wanted to assure herself there was no one outside with her. That and convince her nerves she could do this. She edged along the grass line until she was at the closest spot to the mansion’s shadow. 

      “It’s now or never,” Iris told herself. 

      She stepped to the edge of the tall crops, took one last breath, and sprinted across the partly lit lawn to the building’s shadow. Iris slowed her last few steps and flattened herself against the still-warm wall. The night remained quiet. She edged along the building in search of a way in. Her eyes alighted upon a dark window. 

      A few lights clicked on inside. Several windows spilled their glowing luminance onto the grass to join with the exterior lights. Iris flinched back. Retreated into the shadows. She counted to fifty. Retraced her steps to the first-floor window. Stopped to assure silence continued to surround her.

      Iris stood on her tippy toes and pushed the window up. It slid with ease. She paused for a moment. No alarm sounded to alert those inside as to an intruder. She pushed the window up further, pulled herself inside, and shut it behind her. 

      A dozen dark shapes that would probably manifest into couches and chairs filled the room. There was a single strip of light that indicated the base of a door straight in front of her. Iris moved around the darkened shapes with care. She pressed her ear to the door. Whatever was on the other side, it sounded empty. She turned the doorknob. Cracked the door open. Almost sighed in relief at the lack of noise it made. 

      Iris opened the door enough to peek her head out. A hallway lined with doors filled her vision. A single door stared back at her from each end. The layout of the physical building compared to the one she’d experienced in her dreams was uncanny. She tried to recall her dream in precise detail. When she’d run through the dream twice, she put the sequence into action. 

      Iris exited the room, pulled the door shut behind her as quietly as possible and moved on silent feet to the door at the end of the hallway on her right. 

      “Up two flights, then a noise, and up a third flight,” Iris reminded herself of what happened next in the dream. 

      She let herself into the stairwell. Paused to listen. Ascended one flight. Paused to listen again. Ascended the second flight. Hurried footfalls moved toward the stairwell one floor below her. She continued up to the fourth floor and exited the stairwell. The footfalls weren’t far behind her. 

      Iris turned doorknobs. The first three on the left were locked. Voices echoed up the stairs. Panic welled inside her. She tried the fourth, it turned, but Iris moved on. This wasn’t the right room. She moved down to the fifth. It didn’t budge. The voices were too close. She made it back to the fourth room as someone pushed the stairwell door open. 

      Iris scurried inside and shut the door behind her. She locked it and hoped no one heard the click over the noise of a dozen feet exiting the stairwell. The darkness of the room made it difficult for her to maneuver through it. She stumbled over the corner of a large piece of furniture, fell, and caught herself on something that crashed to the floor. 

      The voices that had gone past the room she hid in turned to investigate. Perhaps they hadn’t been after her before, but they would be now. Iris scanned the room. The only way out was the window. She threw it wide, climbed onto the large ledge, and pulled the window shut behind her. 

      Iris dangled by her hands as she lowered herself toward the window ledge below her. Her dream hadn’t gone past this point. She hoped it wasn’t because she fell to the ground level. Thoughts of her death and captured tried to break her concentration. She shoved them to the side. Refused to believe she died here. Iris released a breath. Realized she had no other option. Let go.

      Her feet hit the third-floor window’s ledge a second later. She leaned forward and hugged the wall to keep from tumbling backward to what would assuredly be her death. Lights flicked on in the room above her. Iris squatted down and pulled on the window. It didn’t budge. She lowered herself once more and dropped to the second floor. The window opened and she scrambled inside. 

      She didn’t wait to see if the window on the fourth floor opened in search of her. Instead, Iris searched the room for a place to hide. Couches, a table, and chairs were her only options. She scanned the room again. Slower. Her eyes focused on the walls. There was a door on the left wall. It opened into a room she bet was a mirror image to the one she just vacated. 

      “Now what, Iris,” she asked herself. “Think it through. You need to go up, but you’re not sure where to. That’s not true. You know you need to be on the fourth floor and that rooms one through four on the north side aren’t right.” Iris tried to recall her dreams as best as possible for any clues. 

      “It’s the sixth room. Something tells me it’s the sixth room. That’s how I felt in the dreams. Which means I just need to go up two floors and over one room. Wish I knew how to rock climb. Window or door?” 

      Iris looked from one possibility to the other. The door held the potential of running into one of the magic users in the building. The window could lead to a fall and death. A door opened in the hallway.

      “I swear she’s here. Eve heard something fall in one of the rooms on the fourth floor,” a male voice said. 

      “We would have felt her arrive. Seen her. There have been people watching for her,” a second voice responded. Iris wasn’t positive, but it might have been Brett. 

      “Not if she followed you here using the residual link your bridge left when you came through.”

      “The only way that would have happened is if she were using magic at the same time. She doesn’t use magic in Davis, so it’s not possible. Someone would have needed to tell her something was happening. It’s not her. But you’d better check every room to be safe.” 

      “Yes, sir!” 

      A single set of footsteps carried one of the two men toward the stairwell on the left. Iris remained stationary, waiting for the second person to move. 

      “Where are you, Iris Faye?” 

      A dull ache at the back of her neck told Iris two things. One, it was Brett in the hallway and two, he was using magic. If he tracked her, she was screwed. Iris moved toward the window. Silently she hoped Brett would search for her in the Davis area first. 

      Iris slipped out the window once more. The lights from several windows now dappled the pristine grass below. They were concentrated around the stairwell, but moving inward. Up was her only option. Iris wiped her hands as dry as possible on her pants, counted to three and jumped. Her fingers found and slid off the windowsill above her. She landed with more noise than she could afford. 

      Lights flashed on in the windows on both sides of her. Iris wiped her hands off once more, knelt, and jumped. Her hands stuck. She struggled but managed to pull herself up and onto the third-floor ledge, cursing herself for not being better at pull-ups the whole time. 

      “One more, Iris, one more. You’ve got this,” she encouraged herself. 

      Time wasn’t on her side. A column of light spanned the mansion on both sides of her. A single pool of light came from the window above her. Iris readied her mind to accept the flows of power surrounding her. Pain exploded at the nape of her neck. Brett knew she was here. She filled with power. Used it to aid her ascent to the next window and let herself in. Commotion engulfed the mansion. 

      Her eyes swept the room as she created a barrier around her body. A door on the left wall would let her into the sixth room. She unlocked it with magic. Threw the door wide. Zarina sat in a chair, unconscious. Iris rushed to her side. 

      “Zarina!” She tapped her friend’s cheek. “Zarina, wake up!” 

      Zarina turned her head and groaned. She opened her eyes.

      “Iris?”

      Heavy footfalls flooded the hallway from both ends. “Time to go,” Iris told her. She created a doorway to the living room in her apartment, shoved Zarina through, closed the door, and thought about the first floor where she’d entered the building. Iris opened the door again and stepped through herself. Without waiting, she ran for the tall grains at the edge of the grass. 

      Searchlights flashed on. Iris’s shadow proceeded her stride for stride across the lawn. The pain in her neck doubled. A wall of air slammed into her back. Iris rolled forward, grateful for the martial arts training she’d received, and came to a stop steps from the tall cover. She dove forward and fell amongst the grasses. They crushed around her. Iris scrambled to her feet and plunged forward. 

      Brett followed her magically. Like he’d linked to her. Iris released all the magic she held. The pain at the back of her neck lessened but remained. He could still track her. She filled with power once more and placed a shield behind her. Air rushed past her, but she remained upright. 

      She was trapped. If she released all the power she held, she was vulnerable to attacks and Brett could track her. If she formed a doorway, he’d follow her in an instant. There was nowhere she could go. Panic welled in her chest. She was lost in a field of tall grains with a dozen magic users pursuing her. 

      Iris stumbled. Her panic increased. Another wall of air prompted a hurried rise. Her legs burned as she ran. Breathing became difficult. She had to do something. Needed to be small enough for him not to trace her. Iris remembered how Brett and his father couldn’t find her when she was a faerie. Doubt filled her. She pushed it away. This was her only choice. 

      Iris slowed her pace and concentrated on the image on her door in the Gallery. She pulled more power into her. Focused on herself. Turned the flows she held inward and released everything into the request to become a five-inch tall faerie. The ground felt like it rushed up to meet her. Iris stopped. She released all the power she held. The pain at the back of her neck disappeared. A grin spread across her face.

      Her chest heaved. She bent forward to place her hands on her knees as she wheezed for more air. It took Iris a few moments to realize the pounding she heard wasn’t her heart but rather people running toward her. She stumbled forward and off to her left before remembering she had wings. Iris tripled her progress. When voices started shouting to each other around where she had been, Iris stopped. She pulled a trickle of power into her being and opened a doorway to her room. 

      The glorious sounds of her roommates’ voices filled the air as they clamored around Zarina. Iris released all flows she held and closed her mind off from accepting more. She counted to twenty. Assured no one followed her. When she was satisfied they weren’t coming after her, Iris made to leave her room. The doorknob was several feet above her head. She took a moment to compose herself. Concentrated on becoming her human self once more and released a trickle of power into the request. Iris walked out of her room to join her roommates.
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      “Iris! What the hell happened?” Rozlynd noticed her enter the room first.

      Iris ignored her. “Are you all right, Zarina?” she asked instead.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Someone grabbed me from behind as I was unlocking my door. I tried to use magic, but they put something over my mouth and I got all foggy. I went to the Gallery. That’s the last thing I remember before you woke me up and shoved me through a doorway.” Zarina rubbed her head. She still seemed off to Iris despite her statement of being fine.

      “Talk,” Aerianna told Iris before she clammed up.

      “My mansion dream came true. Almost every detail of it. Turns out the person I was looking for was you,” she motioned at Zarina. 

      “But your dream never finished, did it?” Violet asked.

      “No. It didn’t.”

      “Why didn’t you come back with Zarina?”

      “Because Brett was tracking my movements. I thought it’d be safer to get Zarina out and have them chase me—”

      “Them?” Rozlynd demanded.

      “Yeah. There were at least a dozen magic users in that mansion.”

      “I think we should get everyone over here in case those bastards show up,” Aerianna announced.

      “No need. I’m watching out for Brett. He’s not in Davis right now.”

      “But he could show up any minute with a dozen cohorts according to you.”

      “If it’ll make you all feel better, then sure. But I think it may be easier to head to the guys’ apartment instead. Brett is a lot more familiar with this complex than theirs.”

      Aerianna, Violet, and Zarina nodded their agreement. Rozlynd simply opened a doorway to the guys’ living room without a second thought. Iris hoped they didn’t have any guests over tonight. 

      “Hey, baby doll . . . what’s wrong?” Rowen’s voice drifted through the still open doorway. 

      Iris stepped through last. By the time she was in the living room, Jaden had Zarina wrapped in his arms as he led her down the hall and toward his room. 

      “Uh, hi?” Thorin asked Iris.

      Iris shook her head. She had no desire to talk about it. She had half a mind to head back to her place and wait for Brett to come after her, but Rozlynd was already telling the guys what just happened. There was no escape now. Iris flopped onto the couch and told her story. Minus a few details here and there. 

      “Should we get everyone else over here and let them know what happened?” Violet asked no one in particular after Iris finished her story. 

      “Be my guest, but can someone else fill them in? I’d really like to go to bed. I’m exhausted.”

      “I don’t think we should sleep at home tonight.”

      “You know, I think Rozlynd’s got a point,” Violet agreed.

      “That’s nice. You both have beds you can sleep in here.”

      “I’m with them,” Aerianna told Iris. “Can I crash on the couch?”

      “Sure thing,” Thorin said without hesitation. “Iris, you can crash in my room. I have a sleeping bag and mat.”

      “Thanks but no thanks. I’d rather sleep in a real bed. I’m going home, guys. Night.” Iris didn’t wait for a response before putting actions to words. 

      She was too tired and really wanted to be alone. Needed to be alone. It was her fault. Things she never imagined would happen were coming to fruition. One of her friends had been abducted in order to get to her. Her dream manifested into reality. Brett had more followers. She was a danger to those she cared the most about. She needed to leave in order to protect them. 

      Iris moved to her closet to dislodge her suitcase. Thorin arrived before she could get it out. 

      “I don’t care what you say, you’re spending the night at my place and that’s final. I’ll even help you carry your mattress if that’ll make you shut up and do the smart thing for once in your goddamn life.”

      Iris opened her mouth to retort, thought better of it, and nodded. If she left, who would be there to keep Brett and his minions at bay? Besides, there was nowhere she could go where he couldn’t find her. He knew she had to use magic to maintain her control on it. If he came to her place with backup while she was alone, she may not have enough strength to defend herself. Having more magic users around her tonight was probably the smart move. For herself and her friends. 

      “We have an air mattress in the hall closet. You grab that and I’ll grab pillows,” Iris acquiesced.

      “Thank you.” 

      They were back at Thorin’s a few moments later. Cirrus, Violet, and Aerianna were talking on the couch. Rozlynd and Rowen were nowhere to be seen. Iris assumed they’d gone to Rowen’s room. Jaden and Zarina were still sequestered in his room. 

      “Are you guys going to be up much longer?” Iris asked the three on the couch.

      “Probably. We were thinking about playing some Mario Kart or Party like old times,” Violet grinned at her. “Want to play?”

      “No thanks.” She was drained physically, mentally, and emotionally. All she wanted was a bed. 

      “Come on, Iris. I’ll set you up in my room so you can go to sleep now.”

      Iris sighed and nodded. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t want to spend the night in Thorin’s room, but she really didn’t want to. Perhaps it was because she still had feelings for him. She followed him down the hall and found herself in his arms as soon as the door closed behind her. He was warm. She wrapped her arms around his back and buried her face in his chest.

      “Are you all right? Truly all right? Not just saying you’re all right to keep us from asking questions?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. No injuries. He didn’t catch me. Zarina seems all right. I’m fine.”

      “Physically, yes. What about mentally? Emotionally? You break sometimes, you know.”

      She pushed off his chest and shook her head. Thorin had an uncanny way of knowing what was going on in her brain. “I feel guilty. It’s my fault Brett abducted Zarina tonight just as it’s been my fault with anything magic or Brett related. I seem to attract power obsessed psychopaths and drag you guys into the mess.”

      “Is that what you think you’re doing? Dragging us into some kind of mess you didn’t create in the first place? Stop giving yourself so much credit. We chose to learn this stuff and to keep learning it. You’ve offered us ample opportunities to quit and not one of us has. We like it too much. Like you too much.” Thorin smiled softly at her. 

      Iris couldn’t keep the left corner of her mouth from twitching up. She’d missed that smile. He really did have a way of making her feel better.

      “Do we need to set this thing up?” He gestured to the air mattress. 

      And a way of pissing her off. “Thorin—”

      “Nothing like that. We’ve shared smaller sleeping spaces on away trips,” he said quickly as he threw his hands up, palms out, in an attempt to stem Iris’s verbal berating.

      “Yeah, all right. We don’t have to set it up. Got any sweats I can borrow?”
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      A pounding on a door woke Iris some unknown number of hours later. She stumbled to Thorin’s bedroom door, but there was no one there. The pounding came a second time. Her brain kicked into gear. The noise came from the Gallery of Doors. Iris sent her little self to see what the commotion was. Jaden waited for her.

      “How could you let this happen? And you didn’t tell me! Or anyone else! Or ask for help for that matter. What if you’d been caught. I may never have seen Zarina again. When will you get it through your thick skull that you’re not in this alone? If you go down, you’ll take all of us with you. Hell, we’ll all probably fall first because you insisted you could save us by yourself. Grow up, Iris!”

      Jaden turned and was gone before Iris could get a word in. She stumbled back to Thorin’s bed. Iris snuggled closer to him and let tears stream down her cheeks in silence. Jaden was right. She needed to end this. She just wasn’t sure how.
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      Iris clamped her mouth shut to keep from screaming. Her heart raced. Breath was shallow. She wasn’t in her bed. Her eyes darted about the room. Sunlight crept around the sides of blinds. In between poorly shut slats. The room seemed familiar. Iris calmed the frantic notions running through her mind. 

      Thoughts came back to her. She was at the guys’ apartment. Slow exhales sounded behind her. She was in Thorin’s room. He’d made her spend the night to assure her safety from Brett. Everyone’s safety from Brett. Memories of her mansion dream coming true flooded Iris’s mind. A conversation in the Gallery with Jaden followed them.

      She needed to get away to figure things out. Somewhere none of her friends could follow her. Iris was up, dressed, and at her practice glade before anyone else stirred in the apartment. Jaden’s words played through her mind on repeat. She saw his anger mount over and over before being replaced by disgust. Resentment. 

      Iris bit her lower lip as she paced the glade. Jaden was right. She’d taken everything upon herself once more. But it hadn’t just been her life she risked. She’d risked Zarina’s too. She hadn’t made a plan. Had no contingency for getting caught. The stupidity of her actions hit her like the force of Jaden’s wall of air had. 

      Iris stopped. She stood in the middle of her glade, void of any thought save one. Why? The question ran through her head in every form imaginable. 

      Why did you follow Brett alone? 

      Why did you think you could save Zarina by yourself? 

      Why do you keep so many secrets from your friends? 

      Why didn’t you ask for help? 

      Why—

      Iris pounded on her temples with the base of her palms. The whys stopped. Their silence allowed her to analyze her own actions. Find an answer to the whys. 

      Shame. She was ashamed of her past actions. Of her inability to contemplate any consequences of her actions. Of any consequences. She’d followed Brett alone because she hadn’t wanted to admit she was wrong in her assertion he was harmless and only after her. Her eyes twinged as the emotion settled into her being.

      Iris sank to her knees. Images of a tied up Zarina flashed through her mind. They morphed into all her friends locked in some cell, bound and gagged. She was a danger to them. Had been for a long time. She had to leave. It was the best option to keep them safe. 

      But where could she go? How would she survive? She didn’t have a degree yet and if she left school, she’d lose her meager income source. Not to mention Brett could follow her anywhere. She was trapped. And so were her friends. Iris sat. She slumped in on herself. Hung her head. Searched for another solution. 

      If she couldn’t leave, perhaps she could draw Brett out. Force him to fight her. She channeled her anger at him. He’d stepped over the line this time. Drugging and abducting Zarina was the last straw. Iris realized she might even be pissed enough to kill him on the spot the next time she saw him no matter where they were or who saw. She made up her mind. Pushed off the soft grass and filled with power. Let Brett know her location. 

      “Come and get me you son of a bitch,” she said in quiet fury to the empty glade as her eyes seared.

      Iris expelled small amounts of power to keep herself from pulling too much into her being. She didn’t want to use more than minuscule amounts in case Brett showed up. She hadn’t spent nearly enough time working on her stamina. Needed to have as much power as possible when he arrived. Minutes ticked by. Her patience vanished. Iris paced the glade. She needed to do something to deal with the tension that built up in her body. 

      At the eight-minute mark, Iris couldn’t stand it anymore. She stopped pacing. Closed her eyes. Concentrated on Brett. His power. Image. Aura. Essence. Iris released a trickle of magic into her thoughts as she continued to concentrate on Brett. She searched the forest her glade was in. His training grounds were close. No one was there. Iris expanded her search in a radius. Nothing but silence met her. She ran past the practice island on a whim but found it as empty as she expected it to be.

      Iris switched her focus to Davis. There were a dozen magic users there. She knew each one. They were her friends. Something else tried to capture her attention. She could sense Brett, but not his physical self. The sensation was softer. Like a shadow. He’d left recently.

      Brett knew she was looking for him and fled. Iris tried to focus on the shadow’s location. He had been around her apartment in the last several hours. It seemed the decision not to stay there had been a good one. 

      Iris moved on from Davis to continue her search in Pacific. Brett’s shadow lingered there too, but was even paler than it had been in Davis. She felt more magic users. Only one she recognized—Mr. Moreno. As she honed in on the other magic users in Pacific, they disappeared one by one. She was too far away to tell where they disappeared to. Iris continued her search. They weren’t her targets. Not yet. She paused and contemplated any other areas she should check. The Moreno family’s holiday cabin in the Big Bear area came to mind. Nothing else.

      She pulled more power into her being. Moved her search north from Pacific. A tremor ran through her body. Fatigue started to set in. She ignored it. Honed her powers, exhaled, and refocused her thoughts on Brett’s essence. A flash of a whisper shot through her mind before vanishing. A soft buzz caught her hearing. Iris opened her eyes. Darkness tinged the edges of her vision. She released the remaining power she held back into the Earth. Frustration filled her. 

      “Where the hell are you, you bastard?” she quietly asked. 

      Iris shook her head and looked toward Brett’s practice area as though she could see him. She knew he wasn’t there. With how much power she’d been holding, she would have noticed him come back while she searched everywhere else for him. She was drained. It’d be a bad thing if Brett showed up now. Iris let out a snort of disgust and formed her double doors with their prominent faerie standing in front of a Moreton Bay Fig tree to her bedroom. 

      Morrigan waited in the dark apartment for her. 

      “Care to explain what’s going on?”

      “With what?”

      “I went to the island for our sparing session but you didn’t show. So I came here, and the place is deserted. What’s going on?” 

      Morrigan’s look offered no wiggle room. Iris sighed and gave her the cliff notes version of the previous evening. 

      “Brett abducted Zarina last night. I followed him and stepped right into my mansion dream. I got to Zarina, shoved her through a doorway to here, then ran through the field of tall grass surrounding the mansion so Brett and his minions would follow me, not her. I got away and came home. Then we headed to the guys’ apartment.”

      “How’s Zarina?” 

      “She seems okay. Shook up, for sure. I didn’t see her after we got to the guys’ place.”  

      “Did you all spend the night?”

      “Yeah. Everyone thought it’d be safer. They were right. Brett was in the area last night. He’s gone now, though. And I have no clue where.”

      “What do you think he wanted?” 

      “Who knows? To take me by surprise since abducting Zarina didn’t work? Fucking asshole,” Iris added softly. “I thought I’d made it clear he shouldn’t go after you guys.”

      “Apparently not. Looks like he’s desperate to get to you. His tactics escalated drastically. I wonder what changed.”

      “Me too,” Iris agreed.

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Keep a look out for him and beat the shit out of him if he ever comes near one of you guys again.”

      Morrigan nodded. She had her phone to her ear. Iris hadn’t realized she’d pulled it out let alone called someone.

      “Zarina? Hey, you okay? Yeah. Iris told me. Uh, huh. I’m coming over. See you in a sec.” Morrigan hung up. “You coming?” she asked Iris.

      “No.” Iris shook her head. Her eyes seared once more. Guilt set in. “I don’t think it’d be a good idea. Jaden’s pissed and I doubt he’d let me talk to Zarina right now.”

      “That’s a shitty reason not to come and you know it.” Morrigan gave Iris a flat look. The one that told Iris she needed to change her decision or face a pissed off Morrigan.

      Iris looked at Morrigan. She was upset. With Iris’s current decision or her past-self’s stupidity? Both? It didn’t matter. Morrigan was right. She needed to go back to the guys’ apartment and at least try to talk to Zarina. To apologize to her. And everyone else. She also needed to make sure Sienna, Gavin, and the twins knew what happened. Iris nodded and let out a long, slow exhale before opening her doorway back into the guys’ living room.
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      Iris stepped into the over-crowded living room. Someone had contacted Sienna, Gavin, Kyxy, and Kylee. She longed to back through her doorway and disappear but Morrigan placed a hand on her back and forced her forward. Iris glanced at her friend. Nodded to say she was sorry for the hesitation. She needed to make this right. Owed it to everyone to make it right.

      “Where the hell did you go!” Thorin demanded before Iris could open her mouth. “We were freaking out. Stop disappearing without telling someone where you’re going! Especially after what happened last night. Do you even think about what we go through when you up and leave like that? We thought you might be dead!”

      “If I were dead, the Gallery of Doors would no longer exist,” Iris said the first thing that came to her mind. It wasn’t the right thing to say.

      “Goddamnit woman! When will you get it through that thick skull of yours that we care about you?”

      Iris flinched at the volume of Thorin’s voice. Her eyes burned. From their changing shades and the tears building in them. She swallowed a few times. Tried to keep any from cascading down her cheeks. It didn’t work. Her vision blurred as she looked around the room. 

      Cirrus engulfed her in a hug. “Shh,” he whispered in her ear. “You really scared us. That’s all. No one’s actually mad at you.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m so, so very sorry,” Iris sobbed into his chest.  

      “It’s all right. You’re safe. We feared Brett abducted you in the middle of the night. Or you’d gone looking for him by yourself and he captured you. A note would be nice next time,” Cirrus told her.

      “Or you could just wake one of us up and tell us where you’re going. Just a thought,” Rowen added.

      Iris released Cirrus. She wiped her eyes on the corner of her sleeve and nodded. Looked around the room once more. Everyone crammed into the living room except Zarina, Jaden, and Morrigan. She assumed Morrigan went down the hall to check on Zarina. 

      “Everyone up to speed about what happened last night?” When everyone nodded in the affirmative, Iris continued. “Good. I’m really sorry you guys. I honestly did not believe Brett would stoop to this level. I think it might be a good idea for everyone to stay together during spring break. Travel in groups. Even sleep at each other’s apartments. That sort of thing.”

      “You said Brett is familiar with our apartment, right?” Rozlynd asked. 

      “Yes. He knows where we live.”

      “Then we shouldn’t stay there.”

      “That’s probably a good idea. But I’m not sure there’s enough space for us all to stay here either.”

      “Some of you guys can crash at my place,” Sienna told the group. “Both my roommates are gone for the break.”

      “Thanks, Sienna. That’s really sweet of you,” Iris told her. 

      “It’s two-fold. I know I’d appreciate having more people around. Like I’ve said, Brett gives me the creeps.” Her eyes unfocused for a second. A shiver ran up her spine and made her mane of hair twitch. “I’ll feel much better having a few other magic users hanging around my place this week.”

      “You mind if I’m one of them?” Gavin asked.

      “I was hoping you would be,” Sienna said with a smile. She looked Gavin up and down through the corner of her eye.

      Gavin returned the look. He tried to contain the grin spreading across his face. Managed to keep it to a sparkle in his eyes and the left corner of his mouth twitching up.

      “Sign me up as well,” Kylee announced with a raised hand. She pulled everyone’s attention off her brother and Sienna.

      As the group started talking about other safety precautions for the week, Iris headed down the hall. She knocked on Jaden’s door. “Zarina? Zarina, can I come in?” No one answered her. She listened at the door. Could hear soft voices coming from inside Jaden’s room. “Please, Zarina. I sorry. I’m so very sorry. It’s all my fault. What can I do to make it up to you?”

      The door opened. Iris readied to apologize, but it wasn’t Zarina at the door. Jaden’s fuming face loomed over her as he leaned out the door. 

      “You can leave her the fuck alone! That’s what you can do,” Jaden said in a harsh whisper before slamming the door in her face.

      Iris leaned her forehead against the door. She let silent tears stream down her face for a few moments as the pain she’d caused her friend surfaced once more. Iris took a few moments to pull herself together before wiping the tears away and heading back into the living room where she sought Sienna. 

      “I’d like to take you up on your offer to crash at your place. I’m fine on the couch or the floor.”

      “You don’t have to go to Sienna’s. You can keep crashing here,” Thorin told her.

      “I think it’s better I don’t,” was the only response Iris gave. She didn’t have the ability to explain Jaden’s response to her at the moment. “So,” she turned back to Sienna. “Can I stay at your place?”

      “Of course!”

      “Thanks. I’m going to head home to pack a bag. The less time I’m at my place, the better.”

      “Probably a good idea. I’ll come with you,” Sienna told her.

      “Me too,” Gavin added as he stopped so close to Sienna their shoulders touched. Iris hadn’t heard him approach. “Then you guys can come with me to my place so I can pack some stuff too.”

      “Sounds like a plan. In fact,” Iris turned toward the rest of her friends—action giving her direction and purpose once more. “You all should head to your apartments to get stuff for the week. If you need it, of course,” she added as she looked at Vi and Roz. They probably had enough supplies at the guys’ place already. “Thorin, why don’t you go with Kyxy and Kylee to their place. Can one of you guys go too?” Iris motioned to Rowen and Cirrus. “I think it best if Roz and Vi stay here for Zarina’s sake. That cool?” 

      “Sure. I don’t need to get anything, anyway. Do you, Vi?”

      “Nope. I’ve got enough here for a few days. I may have to do laundry, but whatever. I mean, we all have to do laundry at some point and it’s not like laundry is a difficult thing to do or a reason to get me to—” Violet rambled on.

      “Thanks, babe,” Cirrus called over Vi to get her to stop talking.

      Violet blushed. 

      “I’ll go with the twins,” Rowen volunteered. 

      “Great. See you all later, then.”

      “You want me to head to Gavin’s place with him? It’ll make everything go faster,” Cirrus added.

      “No. I’d rather have strength in numbers over getting stuff quickly. Thanks, though,” she told him.

      “Of course. See you guys later.” 

      Iris gave Aerianna a look that plainly asked her to form the doorway to their apartment. Aeri cognized the silent request and her white tiger etched door sprang to life a few moments later. Kyxy’s phoenix covered door appeared before Iris stepped into her dark, empty apartment. 

      As she packed, Iris contemplated Brett. Mainly she wondered why his tactics escalated so quickly. Perhaps their bet at the end of fall quarter had gotten him in trouble and his father was upset with his lack of progress. Or perhaps his commitment to leave her alone finally allowed him the time to devise and execute a plan he’d been capable of but hadn’t put much effort into yet because he spent too much time stalking her. 

      Her thoughts focused on Brett’s essence as her mind tried to determine his motive for abducting Zarina. A prickling sensation started at the nape of her neck and drifted down her spine. Iris shivered. Brett had been in her room recently. She could sense his shadow. Iris stopped packing. She closed her eyes and followed Brett’s lingering aura around her room. 

      He’d been at her dresser. Rifled through her clothes. His shadow’s presence almost pulsed off to her left. Its strength drew her toward it. Iris kept her eyes shut and followed the traces. They reminded her of perfume remnants wafting through the air. He’d sat in her desk chair. Iris moved past it to her bed. Brett had lain in it for some time. His lingering aura was the strongest there. 

      “Iris? You almost ready?” Sienna called from where she and Gavin waited in the living room.

      Another shiver ran up Iris’s spine. The creepiness level was more than she wanted to think about. 

      “Almost,” she called as she moved back to her bag. Iris looked at what she’d tossed in already. It would be enough to get her through the next five days. “Just need to grab stuff from the bathroom,” she added. “Ready,” Iris told Aeri, Sienna, and Gavin when she entered the living room. 

      “Great. My place next?” Gavin asked.

      Iris nodded. 

      “My roommates might be home, so keep your voices down until I check.”

      “Got it,” Aerianna said.

      “Sure thing,” Sienna added.

      “Will do,” Iris agreed. She waited for everyone else to step through Gavin’s door before following. There were no other magic users nearby.

      One of Gavin’s roommates was on his way out. “I’m going to stay at a friend’s for a few days,” Gavin told him.

      “Sounds good. I’ll be back and forth between here and Katie’s. I think Tony is at Rachel’s now. He may spend most of the week there.”

      “Cool. Have a good one.”

      “You too.” 

      The front door shut. Gavin’s smiling face popped back into his room a few minutes later. 

      “Jeremy’s gone. You guys can head to the living room. I’ll be ready in a minute.”

      The three women took seats on the couches. No one spoke. Iris used the few minutes to see if Brett was anywhere in Davis. He wasn’t. 

      Once Gavin finished packing, Aerianna formed a doorway back to the guys’ apartment while Gavin drove Iris and Sienna to Sienna’s apartment so his roommates wouldn’t wonder why his car was still in the apartment complex’s parking lot. It wasn’t until the drive to Sienna’s that Iris realized she hadn’t used any magic to search for Brett in Davis or follow his shadow around her room. She’d been primed and ready to use magic but hadn’t drawn any into her being. She wondered if she could increase her range with practice.

      Kylee texted Gavin a few minutes later to see if they were at Sienna’s yet. He responded they were and asked where she was before opening a doorway into her apartment. She waved goodbye to Rowen and Thorin before she and Kyxy joined them at Sienna’s. Iris wondered why Kyxy wasn’t staying at Thorin’s but she didn’t have the energy to pry at the moment. Kyxy had probably heard Thorin tell Iris she could stay at his place and couldn’t figure out where his feelings lay. Iris didn’t know where her feelings lay regarding Thorin at the moment but they weren’t important. 

      What was important was her figuring out what the hell to do about Brett.
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