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        For those struggling to continue day after day because it feels pointless or impossible—hold on.
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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 cheeks 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 moments 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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      While Sienna, Kyxy, and Kylee chatted about band and Picnic Day’s impending arrival, Iris worked on a plan to deal with Brett. She added her voice to the conversation happening around her every so often so they wouldn’t suspect she wasn’t fully paying attention. Even so, she got the impression Kylee knew her mind remained preoccupied with something else as Kylee kept glancing at her with furrowed brows. Most of Iris’s comments were directed at Gavin so he knew what the hell they were talking about. Though he’d been in marching band in high school, it was nothing like Davis’s band. 

      It took Iris less than an hour to decide upon a course of action. Brett had caused her a lot of problems throughout her life and his death seemed like the best way to fix everything. She genuinely had not thought the man capable of such low tactics in his attempts to get her to join him and his dad and was ashamed by her own naivety. The first step would be to let him know her willingness to fight him one-on-one.

      She put her plan into action during a pretend trip to the bathroom—the only place she’d be alone for the next five days. Iris pulled a trickle of power into her being. She hoped it wasn’t enough for any of her friends in the living room to sense. 

      When no one came down the hall to make sure she wasn’t leaving without telling anyone where she was going, Iris opened a faerie-sized doorway to her bedroom. She requested a piece of paper and pen come to her. They obliged. Iris took a few moments to decide on her words before writing them down.

      If you come near any of my friends or pull that shit again, I will not hesitate to kill you no matter how public the location. You want me, then come find me. Winner takes all. I’ll be waiting every afternoon of spring break in the usual spot.

      ~Iris

      She read the note twice to assure he knew to stay the fuck away from her friends and that she was serious before sending it and the pen back through another mini-doorway to her room. Iris laid the piece of paper in the middle of her bed. If Brett searched her apartment again, he’d find it.

      The next step involved keeping to a strict schedule so Brett could track her if he wanted to. Every morning, she left Sienna’s before anyone got up and headed to the practice island. As requested, she left a note telling her impromptu roommates where she’d gone. Iris also requested to be left alone on the eastern edge of the island but said anyone who wanted to was welcome to practice on the western half. A few people came every day. Iris couldn’t say for sure, but she thought it might be out of concern for her rather than an actual desire to practice. 

      While on the island, Iris attempted to locate Brett. She started with the same locations she’d searched out on Tuesday but quickly expanded them to cover the entire United States before moving onto Europe. It took her until Friday to feel a trace of Brett. He was somewhere in the United Kingdom. The sensation flitted away as quickly as it came. She couldn’t locate him again no matter how hard she tried or how much power she drew into her being. The continued lack of success only increased Iris’s frustration.

      When she wasn’t trying to track Brett’s movements, Iris worked on expanding her magical abilities. She practiced everything from the combined use of magic and weapons, to defensive and offensive skills, to making multiple requests at once. She interspersed it all with attempts to become a faerie consistently.

      Iris went back to Sienna’s for lunch every day before heading back to the island. From there she formed a doorway to her practice glade so fast no one could trace the lingering magic to follow her. She made sure she was full to bursting every time she entered the peaceful clearing. Each time Brett wasn’t there, Iris was disappointed—and a little relieved. 

      She’d wait all afternoon for him to arrive, but he never did. Her thoughts turned to fantasizing about the different ways she could kill him before she forced them away and focused on more important things. Like how to keep her group of friends safe from him and his dad. 

      Few solutions presented themselves to her. The one that kept popping up was her personal surrender to Mr. Moreno. She had no assurance they’d leave her friends alone—and no intention to trust anything they said—so she dismissed the notion. Even if they claimed they wouldn’t approach any of her friends let alone harm them, Iris had a gut feeling joining Mr. Moreno was the wrong choice. 

      By the end of spring break, Iris could transform into a faerie at will. She even discovered she didn’t need to pull more than a trickle of power into her being to achieve the transformation. Once her brain figured it out, it was like her body had muscle memory and made it happen. She felt right as a faerie. Wished she could spend the rest of her life as one. Then reality reminded her she couldn’t.

      Spring quarter arrived with no solution to her Brett problem. Or even a glimpse of the man. One thing Iris did know was that he found her note. She wondered if it was why Brett kept his distance. Perhaps he realized he’d made a huge mistake in going after any of her friends and valued his life enough to leave them alone—and avoid her at all costs. 

      Any and all thoughts about getting Brett off her and her friends’ backs were shunted to the side as band once again took over her life. Jaden held Iris personally responsible for what happened to Zarina even though Zarina didn’t. He or Morrigan spent almost every night with Zarina to make sure Brett didn’t repeat his actions. Iris knew he wouldn’t, but believed saying as much wouldn’t accomplish anything constructive and would most likely result in Jaden verbally taking her head off again. 

      Jaden ignored her presence at all band practices and events. He walked the other way or became engaged in other conversations every time she tried to talk to him. If she was at his place, he’d head to his bedroom, form a doorway, and disappear. Though she wanted to, Iris refrained from following him. He’d already shown her what that action would be met with. 

      After Picnic Day came and went, Jaden refused to come to any magic practices. Zarina started to follow his lead. Iris felt like her friendships were unraveling. It depressed and concerned her. She added Jaden and Zarina to her list of things she needed to fix. 

      Brett had gone quiet. He kept his aura hidden from her as he had in the past. It terrified Iris. By the time the middle of the quarter arrived, she had no idea what Brett was up to and the wrath of Jaden to contend with. He seemed to be channeling all of his anger at her—including the fact that he needed to take a fifth year while Thorin and Gavin were gearing up to graduate. They were both staying at Davis to get their master’s degrees, which irked Jaden even more. It got to the point where Iris wished she had a boyfriend simply to have a place to hide from all the pressure and guilt she felt when around her friends. 

      She found solitude in the twenty-four-hour reading room instead. Was a ball of stress. The end of her third year of college was in sight, two of her best friends were graduating, and all she could think about was how much trouble she’d caused them. Caused all her friends. Iris buried herself in schoolwork in an attempt to shunt all the problems she couldn’t solve to the side. 

      After finals, she needed a nice, long break but knew she’d never get it. The night before Thorin and Gavin's graduation ceremony, all the magic-user friends got together to throw a party. It was the first time Iris had seen Jaden in over a month. It was still too soon.

      “Hey! How’ve you been?” she tried to start a conversation.

      “Just peachy.”

      Bitter resentment at being the brunt of his anger for so long pulled words from her mouth before she thought about what she said. “Jaden, what the hell did I ever do to you?”

      “You screwed up my life. You screwed up Zarina’s life. Not to mention put her in a horrible situation where who knows what would have happened!” His voice rose as his anger mounted. A few conversations in the room died off. Several people looked at them. “You should’ve had the decency to tell us all about this Brett bullshit a lot sooner. What else haven’t you told us? Why is it us—Sienna, Morrigan, Zarina—rather than you that Brett seems to enjoy approaching one-on-one?”

      “Jaden, that’s not true and you—”

      “Why don’t you have the decency to join him so he can leave the rest of us alone?” 

      The entire apartment fell quiet.

      “That’s uncalled for, Jaden.”

      “Keep out of it, Thorin. You’re just a pawn for her. It wouldn’t surprise me if Brett showed up here tonight to force all of us to do his dirty work. She’s probably sold us out.”

      “Sweetheart,” Zarina tugged on his sleeve. 

      “Don’t defend her when you know I’m right. She’s not the one who has to deal with your PTSD. I am. And Morrigan. You don’t have to hear her scream in her dreams or wake her from nightmares.”

      “Zarina?” Iris turned toward her friend.

      “I’m not the same, Iris. I’ll never be the same. If you’d done something sooner,” she shook her head. “I can’t.” Zarina left.

      “Great. Fucking bitch,” Jaden called Iris before following Zarina out the door. Morrigan quick on their heels.

      Iris looked around the room. Wide eyes and furrowed brows met her gaze. She could tell some were blaming her. She hadn’t asked for this. Hadn’t forced anyone to become a magic user. She’d shown them the way. They’d all thanked her for it. Asked for the training sessions. This wasn’t fair. Nothing was fair. 

      Jaden thought she’d ruined his life, but what about her own life? He’d completely ignored the fact that Brett approached and attacked her on multiple occasions. Not to mention all the sacrifices she’d made for them. For him. 

      If it hadn’t been for magic, she’d have better grades. Been able to spend more time doing fun, college things. She may have even managed a proper relationship or applied for a few internships. No. This was not her fault and if they thought it was, then so be it. She’d go on alone. 

      Heat filled Iris’s body. Pooled in her eyes. She clenched her fists. Ground her teeth and shook her head. No. She didn’t need this. Didn’t need them. Iris turned and walked out the door. Her car keys in her hand. Magic flooding her veins.
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      Iris focused on the half moon. It gleamed bright white against the midnight sky. The evening was perfect. No clouds. No wind. Stars and moon shining. She shifted her focus from the grinning crescent of a moon and back out the windshield. Driving at night always calmed her down. There was something about the lack of cars and the surrounding blackness that relaxed her. She stared down at the road. It was smooth. Quiet. New. The fresh white paint almost glowed as much as the moon in the light of her headlights. 

      The last few phrases of Incubus’s “Warning” played. It wasn’t the first time she’d registered the lyrics tonight. How many times had she pressed the back button and repeated the song? A dozen? Two? She hadn’t been paying close enough attention to the music—or her driving. 

      Where was she? How far had she driven? It didn’t matter. She picked up her phone and riffled through her songs in search of one that better fit her current mood. “Warning” had done its job. It had relaxed her and brought her back to reality. It just took longer than ever before. 

      She’d never been so angry in her life. Everything Jaden said to her. The unjustness. The expressions on her friends’ faces. Her eyes seared. Anger intensified just thinking about it now. Iris tried to shove those thoughts aside. Instead her anger at the world and circumstances she’d been dropped into surfaced. It shifted. Landed on anger directed at herself. 

      Iris shook her head to clear her vision. People said you see red when you get that upset, but she hadn’t. Her mind had simply stopped registering what her eyes were taking in. The last thing Iris remembered was walking out the door and starting the car. 

      A vague image of Thorin, Gavin, and Cirrus calling out to her forced her to dissect her actions. She’d gone on autopilot. Flashes of fields and groves of trees made her think she’d driven around backcountry roads before making it onto the freeway. She was still too detached from her emotions to register the small twinge of guilt and the fear of the “what if” as situations ran through her preoccupied mind.

      What if you’d hit someone?

      What if you’d driven off the road?

      What if you’d used magic in front of someone?

      Would you even remember?

      The list could continue on forever. Iris pushed it to the side. Another fault to dwell on later. Right now she needed music. Her music. Something her friends didn’t understand.

      Iris’s finger paused on “Karma Slave.” She pressed play and turned the dial on the 4Runner’s stereo up. The first note reverberated throughout her old car. She sighed as the bass settled in her chest. Iris used the song to help her reflect on her life. She was the slave to karma in the song. A pawn in a game of chess that had been going on for so long no one knew the previous move nor had any inkling as to the next one. 

      Why couldn’t her friends understand that? That she didn’t pull the strings or move the pieces. She was a piece in someone else’s game. Then again, perhaps her friends did understand. Maybe that was why they all supported her so much. Well, everyone except Jaden. Even so, Jaden had been a friend until this thing with Brett got too out of hand. He’d helped her out every time she asked—maybe not in the nicest way, but he had helped. Perhaps fear filled him like it did her and he lashed out at her because he couldn’t blame anyone else. It made sense. 

      Iris turned the volume down and allowed her “Fix Me” playlist to continue on shuffle as she tried to focus on her surroundings. The clock on her radio said it was close to eleven. She’d left Thorin’s after eight. Probably closer to eight thirty. She sighed.

      “How did you lose two-and-a-half hours in one night? Congratulations,” she told herself with a scoff. “This is by far your worst night yet.”

      Her eyes fully focused on her surroundings. She glimpsed the green of a freeway exit sign, flipped her blinker on, and maneuvered toward the off-ramp so she could head home. As she settled in for what would be an hour-long drive home, Iris’s playlist continued shuffling through songs. Some filled her with a warm glow. Others depressed her. They were all required.

      Iris listened as her life played out in the songs she’d chosen and hearing her life sung with such intensity made it better. She allowed the lyrics to permeate her entire being. They helped relax her. Brought her back to reality in a calm and rational way. When Julia Michaels’s “Issues” came on, Iris almost broke down. 

      She split her mind. Sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors and knocked lightly on Cirrus’s door. Usually, she knocked on Violet’s door, but it was late and Cirrus was better at telling her to go away or would simply not answer if he was busy. She waited and sighed as she took in the room that was part of her mind yet not. She still didn’t understand how, but she could sense this room in the back of her mind. It was a constant reminder that each person with a door in the Gallery was alive. She hoped she never had to feel one of those presences disappear. 

      Iris knocked on Cirrus’s door again. Louder this time. She looked to Aerianna’s door.  Contemplated knocking on it when Cirrus opened his. Iris almost fell through as she’d been leaning on the door with most of her weight.

      “Well hello,” Cirrus grinned at her as he caught her from falling. “Where have you been? We’ve called. We’ve knocked. We went back to your apartment to see if you’d gone home. Even checked the island. We’ve been worried. Are you all right?”

      Tears threatened to stream down her cheeks. Her voice caught in her throat. She shook her head. Twinges in her eyes told her they were changing. Cirrus pulled her into a hug. 

      “It’s all right, Iris. Where are you? I’ll come get you.”

      Relief that she didn’t need to say anything filled her. Her physical body pulled off the freeway onto a dark side street and projected her location to Cirrus mentally. With the link their minds held and the image she projected to him, he should be able to form a doorway to her with ease. 

      “Got it. Be there in a few.”

      Cirrus disappeared from the Gallery. She kept his door open until a flash of light turned into a doorway twenty feet from her car. He came straight to the driver’s side door. 

      “Come on, get out. I’m driving. You are way farther than normal and everyone will kill me if I let you drive home in this state.”

      Iris blinked at him but didn’t move.

      “Please, Iris. Let me drive,” his voice was soft and understanding. 

      She nodded, unbuckled her seatbelt, and slid out of the car. Cirrus caught her up in a huge bear hug. She buried her face in his sweatshirt. He was the closest thing to a brother she’d ever had and right now she appreciated that he felt she was more of a sister than a friend.

      “Let’s go home.”

      “Thanks,” Iris managed after a few moments of silence. She walked around the front of the still idling car and climbed into the passenger seat. Cirrus waited to shift into first until Iris buckled her seatbelt. 

      “No one blames you. Whatever Jaden says. Even Zarina knows it’s not your fault,” Cirrus started. 

      He, like the rest of her high school friends, knew it was better for Iris to talk about what bothered her even when she didn’t want to. It would help her get over it faster.

      “That may be, but Jaden has a point. And that’s what scares and pisses me off the most. If I’m supposed to be a leader, I’ve done a piss-poor job at it. I can’t make decisions. Have avoided conflict. Never take the initiative. The list goes on.”

      “And it always will. We’re programmed to focus on the negative. What about all the awesome stuff that’s come from the bullshit surrounding Brett and Mr. Moreno? What about that new trick of pulling in more power? Or learning how to do martial arts? I really enjoy Morrigan’s lessons. Or me and Violet being able to talk to each other. Or, or—”

      “Or becoming your true self?”

      “True self?”

      “It’s what I’ve decided to call the figures on our doors. Wait. You and Violet can talk to each other? Do you have rooms in your minds like the Gallery?”

      “No. You seriously didn’t know? We’ve been doing it for months now.”

      “Guess I’ve been a bit self-absorbed recently.”

      “Yeah. So, true self, huh? I like . . . wait! You mean you can turn into a faerie? That’s amazing! When did you figure that one out?”

      “I did it by accident when I fought Brett at the end of fall quarter but wasn’t able to repeat the transformation until after I rescued Zarina from him. I spent a lot of time during spring break perfecting my transformation ability.”

      “Iris, that’s amazing. Absolutely amazing. I can’t wait to learn how to transform into a griffin. What else have you figured out? Vi mentioned something about a hiding place, but she went off on such a long tangent I never figured out what she meant.”

      “Think of it as a portable hole. Without needing an object to form the hole.”

      “Okay, I think I get it. What do you keep in it?”

      “Just my quarterstaff and katana. But some rope may be handy now I think about it. And a sweatshirt. Granola bar. Things like that. There’s a limit to how much stuff you can carry, so you have to be picky.”

      “Makes sense. Sounds like this summer is going to be awesome!”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Iris turned to stare out the window. Cirrus let her remain in quiet contemplation for the rest of the drive. She zoned out and didn’t realize they were almost home until he signaled to get off the freeway. She’d been too lost in what Jaden told her. He was probably right. If she joined Brett and Mr. Moreno, all of her friends would be safe. But would she? They were thoughts to contemplate another time. 

      “Thanks for coming to get me,” she said as he parked on the street a few doors down from her place. “Hopefully everyone’s asleep and I can sneak off to bed.”

      “Um.”

      “You told Vi, didn’t you?”

      “Actually, I told everyone. We were all concerned for you and afraid you’d get in an accident or do something stupid like search out Brett,” he said in a rush. “Don’t worry, though. Roz sent everyone home except Rowen, so it’s just him and your roommates. And me.”

      “Guess it couldn’t be avoided, huh?”

      “Nope. You’re going to have to deal with the fact we all care about you and your wellbeing.”

      Iris gave Cirrus a half smile before following him inside.
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      “Yay, you’re home! Don’t do that again. You scared us. And we missed you!” A drunk Roz called from the couch. 

      “Yeah, long time no see,” Rowen chuckled.

      The joke made the left corner of Iris’s mouth lift a little.

      “Here, I made you a drink,” Aerianna called from the kitchen. She brought it to Iris, and the pair took a seat on the ground.

      “I’m really sorry you guys.”

      “Sorry for what?” Violet asked.

      “For getting you into this mess.”

      “You didn’t get us into shit,” Rowen waved a dismissive hand at her. “We chose this the same way you did. Jaden’s looking for someone to blame other than himself and you’re an easy target. You take his shit. Something you should never do because he sure as hell can dish it out,” he added.

      “I feel like I’ve let all of you down. Like I haven’t prepared you enough. I always think I should have the solutions, but I don’t. Especially not now. I’m the one who unlocked everyone’s abilities. The one who keeps coming up with new skills to learn. I guess I feel like I have to be perfect.”

      “No one’s perfect. And no one should be perfect,” Cirrus glared at her before she could say anything. “It’s our imperfections that make us so special. Like Violet’s ability to get so distracted during a conversation she loses sight of the original topic. Yeah, it can be frustrating at times, but it’s endearing and part of her charm I love and adore,” he smiled at his girlfriend.

      “Maybe I need to figure out my priorities. Less band, more school and magic.”

      “You still have to have fun. And you love band,” Aerianna reminded her.

      “Turns out I love magic too. Took me long enough to figure that one out, huh? Anyway, magic is more complicated now, which makes it more like a chore than anything. And you know what? That really sucks!” Iris took a sip of the drink Aerianna made. She forced herself to swallow the concoction. “What the hell did you put in this, Aeri?”

      “I don’t remember. It’s all on the counter. Feel free to pour . . . never mind.”

      Iris tilted the cup back and drained the glass. “Ugh. I think it started to curdle.”

      “Want another?”

      “Yes, but I’ll make it myself, thanks. Anyone else?” Iris asked as she headed to the kitchen. Yeses surrounded her, so Iris pulled glasses from the cupboard and took stock of everything on the counter before searching for a can of pineapple juice in the pantry. “Come and get ‘em,” she told the room a few minutes later.

      After everyone resettled in the living room, Rowen proposed a toast. “Congratulations on making it through your third year of college everyone. Here’s to the beginning of a fourth and onto bigger and better things!”

      Everyone raised their glasses and clinked them together over the coffee table before taking sips. 

      “And here’s to Iris. Happy birthday!” Violet announced. 

      A round of cheers sounded before a more enthusiastic clinking of glasses occurred. Iris looked at the clock. It was after midnight. She couldn’t think of a better way to celebrate her twenty-first birthday. 

      “Damn, Iris. I’d forgotten how good your drinks are. Thanks,” Rowen raised his glass to her in salute. 

      Aerianna pulled a pizza box out from under the coffee table and handed it to Iris. She accepted graciously. Now she’d have food in her stomach to combat the alcohol. 

      They stayed up for well over an hour talking about the newest skills Iris taught herself and remembering some particularly fun training sessions. Around one in the morning, Rozlynd and Violet broke out the video games and Nintendo classic controllers. They started playing Mario Brothers 3 with their toes and weren’t half bad. When Violet fell asleep on Cirrus’s shoulder a little later they decided bed would be a good idea. As Iris attempted to fall asleep, she could feel several of her friends trying out the hiding place skill. She sighed and rolled over. 

      While the night had been fun and fancy-free once she’d gotten back home, Iris’s morning was much rougher. The pounding in her head told her two things. One, she was dehydrated and needed to take a few ibuprofen, and two, being sleep deprived made hangovers way worse. 

      Knowing full well she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep, Iris got up and headed to the living room. After filling a cup with water and popping three small red pills, she settled on the couch and pulled a throw blanket over her. No one else was awake and if they were sane, they wouldn’t be up for another couple of hours. 

      Iris sat on the couch, sipped at her water and stared at the blank TV for a few minutes before looking around for the remote. It was nowhere to be seen. She opened herself to the flows of power running through the Earth and made a request for the TV to turn on. She continued to stare at the screen while she flipped through options without realizing what she did. 

      After five minutes of scrolling through all her options, Iris had finished her water. She sent her glass into the kitchen on flows of power for a refill and continued to search for something to watch. Her glass landed back in her waiting hand before she found anything she was in the mood for, so she switched to her movie collection from high school.

      Her eyes landed on Ever After. It was an oldie, but a goodie. The movie became an instant favorite of Iris’s after she watched it in her English class senior year. She opened the case and popped the disk into the player without leaving the couch. 

      The remotes were still nowhere to be seen, so Iris continued to manipulate the TV and player with magic. She inserted the Blu-ray into the player, changed the setting on the TV so the movie would show up on the screen, brought a pillow to her from the other couch, and grabbed a couple of granola bars and a banana from the kitchen. The first notes to the main menu sounded before she realized she wasn’t the only idiot awake.

      “Did you just do all of that at the same time?” Cirrus’s voice inquired from the hallway entrance behind her.

      “What?” Iris asked as her mind tried to focus for the first time that morning.

      “Did you seriously do like five things at once?” Cirrus asked again.

      Iris looked at him for a moment and then back to the TV. She cocked her head to the right and tried to remember what she’d done. “Well, I put the Blu-ray in which required manipulating the player, I adjusted the TV, got this pillow, and I guess I was hungry so I opened the box of granola bars and separated a banana from the bunch before bringing it all here. How many is that?” she asked Cirrus.

      “Iris, what the hell? That’s like seven different things almost at once. Aren’t you at all impressed with yourself?” Cirrus asked as he sat on the couch next to her.

      “Not really. I didn’t realize I was doing all of that. I thought about one thing and then another and as I thought of it, I made it happen,” she shrugged. “But yeah, now you mention it, I guess it is kinda cool. I’ve done it before. It’s natural to me, so it’s never really impressed me. Though it usually drains me a lot faster. Or perhaps that’s just when I’m performing tasks that require large amounts of power. I’ll have to experiment with it.”

      “What I wouldn’t give to have even half of your ability,” Cirrus breathed. “Man, I should introduce you to my brother, he’s—”

      “Absolutely not, Cirrus. You heard me last night. I already feel like I’ve ruined all of your lives. The last thing I need in my life is another person I feel responsible for,” Iris said firmly.

      “No, really, Iris you need to meet the guy, he’s—” Cirrus tried to explain again but Iris cut him off once more.

      “Look, Cirrus,” she began a little softer, but still with a firmness to her voice. “I know you mean well and I’m sure your brother is a great guy, but you picked me up last night. You know me just as well as everyone else in this apartment and you know the last thing I need right now is another distraction. I appreciate the thought, though,” she added with a smiled.

      Cirrus’s smile fell a little, but he hitched an impish grin back on his face almost instantly. It brightened his alabaster cheeks. “Yeah, you’re right. He’d never let me live it down if you destroyed him emotionally.”

      He didn’t see the pillow Iris grabbed magically until it hit him full in the face with twice as much force as she could have mustered physically.

      “All right. I deserved that, I guess. What’re watching?” he asked as he looked back at the TV. “Ever After? Can we watch something a little less sappy?”

      “You staying awake with me, then?”

      “Yeah, I can never sleep after drinking and my head was already pounding this morning after that drink you made me. Now it’s throbbing thanks to you and your pillow.”

      “Here. These should help.” Iris levitated the ibuprofen bottle and a cup of water to him on the couch.

      “Show off,” he muttered as he opened the bottle physically.

      While Cirrus worked on his hangover regime, Iris scanned the movies once more and found one she loved just as much as Ever After but in a completely different way.  

      She exchanged one disk for the other in the player, which allowed Cirrus time to attempt her trick of performing more than one magical task at once. He got the box of granola bars open and was bringing himself a bar when he thought about a banana and dropped the granola bar.  

      “You have to continue thinking about the granola bar while you start thinking about the banana,” she advised as she watched him try again. “Try focusing on the image of the request rather than the words to it. I find it’s easier.”

      On his second attempt, Cirrus got the granola bar moving once more and managed to pick up the bunch of bananas. He tried but couldn’t separate one banana from the bunch without dropping the lot of them, so he settled for bringing the bunch instead. “Now we have more for later,” he grinned at Iris.

      Iris shook her head as the theme song to Howl’s Moving Castle started.

      “I love this movie,” Cirrus exclaimed around a bite of banana.

      “Me too,” Iris agreed. She continued to navigate the menu so she could watch the movie in Japanese but turned on the English subtitles for Cirrus’s sake. Once everything was ready, she pressed play and opened her granola bar. Iris snuggled deeper into the couch and smiled to herself. 

      Everything will work out, she thought and looked back to the TV and the wonderful story Hayao Miyazaki had brought to life.
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      Violet and Aerianna joined Cirrus and Iris in the living room during different points in the movie. Violet snuggled into Cirrus’s welcoming arms a few minutes after the film started while Aerianna joined the trio a little more than an hour after Iris started the movie. She grabbed a blanket and curled up on the mini-love-seat. They watched the movie in complete silence—unless you counted the jaw breaking yawns every so often. 

      The movie ended and Iris turned off the Blu-Ray player, switched the TV setting, and spoke for the first time in almost two hours. “I’m going to take a shower. Anyone need the bathroom before I get in there?”

      Three heads shook in the negative, so Iris headed down the hall and grabbed clean clothes before sequestering herself in the bathroom. She leaned on the counter and stared at her reflection. Greyish-blue globes stared back at her. An oddity that showed her conflicting emotions. When she emerged from the bathroom twenty minutes later, everyone was dressed, including Roz and Rowen.

      “Happy birthday roomie!” Rozlynd said and gave Iris a big squeeze.

      “Dude, way to make me look like an ass,” Cirrus told her. “I’ve been up for hours with her and never said happy birthday. Well, happy birthday, Iris.”

      “Thanks, guys,” Iris smiled.

      “So, to celebrate your many happy returns, Crepeville!” Rozlynd announced. “Our treat, so you can’t say no.”

      “I don’t feel much like celebrating right now.”

      “We don’t care, get in the car.”

      Iris found it best to simply follow orders when Roz’s bossy side emerged. She proceeded her friends out the front door and hopped in Aerianna’s car. Iris ordered her usual Hawaiian Crepe even though she really wanted to order the semi-sweet chocolate and strawberry dessert crepe—she couldn’t justify the sweet and delicious over the savory and filling. They found a large table outside and sat down.

      “What time are Thorin’s and Gavin’s graduations?”

      “Thorin’s is right now and Gavin’s is this afternoon. I told them I’d be their DD tonight for their celebrations. You should come with us, Iris,” Rowen told her. “It can be a double celebration.”

      “But Vi and Aeri can’t come.”

      “The woes of being young,” Aerianna said into her water glass before taking a sip.

      “We have something planned for this afternoon with you, so we’ll celebrate your birthday then. You should go out. Have a good time. Cirrus is going,” Violet encouraged.

      “What about you, Roz?”

      “Not really my thing. But we do have something awesome planned for this afternoon, so you can’t back out of that.”

      “So me and the guys?”

      “Iris, besides us, you only hang out with guys, so don’t give me that bullshit.”

      “Roz has a point,” Violet agreed.

      “All right, all right. It is my twenty-first and what’s the point if I can’t get carded all night, right?”

      “Right!” the group agreed as a server arrived.

      He pretended as though he hadn’t heard an ounce of the conversation and stuck to passing out plates which made Iris grateful as her eyes twitched. The server left with a round of ‘thank yous’ following him and waved his acknowledgment as he walked back inside to deliver the next round of plates. The food smelled delicious. Conversation waned as everyone tucked into their meals. After a few minutes, Rowen broke the silence.

      “So, Iris, I have a question for you,” he began in a soft voice. “I tried working on the whole hiding place thing last night, but I can’t seem to get the hang of it. Neither can Roz.”

      Leave it to Rowen to talk magic in public, Iris thought before looking around. No one paid them any heed. “What did you try? Talk me through it.”

      Rowen lowered his voice even further before continuing. “I tried requesting the object disappear—which I can accomplish—but I can’t find it again.”

      “That’s your problem. If you ask the object to disappear, it will. It’s more like asking the object to hide or become invisible to the human eye until you need it again.” Rowen furrowed his brow and shook his head indicating he didn’t understand what she was talking about. Iris got the hint and continued with her explanation. 

      “First, I form the request. In this case, I’m asking the object a combination of things. I want it to become invisible, but I also want it to remain in a location where I will be able to find it again which means it will have to travel with me if I move. That’s the most difficult part. Without the correct request, the object won’t understand what you want.”

      Rowen still looked confused. As did Rozlynd and Aerianna. Iris decided the easiest solution involved showing them what she meant. 

      “Here, watch.” Iris pulled a little power into her being and talked him through the process while adding actions to words. “First, I think of the knife hiding, then of it being found by myself again no matter where I am or where I go. Basically, I ask it to travel with me. Now, I have to keep all three thoughts in my mind as I release my flows and—” Iris trailed off as the knife disappeared from their table. “When I want it to return, I think of the object reappearing in my hand. Of it being visible.” She released more power, and the knife reappeared in her opposite hand.

      “Okay. I think that makes sense. I’ll have to try it again later today. Thanks!”

      “No problem. Good luck.” Iris leaned back and picked up her fork once more. 

      “I’m stuffed,” Cirrus said as he let his fork clatter to his plate for the last time. “Anyone else interested in a walk to help with the whole digestive process?”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea, but let’s go to the greenbelt by our apartment,” Aerianna suggested.

      Twenty minutes later they traversed the meandering paths of the large patch of green a few blocks north of their apartment. It was a beautiful day. 

      “Anyone see Jaden or Zarina after I took off?” Iris asked.

      “No, actually. Neither came back. Morrigan did, though, which was a nice surprise. I tried calling Jaden, but he didn’t pick up. I figured I’d let him blow off steam for a few days before laying into him for being such an ass. I assume they stayed at Zarina’s last night,” Rowen answered for the group.

      “If you see him, tell him I’d like to talk to him and apologize.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. We should be the ones apologizing to you. We’ve been putting a lot of pressure on you. We realize it and we’ll try to stop, right guys?” Cirrus asked the group.

      “Totally. We’d rather have Iris the friend over Iris the teacher any day—although learning new magic is cool too,” Rozlynd winked at her.

      Iris looked from Rozlynd’s smiling face to the matching grins of Aerianna, Violet, Rowen, and Cirrus. She smiled back and her eyes twitched. They’d returned to their vibrant blue.

      Rowen’s phone chimed. “Looks like Thorin’s graduation is over. He wants the roommates to meet his parents. Guess we’ll leave the four of you alone for now. Iris, see you tonight. Enjoy your birthday surprise.”

      Cirrus and Rowen gave her quick hugs before heading off.

      “What?” Iris asked the three overly cheery faces before her. 

      “Ready for your surprise?” Aerianna asked with a gleam in her eye.

      “I’m not sure I want to know what it is with the way you three look right now.”

      “It’s amazing! I promise,” Violet reassured her.

      “Okay. I trust you guys.”

      “Great! But we have to go home first,” Roz informed her.

      The three of them followed the same path the guys took and walked in their front door a few minutes later.

      “Close your eyes,” Violet insisted.

      Iris pursed her lips but did as they told her. Rozlynd filled with power and formed a doorway. A warm breeze drifted past Iris as the door opened. She kept her eyes closed and concentrated on where the doorway opened to. It was someplace she’d never been. Someone took both of her hands and led her through the door. Sunshine and the smell of summer filled her senses. 

      “Open your eyes,” Violet whispered.

      Iris followed the instruction and found a glorious mountain meadow surrounding her. “Where are we?”

      “Not sure, but we know this area isn’t frequented by people, so it must be really hard to get to. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Aerianna asked as she took in the scenery laid out before them.

      “Stunning,” Iris agreed. “How did you find it?”

      “With a lot of help from Morrigan. We figured since your private glade is compromised, you can use this space instead when you need to try out new things or take a break from us and reality.”

      “I don’t know what to say besides thank you. This may be the best birthday present I’ve ever received.” Iris held out her arms and the four of them had a group hug.

      Iris’s eyes twinged again. Somehow she felt lighter. Ecstatic didn’t even come close to describing the glow emanating from deep within her being. The meadow reminded her of the hiding place Howl created for Sophie in Miyazaki’s film. She couldn’t let the space go to waste.

      “So,” she said as they broke apart. “Who wants to learn how to turn into their true form?”

      “Eeeeeeee!” Violet squealed so loud all three of them screwed their faces up at the sound.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “Vi, do you even know what she means?” Aerianna asked.

      “A pegasus!” Violet announced. 

      “Seriously?” Rozlynd looked to Iris.

      Iris nodded. “Now, I haven’t worked out all the kinks on how to teach this one yet, but I’ll give it a go. First, you have to be very careful not to force the transformation to occur.”

      “Why not?” Rozlynd asked.

      “It could be catastrophic.”

      “Define catastrophic,” Aerianna said with narrowed eyes.

      “You could funnel too much into yourself and, well, death could occur.”

      “So like everything else new we try, be careful. Makes sense. Good thing Aerianna is here,” Rozlynd grinned.

      Iris contemplated going into more detail. She decided against it. She’d never let them get close to the point of total annihilation—and didn’t want to bring up Brett and Mr. Moreno at the moment. “Anyway, transforming into your true self is a lot like creating a doorway. You have to think of all the details, but instead of turning your power outward to create something external, you focus it inward to transform yourself.” 

      Iris switched into her teacher-mode and the lesson began. If her friends had other plans for celebrating Iris’s birthday, they forgot them in an instant. Iris spent the next half-hour trying to explain how she became a faerie. No matter what she said, Roz, Aeri, and Vi couldn’t make the transformation into their true forms.

      “Give me a second to think about this one, guys,” she finally told them before walking in circles, muttering to herself.

      “Okay, Iris, what do you do?” she asked in order to get her brain to process better. “Break it down.”

      She morphed into and out of her true form half a dozen times before realizing she also thought about what it felt like to be a faerie. How flying felt. About the perspective change she had on the world from a five-inch point of view. 

      “I think I’ve got it. It’s more than just imagining your true self and funneling power into yourself. You have to imagine what it will be like to be in that form.” She turned to face Aerianna, “What it will feel like to crouch and stalk and pounce as a tiger.

      “How it will feel to fly across both the land and through the sky as a pegasus,” she addressed Violet. “What it would be like to breath fire and spread your massive wings when you’re a dragon,” she continued to Rozlynd.

      “You have to combine both parts as you funnel power internally. Picture yourself as your true self. Oh, and I totally forgot that turning into my true form took a lot of power my first dozen times or so. I used that trick of doubling the amount of power I could pull in, so try that as well. Like doorways, you’ll use less power the more often you transform. The more used to the magical skill you become. That help?”

      “Yes!” all three girls said at once.

      Once she explained the new details, it was only a matter of minutes before all four of them transformed into their true forms. Iris couldn’t remember having a better lesson in a long time. No one yelled at her or became frustrated at her inability to explain something well. Joy swirled around the meadow from all four women.

      After making sure Roz, Aeri, and Vi could go back and forth between their true form and human form, Iris told them to have fun. As her friends took their new forms for a test drive, Iris wondered if it was the best idea to send a pegasus and dragon in flight. She hadn’t a clue about nearby population centers or the likelihood of random hikers close by.

      “Too late,” she thought as she stared off at the black spot that was Rozlynd.

      Before Iris could go to the Gallery of Doors and remind both women to be careful not to be seen, she was engulfed in the powerful paws of a giant cat.

      “Get off Aerianna!” Iris yelled once they finally came to a stop. “Ow. Fuck!” She held her neck.

      “Sorry about that one,” Aerianna chuckled in the Gallery. “Here.”

      Warmth pooled at the back of Iris’s neck.

      “You gave me whiplash, didn’t you?” Iris demanded.

      “Maybe,” Aerianna chuckled. “You should have seen your face.”

      “I should flay you alive for that one. It really hurt.”

      “Sorry. I couldn’t resist. Anyway, I’m going to take this new form for a test drive. See you in a bit!” Aerianna called as she left the Gallery.

      Iris watched Aerianna’s tail flicked back and forth as she attempted to find the right balance and position to keep it in for running. She shook her head and looked back to the sky. Both specks that had been Violet and Rozlynd were gone. “Probably not your best idea,” Iris told herself.

      She decided to try some new magic of her own. Iris wanted to see if she could turn into a human-sized faerie. She figured the only thing keeping her from that kind of transformation was a lack of trying it. Since she held the opinion faeries had human-sized forms too, she assumed transforming into a different size would be easy. Iris imagined herself as a human-sized faerie and released power into her transformation request. Nothing happened.

      “Well that’s strange,” she muttered to no one. “What did I do wrong? Perhaps I need to start in my human form? Yes, let’s try that.” Iris put actions to words. 

      With one calming breath, she fixed the image in her mind’s eye and released the power she held into the image. Dozens of subtle shifts ran through her body at once as her features altered. Finally, wings grew upon her back and her body experienced an overall lightening sensation. It wasn’t until she opened her eyes and looked down at the grass rather than up through it that she realized her success. 

      Iris tried the transformation several times before being satisfied she could replicate the results every time. She smiled as she took her new form for a test flight around the meadow. It was even more spectacular in this size than it had been in her smaller size—and a lot faster to get around. After another fifteen minutes of enjoying flying, Iris knocked on Aerianna’s, Violet’s, and Rozlynd’s doors to tell them it was time to go home. They reluctantly joined her but were nothing but smiles and filled with happy chatter.
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      Thorin stepped through his doorway into Iris’s living room to pick her up two hours later. 

      “You could’ve just texted me. Besides, I haven’t eaten dinner yet.”

      “Perfect. We’re taking you out since we didn’t get to celebrate your birthday with you earlier.”

      “But it’s your and Gavin’s graduations. We’re supposed to be celebrating those.”

      “We did that last night. And this afternoon. Tonight we’re going to get you drunk.”

      “I’d like to see you try,” Iris scoffed as she walked down the hall to change and grab her purse. 

      “Here. We all got you this,” Cirrus handed her a folded piece of paper moments after she stepped into the guys’ living room from Thorin’s doorway. 

      “You guys didn’t have to get me anything.” Iris unfolded the paper. It was a four-night reservation for camping in the Yosemite Valley after Labor Day. “This is amazing! Thank you guys so much!” She gave all four of them quick hugs before they piled into Rowen’s car. 

      The guys took her out for Thai food where Cirrus insisted on taking a picture of Iris being carded for the first time. All she could do was shake her head in embarrassment. After Thai and a few drinks, they walked a few blocks north to buy Iris a wiki wacky woo before heading to a much chiller bar to play pool—which was much more up Iris’s alley than a club. She couldn’t imagine a more perfect ending to a wonderful day. Nor could she stop thanking the guys on their drive home. 

      Summer officially started for Iris the following morning. She had no plans for the week. No work, no band, and no official training sessions until the following weekend. By the time she dragged her body out of bed, it was well past ten. 

      She emerged into the living room to the glorious sound of silence. The house was empty, and that suited Iris’s mood at the moment. After making herself breakfast, deciding there was nothing worth watching, and flipping through a few fantasy books, Iris was bored. 

      Her phone chimed, and she flipped it over so she could see the screen. There was an email notification with the title “New Year Celebration for PHS Grads.” She ignored it as spam and called Thorin. 

      “What time is it?”

      “Um, after noon. Did I wake you?”

      “Did you see how many I had last night?”

      “Right. Sorry. Go back to sleep.”

      “Wait, Iris, what—”

      Iris hung up. She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t want to talk anymore. Her phone rang a few seconds later. “Hey, Cirrus, what’s up?”

      “Thorin said you called. You saw the email too, huh?”

      “What email?”

      “The one about the New Year’s celebration at the Hotel Mar.”

      “I saw I had an email about New Year’s but I didn’t open it. I assumed it was spam.”

      “You’d better read it.”

      There was something in Cirrus’s voice that spread trepidation throughout her body and sent a tingling sensation into her eyes. “Okay. I’ll call you back.” Iris hung up once more. She clicked on her email app and opened the top message.

      

      Dear Pacific Graduates,

      

      As you may or may not remember, we were supposed to celebrate our prom at the Hotel Mar but could not due to renovations the hotel was undergoing. The Hotel, in conjunction with a fellow grad, has arranged a lovely cocktail party for us to take place on New Year’s Eve. Rooms will be discounted for those traveling from out of town and drinks will be on the hotel. It is expected to be a spectacular event you will not want to miss. 

      This is a once in a lifetime opportunity and I hope to see each one of my fellow PHS grads there so we can ring in the New Year together. 

      

      Sincerely,

      Lisa Parker, Class President 

      

      P.S. Non-Pacific Grads are welcome as plus ones. Must be 21 to attend.

      

      Iris read the email through twice before calling Cirrus back. “A fellow grad helped set this up? Yeah right. We’re not going. Period.”

      “I think we should.”

      “Why the hell would we go to something that is assuredly a trap?”

      “Because it shows we’re not afraid and—”

      “And that we’re complete idiots? No. We’re not going and that’s final!” Iris hung up and threw her phone across the couch. How could Cirrus even consider going? It had trap written all over it. 

      “Why can’t you people just leave me alone?” Iris yelled at her ceiling. She let out a grunt of anger, hit the couch with both fists, retrieved her phone from the opposite side of the couch, and sent a group text asking if everyone was free that evening. Jaden didn’t respond but Zarina said she’d bring him after Iris told her the meeting was about the email she should have received. 

      “Thanks for coming over guys. There’s pizza, beer, and soda in the kitchen, so grab what you want and find a seat.” 

      The apartment was jam-packed, but everyone found a seat in a chair or on the floor. Iris waited a few minutes before telling her friends about the email. She read it out loud before getting a discussion started.

      “Anyway, that’s what it says. I’m one hundred percent positive it’s a trap and believe we should stay as far away from the Hotel Mar as possible. However as this affects all of you as well, I wanted to open it up for discussion. Thoughts?”

      “As Iris already knows, I disagree with her. My opinion is we should go,” Cirrus started his argument the same way he’d tried to with Iris. “It shows we’re not afraid. Let’s send them a message.”

      “Better yet, we could not go and not give a damn what they think of us,” Sienna responded. “I’m with Iris. It’s a trap and there’s no reason to walk into it.”

      “I got it,” Thorin grinned. “We RSVP that all of us are going and then don’t show up.”

      “That’s dumb. I vote you ignore the email altogether. Pretend you didn’t receive it and then when you hear about it later, act like you had no idea,” Kylee offered.

      “I kind of like that one,” Rozlynd mused.

      “Okay. Anyone else?” When no one spoke up, Iris decided on a vote. “All those in favor of not walking into the trap?” Everyone but Cirrus raised their hands. Iris focused on him.

      “All right, all right, all right.” He raised his hand. “We won’t go.”

      “Great. That was a lot easier than I thought it would be. Thanks, guys. Um, I didn’t have anything else planned for tonight, so you can stay and hang or head out. It’s up to you.”

      Almost everyone stayed. It didn’t surprise Iris when Jaden and Zarina disappeared immediately. Morrigan followed an hour later. She didn’t like being in confined spaces with so many people. She at least took a second to say goodbye though. The rest of the group hung out. They pulled out a few board games and broke out the video games. It turned into a nice evening.

      No one spoke of the email at the training session Iris held at the last weekend in June or before Iris headed to Pacific at the beginning of July for a two-week trip. It was her Dad’s fiftieth on the fourth and her Mom was throwing a huge backyard party like they used to hold when Iris was younger. She genuinely looked forward to it. After the party, they were going to spend a week at their favorite beach campground and then Iris had to head back to Davis for work.

      Before the party got into full swing, Iris’s sister told her there was someone at the door for her. Iris walked inside to see who it was. She found Brett standing just inside the door.

      Ice flooded her veins. The fires of rage replaced it a moment later. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t throw this drink in your face and slam the door on you?”

      “Nice to see you too. How about New Year’s? That a good enough reason?”

      Iris set her drink down, pushed Brett backward with one hand and grabbed the door with the other. 

      “You really want to hear what I have to say,” he almost pleaded with her.

      His tone caused Iris to change her mind. She kept pushing Brett out but switched her body position so she could pull the door shut behind her. He gestured towards his car. She nodded and followed him. She was not having this discussion on her front porch. Especially since guests were still arriving. Iris smiled at a few and directed them to head inside. Before getting into Brett’s car, she filled with power. 

      “Is this what it’s come to?” Brett sighed and gestured to show he meant her mistrust of him and need to fill with power in order to be around him.

      “Yes, it is. Now, what do you have to say for yourself?” Iris demanded. She put a sound barrier around them so their voices wouldn’t travel outside the car.

      “Hey, that’s a really cool one. I’ll have to try it later. Um,” he stumbled after focusing on her face.

      Iris tightened her crossed arms. They were the only thing keeping her from punching him at the moment. “You were going to tell me about the Hotel Mar, not my impressive sound barrier bubble. And while I have you here why don’t you talk me through your decision to abduct Zarina.”

      “Right. About that . . . sorry. It was a stupid mistake I’m sure you’ll never forgive me for. I should probably thank you for not killing me on the spot. Your note was more than enough for me to realize I should give you some space.”

      Iris nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

      Brett swallowed and plunged on. “Despite what I’m guessing you and all your friends think, I’m not the Pacific Grad the email refers to. I’m just as surprised as you are and I have no intention of going to this thing. You should stay away too.”
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      “What?” Iris demanded after a few moments of stunned silence. He’d derailed her entire thought process and certainty about who was behind the email in an instant. She stared at him for several more moments. Leaned forward despite her desire to remain as far from Brett as possible. Even shook her head slightly from side to side. Her mind kicked into gear.

      If Brett isn’t behind this trap, then what does this mean?

      Wait, can I trust him?

      Why else would he tell me not to go?

      Are there other magic users out there looking to obtain me?

      To gather all my friends up?

      Why us?

      Or should I be asking why me?

      Brett spoke and cut her mind off from asking a hundred more questions a second.

      “It’s not me Iris, I swear. I’m a lot more subtle than this and you know it. I would never involve the general population to get what I want. It’s why I only focused on you and your friends. You all chose to learn and pursue magic just as I did. There are consequences to that choice and while I want to see mankind punished for destroying the Earth, I have no intentions of killing everyone. Just a few specific politicians, company CEOs. That kind of thing.”

      “I still don’t condone your plan. You know that, right?”

      “Yup. Don’t care.” He shrugged.

      “So why did you and your dad decide to tell me it’s not you?”

      “My dad doesn’t know I’m here. When I showed him the email, he just said make sure you get her first. He thinks it’s another magic user trying to gather up more powerful allies. It seems you’ve started to make an impression on the magic community. Congratulations.”

      “Magic community? How many of us are there?”

      “No clue. We’re all convinced we’ll be captured and turned into science projects, so most of us remain in solitude. Unless we cross paths with an Oculus Prismatic that is. Then we can’t help but be drawn to them.”

      “Is that why you won’t leave me alone?”

      “No. I’m connected to my father through and through. It’s almost like a pack leader. Very hard to break away from one unless there’s an exceedingly serious reason to. Betrayal would do it. Harming a member of your pack would also start the process of breaking ties too. Even then, there’d have to be another Oculus Prismatic around to pick up the weakened link and turn the person toward their side. But that’s neither here nor there. Don’t go to that party, all right? Please?” He reached out to touch her hand, thought better of it, and pulled his arm back.

      Not for the first time, Iris wondered at Brett’s feelings for her. She knew perfectly well what she thought of him. The briefest notion about using his feelings against him crossed her mind. She dismissed them. She wouldn’t know how to manipulate him emotionally. Besides, she wasn’t that cruel. 

      “Don’t worry. I have no intentions of going to that party. Any inkling what this other magic user is up to?”

      “No. I wish I knew but you and my Dad are the only Oculus Prismatics I’ve met. There are a few dozen in the world, so it’s hard to pinpoint who it might be. If they’re like my Dad and can control their eye color, then it could be anyone. I’d bet it’s someone you’ve met before but didn’t realize they were a magic user.”

      “Not likely. I can tell when there’s a magic user close to me.”

      “That’s a neat little trick.”

      “Quite. It’s come in handy a few times.”

      “I bet it has. Is there any point in stating that we all may be safer if you join with my dad and me?” 

      “Nope. Especially not after that stunt you pulled with Zarina. You didn’t think about the consequences of what your abducting her would put her through, did you?”

      Brett shook his head in the negative. Averted his eyes.

      “Since I didn’t make myself clear in the past, let me be perfectly clear now.” Her hands were uncrossed. She started gesturing. Hoped it emphasized her words. “If you want me, then come after me because if you go after my friends any more, I will not hesitate to kill you the next time I see you. Understood?”

      “I would expect nothing less of you. It means you’re the right person for the job,” he gestured at her eyes. Indicated he meant being an Oculus Prismatic. A pack leader. Brett fell silent for a few moments. “I wish I had treated you differently throughout school.”

      Iris pulled her head back a few inches at the comment. Her eyes widened and twitched as emotions flooded through her body. What did he mean?

      One of Iris’s aunts made faces at her through the windshield. It brought her back to the present. She dropped the sound barrier in case her aunt tried talking to her and held up one finger to say she’d be inside in a minute. Her aunt stayed on the curb waiting for her. 

      “Guess you have to go.”

      “Yeah. Thanks,” she added before leaning in to hug Brett. If an explanation as to why she was sitting in a boy’s car during her Dad’s fiftieth birthday celebration was needed, she might as well make it appear they were friends. Brett held tight to her for longer than she cared. She heard him inhale deeply before giving her one last squeeze and letting her go.

      “It was great to see you!” Iris said as she exited the car. She longed to grab her car keys and go for a drive herself but her aunt put her arm around her and the two of them waved as Brett drove off. Iris allowed her aunt to steer her back inside. 

      “Who was that?”

      “A friend from high school I haven’t seen in a few years,” she lied while suppressing any traces of guilt to keep her eyes from shifting. “He was in town from college and decided he’d stop by to say hi.”

      “You didn’t want to invite him in?”

      “Na. He’s off to see some other friends. Besides, he’s not a large crowd guy.”

      “He’s cute. Sure he’s just a friend?”

      “Yup. We had a few math classes together and have stayed in touch on and off. I told him I’d be in town this week. Guess I forgot to tell him why,” she shrugged. “So, how have you been?” Iris changed the subject. Thankfully, her aunt started telling her all about what she’d been up to.

      Brett’s assertion he had nothing to do with the New Year’s party gave Iris a lot to consider the next few days. She’d already scheduled a training session for two days after she got back to Davis, so there was no need to call an emergency meeting for this one. They all knew there were other magic users out there. Besides Brett and Mr. Moreno, they just never talked about the others. Or considered numbers. 

      Iris managed to enjoy bits of her family week at the beach. Particularly when she was in the ocean. She missed floating in the swells past the breakers or going for a swim in an open body of water. They were freeing.

      She thought she sensed Brett nearby on a few occasions, but when she tried to focus on his aura, it faded away. The week ended too soon. Iris hugged and kissed her parents goodbye, hopped in the 4Runner, and settled in for the seven-hour drive back to Davis—pending traffic, of course.

      Once home, Iris kept her mouth shut about Brett showing up at her Dad’s birthday party. She wasn’t ready to talk about it. Though she wished she never had to talk about it, Iris planned to start practice the next day with another discussion. Zarina and Jaden didn’t show up, so while Iris banged on Zarina’s door in the Gallery with half her mind, she told the rest of her friends to warm-up with pulling as much power into their beings as possible.

      It took Iris going back to Davis to call Zarina and explain the situation to her and Jaden for them to show up. Once they arrived, Iris gathered everyone around and told them about her meeting with Brett. She tried to convey Brett’s demeanor as well as his words so everyone had the same information she did. 

      “And I take it you believe him?” Jaden’s snide voice said as soon as Iris finished her story.

      “I do, actually. I still don’t trust him, but I believe he was telling the truth. Besides, he told me not to go, which we already decided is the correct action.”

      “Yeah, but if we can’t trust him and he’s telling us not to go, maybe that means we should go,” Cirrus mused out loud.

      “That can’t be right. It sounds like he’s in the dark with us on this one. Must be a weird place for him to be. I wonder if he was hoping you knew the grad who set this up,” Kyxy mused.

      “Or perhaps he’s just pretending to be in the dark and he’s messing with your head again,” Rowen added. “I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “Me neither,” Thorin agreed.

      “That’s beside the point. Are we staying with our not going decision or are we changing it?”

      Several people started talking at once. Iris heard a few voices in favor of going amongst those who were adamant they shouldn’t go. After twenty minutes, Iris called a halt to the discussions. They were going around in circles. She couldn’t see the appeal to going, but she’d already decided to give everyone a voice on this one. Now she was stuck with her decision.

      “I’d say we’re in a stalemate at this point. Why don’t we get back to practice? Everyone can go home and think about it until our next training session. Sound good?” Once everyone was back at drawing in as much power as possible, Iris looked around for Jaden. She was surprised and grateful when she saw him standing off to one side. He glanced at her as she approached.

      “Can we talk?”

      “That depends on you.” He was obviously still upset with her.

      “I’m not sure what I did wrong. I know you felt I was keeping too many secrets and trying to do too much on my own and for that I’m sorry, but I’ve been completely honest and open about everything for a long time. I’m not sorry for going straight to Zarina’s rescue. I sensed the doorway still linking the two locations, and I acted. If I hadn’t, it would have taken a lot longer to find her. Once I realized I was in my dream come to life, I knew everything would be all right.”

      “How? You never finished that dream. Zarina told me. It always ended before you found out who you were looking for.”

      “Perhaps that’s because Brett hadn’t chosen a target yet,” Iris shrugged.

      “Why Zarina?”

      “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask him. I might be able to get him to agree to talk with you.”

      “Because you’ve become such good friends?”

      “No, Jaden, it’s nothing like that. If I tell him I want to talk about the New Year’s party, I bet he’d be all for it,” she finished in a rush. 

      “Thanks but no thanks. If I saw that guy’s face I’d pulverize him on the spot. I have to go,” he told her and backed through a doorway.

      Iris sighed and stared at the place Jaden had been. At least he hadn’t yelled at her this time. Maybe all he needed was some space and to blow off steam like Rowen said. According to his roommates, he was normal Jaden with them. Joking, laughing, using magic for pranks. It seemed the only person he was pissed at was her.

      “He’ll get over it, Iris. Don’t worry,” Zarina said from beside her. Iris hadn’t heard her approach.

      The simple statement and the calmness in Zarina’s voice made Iris smile. “Thanks, Zarina. I hope so. Come on, let’s get back to practice.” 

      The two of them joined the rest of the group and Iris switched to teaching hiding places. She asked those who could successfully make them pair up with friends who couldn’t so they could master the skill quickly. 

      By the end of the next training session at the beginning of August, everyone could create and use their own hiding place. Like Iris, most kept a quarterstaff in their hiding place amongst other, more practical items. Like a sweatshirt or granola bar. They still hadn’t come to a consensus about going to the New Year’s party, but Kyxy offered some sound advice that everyone agreed with.

      “It should be up to the Pacific people. You are the ones who will have to go if you decide to. I don’t feel comfortable making a decision that puts your necks on the line.”
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      Iris called a mandatory meeting between herself, Violet, Aerianna, Rozlynd, Zarina, Morrigan, and Cirrus in late August. The seven of them had been avoiding talking about New Year’s for the last few weeks but they’d run out of time.

      “All right you guys, what are we going to do? We have to RSVP by the first, which only gives us a few days to make a decision. We can’t leave here without an answer. Is anyone leaning one way or the other? And if so, why?”

      “I still say we go,” Cirrus started the conversation. “There’s something telling me that if we don’t, it’ll be worse. I can’t explain it. It’s like this is our one shot to show them we aren’t afraid of whoever it is and by taking a stand now, we’ll stay on level ground.”

      “Not to mention going means we might determine who set this whole thing up.”

      “Does that mean you’re in favor too, Aerianna?” Iris asked.

      “Not necessarily. I’m just adding another tick in the pros column for going.”

      Iris nodded. She turned her focus on everyone else. “Roz?” 

      She just shook her head. 

      “Morrigan?” Iris tried next.

      “Well, knowing it’s a trap means we can prepare for it. Set up some kind of perimeter or something, but my vote is no.”

      “Vi?”

      “You guys know me and conflict.”

      Iris turned toward Zarina. “Any thoughts? I feel you have the biggest say here.”

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about when Brett abducted me. More about why. It’s not the first time he’d approached any of our friends, but it was a huge escalation in his tactics. I think he was desperate to get to you and he thought a hostage was the best way. If you hadn’t acted so quickly and come after him, that’s what I would have been. A hostage. So, imagine if this other person has the same thought process. If we don’t go, then there will be a room full of hostages we all know.”

      Fear and panic took away Iris’s ability to breathe. She couldn’t let a hostage situation happen. Any leverage this unknown magic user had was unacceptable. If they wanted her, they could have her. But only her. Iris made her decision. “I’m going,” she announced. The argument surrounding her stopped. 

      “What?” everyone demanded at once. 

      “I’m going. Alone. There’s no way I will allow anyone else to become a hostage to be used against me.”

      “Who said you’d end up in someone’s pocket? I’m coming too. We might be able to fight our way out of it and make sure all our high school friends make it to safety,” Cirrus said. 

      “The two of us? Yeah right.”

      “Three,” Aerianna announced. 

      “I’m all for fighting my way out of things, but I can do it,” Zarina whispered to her hands.

      “I wouldn’t ask you to go. And I’m telling you two,” Iris addressed Aerianna and Cirrus, “that I’m going alone.”

      “No, you’re not,” Cirrus insisted.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “As much as I’d love to hear this argument go on for hours, I think we need to logic this one out,” Rozlynd cut across Cirrus and Iris. “Like Morrigan said, if we can come up with a half-way descent plan, we may all be able to figure this one out. Now, if Iris, Cirrus, and Aerianna go to the party, that leaves eleven of us on the outside to aide if needed.”

      “Wait a minute,” Iris tried to stop Rozlynd’s train of thought.

      “Then again,” Rozlynd ignored Iris and looked to Violet. “What do you think? It might be weird if Cirrus goes without you. Not to mention you and Iris are each other’s doppelgängers. It could be a nice diversion.”

      “If Cirrus is going, then so am I,” Violet announced.

      “Vi, no. All of you, no. Not happening.”

      “Iris, it’s not your decision,” Morrigan told her. “This affects all of us. If something happens to you, then we may be next.”

      The room fell silent for a few moments. Iris hadn’t considered this perspective. 

      “Iris, you shouldn’t go at all,” Cirrus said.

      “I agree. If it’s you they’re after, then you shouldn’t be anywhere near the Hotel Mar that night,” Aerianna added. 

      “What, so I’m supposed to let you guys go without me? The whole point of me going is to avoid a hostage situation! I’m going. I’d appreciate it if you all let me go alone, but I seem to be outnumbered on this one.”

      “Iris, we can handle it. We’ll be there to take care of anything and if we get caught, we won’t tell them anything,” Cirrus assured her.

      “No. It’s better for me to be in there fighting than for you to become a hostage. If this person knows me in the slightest, then they know I’ll do anything to keep my friends safe.” Iris looked around. Nothing but determined faces looked back at her.

      Iris dropped her chin to her chest. Shook her head. She wasn’t going to win this one. In a way, it was nice to know they all felt the same way about her as she felt about them. “All right,” Iris conceded as she looked back up and at her friends. “If we’re doing this, what’s our game plan?”

      “Okay,” Rozlynd sat forward and started laying out her ideas. “So, if the four of you go, that leaves the rest of us to be close by. Zarina, if you don’t feel comfortable being involved, tell us now.”

      “I want to help, but I just can’t. I’m sorry guys. So sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. You’ve already been through enough,” Iris assured her.

      “No kidding. Morrigan why don’t you stay with Zarina. If you guys would rather take off now, be our guest.”

      “You sure?” Morrigan asked.

      “Totally got this,” Roz said with confidence.

      “Thanks, guys. Good luck,” Zarina told them before leaving through her doorway, Morrigan a step behind. 

      “Okay, so with the two of them out and the four of you inside, that leaves me, Rowen, Thorin, Gavin, Sienna, Kyxy, Kylee, and Jaden if he’ll help—which I doubt. Seven of us. Three more would be nice, but if they can’t handle the situation, there’s no sense in having them there. I say we make a plan that doesn’t involve Jaden.”

      “I disagree. I’m pretty sure I started to get through to him at the last practice. And he’s been fine at your place, right, Cirrus?” Iris asked. 

      “Completely.”

      “If we leave him out now, he will probably never trust me again.”

      “Fine. Then we have eight people on the outside. I think we should pair up based on strength and skill set. Jaden and Thorin are both strong and fairly well rounded magic users, so one or both of them can be alone if need be. Everyone should be familiar enough with the exterior of the Hotel Mar to form a doorway close by without being there. That’ll eliminate the need for us to be on site.”

      “True, but everyone should be closer than here in Davis. If you and Rowen were at his parents’ for instance, and maybe someone else can stay at a hotel nearby? Is anyone as good at sensing when magic is being used as Iris is?” Aerianna asked. 

      “I don’t think so,” Iris shook her head.

      “No problem. We can figure out the exact details when we meet with everyone at the next training session in a few days. The only question left is who should RSVP.”

      “I should. Might as well let them know I’m coming.” Iris pulled her phone from her back pocket, looked up the Hotel Mar, and pressed the phone icon. She paced around the living room as the phone rang.

      “Hotel Mar San Diego, how may I help you?”

      “Yes, I’d like to make a reservation for New Year’s Eve.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry we have a special event that evening and are not accepting other reservations at this time. I can offer you a room starting on the first.”

      “No, I received an email from my class president. I’m from Pacific.”

      “Wonderful! May I have your name, please?”

      “Last name Faye. First name Iris.”

      “Thank you very much, Ms. Faye. Yes, I have you here on our RSVP list. How many is this reservation for?

      “Four. We’re all Pacific grads.”

      “How nice. May I have the other guests’ names, please?”

      “Aerianna Donnovan, Violet Skye, and Cirrus Powers.”

      “Thank you very much. I’ve marked all four of you as attending on our RSVP list. Now, let me see what I have regarding rooms.” 

      The woman went quiet for a few moments. Iris could hear several clicks as she searched her system. She bit her lower lip. Second guessed her decision to go. Crossed her free arm across her chest when she remembered she didn’t have another option.

      “We are booked on our regular rooms but we have a two bedroom, ocean view suite available. Since it’s for a special event and we are out of regular rooms, I can offer you an additional discount on top of the discount for your group. That brings the cost down to the same as a single room. Is that acceptable?”

      It sounded too good to be true. Then Iris realized it probably was another part of the trap. She concentrated on keeping her voice light as she asked, “How are the rooms configured?”

      “One room has a king bed, and the other has two doubles.”

      “That sounds perfect.” Too perfect, she thought.

      “Wonderful. May I have a credit card to hold the reservation under?”

      Iris pulled a card from her wallet and read the sixteen-digit code to the woman on the phone followed by the expiration date and pin. The woman re-confirmed all the details, told Iris that check-in was at three with check out at eleven the next morning, and bid her to have a nice evening. Iris did the same before hanging up.

      “All right. Two-bedroom suite for the night of the thirty-first. I can’t believe we’re going through with this.” 

      Zarina persuaded Jaden to come to the end of the practice session that weekend so Rozlynd could go over the plan for New Year’s. 

      “I think Gavin and I should go as Iris’s and Aerianna’s plus ones. Better to have more of us on site,” Thorin told the group.

      “We already made the reservation for four.”

      “They can change it.”

      “They can, but I won’t. Whoever is planning this knows us and if they see us with non-Pacific people, they’ll know you’re magic users too. I’m not willing to risk an all-out war.” She couldn’t risk any more of her friends walking into this trap with her.

      “But they’ll know Aeri, Vi, and Cirrus are magic users too.”

      “Yes, but they went to Pacific. Everyone who is supposed to be there knows them. And they’ll know the people there. You two will stick out and probably ruffle the wrong person’s feathers because you think they’re a magic user or something. I’m not risking our safety on that. You’ll stay behind and follow the plan Roz laid out or you can not participate.”

      Thorin opened his mouth to argue. Iris held up a hand.

      “This is not open to discussion. Take it or leave it.”

      “Fine,” he crossed his arms and hunched in on himself.

      Once Iris quelled Thorin’s outburst, everyone was on board. Even Jaden who seemed to be happy they were actually doing something. He offered to get Zarina and Morrigan to join him at his parents’ place as they were close to the Hotel Mar. Iris thanked him profusely for his additional help. She was just happy he was talking to her again. It helped relieve some of the trepidation that plagued her since they decided to go to the New Year’s party.

      Since they didn’t have places to stay nearby, Thorin, Gavin, Sienna, and Kyxy were going to get a couple of hotel rooms as close as possible to the Hotel Mar just in case they couldn’t use magic. Kylee would stay in Davis as a potential last resort. Or designated survivor. It wasn’t ideal in Iris’s opinion, but it was the best option. Kylee also had a place lined up she could take people in case they needed healing. Iris tried not to dwell on the thought.
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      Iris was grateful she had camping in Yosemite to look forward to. Nightmares of her friends locked in a dungeon or being tortured plagued her dreams. The only thing that comforted her about the dreams was they differed from her dreams that had a habit of coming true. Though disturbing, these were plain nightmares. 

      With all the excitement that followed her birthday, Iris never told her roommates about the camping gift the guys gave her. She needed some alone time—was desperate for a quiet place to think about everything that happened during the summer and the impending New Year’s party. She packed the 4Runner while no one was home, scribbled, Went camping. See you in a few days, on the back of a receipt she taped to the TV, and took off first thing the day after Labor Day. She made a quick stop at the store for some food and accelerated onto the freeway thirty minutes later.

      Iris drove straight to a permitting location. She was first in line to request an overnight trip that included hiking Half Dome—something she’d been dying to do since she could remember. Using a little magical manipulation, she got the computer system to say a single hiker could take the route she wanted. The ranger handed her a permit a few minutes later. She felt guilty, but her excitement at being able to hike Half Dome outweighed it tenfold. 

      “I have the best friends,” Iris breathed once she pulled into her gorgeous campsite right on the Merced River. “Too bad I’m only here for four nights. Still, this will be amazing!”

      She unpacked her car and pitched her small tent so it opened to a full view of the river. Once everything was in its place, Iris inflated a small raft, tied it to a tree, and relaxed in the gently flowing waters beneath dappled sunshine off the river’s bank. It was peaceful. She longed to stay there forever. But then she remembered she had a permit to hike Half Dome. 

      Iris hummed as she got out of her raft and pulled supplies together for her trip into the high country. She didn’t feel like taking anything that required cooking supplies, so she packed snacks and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Iris reviewed her food rations twice before switching her focus to her backpack.

      Once she had as much as possible prepared for the following two days, Iris made herself an early dinner which led to an early bedtime. She snuggled into her sleeping bag while as the last lingering rays of light faded into night. It was best to be well rested for her trip into the high country. 

      Iris woke early the next morning, finished packing her backpack, and took off for the Happy Isles trailhead, breakfast bar in hand. The scenery was just as gorgeous as she remembered. It still took her breath away. There were few people on the trail this early. It increased her desire to stay in the untamed wilderness for the rest of her life. How glorious it would be to lose all responsibilities and live in the wilderness John Muir fought so hard to preserve and Ansel Adams made her fall in love with. 

      She found it surreal being on the trail all alone. Even a little frightening. Iris knew she could handle anything on the trail, but a familiar nagging in the back of her mind still tried to breed uncertainty. She pulled some magic into her being before realizing what she’d done.

      “Get a grip, Iris. You’re fine,” she scolded herself and made to release the power she held back into the Earth. 

      Before Iris released a single drop, a tingling sensation at the back of her neck told her she was not alone and that the person closest to her was a magic user. 

      Iris kept the power she’d drawn into her being and maintained her link with the flows surrounding her as a precaution. She refused to allow a repeat of senior year at Disneyland. Besides, she was amped up over the New Year’s Eve party. Any magic user was a threat. With any luck, the person she sensed couldn’t sense her, and she’d be able to walk away with little more than a hello. 

      Iris continued hiking for a few more hours. The tickling sensation at the back of her neck remained strong, but she didn’t see the magic user. 

      “They must be hiking behind me,” she muttered to herself during her fourth break. 

      With each break, the magic user got closer, then stopped. They even took a long break with her when she reached the top of Vernal Falls. She had no doubts anymore, this person could sense her. Now she had to decide if it would be better to keep holding onto the power already coursing through her body or release it and make herself less traceable.

      Caution caused Iris to keep the power she’d gathered. She ate as she hiked on at a sedate pace but wasn’t able to enjoy the scenery as much as she wished she could. At the top of Nevada Falls, she’d had enough. Her trip away from reality was now engulfed in it. 

      “Fuck it. If someone wants to start a fight, then so be it. I want to enjoy myself today,” she told the surrounding wilderness. Iris sent all the power she held back into the Earth in a quick torrent and closed herself off from accepting any more.

      The tingling sensation all but disappeared. 

      Iris sat as close to the edge of the river as safely possible—which wasn’t very close—and tried to enjoy a respite from all her cares in the world. A clicking noise woke her some unknown amount of time later. Someone had just taken her picture. In a flash, Iris was full of power. It was the magic user. She formed a request and unleashed it faster than someone could crack a whip. Pinned the picture-taker to the granite boulder a few feet behind her. 

      “I don’t like having my picture taken by strangers,” she growled before removing the camera from the man’s hands and deleting the photo. 

      “You’re a lot stronger than I thought you’d be.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re a lot ruder than I’m used to so I guess we both exceed expectations.”

      The man stared at Iris for several long moments. “God, you’re young. You know hiking alone is dangerous, right?”

      Iris could have laughed. The question threw her. She still had the man pinned to the boulder. “Yes, I realize hiking alone isn’t the smartest thing to do but there aren’t many people—or animals—I have to be leery of.”

      “I can see that. How old are you?”

      Iris gave him her best unimpressed look, crossed her arms, and answered all the questions she knew would follow. “I’m twenty-one. I’ve been a magic user for almost four years. I’m not alone. In fact, I have a dozen friends who have the ability too. You’re not the first person I’ve met who can access the flows of power embedded in our surroundings and you won’t be the last. Anything else you want to know?”

      “That about covers it. Just one more question. Want some company?”

      Iris thought about his offer for a moment. He hasn’t tried to use magic on me or warn me to be careful and I’m not getting any weird vibes from the guy. Not to mention he hasn’t demanded I release him. And it’d probably be better to have him near me rather than following me in case I’m wrong about him. What the hell, Iris decided.

      She released him from his confines and said, “Sure. I plan on hiking to the base of Half Dome tonight and going up the cables for sunrise.”

      “That was my idea as well.”

      “You got a permit?”

      “Yeah. I applied for the lottery a few years ago and couldn’t get one. I tried a wilderness permit this time and was successful.”

      Iris nodded. She didn’t feel up to sharing how she got her permit or her plan to change it if he didn’t have one for himself. “So, what’s your story?” she asked as the pair started hiking. 

      “Well, I’m a fifty-three-year-old, recently divorced man with two kids. My ex cheated on me last year and our divorce became official a few days ago. I’ve always wanted to hike Half Dome but she never let me, so this is my way of starting fresh.”

      “Most people buy a sports car for a mid-life crisis, you know. Still, I like your solution better. Know any magic users?”

      “Nope. You’re the first I’ve ever met in person. I’ve sensed a few here and there, but until you, I never had the balls to go meet them. Something always held me back.”

      “Then why—”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because I’m starting over and felt I had nothing to lose. I’m not sure beyond the fact that your aura is inviting. You could sense me, couldn’t you?”

      “I could tell there was a magic user near me, yes. I couldn’t sense your aura, but I can tell that you aren’t as strong as I am.”

      “Interesting. I have no clue how strong you are. Besides what you’ve already shown me. You said you have a dozen friends with the ability?”

      Iris nodded. 

      “Can they all tell how strong a person is as well?”

      “Not really. I tried teaching them, but not all of them could get it. A few can figure it out if there’s a large difference. They’re better at other things than I am, though. Take my friend Kylee for example. She can heal anyone of any wound. I’m lucky if I can heal a sprain or relieve tight muscles.”

      “Huh. So how did you figure it out? I had a surfing accident and got rolled by a wave that should have killed me. It was followed by a vicious set that no one should have survived. I was under for over two minutes before this sense of tranquility washed over me and expanded outward. The ocean calmed above me and I made it to the surface. It unlocked my abilities. I guess you could say it made me the person I am today.”

      “I dreamt about it. About all the magic I know. At first, I dreamt about flying, then I woke hovering over my bed. It took me a while to accept what was going on.”

      The pair fell silent and contemplated each other’s responses. 

      Now he wasn’t following her, and she knew she was stronger than him, Iris felt much more at ease with him. They walked along in silence for several minutes, looking at the surrounding scenery before Iris realized she hadn’t introduced herself to him yet. 

      “I’m Iris,” she held out her hand as she continued walking. 

      “Rodger, nice to meet you,” he shook her hand. “I’ve been thinking, why are there so many of us now? I mean magic users. You said you’ve met a few. That’s beside your dozen friends, right?”

      “Yes, it is. And I don’t know the answer. I’ve been wondering the same thing myself. I’m not sure why, but the first guy I ran into told me to stop using magic right away or it’d kill me. I don’t think it’s a coincidence there are so many of us now or that I keep finding them. There’s another guy I know—not a friend—who thinks we’re here to act as the Earth’s protector and kill a bunch of CEOs and politicians who don’t support the curbing of carbon emissions.”

      “I’m not sure I believe that one. But as far as you running into magic users goes, maybe they’re drawn to you.”

      “That’s a distinct possibility. You’re not the first person to tell me that either. My non-friend says the same thing. Something about being a pack leader. Anyway, I used to hope we were the beginnings of a new phase in human evolution, but as I learn more about magic users, I think we’ve been around for a long time. I have this nagging sensation that says there’s more to it now because there are so many of us.” Iris shrugged and shook her head. “It’s not something I’ve dwelled on that much and . . . dammit! Excuse me for a second,” she told Rodger as a resounding bang from doors being slammed open sounded inside her head.
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      Iris sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors where Thorin had just barged in without so much as a knock. “What?” she demanded before he could say anything. 

      “Where the hell are you? I’ve been calling you and your phone keeps going to voicemail.”

      “I’m camping. You guys bought me the site, remember?”

      “Yeah, well, we didn’t expect you to go by yourself.”

      “I needed some alone time. So, what do you need?” Iris tried not to sound too annoyed. 

      “Uh, a bunch of us are going to see a movie and we were wondering if you wanted to come with.”

      Iris could tell he’d made it up on the spot. “Did you draw the short straw or something?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He tried not to grin. 

      “You’re a hopeless liar, you know. I’m fine. Like I said, I’m camping and I’ll be back on Saturday. Now go tell everyone else and get out so I can get back to my peace and quiet.”

      “Fine. Well, stay safe, okay?”

      “Don’t worry, I will.” She kept her mouth shut about Rodger. If she hadn’t Thorin would insist someone join her for her own safety. Most likely himself.

      Thorin waved and took off. She locked his door and left her subconscious to lock all the others while she returned to her conversation with Rodger. 

      “Sorry about that. I was tracked down.”

      “Wait, someone you know located you here?”

      “No, but that’s something I can do too. I haven’t taught it to anyone yet. My friend tracked me down through this room that links all of my friends’ minds to mine via these intricate doors. I forgot to lock them before I left home. One of my friends barged in. He claimed he wanted to know where I am—even though he already knew.”

      “Huh. Interesting. So how does this room work?”

      Iris explained the Gallery of Doors on autopilot as they continued hiking. Rodger asked the usual questions as well as a few new ones. 

      “Can anyone else lock the doors?”

      “No. Just me. But I don’t think anyone else has tried.”

      “Why? I mean why do you have all the control?”

      “I think it’s because the room is sort of an extension of my mind. It’s hard to explain. The room is in my mind but not at the same time.”

      “Why is it in your mind?”

      “I guess because I was the first to become a magic user amongst my friends and no, I don’t know the why of that. That guy I mentioned earlier who isn’t a friend says it’s because I’m an Oculus Prismatic—my eyes change color. Anyway, his dad is one too, and he says all of us are like pack leaders. People can link to us or something. I didn’t ask him to elaborate as he was crashing my dad’s fiftieth. Perhaps those are the true reasons I have this room and why you felt drawn to me.”

      “I could see that. I bet you don’t get a lot of time to yourself, do you?”

      “Not really. Between school, band, work, magic, and roommates, there’s very little me-time, so I savor every moment I get.”

      “I can imagine. You want me to leave?”

      “No,” Iris said after a moment’s hesitation. “I don’t. You’re different. Besides, like you said, hiking alone is dangerous,” she smiled. 

      Rodger smiled back, and they continued their easy conversation about the non-magic sides of their lives. Rodger was a computer programmer—a very good one from the sound of it. He didn’t need a mid-life crisis car because he already owned a Tesla. His now ex-wife got the Porsche SUV in the divorce and the winter cabin. He kept the house, and their kids were both over eighteen, so there hadn’t been a custody battle. 

      “She cheated, yes, but only because she thought I cheated on her. A horrible reason, I know—and inexcusable—but there you have it. I didn’t cheat on her. I was overworked and could tell our marriage was falling apart so I kept using magic to travel to my personal sanctuary more often.”

      “I have one of those. It was a recent birthday present because my original sanctuary was compromised by jerks. The new one is a beautiful mountain meadow.” 

      “Where is it?”

      “You know, I have no idea,” Iris shrugged. Want to see?”

      “Sure.”

      Iris pulled in a small amount of power and checked that there were no other magic users nearby. She waved at Rodger to follow her off the trail a few feet into a denser patch of trees. She looked around one more time to assure no one could see them and opened a doorway to her meadow.

      “Very pretty. The door and the meadow,” Rodger admired. “You only have to step through the one door, then?”

      “Yeah. That’s all I ever need. Why? What do you need to do?”

      “Here. I’ll show you.”

      Iris waited as Rodger drew in and released his request. She concentrated on his magic. The doorway he requested was unlike any doorway she’d ever felt—including Brett’s. Iris cocked her head to the side as she examined his work with both her eyes and being. A shimmering formed a few feet in front of them, but it differed from hers. This shimmering had the sensation of a great distance gathering behind it. 

      The shimmering slowly manifested into a solid object. As the light faded, Iris saw an archway in front of her rather than a doorway. It was much larger than even her double door and made of gold rather than wood. The intricate patterns carved into the frame were of solar systems and planets. Rodger opened the archway and Iris followed him. 

      Instead of being in another glade or remote seashore, Iris stood on an iridescent bridge in the middle of greyness. The bridge bowed toward another shimmering archway. As she drew nearer, Iris noted the second archway was made of silver and covered in mythical creatures like her and her friends’ doors—but all the creatures. Not just one. 

      Rodger led her through the second archway and out onto a pristine beach of white sand and beautiful aquamarine water. A hammock strung between two palm trees drew her eyes, as did a large umbrella for shade, and a surfboard. She assumed Rodger brought them himself. Iris’s link to the power flowing around her altered. She focused on the different sensation. Before she could analyze the differences, Rodger broke her concentration. 

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s gorgeous. I can see why you like it here. Where are we? It feels like a million miles away.”

      “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anyone else here.”

      They stood, soaking in the sea breeze for several minutes before Rodger formed the two archways back to Yosemite. Iris paid close attention to what he did in the hopes she could make it back here on her own someday. With Rodger’s permission, of course.

      “Where else can you go?” Iris asked once they were hiking along the trail again. 

      “Nowhere. That’s my one destination. Can you go to other places?”

      “Yeah. I can go anywhere I’m familiar with. I could get back to my apartment or even my tent. Though I’m not sure I could make a useful doorway open in my tent. One of my friends can go anywhere in the world as long as she has a map or picture. I wish I had that ability.”

      Rodger nodded. “I bet. Can you teach me how to form a doorway?”

      “Sure. Can you teach me how you get to that beach?”

      Rodger agreed and Iris jumped into her standard explanation of doorways. They pulled off the trail every so often so Rodger could try forming doorways without people seeing him perform magic. They were lucky it was after a holiday weekend at the end of summer as there weren’t nearly as many people on the trails as there could have been. 

      He picked up on close doorways in just under an hour, but it took until well after dark for him to form one to his house. They called it a night after he opened a doorway to his bedroom two out of three attempts. Iris settled in for the evening, thoughts full of beaches.

      “Couldn’t you . . . just open . . . a doorway . . . to the top?” Rodger huffed and puffed between labored breaths in the pre-dawn light as they ascended the cables. 

      “Yes but then I wouldn’t feel like I accomplished anything. Besides, it would be very obvious,” Iris strained to reply. The climb was way more taxing than she’d expected. 

      Even though they’d only seen a few people on the hike up, there were a few dozen people on the cables by the time they reached the halfway point. Some were above, several were below. On more than one occasion, Iris thought about attaching herself to the cables magically, but she didn’t want to break her concentration on the ascent or risk another, less friendly, magic user being nearby. 

      When they finally crested the top Iris made straight for the edge, Rodger a step behind. They sat, as alone as possible, and watched the sunrise and the valley light up in silence. It was a spectacular sight that neither wanted to leave. The few pictures she took would not be enough to describe the overwhelming sense of calm that washed over her body. 

      After the sun was well up, Iris turned to Rodger and broke their unspoken agreement on silence with a simple, “Thank you.” 

      “Ditto. A new beginning,” he sighed. “Ready to head back down?”

      Though Iris was loath to leave this site ever, she nodded and let Rodger help her to her feet. They started the descent down the cables, which took longer with people going both up and down now, and made their way back to their campsite close to the base. 

      “The archways I form,” Rodger began as he strapped his pack on. “Require almost all of my strength, unlike the doorways you showed me. I don’t know if it’ll be the same for you since you’re so much stronger than I am, but . . . ” He shrugged. “Just like for your doorways, I think of the beach in as much detail as possible. I also think about how calming it is there. How I feel like that beach is my true home rather than my house in the Bay Area. Besides that, it’s all about your concentration.”

      Iris nodded. She hung onto his every word and was eager to try her hand at forming the archways but they’d descended too far. There were too many people on the trail now. She and Rodger continued their trek into the Valley together but talked about mundane, everyday things rather than magic. It was nice. When they reached the bus, they said their goodbyes. Iris didn’t offer to exchange numbers and Rodger didn’t ask. There was something that told her if he stayed in her life, he would be in danger and she didn’t want that. 

      Back at her campsite, Iris climbed into her tent to try the new skill. She made a few developmental attempts at the archways but didn’t get so much as a flicker of light indicating she was on the right track. She gave it up and grabbed stuff to take a shower at Curry Village before passing out for the evening. 

      The next day she floated on the Merced River and relaxed around her campsite. A trip on the busses at sunset gave her plenty of picture opportunities before dinner and bed. Iris packed up all her camping supplies Saturday morning and drove back to Davis. She had no plans to speak about Rodger.
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      Band Retreat week offered Iris her last respite from reality. The impending New Year’s party tried to creep into her mind whenever she was tired or allowed her mind to relax. It made Band Retreat much less fun than usual. Fall quarter started and Iris’s anxiety doubled. She spent most of the quarter looking over her shoulder and trying to shrug off an itching sensation that settled between her shoulder blades. She’d never experienced anything like it before and it creeped her out. 

      Iris found little solitude or relief when she traveled to her secluded meadow. Most days she tried to form Rodger’s archways. The cold and snow did little to help her mood. Even when she was protected from the falling white powder by the large pop-up shelter she brought. 

      Her mind continually focused on the impending trap. It affected her concentration. Hindered her ability to create the archways Rodger showed her. It took Iris three weeks of trying every other day to form the first archway and another two weeks to get the bridge to form.

      She had a difficult time paying attention in her classes as well. Her midterm grades showed her just how distracted she was. If she couldn’t pull it together, she’d fail a class or two and have to take an extra quarter to graduate.

      Iris’s abysmal midterm grades and desperation for a change of scenery spurred on her first magical success in months. Anger at herself pushed doubt out of the way as Iris continued to work on creating the archways to Rodger’s beach. She concentrated on and requested the golden archway appear. The air in front of her shimmered as the archway formed. Iris shifted her request. Added thoughts about the iridescent bridge, silver archway, and the sense of great distance to her request as she pulled in and expelled more power.

      When the golden archway solidified, Iris expelled a breath and opened it. The silver archway sat across a field of grey. Anticipation built in her being. It started deep in her mid-section and expanded until a light tingling filled her entire being.

      Iris stepped onto the iridescent bridge with a huge smile. When she looked back to check her progress, she noticed the bridge receded a few steps behind her. When she arrived at the silver archway, it opened as soon as her fingers brushed its pristine surface. The beautiful aquamarine waters and Rodger’s hammock were not on the other side. 

      Instead, she stepped onto a meadow of green grass. A large grove of massive, broad-leaved trees started a few hundred yards in front of her. Iris furrowed her brow. While the scenery wasn’t what she expected, the sensation of a great distance felt the same as it had when she’d traveled through the archways with Rodger. 

      Iris turned to go back but the bridge was gone. She looked at the golden archway and watched it close. The silver one faded away a few seconds later. With nothing else to do, Iris decided to explore her surroundings. She drew a little power into her being—which was much harder than it should have been—and headed toward the grove of trees.

      Something flew towards her. Iris tilted her head to the side. Tried to imagine what the flying creature reminded her of. It looked like a large butterfly. As the butterfly drew nearer, Iris realized it was a faerie. She stopped a few feet from where the faerie fluttered in the air. It transformed into a human-sized faerie. Iris turned the power she held inward and transformed into a human-sized faerie herself.

      The faerie bowed to Iris. “Welcome to Gemina Terra. We have awaited your presence for many years. My name is Eireann. Please, join me in Faerie Glenn.”

      Iris’s mind went into overdrive. She couldn’t grasp any of the thoughts vying for her attention. Somehow, she managed a nod and followed the woman. They walked in silence for several minutes. It gave Iris time to place the name, Gemina Terra. Mr. Moreno mentioned it the first time she transformed into a faerie. He wanted to travel here. But where was here? She glanced at the woman walking next to her. Thought about the archways Rodger taught her to form. The thoughts running through her mind lined up.

      Everything fit. The sensation of a great distance. Rodger’s inability to form an archway to anywhere else. The images of planets on the first arch and the mythological creatures on the second arch entered her mind. She pondered their meanings. Eireann interrupted Iris’s train of thought after they’d halved the distance to what Iris now realized was a grove of massive oak trees.   

      “We started to wonder if you’d ever make it to this world. We’ve sensed your presence for several moons and your attempts to form the bridge between Earth and Gemina Terra of late. If I had known you were trying today, I would have been there to greet you sooner.”

      “You knew I was coming?” Iris asked. Her thumb touched something sticky. She glanced down. Blood surrounded her left ring finger. Iris made fists with her hands. She hadn’t realized she’d been picking at her cuticles.

      “Yes. Your magic is strong. And familiar to us.”

      “How?”

      “Later. Today should be brief. For introductions and to show you your home in Faerie Glenn. Come, can you transform your size?”

      Iris nodded. Eireann shrank back into her original size. Iris concentrated on becoming the five-inch faerie version of herself. Before she could release power into her request, she transformed. It added to the mystery of where she was and her mounting list of questions for Eireann.

      She followed her host around the massive trees, down an embankment, and across a small stream to a single tree on the far bank. Tucked amongst the finger-like roots of the massive Moreton Bay Fig tree was a village of houses that spanned up into the branches of the ancient fig tree identical to the one on Iris’s doorway in the Gallery of Doors. Eireann flew to a platform situated on one of the uppermost branches.

      “Where are we?” Iris asked in awe as she tried to take in everything at once.

      “Welcome to Faerie Glenn.” 

      “Thank you, but that still doesn’t tell me where I am.”

      “No. It doesn’t. You are on Earth’s twin. A planet created by an entity referred to as Balance as a haven for all magical creatures.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Your memories will come back to you in time now you know we exist. That Gemina Terra exists. For now, know you have a second home here. These rooms,” she indicated a door behind her. “Are for you to use at your discretion. I hope you will come and visit us often. We have many questions for you as I am sure you will have for us. They will have to wait for another day.” Eireann held up a hand to keep Iris from rattling off all the questions running through her head. “Today, I want to simply tell you that Gemina Terra is in danger. We need your help. Your friends’ help. This is why you were reborn on Earth. Why you have your powers.”

      Iris shook her head slowly from left to right as her brain tried to comprehend what she was being told. She finally managed to ask, “How?”

      “Answers must wait for later. The archways you formed here may have attracted unwanted individuals to your previous location. They must not find Gemina Terra. You should go before they have time to gather where you were. I hope you will come to see us again soon.”

        Iris stared at Eireann for several more seconds before nodding. She pulled more power into her being and was flooded in an instant. The image of the silver archway popped into Iris’s mind. Its shimmering form appeared much faster than it had on her way here. She furrowed her brow. Turned to ask Eireann about the archways and magic.

      “Magic is different here,” Eireann said before Iris could open her mouth. “It may take you several visits to become accustomed to the changes. Later. You must go now,” Eireann told her as she hurried Iris onto the iridescent bridge. 

      The archway opened back to her snow-covered meadow with the white pop-up shelter she’d brought after the first snow. A glance back at the silver archway closed its door on Eireann’s waving form. The golden one followed suit. Iris had no idea what just happened, but she knew it wasn’t a dream. And she needed to keep it to herself until she determined if it was safe or not. Iris released all flows she held for the count of one hundred before drawing in enough to form a doorway home. No other magic users arrived in her meadow or were nearby. 
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        * * *

      

      Magic practices through the rest of fall quarter involved fighting techniques and discussions about New Year’s. They tweaked and solidified the plan so many times, Iris lost track. Though she continued to insist she go to the party alone, her friends refused to acquiesce to her request. It should have lifted Iris’s spirits, but it didn’t. Instead, she became distant and spent more time locked in her room or trying to get back to Gemina Terra. She couldn’t look her friends in the eyes by the time the last week of the quarter arrived. If anything happened to them, it would be her fault. 

      Iris left for her secluded meadow first thing in the morning on dead day. It was supposed to be a day to study before finals began, but she couldn’t get her brain to focus on academics. She opted to try getting back to Gemina Terra instead. Before trying to form the archways, Iris drew in large amounts of power and searched out any other magic users. She stopped before fatigue set in. No one was close by who could use magic and no one was using magic anywhere she could sense in a several-hundred-mile radius. 

      She took a moment. Formed the images of the archways in her mind. Of Faerie Glenn and her rooms amongst the highest branches of the ancient Moreton Bay Fig tree. Thought about the wonder and peace she experienced when she saw them for the first time. Remembered the great distance she’d have to travel to make it there. Iris kept all the pieces in the forefront of her mind as she drew in more flows and released a request for a path to Gemina Terra to form.

      Light shimmered in front of her eyes. Solidified into the golden arch. Iris wasn’t sure how, but she knew the bridge and silver arch would be present as well. She opened the door, stepped onto the bridge and looked back so the golden arch would close before she walked across the now receding iridescent bridge to the silver archway. It opened onto the platform outside her rooms. Eireann and several older faeries were waiting for her. 

      “We welcome you to Faerie Glenn,” Eireann said once the silver archway disappeared from behind Iris.

      “Thank you.”

      “Allow me to introduce you to the elders of the faeries. They are the keepers of our magic and knowledge. Elders, this is Iris Faye.”

      Iris nodded to the group of women. She wasn’t sure if she should curtsey or something. They all nodded back, so she decided she was fine. She waited several long moments in the hopes someone would explain why they were here, but they appeared to be waiting for her to say something. Before the situation became too awkward, Iris opened her mouth, swallowed and started a conversation.

      “It is lovely to meet you all. Thank you for being here to greet me. Faerie Glenn is such a beautiful place. I am glad I managed to form the archways and bridge back here.”

      “As are we. We’ve been waiting for your arrival every day since Queen Eireann told us of your first success. She said she warned you of not allowing others to follow?”

      “Yes. I made sure no one was around before requesting the archways and bridge form and closed the first archway before taking more than a few steps onto the iridescent bridge.” Iris told the elder faerie before turning to look at Eireann. “Queen?” she asked and raised both eyebrows.

      “Titles are not important amongst the faeries. Yes, I am the Queen, but we are equals on that front. If you are who we believe you to be, your soul possessed the throne several hundred years ago. We are not here to discuss the royal lineage though. We wish to learn about you. Your friends. Why you’ve taken so long to travel here a second time.”

      Iris told the faeries about herself and her friends before launching into stories about Brett and the New Year’s party that held her mind captive and made it difficult for her to perform new magical tasks like forming the archways. The faeries listened throughout her explanation. A few of the elders asked specific questions about the magic she performed, but no others. Once she finished, they offered her no information about themselves. Instead, Eireann asked if Iris would join her in a meeting with a member of the elder council of elves. Not feeling like she had much of a choice, Iris agreed.

      Eireann introduced Iris to an elder named Vitharr who invited them to share the midday meal with him. He was nice, asked a few questions of Iris, and told her she and her friends would be welcome any time they traveled to Mothar Crann, as he called the gorgeous oak grove filled with the elven city. Once they’d finished their meal, he suggested Iris return to Earth least Chaos discover she knew how to travel to Balance’s gift to all magical creatures. Her head spun with all the new information.
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      Iris formed the archways back to her meadow, took precautions to assure no one sensed her exit through them, and formed a doorway back to her apartment. She was so distracted by what Vitharr said she formed her doorway to her living room rather than her bedroom. Violet passed her as she wandered down the hall in search of her car keys and purse. She needed to figure stuff out.

      “Not going to happen,” Violet told her. She blocked the entrance to Iris’s room.

      “What’s not going to happen?”

      “You’re not going for a drive in this weather.”

      “What weather?”

      “The massive rainstorm that’s causing havoc all over Northern California right now.”

      “Oh. I’ll be fine.”

      “Wrong answer,” Aerianna stepped out of Iris’s bedroom. “I’ll be hanging onto these until you realize driving in this storm is stupid.”

      Iris nodded. She stared down at the ground, caught up in her own thoughts once more, and wove between her roommates to get into her bedroom. She grabbed her umbrella and wandered back to the living room.

      “At least she won’t be driving?” Violet’s voice registered in Iris’s ears as she closed the front door behind her.

      Iris allowed her feet to carry her of their own accord. Eireann and Vitharr gave her a lot to think about. A lot more to protect. Going to the New Year’s party seemed like an even dumber idea now. But if she didn’t go and it turned into a hostage situation like Zarina thought it might, then it would be best for her to be there. It may allow her to de-escalate the situation and keep everyone safe—on and off Earth. 

      As Iris walked through the green belt, mind going through dozens of different scenarios, someone grabbed her arm from behind and held tight. Iris gasped. A rush of fear flooded her body. She turned to see who held her captive. Readied to pull flows of power into herself.

      Brett held Iris’s upper arm. She hadn’t heard him approach over the rain falling on her umbrella. Her eyes quickly surveyed the surrounding area. It was void of people. No one else was stupid enough to be walking in the rain the day before finals started.

      “You’re going to the party despite what you told me. Despite my warnings!” 

      Iris didn’t know how he found out, but he was livid. She tried to pull her arm from his grasp. A prick of pain at the back of her neck told her he used magic to maintain his grip. She stopped trying to pull away. “Let go.”

      “Not until you tell me what the hell you were thinking.”

      “Why do you care? If you had your way, I’d already be under your Dad’s control.”

      “No. You’d be free to live your life, but you’d follow his directions. Be part of a cause rather than floating through life with no purpose.”

      “Who says I have no purpose?”

      “I do. It’s obvious.”

      “Well, obviously you don’t know me, because I do have a purpose.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “Like I’d tell you. I’ll ask you once more. Let go or so help me I will make you let go.”

      Brett glared at her. She filled with power. Drew in more than she could safely control and then pulled in even more. Brett’s expression changed. He released the magic he used to maintain his hold on her arm but didn’t release his physical grip. Iris expelled some of the power she held back into the Earth. She held onto a substantial amount as a precaution.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to my walk.” She pulled her arm across her body and broke his grip. Iris started moving. She stared down at the path a few feet in front of her. Mind back on Gemina Terra. Brett was at her side a few seconds later.

      “Where did you learn how to do that?” he asked and moved to block her path.

      “Do what?” Iris asked as she tried to maneuver around him, eyes still downcast.

      “Draw power from Earth’s twin?” Brett sidestepped to keep Iris from passing him.

      “What are you talking about?” Iris stopped trying to get around him. She swallowed her fear. Tried to control her emotions before looking up at him. What did he know about Gemina Terra?

      “Don’t bullshit me. You’ve been there, haven’t you? There’s something different about the aura of your magic. I can tell. How did you manage it? We’ve been trying for years but can’t figure it out.”

      “Brett, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I came out here to be alone, so do me a favor and go away,” she said in exasperation. 

      “Fine,” his anger mounted once more. “Just remember who warned you against going to the New Year’s party when you’re locked in some cell.”

      “I’ll do that. Goodbye.” Iris twiddled her fingers at Brett, stepped around him, and was once more lost in her own thoughts. Opinions on how Brett was right were at the forefront of her mind. 

      “Was that Brett?”

      Iris jumped. Her head jerked up. “Bloody hell, Cirrus! You scared the shit out of me!”

      “Was that Brett?” he asked again.

      “Yes. It was,” Iris sighed. “He found out I’m—we’re—going to the New Year’s party and he took it upon himself to express his displeasure at my change of plans.”

      “Rudely, I assume.”

      “Very.”

      “You okay?”

      “No, I’m not bloody okay. I’m in danger of failing classes, I can’t consistently repeat a skill I’ve been working on for months, Brett knows I’ll be at the Hotel Mar, and you guys are risking your lives for no reason.”

      “Keeping you safe is far from no reason. If you haven’t noticed, we kind of like you and the thought of you being taken captive doesn’t sit well with any of us. Personally, I think Brett is right. You shouldn’t go, but,” he plunged on before Iris could say anything. “I’m done trying to stop you. We understand the risk we’re taking and not one of us will back out. That’s how important you are to us.” His stern face showed Iris he meant every word.

      “While I appreciate you guys are fond of me, I can’t help but feel responsible if something were to happen to one of you.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to us. That’s why we’re making these plans and going to the New Year’s party with you. We’ll all be prepared and will have strength in numbers both at the Hotel Mar and nearby. Strength in numbers, remember?”

      Iris nodded. “Thanks. I need to keep hearing that. I’m not saying I’m all right with you guys coming as I still feel you’ll be risking your lives, but the strength in numbers part helps. I’m scared of the what ifs,” Iris admitted. 

      “I know, but like I said, we’re as prepared as possible. Now, you’ve been walking around out here in the rain for over an hour. Will you please come back inside before you get yourself sick? And why don’t you call Thorin and Gavin to see if one of them will help you out with studying for your finals? I’m sure they’d be more than willing.”

      “Yeah. That’s a good idea. I think I will. Thanks,” she bumped into his shoulder and gave him a half smile before they walked back to her apartment in silence. The constant tattoo of rain as it hit their umbrellas or rebounded off the pavement were the only audible sounds.  

      Iris texted Thorin and Gavin as soon as she got home and asked if either of them were free to help her out with studying for her upper division physics class finals. They both agreed and Thorin invited them over to his place in a heartbeat. Between the two of them, Iris’s understanding of the subject matter increased twofold. As did her confidence. The study session also forced her mind to concentrate on something other than the impending trap. 

      Four days later, Iris felt decent about her finals. All she could do now was hope she’d done enough to pass her classes. Magic once again took its toll on her grades, but her friends were helping keep her afloat. Iris wondered what would have happened if she never discovered her abilities and the abilities in her friends. Would she have passed her classes with ease because she had more time to concentrate on the subject matter, or would she have switched majors early on because she may have never asked anyone to help her understand calculus and chemistry? She’d never know and it did no good to dwell on the past.

      Thoughts about finals and grades quickly receded into ones about torture and death as Iris imagined worse case scenarios associated with the New Year’s party. There was nothing she could do or say to convince her friends not to come. All she could do was go forward with their plan and hope it worked. In preparation, she spent an hour every night freezing her ass off in her new, snow-covered meadow pulling in and using more and more magic. 

      Her strength increased a little each day. She focused on releasing requests as fast as possible in the forms of offensive and defensive moves. One thing she had decided during her walk through the greenbelt on dead day was that she shouldn’t go back to Gemina Terra. It was safer for her to be inconsistent with the skill. Safer for all the creatures on the twin planet. 

      Pretending to be happy while at home during the first half of winter break was the hardest thing Iris had ever done. She snuck off to her room a few times a day when panic welled in her chest. On the few occasions she used magic in Pacific, the familiar pain in the back of her neck told her Brett watched her every move. It was the first time he’d remained in Pacific for the break since she learned he could do magic. The only good thing that happened was the disappearance of the itchy sensation between her shoulder blades. 

      Too soon it was December thirty-first. Iris packed up the 4Runner and picked up Aerianna, Violet, and Cirrus. She’d told her parents they were heading back to Davis. If something happened at the Hotel Mar, she didn’t want them freaking out that she was in trouble. If anything happened to her, hopefully, Aeri or Vi could cover for her until, well, she didn’t know when. 

      “You guys sure about this? You can still back out,” Iris told them once they’d loaded up all their stuff. 

      “You ask me that one more time and I’m going to tie you up and drive to the Hotel Mar myself,” Aerianna growled at her. 

      Iris nodded and backed out of Violet’s driveway. The 4Runner whined at her a bit on the way up the hill to the freeway in protest of the extra weight it had to carry. 

      “Almost at the top,” she assured the car absentmindedly. “It’s just a short drive today. The long haul will be tomorrow. I hope,” she added in a whisper before changing radio stations. She didn’t feel much like listening to happy-sounding music at the moment.
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      “Hi, I’m here to check in,” Iris said as she approached the front desk.

      “May I have your name, please?” the woman behind the counter asked with a huge smile.

      “Faye. Iris Faye.”

      “One moment, let me pull up your reservation . . . ” The woman clacked away on the keyboard in front of her for a few moments.

      Iris looked around the hotel. It was gorgeous. She couldn’t help but feel weary. Refrained from rolling her shoulders out.

      “Just the one night for the Pacific party?” 

      Violet stepped on Iris’s foot. It brought her attention around. “Yes. Then we have to head back to school,” Iris replied.

      The woman paged a bellhop. Their bags were loaded onto a cart, and they followed the hotel employee and their bags into the elevators. They exited on the eleventh floor and headed to their suite. Along the way, it was like a high school reunion. Hundreds of their old classmates were staying at the hotel. It seemed the e-mail had gone out to everyone from their graduating class. By the looks of the number of people she saw, the entire eleventh floor was full of Pacific graduates. 

      Iris said hello to old classmate after old classmate. She forced her voice toward excitement for every greeting. With each familiar face her trepidation expanded and the roiling in her stomach increased. Now that New Year’s Eve was upon her and they were at the hotel, all of Iris’s fears crashed in on her. She looked at Cirrus. Tried to remind herself they were as prepared as possible. Whispered, “Strength in numbers,” to herself. There was nothing else to do but put on a happy face and try to have a good time.

      “Here we are, suite 1122,” the bellhop said as he stopped outside the door and inserted the plastic card key into the slot. With an audible click and a flash of green light, the door unlocked. He held it opened for the four of them to enter before following with their bags. Iris said thank you and slipped him a five for his trouble. She wanted to get rid of him as soon as possible.  

      Once the bellhop departed, Iris examined their suite. The main door opened into a sitting room with a chaise lounge and two plush chairs rather than a couch. The sitting area continued into a kitchenette containing a small table with four rounded and velvet cushioned high-backed chairs. On either side of the room at the transition point from the sitting room to the dining room were two doors. 

      Iris and Aerianna walked into the room on the left. It was stunning. Decorated to hint at the Victorian era without making the room look gaudy or too done up, it possessed two double beds, a pair of small, high-backed chairs, and a small desk. A door within the room led to a private, modern bathroom that was to die for. While a claw-foot tub would have been nice, the separate shower next to a two person jacuzzi tub, all set upon a gorgeous marble floor with matching countertops was appreciated. 

      Aerianna checked out the spa—as she called it—while Iris headed to the window where she found a sliding glass door and a small, two-person balcony. She slid open the door and stepped out to the most wonderful sounds and smells in the world. 

      The breeze came straight from the ocean. It brought the perfect mixture of salt and seaweed to her nose while her ears were inundated with crashing waves as they broke on the sand and the calls of seagulls fighting for scraps tourists left behind. Iris closed her eyes and let her other senses take over. The tightness in her chest lessened. She’d forgotten how calming the ocean and beaches of her childhood were.

      “Who wants to go for a walk on the beach with me?” Iris called over her shoulder. Delight tinged her voice. Made her eyes sparkle blue. 

      Less than five minutes later, changed and wearing flip-flops, the four friends stepped out onto the sandy expanse between the hotel and the shoreline. The day was unusually brisk for winter in San Diego and jackets were required. It still didn’t stop Iris and Violet from putting on capris and shedding their flip-flops the moment their feet hit the soft sand. Shoes in hand, Iris and Violet shared a brief, mischievous smile before breaking out in laughter and running pell-mell for the water’s edge and ocean’s waves leaving Aerianna and Cirrus to continue their slow walk together. 

      For Iris, the ocean was like a cleansing bath. Lost in the moment, her worries melted away as she and Violet pranced and jumped around at the water’s edge. It was a cold day and the weak, setting sun no longer had the strength to allow any warmth to reach the Earth’s surface, but the water was cool, not cold, as there was less than a ten-degree difference between air and water temperatures. By the time Aerianna and Cirrus caught up with them, Iris and Violet were soaked from their knees down and speckled in water droplets from their hair to their very wet feet. 

      The two girls looked up at the sound of laughter and noticed that Aerianna and Cirrus had caught up to them. Iris and Violet exchanged an evil grin before kicking water at the two newcomers whose laughter quickly changed to cries of protest. Cirrus charged them. 

      With a yelp of panic, Iris and Violet tore off up the shoreline. They headed away from the Hotel Mar. Aerianna’s renewed laughter thick in their ears as they voiced their protest at being chased. Violet changed directions and angled toward the boardwalk. Cirrus mere steps behind.  

      Iris reduced her pace along the water’s edge and watched the two as their progress slowed in the increasingly thick sand, Violet’s laughter barely audible over the continued crashing waves. Iris got lost in the moment. She grinned and felt truly happy for the first time in what felt like months. Amidst all that had happened since high school—and especially in the last few months—contentment washed through her like the waves at her feet as she focused on Cirrus and Violet. 

      They were perfect for each other. Iris could no longer imagine one without the other. Yet, here they were. Together. Risking their lives—their happiness—to ensure Iris’s safety. As quickly as it had come, Iris’s moment of contentment disappeared. Replaced by all the negative and dreary thoughts she’d mulled over for months. Her eyes seared. She swallowed a lump that tried to lodge in her throat.

      I can’t let anything happen to any of my friends. They all deserve to be happy. To live their lives. They should abandon me and be safe. It’s always me. I’m the first. The strongest. By being my friend they all risk their lives. What if something were to happen to Cirrus? It would shatter Violet’s world and . . . Don’t think about it! Not now, Iris scolded herself before the forming tears could stream down her face. Stay strong. They understood the risks before coming here.  

      Iris looked toward the ocean. Ripped her almost always present ponytail from its holder and allowed the wind to blow her hair about as it saw fit. Iris threw her arms wide, tilted her head back so she could face the sky, and closed her eyes. She stood there, transfixed for a few moments as the sea spray kissed her exposed skin. Iris opened her eyes, righted her head and turned north. 

      She sprinted along the water’s edge. Ran to get away from a past and future that felt more like a quickly closing cell than the joyous times of her life she wished they were. Iris ran until sharp pains pierced her sides. She couldn’t breathe. Had to slow her pace. She cast her arms out once more as she jogged. She closed her eyes and tilted her chin toward the sky. Her chest heaved as she sucked in air.

      A sad smile crept onto Iris’s face as her mind solidified its intentions. She continued to slow her pace until she walked along the receding water. Iris lowered her arms but kept her eyes closed and her face lifted for a few more moments. A few more blissful moments of peace and certainty before returning to her world of distress and doubt. Iris lowered her head and opened her eyes. She turned and walked back toward the Hotel Mar. 

      She scanned the boardwalk wall and found Cirrus stalking a cornered Violet. A chuckle escaped her lips as she watched the pair. It looked as though Violet pleaded with Cirrus. Her arms were raised in front of her chest, palms facing out. Iris couldn’t hear what her friend said, but her meaning was clear. 

      Iris watched and laughed as Violet’s attempt at a truce failed. Cirrus pounced. In one quick movement he grabbed Violet, twisted in mid-air, and landed on his back, Violet clutched tightly to his chest. The sand was soft, but Iris couldn’t help but think that move must have hurt. 

      Laughter traveled to her on the wind. Iris looked further down the beach and saw Aerianna doubled up in fits of hysteria, pointing up at Violet every so often. Iris could only imagine what Aeri was saying. Probably something about what kind of ridiculous facial expression Violet made as Cirrus pounced. 

      Cirrus looked up. His face turned toward Iris. A moment later he raised an arm and waved at her as if telling her to hurry and join them. Iris took one last, longing look up the shoreline and sighed. How she wished she could keep running. Instead, she took a deep breath of the glorious salt air and turned to angle up the beach to where Cirrus and Violet sat. 

      As she turned, her heart plummeted. The breath in her throat caught. A man with dark hair, sunglasses, and a black jacket stood watching them from the seawall further down the beach. He was too far away for Iris to see his face or any distinctive features but he appeared to be watching Violet and Cirrus as they continued to laugh in each other’s arms on. He must have sensed her gaze, for he turned his head toward her. They examined one another for a few moments before he walked away from them and the hotel.

      Iris shivered. He was a magic user. She hitched on a smile as she got closer to Cirrus and Violet. There was no need to ruin her friends’ joy this evening. It would be ruined soon enough without her interference. Her eyes refused to release the amber of trepidation the man instilled in them. Though she tried, Iris couldn’t shift her mood. 

      She analyzed her brief encounter with the man. She felt nothing negative from him, but there had been nothing positive, either. He was a new mystery she couldn’t read and although he walked in the opposite direction, she was damn sure he was staying at the Hotel Mar tonight and that she would see him again. The only question now was whether he’d be the one pulling the strings this evening.

      When Iris made it to Violet and Cirrus, Aerianna appeared to be mid-way through recounting the minute changes in Violet’s expressions throughout the earlier encounter. Aeri had a difficult time describing the play-by-play analysis due to her inability to talk without breaking into bouts of laughter. Instead, she spoke in disjointed words and used a variety of gestures in an attempt to get her point across. Violet sat between Cirrus’s legs, arms crossed. She didn’t look amused in the slightest.

      Violet glanced up at Iris when she arrived and pleaded, “Make her stop, Iris. She’s being mean,” with as much indignation as she could muster.

      Iris grinned. “You know, it was rather amusing, Violet. Why did you run away from the water? You knew he’d chase after you, not me.”

      “I didn’t want to get thrown into the ocean,” Violet pouted.

      “Smart move.” Iris agreed. “All right Aerianna, leave her alone. We can only bask in her misfortune for so long,” Iris smiled. “Besides,” she continued. “It’s getting close to dinner time and I need a shower.”

      Reaching down, Iris gave Violet a hand up. Cirrus popped up right behind her. Violet turned, placed both her hands on Cirrus’s chest and shoved with all her might. Cirrus landed back on the beach a second later. The look of shock faded from his features almost as quickly as it came. He let out a howl of delight and leapt back to his feet. In an instant, he enclosed Violet in a bear hug, lifted her off her feet, and spun in a circle.

      “I love you,” he said, planting a kiss on her cheek. Cirrus put a very red Violet back down and looked at the three of them. “Well, what are you waiting for? Let's go eat!” 

      Aerianna threw her arms up and let out a tsk of disgust. She turned and led the way back to the hotel, Cirrus’s bark of laughter following quickly on her heels.
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      Three showers and two wardrobe changes later, the four friends were ready to head down to the dining room. The first time Iris and Aeri emerged from their room they were wearing jeans and t-shirts while Violet and Cirrus had walked out in appropriate dinner attire, as Violet called it. Grumbling under their breath, Iris and Aerianna changed into the knee length dresses, heels and jewelry Violet insisted they bring. None of them were really the going-out type, but Violet made a good argument; it was a very nice hotel, and it was New Year’s Eve. Cocktail attire would be mandatory.  

      “You both look very nice,” Cirrus told the pair when they reemerged from their room.

      “Shove it,” Aeri quipped and headed toward the elevators.

      Cirrus grinned and opened his mouth to respond, but Violet laid a hand on his forearm. He closed his mouth, a mock expression of hurt on his face.

      “Yo! Cirrus,” a man called from behind them.

      Cirrus stopped and turned around. “Sam?” he inquired. “Sam! It is you. Man, I haven’t seen you in, what, five years?”

      “Not since I graduated. How have you been?” Sam asked as he stuck out his hand. Cirrus took it and Sam pulled Cirrus into his chest. They gave each other a couple of slaps on the back and released each other.  

      “I’ve been good. What are you doing here? I thought it was just our year here tonight.”

      Sam stepped aside. “You remember Tes? Well, we wound up at the same college and ran into each other, literally, during an IM Soccer game. We’ve been together ever since and guess what?” Sam continued before Cirrus could respond. “We’re engaged!” he finished in excitement. A smile stretched across his face.

      “Congratulations you two!” Cirrus swopped down on Tes and gave her a big hug before slapping the outside of Sam’s shoulder. “That’s so great. When did it happen?”

      “Earlier this evening. I ordered up room service and had the ring put around her chocolate dipped strawberries,” Sam almost glowed with excitement.

      “Dude, you couldn’t wait for midnight?” Cirrus teased.

      “Naw, you know me and secrets.” Sam punched Cirrus in the shoulder and pulled Tes into a one-armed hug, oblivious to the fact that Tes had been talking with Violet and Aerianna.

      “You guys heading down to dinner?” Iris asked.

      “Yeah, we’re going to go celebrate and bring in the new year,” replied Tes.

      “I can’t think of a better place to celebrate!”

      With that, both parties turned and walked to the elevators, chatting pleasantly about what they had been up to since high school. They didn’t part ways until nearly fifteen minutes later when they were seated for dinner. They exchanged goodbyes and promises to see each other again at the New Year’s Eve Party later that evening.

      The four friends followed a hostess to a table along a side wall. The piano concerto playing softly throughout the room drew Iris’s attention. It sounded familiar. Calming. She tried to block it out as she took a chair looking out into the dining room. She didn’t want her back to any strangers this evening. She took the seat and turned to ask Aerianna a question, but Cirrus sat down next to her after holding the chair across from him out for Violet. Iris gave him an inquiring look which he didn’t return. He was too busy scoping out the room to notice her looking at him. Iris nodded to herself, comforted by his paranoia, and followed suit.  

      While she and Cirrus scanned the room, Aerianna and Violet discussed the beautiful painting on the wall above their table. Iris glanced behind her and saw what appeared to be a watercolor of the Hotel Mar in the foreground with a perfect sunset over the Pacific Ocean in the background. It was a beautiful painting, but Iris preferred moon rises to anything sun-related, so she returned her attention to the room and the people around her. 

      As she took in the room’s occupants for a second time, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of déjà vu. Iris studied the occupants at several tables in detail before she looked at the room as a whole. Dozens of familiar faces sat with the same familiar faces she had seen in cliques on the quad at lunchtime on Pacific’s campus. In fact, it was as though they had all been time-warped to this location. 

      Even the placements of individual groups’ tables seemed almost identical to their locations on the quad senior year. Iris shivered at her realization. A prickling sensation ran up her back to settle as a persistent itching between her shoulder blades. This was no coincidence. Someone had painstakingly set this up. Not as a joke or to put her at ease, but instead to say they had the power to control everything in this hotel.

      Iris chose not to mention her observation to Cirrus, Violet, or Aerianna. If they brought it up, fine, but she would not ruin what little happiness she now knew remained this evening. She wondered if they’d even make it to midnight at this point. Then again, someone was toying with her. The longer they played with her emotions, the more frazzled she may become and therefore, the more mistakes she may make. 

      If it were her, she’d drag the uneasiness out as long as possible. They would make it to the New Year, but beyond that, there was no guarantee. With more effort than she cared to expend, Iris turned as much of her attention back to the table and the conversation occurring with the server over drinks.

      “I’ll have a glass of the sweet rosé champagne, please,” Iris found herself saying, though she longed for a Tokyo ice tea to take her mind off things. She couldn’t risk it. She’d need as many of her senses fully functioning tonight and that much alcohol would make her sloppy. On the flip side, if she hadn’t ordered a drink, it would raise questions from Aeri and Vi, who ordered a Mojito and a Cosmopolitan, respectively. She hoped the lightness and bubbles of the champagne would help settle her stomach a little. 

      “I’ll have a Guinness Draft, thank you,” Cirrus said. 

      The server finished their order, gave a quick bow, and walked toward the kitchen to fill it.

      “A glass of champagne, really Iris?” Aerianna began. “I mean, you’re always the first to order something stronger than that. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you order champagne. In fact, I didn’t even know you liked champagne.”

      “Well, it’s such a nice hotel, and it is New Year’s Eve.” Iris shrugged. “I thought it would be a nice change. And I love champagne, by the way.”

      “Okay then,” Aerianna smiled. “Glad you’re at least getting into the spirit of things.”

      Iris smiled and turned her attention to the menu until the server came back a few minutes later with their drinks and a list of the specials. 

      “Today’s soup is a butternut squash. We also have a new winter salad with cranberries, pears, apples, cashews, and a lemon poppy seed dressing. Our specials for the evening are an Australian lamb chop with mint salsa, a prosciutto-wrapped filet mignon, and a macadamia nut encrusted mahi-mahi with a pineapple glaze. Do you need another moment to think over your decisions, or are you ready to order?”

      They looked at each other and, without words, spoke of their readiness to order.  

      “I think we’re ready,” Cirrus told the server.

      The man pulled out a pad and paper and looked inquiringly at Violet.

      “I’ll have the Alaskan Halibut, please,” she said, handing him her menu.

      “What does the lamb special come with?” Aerianna asked.

      “Either a soup or salad and roasted wild mushrooms.”

      “Can I get that with the soup of the day?” 

      “Yes, you can,” the waiter confirmed.

      “Then I’ll have that. Thank you,” she added and handed over her menu as well.

      “May I have the mahimahi with the winter salad, please?” Iris chimed in.

      “And I’ll have the New York strip steak with the scampi butter jumbo shrimp,” Cirrus said. “Thank you,” he added as the waiter took his menu and backed a few steps away from their table. “Cheers!” Cirrus said, raising his glass to the center of the table.

      “Cheers!” the three young women responded, clinking their glasses against his before taking a sip of their respective drinks.

      “Man,” Cirrus began, leaning back a little further in his chair. “This is a really nice restaurant. And the menu. I had a hard time deciding, but I saw that surf and turf section and I was sold. I almost changed my mind for the prosciutto wrapped filet. But then I thought, we’re in San Diego. There has to be some kind of seafood on my plate.” He grinned and took another sip of his Guinness. 

      “I know, but once our server reviewed the specials, my decision was made for me,” Aeri said. She rubbed her hands together in anticipation of her meal.

      Iris shrugged and turned her knife over and over on the table as she hummed to the background music. She didn’t have anything to add to the conversation. Internally, she wished she could scream. If she were on death row, this was the exact meal she would have ordered as her last. Champagne and all.

      She focused on the music. Tried to let it relax her. Then she realized what it was. Joe Hisaishi. The composer to all her favorite Studio Ghibli films. Iris tried to stop panic from welling in her chest. She failed.
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      Iris gripped the knife she’d been fidgeting with. Someone stepped on her left foot. She glanced to her left. Cirrus caught her eye. Held it for several long seconds. Iris’s hearing returned. Aeri and Vi were deep in discussion over something high school related. They hadn’t noticed her freak out. Cirrus nodded toward her drink. She picked it up. Took a few sips. Gave Cirrus a half-smile and mouthed thank you.

      Aerianna and Violet continued to chat away as they waited for their meals to arrive. They told stories reminiscing about high school. Iris didn’t join in, but she understood the choice of the topic. She couldn’t blame them with all the familiar faces surrounding them. The conversation was light and spoke nothing of the impending danger Iris felt. She wondered if any of them sensed it too. Or had the same reactions to the menu and music as she did. Their smiles and happy retellings of past events told her they didn’t.

      Conversation stopped as soon as their meals and a second round of drinks arrived. The food was excellent. There were a solid ten minutes of clinking forks and knives where the only spoken words were a few utterances of pure pleasure at the quality of food and the occasional statement of how amazing their meals were. Once they all had a good amount of time to taste every item on their plates, the eating slowed and Cirrus picked the conversation back up with a more serious note.

      “Has anyone else noticed the weird aura around this place? It’s been around all afternoon and I can’t shake it,” Cirrus spoke softly. He picked up his glass and took a sip.

      “I sense it too,” Aerianna agreed. “I think our only option is to stick to the plan. We’re already here, so there’s no going back. And I bet they won’t let us out of their sight for more than a few seconds, so there’s no way we can leave.” She paused and let her statement sink in. “Besides, it would look weird if we up and left before the party even starts.”  

      Cirrus made a subtle slicing motion with his hand to halt the conversation before he picked up his fork and knife and started eating again.  

      “How is everything?” Their server was back.

      “It's excellent! Our compliments to the chefs,” Cirrus responded.

      “Wonderful, I will pass them along to the chefs. Would you all like refills on your drinks? They are on the house for all guests at the hotel tonight. A New Year’s celebration tradition.”

      “Well, in that case, yes. Another round would be great. Everyone want the same thing?” Cirrus waited for three nods before adding, “Thank you.”

      “Very well, I’ll be right back with those.” 

      The four friends let the conversation die once more in favor of finishing their meals. The taste lessened in Iris’s opinion since the previous conversation ensued. Somehow having Cirrus, Vi, and Aeri recognize the impending danger made it worse. Iris waited until their third round of drinks were delivered before starting up the conversation once more. 

      “We’ll have to keep our eyes open for any opportunity to leave, even if it means dropping everything and disappearing. Aerianna, you have a point. I don’t think we can leave until the party is at least in full swing. That way the Pacific people won’t miss us. There should be too many people to keep track of once we’re in the ballroom.” She paused and looked at her watch-less wrist. “What time is it? It must be close to eight by now.”

      As if on cue, the tell-tale sounds of a band performing a sound check from somewhere close by started.

      “I think that answers your question,” Cirrus chuckled. He put down his fork and knife and sat back in his chair with a sigh. “That was an excellent meal. I’m stuffed. Dessert?”

      “I thought you said you were stuffed,” Violet smirked at him.

      “There’s always room for dessert. Besides, if this is going to be my last meal, I’d rather go out satisfied.”

      All three girls looked at him soberly. “Not cool,” Aerianna said.

      Cirrus shrugged as if to say he was only being honest and waved the server over. “May we have a dessert menu, please?”

      “Of course.” He pulled a small folder out of the pocket on his apron and handed it to Cirrus. “Let me know if you have any questions. I’ll give you a few minutes to decide and will be back to take your order.”

      Cirrus perused the menu as the dishes were cleared from the table. Violet tried to take the menu out of Cirrus’s hands after the plates were cleared, but he pulled it back and continued his browsing. “How do an order of the chocolate mousse and an order of the crème brûlée sound to everyone?”

      “Sounds like the best of both worlds,” Iris noted.

      “Perfect,” added Violet.

      “I’m always game for a good crème brûlée.” Aerianna agreed.

      Cirrus folded the menu and placed it on the table. He leaned forward and quickly whispered, “Just in case, is everyone ready for a quick departure,” before having to place their order with the server.

      As the server left, Tes and Sam showed up at their table and Cirrus’s quickly whispered question remained unanswered as the six Pacific grads struck up their conversation from earlier.  Tes and Sam hung around until the other four finished their desserts and charged their dinner bill to their room. No one thought to bring any money or purses downstairs—no one wanted to deal with anything during the party.  

      “What do you think,” Sam asked. “Time to head into the ballroom and get our groove on?”

      Everyone agreed, so the six of them rose from the table and began the trek to the ballroom. It was a trek indeed. Along the way, they paused at the bathroom before running into at least a dozen different people whom none of them had seen in the last four years and who all needed an update on all six of their lives. They finally made it to the ballroom almost forty-five minutes later. 

      Somehow, servers kept all of them supplied with drinks throughout their journey to the ballroom. It kept them relaxed and meant they were all a little more than tipsy when they walked in. In a way, it was good because none of them minded suddenly having their eardrums blasted with the final chords of some song they all recognized but couldn’t place.  

      They walked into the room together and were immediately called in five different directions by five different groups they’d been a part of at Pacific. They said their farewells to each other and separated for the time being.

      What seemed like only ten or twenty minutes passed when Iris finished getting reacquainted with all her band friends at the party. She looked at the large clock on the wall and was stunned to see she had been talking with old friends interspersed with trips to the dance floor for almost two hours. In fact, she’d been engaged in conversation for so long she’d become comfortable and had almost forgotten about the imminent danger that surrounded her. She looked around the ballroom for one of the three people who understood her and her fears.  

      It took Iris a few minutes of searching before she spotted Cirrus and Violet on the dance floor. They were dancing animatedly to Daft Punk’s “One More Time.” Aerianna wasn’t with them. With a little more searching of the room, Iris found Aeri talking with more of her old track and field friends. 

      A server passed by Iris with a tray of champagne and she exchanged her empty flute for a full one. She’d lost count of what number glass this was, but she no longer cared. She realized she couldn’t control everything in her life and she might as well enjoy some of it while she was still young—and alive. When else was she going to be in such a fabulous hotel surrounded by people she knew? Then again, that may have been the alcohol talking. She was a little tipsy.

      She looked around at a loud commotion by a row of doors leading outside just in time to see a very drunk Sam jump into the pool. A sudden rush of bodies swarmed the doors followed by an outbreak of laughter at the sight of Sam, still grooving to the music, slowly making his way out of the pool. 

      Iris scanned the room. Even the staff’s attention focused on the pool. She took a sip of champagne. Moved toward a small side door she hoped led straight outside. With a little show at drunkenness in case someone saw her, Iris stumbled through the door. No alarms or sounds of protest followed her. She let the door close behind her.

      Iris breathed in the salty night air and shivered. While the temperature only varied a dozen degrees or so between day and night, Iris had come from a very warm room full of dancing, drunk people and she was in a cocktail dress. She filled her lungs to capacity, closed her eyes, and expelled all her overwhelming feelings of worry. She’d gotten out. Alive.

      Iris stepped out from the shadow of the Hotel Mar and onto the lighted path that led toward the ocean’s welcoming call. She looked up for the moon but realized it was too early for moonrise. She rubbed her left arm with her free right hand in an attempt to generate some warmth. Since the door behind her had no handle and therefore no non-magic way back in, she set off down the path toward the ocean, hugging herself to keep warm.

      She split her mind and sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors. If she could get Aerianna, Cirrus, and Violet to stumble out the same door in the next few seconds, they may all make it out of the hotel in one piece. She peeked around the corner of the building. Saw movement ahead.

      There were a few other people out. She paused for a moment and examined each person individually. They were all dressed in the uniform of the Hotel Mar and seemed a little on the frantic side. Iris sighed. She’d been wrong. There was no way she could leave without them knowing. They’d be discovered before all three of her friends could make it outside.

      Iris brought her mind back from the Gallery and turned down the path on her right to head toward the front doors. A woman dressed in what appeared to be a hotel manager’s uniform walked out to meet her, a shawl in her hands and a smile prominent on her young features.  

      “You look freezing,” she said, holding up the shawl. “I brought you a wrap to cover your shoulders.”

      “Thank you very much,” Iris tried to slur her words a little. “I wanted to get some fresh air. It’s really stuffy in there. Someone knocked the door closed.” 

      Iris let the woman drape the cloth around her shoulders and shivered as a tickling sensation alighted at the back of her neck. It expanded into pins and needles that were uncomfortable at best. The woman had the ability to use magic and Iris hadn’t noticed until her hand brushed Iris’s arm.
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      How many more of them are magic users? Why didn’t I notice? That must be what the strange vibe is. We can all tell there’s a lot of power around this hotel. Why can’t I sense it in each individual? How are they concealing their powers from me? Iris’s brain moved a mile a minute as she allowed the woman to guide her back to the hotel. The thoughts were sobering.  

      “Thank you,” Iris said at the front doors. “Can you show me the way back to the party? It must be close to midnight and I want to see the ball drop. They said they’d show it on a big screen or the wall or something. I’m looking forward to it. I bet it’s better than the actual thing in New York. I mean, this way I’m warm, with lots of friends, and having a good time.” Iris raised her champagne flute and drained it. She looked at the glass, pretending confusion as to why it was empty. “I think I need another one of these.”

      The woman, who nodded her agreement at all of Iris’s assertions, didn’t leave her side until she was back in the ballroom, champagne glass in hand. As the woman walked away, Iris called after her and gave back the wrap. “Thanks, but it’s warm enough in here,” she smiled, turned, and scanned the room for Aerianna.

      It only took a minute for Iris to find Aerianna. Without even saying hello or excuse me to the track and field people Aeri was still talking to, Iris grabbed Aerianna by the hand and dragged her onto the dance floor. The band was taking a break, but they kept the dance floor full by playing some currently popular club songs.

      “Um, hi?” 

      “We can’t leave without them knowing. I tried. It’s no good. They were looking for me within thirty seconds. If I’d used any magic, I’m sure they would have been on me within five,” Iris said in a sober voice, though she raised her glass and spun in a circle as though drunk. She stumbled into Aerianna and giggled as if it was the funniest thing ever. “Take my drink away,” she whispered as Aeri helped her back up.

      Aerianna caught on and said, “I think you’ve had enough for now, Iris,” in a normal voice.

      Iris shrugged as though she didn’t care and continued to dance to the music. “But I want one for when the ball drops.”

      “Okay,” Aerianna replied. She downed the rest of Iris’s champagne in one gulp. 

      Iris watched her leave the dance floor, deposit the glass on a table, and head to where Violet and Cirrus were dancing. She grabbed Violet and dragged her to Iris the same way Iris had pulled Aerianna onto the dance floor. Cirrus followed. 

      “Violet!” Iris squealed and gave Violet a huge hug when Aeri finally let go of her hand. The band came back on stage and started playing “Sing Sing Sing.” 

      Violet squealed this time. She grabbed both of Iris’s hands in hers. “Let’s dance!”  

      Iris had no choice but to be dragged a few feet away and join Violet in some swing dancing. They didn’t know many steps, but they knew enough to have a great time and gather a small audience.

      “Nice job, ladies!” the band leader called down to the crowd at large. “Any requests?  There are less than ten minutes until we ring in the New Year.”

      “A salsa!” Cirrus called back. He held out a hand to Violet and bowed. Her grin grew to one of pure joy as she placed her hand in his. Cirrus led her to the center of the dance floor, directly in front of the band.

      Iris watched them walk away. She wondered if it would be the last time joy entered their lives.

      Aerianna drew Iris’s attention. “Salsa circle?” she asked.

      “Salsa circle,” Iris agreed. 

      As she joined Aerianna, Iris made up her mind. Solidified her earlier decision. This would not be the last time her friends experienced joy. Or freedom. She would do everything in her power to de-escalate whatever was about to happen. But she’d have to wait for midnight. There was nothing she could do now, so she decided to enjoy what she knew would be her last few minutes of freedom.

      A calmness settled into Iris’s being. It kept her eyes bright and cheerful. Memories of this evening and knowing she’d protected her friends would be able to sustain her through whatever happened next. 

      “If you’ve never salsaed, but want to learn, we’ll teach you a few basic steps,” Aerianna said to the circle of people still surrounding them. She picked a place across the circle from Iris and the music began. They showed friends and acquaintances the basic step and a turn before encouraging them to take center-circle and have fun. Smiles surrounded her and when the music ended, Aerianna yelled at the band leader to play another one. 

      He complied and the salsa circle started once more. After Tes took a turn in the middle, Iris decided what the hell and took a turn herself. She did several advanced moves she’d learned in their Latin Ballroom class and wound up face to face with a man who offered her his hand. Iris smiled, thought what the hell, and placed her hand in his. 

      He led her out of the circle and picked up the basic step for a few seconds. Iris followed his lead. It only took her a few seconds to realize he knew what he was doing. The heat of invigoration rushed through her body. The briefest amount of intimidation followed it. 

      This man was a superb dancer. Better even than Cirrus, and that was saying something as Cirrus used to place for competitions when he was younger. The dark haired man spun her out, in, and around him in circles. All Iris could do was keep up. Her cheeks ached with the effort of keeping her mouth in a permanent grin. She’d never danced so many new salsa moves before.

      As she spun, Iris caught glimpses of her dance partner’s face. They sparked her memory. She almost missed a step and he was forced to practically catch her. He recognized her unease. Switched back to a few basic steps. Raised an eyebrow. Asked if she was okay. If she wanted to continue dancing.  

      Iris hitched the smile back on her face in response and he picked up the intensity of the dance moves once more. Iris’s heart was no longer in the dance. It was too busy racing at her realization of where she’d seen this man before to allow her mind to comprehend the complexity of the triple turn she’d just completed.

      The man from the sea wall. I’m dancing with the man from the sea wall.

      It’s fine, Iris, she told herself. Get a grip and get a read on him.

      She focused on the energy he emitted. There’s something . . . but I can’t quite place it. He’s a magic user. I’m one hundred percent sure, but I can’t tell if he wishes me any ill will.  

      Iris concentrated on calming her heart and delved deeper into her senses to ascertain any positive or negative vibes from him. There’s nothing negative coming from him . . . but there’s barely any positive. It’s more like . . . more like waiting. She was fairly sure he wasn’t one of the individuals trying to capture her or whatever tonight. But that led to her next question; who was he?

      Iris switched her full attention back to the dance. A few steps later, he changed to a basic and chase step which allowed her to look into his face for the first time. A pair of vibrant blue eyes surrounded by a ring of velvety midnight-blue smiled back at her from beneath eyebrows and hair as dark as a winter’s storm. The intensity surprised her.  

      She was transfixed. The breath caught in her throat and her heart raced. Not from fear as it had earlier, but from something entirely different. Something she couldn’t explain. The music faded from Iris’s ears. She continued to turn and spin at his prompts. Every time they came face to face, their eyes locked. Iris forgot to breathe. A strange calm crept over her. She fixated on his perfect blue eyes.

      With one final spin, he caught Iris with his whole body to stop her momentum. She looked up into his face, chest heaving from the dance and lack of oxygen. He stared straight down at her, their faces as close as possible with their twelve inches and more height difference. They stood, frozen in their own moment. 

      Sound and reality crept back into Iris’s senses. Somewhere in the distance, someone spoke. As the whole room started the countdown to midnight, Iris’s brain kicked back into gear.

      “Ten.” 

      She looked away from his perfect eyes. 

      “Nine.” 

      She lowered her arms. 

      “Eight.” 

      She tried to pull away from him. 

      “Seven.” 

      He held fast to her left hand.  

      “Six.” 

      She turned back to look at him.  

      “Five.” 

      Aerianna appeared on her right. 

      “Four.” 

      She took the proffered champagne glass from Aerianna.  

      “Three.” 

      She looked to the wall where everyone else’s attention was focused.  

      “Two.” 

      The ball in Times Square inched lower.  

      “One.” 

      The ball suddenly glowed bright white.  

      “Happy New Year!” the room coursed. 

      In a surreal haze, Iris felt a hand lift her chin up. She closed her eyes automatically as soft, warm lips met hers.

      The man raised his face a few inches from hers. “Happy New Year, Iris,” he whispered.
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      Crash! Crash! Crash! 

      Several sets of double doors surrounding the ballroom slammed open. Iris backed away from the man who shouldn’t know her name, eyes wide and twinging with fear. Someone grabbed her shoulder. Iris gasped. Tried to wrench free as the person pulled her back. She exhaled and breathed again. It was only Aerianna.  

      Aerianna looked daggers at the man Iris just danced with. She must have heard him say “Iris” and felt he had no business knowing any of their names. Aerianna leveled her quarterstaff at the man she tried to protect Iris from. 

      Iris vaguely registered the whisper of power Aerianna used to draw her staff from her hiding place. Aeri half-stepped in front of Iris and backed away from the man. She forced Iris back with her. It afforded Iris another good look at the man she’d danced with. His hands were up, palms out, as though trying to show he meant no harm. Iris tried to determine what that meant when Cirrus arrived, Violet in tow. 

      Cirrus looked from the pair of girls to the man. Demanded, “What the hell did you do?” of the man then shook his head as he changed his mind. “Never mind. We’ve got bigger problems right now.” Cirrus indicated the perimeter of the room which quickly filled with people in hotel uniforms who probably had no knowledge of the hospitality world.

      “I think it’s time to go,” Iris announced. She opened herself and readied to pull flows of power into her being but stopped. There was someone upstairs who shouldn’t be. Her eyes roved the perimeter of the room. All eyes were drawn in her direction. They could tell she’d opened herself to the power flowing through the Earth. She closed her mind from accepting all flows.

      “Why did you release your power?” Cirrus demanded.

      “They can use magic,” Iris nodded toward the fake hotel staff. “All of them. No matter where I take us, they’ll follow. I'm not sure how, but they can conceal their abilities from me. I couldn’t sense any magic users until I pulled some power into my being.” Her eyes drifted upward once more. “Not again,” she exhaled.

      “What?” her three friends demanded in unison.

      “Zarina’s up there. I can’t leave her. I’m not sure, but I thought I felt Morrigan for a second. She’s not as powerful, so it’s harder for me to track her.”

      Aerianna and Cirrus exchanged a look. “You and Violet better get up there. We’ll distract them. Don’t worry,” Cirrus added as he pulled a quarterstaff from his hiding place. 

      Iris hesitated.

      “Get going before we’re all stuck in here.”

      She nodded. Grabbed Violet’s hand and turned her back on Cirrus and Aerianna. Jaw set to hold back her emotions but eyes burning. Their diminutive sizes made their escape easier. They crouched down and hurried to the center of milling bodies. Chaos filled the room from the edges in.

      Iris stopped when she thought they were concealed amongst the bodies of their former classmates. She knelt down and yanked on Violet’s arm to get her to follow suit. Iris opened herself quickly and briefly to the flows surrounding her. Made the first request that came to her mind. She used her powers to transform Violet into a five-inch tall faerie before releasing all traces of her power and shimmering into a faerie herself. She, at least, no longer needed any magic to become a faerie—just the will and desire.

      Iris gripped Violet’s hand tighter and opened her wings. She took flight. Dragged a very confused Violet behind her. Iris knew the small amount of magic she’d used to change Violet wouldn’t go unnoticed. She fled from the room in haste. Would have to contemplate how she’d managed to transform Violet later. Right now they needed a way out of the ballroom. 

      She flitted around the room as low to the ground as possible. Pulled Violet behind her. Iris dodged people’s feet and ankles. Hoped they wouldn’t be squashed by a stiletto. It was a risk to stay that low to the ground, but it was the only way they’d be able to make it out of this room alive. Iris didn’t so much as glance back. She couldn’t. In her mind, she’d abandoned those she would consider family to their own fate, and she was not proud of it. She had to move fast to assure their safety. 

      As Iris zipped toward a set of closed double doors, someone opened them from the outside. A strange sensation crept along Iris’s spine and settled down at the tips of her toes. It was as if she’d dove into the Merced River in late spring after the snow had melted, but before the summer sun was given a chance to warm the quickly flowing waters. She almost fell out of the air. Thankfully Violet had gotten the hang of flying. She helped Iris remain airborne.

      Iris recognized the woman who’d inadvertently let them escape. Worst of all, she realized her theory as to what was going on was wrong. It pained Iris more than anything else this evening. Even more than the sense of abandonment she experienced at leaving Cirrus and Aerianna to their own fate in the ballroom.

      Iris tried to push thoughts of it’s all my fault and how did I let this happen out of her head so she could formulate a plan of action, but it was impossible. Too soon she and Violet were outside their suite and the person whose presence she dreaded to feel was behind those doors. Iris turned to Violet, opened her mouth, and said nothing. She swallowed, thankful Violet wasn’t able to sense the presence of other magic users, and tried to speak again.  

      “Wait here,” Iris whispered to Violet. “Something is wrong and I need to find out what. I need you to stay here and promise me you will not follow me unless I come back out for you. Got it?” Violet tried to protest. Iris spoke over her. “Please, Violet. Promise me you will not come into this room after me. I have a pretty good idea of what I’m about to find in there and a really bad feeling about going in.”

      “But if you have a bad feeling about what’s in our room, then isn’t it better to go in together? Or for me to go in and you to stay out here?” Violet countered.

      “Violet, you know why I had to be here tonight. This whole night was just a trap to get to us and in the end, I’m the one that everyone is after. I’m the one who can escalate or deescalate the situation and right now I choose to deescalate it. If you go in there instead of me, who knows what will happen. 

      “They all know I’ll do anything to keep my friends safe, so I’m skipping the step of hostages or the bartering of lives or whatever. I refuse to hand them all the cards. Aerianna and Cirrus are probably in worse shape downstairs. If I don’t come back out in a few minutes, I won’t be coming out alone. If that happens—if I’m in there for more than three minutes—I need you to find a way out of the hotel and—”

      “But—” Violet tried to cut in again.

      Iris wouldn’t let her say any more. “And help get our friends out,” she continued urgently. Allowed her voice to rise a few decibels. “I’m not sure who you can trust, so you’ll have to trust in yourself and no one else. I won’t call anyone through the Gallery. It’d only place everyone else in harm’s way or add to the hostage numbers. There are too many of them for us to win in a fight. Stay in this form. It’s safer. And almost impossible for anyone to detect. Even me.”  

      Violet threw her arms around Iris’s neck and gave her a hug. “I’ll come back for you. I promise.” She released Iris and stepped back.

      “I’m counting on it,” Iris squeezed Violet’s hand and took a few steps back. She shimmered and was herself again. Shoulders straight and head held high, Iris walked into inevitable defeat. Determined to try everything and anything to win back the trust and friendship she appeared to have lost.

      “What took you so long?” Zarina asked. She sat in a chair at the small table next to the kitchenette, examining her nails. “I started to think I’d have to come out and find you.” She grinned and looked up at Iris. The light that usually shone from her eyes when she smiled was absent. 

      Iris stood in the entryway and took quick stock of her surroundings. They weren’t alone. Three other shadows dotted the room. It was obvious they’d only answer to Zarina. And there was something else she couldn’t put her finger on. Something she sensed when she wasn’t concentrating on it. Like seeing an object out of the corner of her eye and having it disappear when she turned to look at it.

      Everything clicked into place. The dining room’s set up. The seating arrangements to resemble senior year. The food. The music. Iris shoved the thoughts away. She had no time to dwell on the intricate puzzle of the evening. She had a much bigger one staring her right in the face. How could Zarina have kept all of this from her? 

      Iris looked into those matted eyes and asked, “What’s going on?” She was pleased her voice didn’t quaver.

      “It’s time for a change of leadership. I must say, I was not expecting you to come in here, head up and all high and mighty on me. I was sure you would have reverted to your old self once more. Or at least let Cirrus or Aerianna take a blow or two for you first. Then again, you always were self-centered and overconfident in your abilities.”

      “You know from personal experience that I am far from self-centered,” Iris began. It took all her self-control to keep her emotions and therefore eyes under control. “The number of times I dropped everything for one of my friends. For you. To make sure you were well when sick and learning everything you could about your abilities. The countless hours we all spent together trying and failing to achieve the next level in our own abilities. The one-on-one practices I gave each one of you. I came to your rescue.”

      Iris kept her voice as even as possible, but she couldn’t keep all the bitterness out of her last statement. She didn’t give into Zarina’s baiting though. And it took a considerable amount of effort to keep a calm presence when all she wanted to do was scream and slap Zarina back into her senses.

      “Yes, well, it turned out I had nothing to worry about there. We simply needed to see how far you’d go to rescue a friend. I must say, I was touched by the effort you put into getting me out of that mansion. And how quickly you managed it. We were all very impressed. As far as helping us progress magically goes, you wouldn’t have gained a quarter of your strength without us pushing you to teach us more.” 

      Zarina stood and walked toward Iris. She started circling her. “How does it feel knowing your pupil has surpassed you? Managed to conceive such an elaborate plan behind your back and convince you to take the bait?”

      Iris closed her eyes. Willed the fire filling her veins to cool. “Zarina, this isn’t you,” Iris kept her voice soft. It hinted toward pleading. “You know me. You know all of us and I know you. You’re a good person who we all love very much. I’m glad you’ve learned so much, but I can’t believe you planned this whole escapade to capture all of your friends—your family—alone. Please, tell me who put you up to this. Who turned such a sweet, innocent girl into a bloodthirsty young woman. Did someone threaten you? Because if someone did, I will make sure they don’t get away with it.”

      “Now you want to take action? After everything that has happened? Well, you’ll have a job of it now, that’s for sure,” a man said from the shadows by the balcony door. “What? No hello for me?”
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      Iris’s mind went blank. Her blood turned to cold saline. It froze before fury expanded outward from the pit of her stomach to consume every part of her body. Her flesh seared as thousands of white-hot needles pricked it. The heat wasn’t strong enough to melt the icy waters flooding her veins. 

      Jaden’s voice sent a shiver down her spine which had nothing to do with the coolness of the evening. Iris was caught unaware. She’d entered her room knowing she would be shocked. Knowing she would find Zarina behind the doors. Hoping she could figure out what the hell was going on and walk back out. Safe. Now she knew nothing but biting fury.  

      The cold reached her eyes. They froze. As did her emotions. For once in her life, Iris’s face betrayed nothing. All her thoughts on fixing the problem—of making everything better—shattered.

      How had she missed this? She knew Zarina was up here. That Morrigan had inadvertently allowed Iris and Violet to escape from the ballroom and was allowing herself to be controlled and manipulated by another—the why baffled Iris but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. She needed to figure out how she hadn’t realized Jaden would be in here too. More importantly, how he managed to conceal himself from her within the same room when his magic was so familiar to her.

      Mere seconds passed since he spoke. Iris watched, rooted to the spot as Jaden walked forward and placed his hands on Zarina’s shoulders. Her friend turned her head and kissed his left hand before looking up into his face. A sappy, adoring smile brightened her eyes. Iris’s mind raced.

      What do I do? What do I do? What do I do? How did Jaden conceal himself from me? Has he been trained by someone else? Someone more powerful than me? Someone who could hurt my friends? Hurt me? 

      What do I do? What do I do? Violet is waiting in the hallway. Can they tell she’s there? What about Aerianna and Cirrus? What about the blue-eyed man I danced with? Is it him? Did I misjudge him? Is he the one pulling my friends away from me? 

      What do I do?

      “What do you want, Jaden?” Iris asked flatly.

      “To start with, where’s Violet? She’s not downstairs, so she must be here somewhere. Where is she?” His voice held a hint of laughter. A cat amused at a mouse he believed to be cornered.  

      Iris said nothing.

      “Oh, come now. It really is a simple question. One that even you can answer in your present state. No? Fine,” he said with a sigh. “I guess I’ll have to search for her myself. Though if I find her, it will be more difficult for both of you.”

      Iris bit her lower lip to stall for time. It was something she’d done since she was a little kid. Zarina had seen it throughout middle school—even into high school and college. She knew Iris did it when she needed to make a very difficult decision. Jaden made to move around Zarina, but she laid her hand on his, her eyes fixed on Iris’s mouth. He stopped.  

      Knowing she had a few spare moments, Iris looked past those she once counted as friends. Her eyes unfocused as she searched for the right decision. For the answer to her own question; what do I do? 

      I’m stronger than they are individually, but together? 

      No, not an option. I wouldn’t be able to hurt Zarina if my life depended on it. She began an internal argument with herself.

      Jaden, though— 

      No. Not an option. Violet is around the corner. 

      Yeah right. She wouldn’t even be able to injure Jaden.

      Good point. Dammit, Violet, why do you have to be so nice? Okay, then, what else? Think, Iris, think!

      Morrigan is downstairs and probably has Aerianna and Cirrus surrounded . . . it’s what I would have done.

      I hope everyone else is ok. 

      Focus! It’s only you right now.

      What do I do? What do I do? 

      Iris’s eyes came back into focus. There was only one option, and she knew it. She locked eyes with Jaden, released her lip from its confines and set her jaw. Prepared for whatever his response might be. 

      “You want me? Fine, but only if I see my friends and all the innocent bystanders walk out of here safely through doorways to a place of their choosing. Take it or leave it, but that’s my offer.”

      “I don’t think you’re in any place to make demands here. Wouldn’t you agree, my love?” Jaden asked Zarina as his fingers caressed her face.

      “No. I’d say she’s in no position to make any kind of deal.” 

      Though expected, Zarina’s response was a dagger piercing into Iris’s soul.

      “I may not win, but I will make sure every single one of my true friends and old classmates makes it out of here uninjured. Even if it destroys me,” Iris’s response was soft but firm. She formed an image of a shield of air and primed her body to pull in flows of power in case it came to a fight. 

      Jaden stopped caressing Zarina’s face. He dropped his arm to his side and narrowed his eyes before stepping around his girlfriend. He leaned forward. Brought a finger up to point at Iris as he took a few steps towards her. 

      “You are in no position to make bargains,” his voice rose. Anger thick in every syllable he uttered. “If I want all of you, I damn well will have all of you and—” he stopped. Cocked his head to the right as though listening to something only he could hear.

      Jaden stood transfixed for a few moments before lowering his arm and straightening his head. A shudder of rage ran through his body. Flashed onto his face and disappeared. It returned as his eyes refocused on Iris.

      “Fine,” Jaden spat bitterly. “We have a deal. You will come with us, and your friends will create their doorway to wherever the hell they want to go. Then I’ll create my doorway and you,” he jabbed a finger in Iris’s direction, “will walk through it without complaint.”

      Iris nodded her head in the affirmative once. She knew she didn’t have any other options. Especially if she wanted to stay alive for another day. Her friends would be safe and no innocent bystanders would be injured. It was all she could hope for. More. Much more. She only hoped she’d be able to escape later.

      “Very well. Let’s go.” Jaden approached her, feet pounding and body tilted forward. His mood had not improved.

      Iris held up her hands, palms out. “Wait . . . ” she began.

      Jaden didn’t stop until he was inches from her palms. He expelled puffs of hot air on the top of her head as he towered over her slight frame. Iris looked up. It took every ounce of her remaining will not to step back or allow a look of horror to flash across her face. Jaden bent down until they were almost nose to nose. His right hand flashed into her field of vision. 

      “You made a deal with me,” he growled, gesticulating with his first finger in her face. “Once I’ve made a deal, there is no going back.” The wicked grin that followed his pronouncement caused an involuntary shiver to run up Iris’s spine.

      Hands still palm out, Iris responded as meekly as possible. “I’m not going back on our deal,” though I bet you really want me to, she thought. “I wanted to suggest I lead the way. You can have your hand on my shoulder or something if it would make you feel better, but if my friends see you before they see me, they’ll fight until they’ve won or are dead. I, for one, am not willing to risk that outcome and I bet your master isn’t either.”  

      Jaden’s backhand to her right cheek caused Iris to stumble. Her eyes flared momentarily at him before reverting to their new, frozen state. She stood up straight. Wiped a trickle running down her chin from the corner of her mouth. A glance showed her it was blood. 

      So, I’m right. You’re just another pawn. Not too happy about that, are you Jaden? I’ll have to see how I can use this new knowledge to my advantage. Her new line of thought was the only thing keeping her from starting a fight right now.  

      “Fine. You go first. You might as well tell Violet what’s going on. I know she’s nearby,” he added nonchalantly. 

      Iris turned toward the door without a word. 

      “And Iris,” Jaden called after her. “As far as holding your shoulder goes, I’ll pass.” He breathed deep. 

      A familiar tickling at the nape of her neck shifted into pins and needles. His magic had changed. Iris halted, hand on the door’s handle. 

      “I prefer this. If you break our deal, I’ll kill you.” 

      A pinpoint of pain bloomed in her chest. Still with her back to him, Iris nodded and walked out the door. She closed her mind off to accepting any flows of power. She hadn’t needed to see his face to understand he meant the threat.

      Jaden was full to bursting and she didn’t dare think about drawing flows into herself. Not with him connected to her the way he was. If she did, she’d be dead before she could pull in more than a few drops.

      Iris entered the hallway. She glanced left and right for a sign of Violet. There wasn’t one.  “Violet?” Iris called. She received no response. “Vi?” she said a little louder. “Vi, where are you?” Silence met her ears. 

      Jaden entered the hallway and raised an eyebrow at her. 

      “I’m not sure,” was all Iris could manage. She closed her eyes and let her mind wander. Searched for Violet’s presence. She wasn’t close enough for Iris to sense her without magic. Iris opened her eyes to find Jaden a half step behind her. Fist clenched and halfway raised to strike. “She isn’t nearby, or I’d be able to feel her presence.”

      Jaden’s eyes narrowed again. He tightened his fist before lowering it. “If you’re lying . . . ” He didn’t need to finish the threat. They both knew how it ended.

      “What would you like to do?” Iris decided it’d be best for her not to dictate where they went and when. She was the gazelle in this duo, Jaden the lion. She would not—could not—make a move without his permission. Unless she wanted to die earlier than she intended.

      “Go downstairs so you can tell those three to get out or you all die. Now, move!” 

      Iris nodded and followed Jaden and Zarina toward the elevators. Two others flanked her. She took a few dozen steps down the hall before realizing Jaden said three. Who was the third person? Did Jaden know Violet’s location and he was just playing with her—trying to see if she would lie to him about what she did or did not know? Or was there a fourth friend to her in this hotel? Who could have come? 

      No one had contacted anyone. They’d all left their cell phones in their suite and after realizing the numbers they were up against, Iris knew it was futile to contact anyone through the Gallery. She contemplated his statement in the elevator but had no answer as to who the third person might be by the time they were at the ballroom doors. Iris closed her eyes, took a deep breath and desperately hoped she wouldn’t see another friend whose life she’d endangered.
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      With a glance at Jaden, Iris requested permission to open the large double doors. He nodded once. She pulled the doors open wide, took a few steps into the room and stopped mid-stride. 

      She’d expected to find Morrigan and several others cornering her friends, but she hadn’t expected to find Aerianna, Cirrus, and the man she’d danced with earlier with their backs to each other, quarterstaves raised. They were surrounded by what looked like two dozen armed individuals—all wearing the waitstaff uniforms of the Hotel Mar. 

      Movement caught her eye off to the right. A glance to the corner showed a dark wall of air with another half-dozen individuals dressed in Hotel Mar uniforms standing in front of it. Since there was no sign of the party goers, Iris assumed they were behind the wall. At least someone possessed enough intelligence to make the barrier dark so no one could identify them. She could sense a sound barrier in place as well. It appeared she wasn’t the only one concerned with being filmed or becoming a science experiment.

      While Iris stopped a few steps into the room, Jaden continued further in and it was he who drew Cirrus’s attention, not Iris. “Where are they, Jaden?” Cirrus demanded, only sparing a quick glance for his roommate before turning his attention back to Morrigan and those surrounding him.

      “You mean she, don’t you Cirrus? You never really cared for Iris. You only tolerate her because she’s your girlfriend’s best friend,” Jaden sneered. “You’d prefer if she never endangered your lives again, wouldn’t you?” Jaden strolled around the outside of the circle of people so he could look Cirrus in the face. “You wish she’d die and this whole thing would be over.”

      Cirrus opened his mouth to begin his protest, but Jaden raised a hand and cut him off.

      “You wish it, I know because I wished it every day of my life once I saw the trouble she’d dragged us into. What danger she put my love in. Oh, sure, she seems to care, but does she really? Does she care about anyone but herself?”

      Jaden looked at Iris. Their eyes locked as he continued. 

      “Does she know what it’s like to live for someone other than herself? To be so in love with a person she couldn’t live without them like I do for Zarina?” He looked back at Cirrus. “Like you do for Violet? Does she know what it is to truly experience love the way you or I do? As if your world would cease to exist because half of you would be gone? No. I don’t think she knows how to feel for anyone but herself.”

      “You’re wrong, Jaden. Iris feels more for each one of her friends than you or I will ever have the capacity to. She is our teacher, sister, and best friend all in one. She’d sacrifice everything to keep her friends safe. To keep me safe. I am her friend and I sense the pain in her heart every time she’s forced to make a decision that could endanger someone she loves. She feels more deeply than you or I ever could. It’s why she insisted on coming here tonight and why she didn’t want any of us involved. 

      “She couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow anyone to walk into this trap for her. She wanted to protect as many of her friends as possible. Just like she’ll try to protect us at all costs. She would have—and has—done the same thing for you, Zarina, and Morrigan, but you three obviously no longer want her friendship or protection and I feel sorry for you,” Cirrus finished, still ready for the fight.

      “Cirrus,” Iris whispered. She cleared her throat. “Cirrus,” she called loud enough for him to hear her this time. 

      He glanced at her. Flashed her a warm smile before returning his attention to Jaden and Morrigan.  

      “Thank you, Cirrus. Your words mean I made the right decision.”

      “And what decision is that, Iris?” Cirrus asked. He glanced back at her and searched the surrounding area. “Where is Violet?” he asked again, glaring at Jaden.

      “I’m not sure. We went upstairs together, but she never went back into our room. I—” Iris paused. Took a deep breath. Fought back tears. “I have no idea where she is to tell you the truth.”

      “Well, don’t worry about Violet. She can take care of herself.” Cirrus’s words were gentle. Encouraging. “Besides, you need to start thinking of a way to get all of us out of here, or a way to get the others—” 

      “Cirrus, don’t,” Iris cut him off. “Please, don’t. I’ve made my deal. It’s time you left. I can’t let anyone sacrifice their life for mine, not when I can easily save theirs. My life is secure for the time being, and so are yours. Please. Cirrus, Aeri . . . you have to go. Please, go.” Iris’s voice caught as suppressed tears threatened to take it away from her. 

      “Iris, you cannot be serious!” Aerianna called over her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” Iris whispered to the ground. “It’s the only way. It’ll be okay. And I’m counting on you to stay safe. To make sure our friends stay safe.” 

      “Iris!” Cirrus snapped so loud she flinched. “Get a grip. There has to be another way.”

      “There isn’t. You can sense his power, Cirrus. I know you can. If I try to fight him, or even attempt to use any magic, he’ll kill me.” 

      Cirrus shook his head. Half-turned his body toward Iris. 

      “See for yourself. Follow the power he’s exuding. Has surrounding me. My life is in his hands. There’s no way I could block any magical attack when he has a magical knife to my heart. I can feel it,” she pressed two fingers to her chest. “Here. A pressure point of air waiting to drive into my heart if I so much as think about using magic.” 

      Iris watched Cirrus concentrate on her words. Follow the flows connecting her to Jaden. Utter disgust crossed Cirrus’s face when he realized she was right.

      “Please,” Iris began again. She needed him to understand. To leave before a fight could break out and kill all of them. “I’ve made my deal. Your lives are safe. As you said, it’s all I ever really wanted—to keep my friends safe. I’ve already lost three friends tonight.” She gestured to Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan. “Please don’t let me lose any more,” Iris pleaded as silent tears flowed down her cheeks.

      Cirrus locked eyes with her. She knew he could see the pain she held within. His shoulders slumped forward, and he stood up straight. Set the tip of his quarterstaff on the ground and nodded at her. Iris smiled weakly back at him. Cirrus turned and looked at Aerianna, who in turn looked at Iris for the first time. 

      Now, seeing Iris almost defeated but still holding on, Aerianna lost her will to fight. She followed suit. Put one end of her quarterstaff on the ground and stood, straight-backed. 

      Cirrus looked to the man Iris danced with and gestured with his head from his quarterstaff to the ground. “Put it down.”

      The man cocked his head and raised an eyebrow. “Really, you want to give up?” 

      Cirrus returned the look with one that showed how unimpressed he was right now. “Come on, dude. You really going to question me on this one?”

      The stranger looked from Iris to Cirrus, nodded, and stood up straight. Unlike Aeri and Cirrus, he kept a firm grip on his quarterstaff and continued to glare at those surrounding him as if waiting for them to make the first move.

      “Well now. I never thought I would see this day,” Jaden’s voice cut into the sad silence. “Such obedient puppies you three are. Now, it’s time for you to go. Aerianna, would you be so kind as to create a doorway to some god-forsaken place? And do have the decency to never come back, will you,” Jaden requested. “Oh, and Aerianna, remember, I hold your precious Iris’s life in my hands, so try anything and you will watch her suffer more than you can imagine.”

      Aerianna snarled at him in disgust but created a doorway. Like Iris, she couldn’t risk the life of a friend. With one last, long look at Iris, Aerianna gave her a curt nod as if saying don’t worry, I’ll figure something out and stepped through her doorway into what appeared to be a snow-covered field shrouded in darkness. 

      The stranger nodded to Cirrus who walked through the doorway without glancing back. The man followed. He backed through, quarterstaff still in the ready position, waiting for an attack that never came. The doorway winked out of existence. Iris held her breath. Expected someone to follow after on the fading flows connecting the two locations.

      No one moved. Iris dropped her chin to her chest. She stood still, gathering herself back together as a feeling of loneliness crept into her soul. She sensed more than heard someone approach and looked up to see Jaden moving toward her. 

      “Now, then, shall we?” He gestured to another doorway as though a gentleman saying after you rather than the backstabbing dog he truly was.  

      Iris nodded. Words would only bring more tears and she could no longer show even the slightest bit of weakness. She turned and looked at his doorway in disgust. Gone was his perfectly carved wooden door with its centaur. A monstrosity that should have belonged to the most opulent ruler in the world replaced it. 

      Over fifteen feet tall, it looked like it was made from gold. The doors were covered in sensual images that told rather than suggested. A pair of elephants could have been ridden through side by side and still had room to spare on all sides. Iris took a breath and walked toward the door. She paused on the threshold. 

      “And them?” She gestured to the innocent bystanders behind the darkened wall of air. Her former classmates and friends from a world she realized she could no longer have any connections with.

      “What about them?” Jaden demanded.

      “We agreed everyone would walk out of this hotel free,” Iris replied. Her thoughts lingered on Sam and Tea. They deserved to have a long life together. Every one of her former classmates deserved to live out their lives.

      “Fine!” Jaden bellowed. He motioned to the now empty circle of his men and those standing in front of the barrier. 

      Iris watched as they filed into sixteen pairs and marched through the doorway without a word or glance back. The last pair stopped a few steps on the other side. Iris could tell they were connected to the sound barrier and darkened wall of air. Morrigan and Zarina approached the hideous doorway. They stepped through. Jaden gestured to Iris once more. She hesitated. 

      Jaden raised an eyebrow. Iris knew better than to press her luck. She turned to walk through the doorway. Allowed her eyes to take in as much as possible as she crossed the threshold. Day broke over a cold and desolate field of brown-green tall grass. 

      Morrigan nodded to the pair. The barrier keeping all the innocent party-goers in the corner disappeared. A buzzing of terror filled voices slammed into her ears. The last pair moved forward with Zarina and Morrigan. Iris took one last breath and sealed herself to fate and chance.

      The doorway closed behind her. She glanced back over her left shoulder in time to see the final rays of light wink out from the ballroom before pain exploded on the right side of her head.
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      Iris woke in a cold, stone room. A single light shone through bars in a small square cut-out on the door to wherever she was. She sat up with a groan and took stock of her body. To say her head ached was an understatement. It throbbed to encompass her entire skull. A raised hand to her right temple revealed a large lump and the source of her pain. 

      “In retrospect,” Iris groaned as she muttered to herself. “I should have expected that. It was the only way to make sure no one could follow him through me. Shut my mind down and you shut down anyone’s hope of following.”  

      The whole left side of her body hurt. “Well, you probably hit the ground. Hard,” she told herself and moved on to check each of her limbs. While she didn’t think she had any lasting injuries, the several dozen aches and bruises were not fun. She felt like she’d been hit by a truck and wondered if she looked the part too. 

      Iris shook her head to dislodge the haziness she was trying to think through and almost lost consciousness. Blackness filled her vision. A buzzing engulfed her hearing. She leaned back against a cold, damp wall and swallowed several times. Concentrated on her breathing as her body coped with her own stupidity on top of her injuries.

      “Let’s not try that one again, shall we?” she advised herself once her hearing and vision returned to normal. “So, you’re not broken. That’s good. What about everything else?” 

      Iris closed her eyes to aide her concentration and quickly reopened them. She threw her hands out to brace her body and keep herself upright.

      “Note to self, keep eyes open and move slowly. Very slowly,” she amended.  

      Iris followed her own advice. She sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors. With the pain of her injuries and the throbbing of her head, it was a difficult task. She had to backtrack through the maze and caves that were her mind’s defenses to find her way to the door within her own mind. Determination and a need to assure her friends’ doors were still intact forced Iris onwards. She paused at her door, exhaled, and entered the Gallery.

      Iris sighed in relief. All the doors were intact. She walked around the room to study each one. Her fears they’d all be destroyed were vanquished. 

      “I guess that’s the plus side to losing consciousness and gaining a concussion. Maybe the Gallery has some kind of secondary protection. Knock me out, it locks up. Not bad. Now,” she turned toward Jaden’s, Zarina’s and Morrigan’s doors. “What to do with you three? 

      “Destroy them?” 

      “No. They could be brainwashed and then I’d feel like an ass.” 

      “Block them?” she countered herself.

      Iris cocked her head to the side. “Yes. I think I can manage that. Let’s get a closer look.”

      She walked a circle around each door. They were identically made. Large frames that anchored to the floor. Doors set inside the frame in such a manner as to keep the handles from sticking out past them. They were primed and ready for her to bolt a slab of steel in front of them.

      Iris’s little self took a seat on the floor in front of Jaden’s door and prepared to shield it from the rest of the Gallery. She took a deep breath, brought a little more of her conscious self into the Gallery to help, and focused all of her internal energy on his door.  

      A pressure point increased in intensity on her chest. She ignored the experiences of her physical body and set her mind to the task at hand. All of her focus turned inward. She became unaware of any external sounds or stimuli. It was as though she had entered a trance and nothing could wake her from it until she chose to come out of it. 

      As Iris pictured each detail of the steel barricade, it manifested in front of her. She imagined welding her magical seal to both sides of each frame and assuring they were airtight. She didn’t want anyone to be able to open their door or break the seal. The barricade complied with her request. 

      Iris finished her work on Jaden’s door and repeated the task on Zarina’s and Morrigan’s doors. Once all three were sealed, her little self stood to examine the work from every angle. She nodded to herself. Satisfied there was no way for Morrigan, Zarina, or Jaden to enter the Gallery of Doors, Iris prepared to regain full consciousness. 

      As her subconscious returned control to her conscious mind, a piercing pain pressed into her chest. Iris halted the transition back to consciousness and focused on her physical self. Sweat drenched her. Her lungs sucked in ragged breaths through teeth compressed by an aching jaw. There was no way to stop the pain. Iris readied her mind as much as possible and released her little self in a single instance rather than the slow stages she preferred.

      Even prepared for pain, Iris gasped involuntarily as the onslaught of what her physical self experienced filled her mind as she became aware again. Iris pulled her limbs into herself convulsively. Curled into the fetal position. Another sharp stab hit her heart. She threw her head back. Released a scream of agony.  

      The pain lessened but didn’t disappear. It was enough for her eyes to focus on the ground in front of her. A pair of men’s shoes stood less than three feet from her face. They were sideways. She was laying on her side. Stretched out across the cold stone floor. Something dripped from her forehead to mingle with the tears streaming down her cheeks. Another stab struck her heart. It pulled a sob from her too-tight esophagus. Her arms wrapped around her knees.  

      Iris’s brain registered sound. Voices. There were more people in the small stone room besides herself and the shoes’ owner. This more than anything forced Iris’s mind into action. She needed to block out the pain as best as possible. Had to show them she was stronger than this. Stronger than them. She knew she’d never be able to ignore the pain—it was too intense. She had to try to ball it up. Cast it aside enough to be functional. Enough to pull herself together and off the floor.

      Another knifepoint drove into her heart. Iris grunted but didn’t flinch. She concentrated on slowing her breathing and racing heart. 

      In and out, in and out, in and out. Just breathe. In and out, in and out. 

      Iris repeated the mantra to herself several times. Her breathing slowed from a ragged panting to a more normal pace. Became deeper. More knife points descended. They twisted as they dug into her heart. Iris refused to lose her concentration now. She continued her mantra until her breathing was a pace she would accept.  

      Now, let go of your knees and push yourself up. 

      She didn’t budge. 

      Come on, Iris! She encouraged herself. 

      She needed to show them—had to show them—she was not and never would be broken. Iris placed her hands on the cold stone floor after another, more forceful stab and twist to her heart. Her arms shook, but she managed to heave herself into a seated position.  

      Once upright, Iris used the wall behind her to support her back. It was a necessity, not a choice. She sat for a few moments, chin on chest and concentration back on slowing her breath. This time from the exertion she expelled to get into the sitting position. 

      Now, look up! She demanded of herself. Her body obeyed the command her mind gave. 

      Iris’s eyes followed the shoes she’d been staring at up legs. A torso. They stopped on Jaden’s face. She glared at him with all the disdain she could muster and only allowed a slight intake of breath show him she experienced any of the pain he inflicted upon her. 

      A smirk flitted onto Jaden’s face before he released the magical knives he’d been driving into her heart. 

      The shock of the pain leaving in an instant almost sent Iris sprawling on the floor again. It took all her effort not to fall over in relief. Once stable, she returned her focus to Jaden. He held onto a large amount of power. She shivered at the flows poised above her heart. An attack that could easily mean her death. 

      A door opened. It tried to draw Iris’s attention away from Jaden. She refused to break her eye contact. Movement caught her peripheral vision. Someone left the room. There were still a few others behind Jaden. Faces shadowed from her vision due to the backlight from the open cell door. 

      “Now, what have you been up to?” Jaden asked. “I know you did something magical, even if I can’t see any effect. I felt you holding onto an unfathomable amount of power. What did you do?” he demanded.

      “Nothing,” Iris gasped and swallowed. “Nothing,” she repeated and moved her head from left to right with the support of the cold stone wall—the only thing keeping her upright. 

      His face turned to stone. Iris tried to prepare herself for the blow that would surely come. She sat in anticipation for several long moments. Waited for Jaden to strike. Instead, he studied her.

      “You will teach me how to hold that much power. How to use that much power, or I will find each and every one of your friends and kill them in front of you. Slowly.” His eyes gleamed with a fanatical light she’d never seen. 

      Iris tried to determine why he thought she used magic when she realized he must have been connected to her magically when she sealed the doors in her mind. She had no idea it would feel as though she used magic. She hadn’t even thought about pulling flows into her body. She simply performed the necessary tasks. Iris licked her lips and tried to find the words to explain her actions without really telling him anything of use. 

      “I can’t,” she began. Took a stuttering breath. “I can’t use that much power physically. I can only hold it. I can’t use it. I’ve never been able to use it. Just hold it.”

      “You better figure it out quick or you will watch your friends die. Oh, and Iris, there’s no point in calling any of your friends to your aid through the Gallery of Doors. Even with your ability to project your location to them, they’d never find you here. You’re welcome to waste your efforts if you don’t believe me or you want to see them die on the off chance they get around our defenses. 

      “Talk to them if you like. It makes no difference to me, but if you ever hold a single drop of power without permission again, you will die. And I’d rather not have to kill you just yet.” His grin never touched his eyes as he walked out of her cell and slammed the door shut.  

      He chuckled to himself as he walked away. The same pressure point he’d used over her heart at the Hotel Mar remained. 

      Well, Iris thought as blackness closed in around her. At least I’ll live to see another day.

      Iris slumped to the ground and passed out from all the pain and suffering her body received since the New Year began.

      Water splashing across her face brought Iris to full consciousness in an instant. She flailed and spluttered before her body screamed at her to cease all movement. The pain that subsided into a constant ache while she slept returned tenfold. 

      “Good, you’re awake,” Jaden said from above her.

      Iris pushed herself into a sitting position with care. She tried to quell the shaking of her limbs but failed. Involuntary shivers showed the state of her wellbeing. Her injuries, the cold floor, and the water did nothing for her health. It was evident no matter how she tried to hide it.

      “Are you ready to teach me how to increase my strength?”

      Iris shook her head. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

      Jaden clenched his hands into fists. He leaned forward. Stopped. “Fine. Perhaps a few more days down here will change your mind.” He turned and ushered a man with a bucket out of the room with a flick of his hand.

      Iris waited until the door closed and the sounds of receding footsteps dissipated into lingering silence. She scooted a few feet over so she no longer sat in a pool of water and lowered herself back to the ground with care. Iris pulled her knees into her chest as best as possible. She tucked her arms in the small gap they formed with her torso. She left one hand free to cradle her head and attempted to sleep. Energy conservation was the only way she’d survive down here.
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      Pain woke Iris for Jaden’s next visit some unknown amount of time later. She did little more than gasp and twitch here or there as Jaden tried to gain her attention with more magical knife points to her heart. She didn’t even possess enough strength to lift her head off her hand. The shivers of earlier were full body shudders now. She couldn’t stop them. A vague thought of how long it would take someone to die from hypothermia crossed her mind.

      “She won’t last much longer down here, you idiot,” a familiar treble said from somewhere behind Jaden.

      Iris tried to focus her vision on the new voice, but he was too far away and back-lit by the hall. Her mind drifted between thoughts she couldn’t grasp. She was so tired. If they’d leave, she could get back to sleep. 

      “Your point?” Jaden demanded.

      “Do you want to gain her knowledge or not? Heal her, take her upstairs, and then sort out your battle of wills. If you don’t, she’ll be dead in a day. Two at most.”

      “You dare tell me what to do!”

      “Yes. You’re obviously too emotionally involved to figure it out for yourself. He will not be pleased if she dies before you get anything out of her.”

      “I’m too emotionally involved? You’re one to talk.”

      Iris looked away from the arguing men. A small figure sat on her knee. “Eireann, how did you get here? I didn’t think faeries knew the way. Oh,” she breathed as several more figures appeared around her. “You came to say goodbye. That’s so nice of you.” She tried to smile at them, but her cheeks wouldn’t budge. 

      Heat flooded her body. Her blood boiled. Skin seared. Iris unfolded herself and rolled onto her back. She flung her arms wide to be in contact with as much of the floor as possible. “That’s better,” she breathed as the cold stones soothed her burning limbs.

      Someone yelled, “Shit!” above her. Blackness took over.
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        * * *

      

      Iris woke to moonlight pouring in through a small, high window. She groaned and shifted her weight around on something soft. Feeling about, she discovered she lay on a bed. A blanket covered her body. She felt warm. Vague memories of shivering in a cold stone room flitted through her mind and were lost. 

      How did she get here? Someone must have brought her, but who? Jaden? That didn’t make sense. He wanted her to suffer. The owner of the other voice? It was a possibility. She tried to remember who he sounded like. Why he seemed to care about her. Her head hurt too much to think about it. 

      Senses slowly returned to Iris. She scanned the room for any clues as to her location. All she could make out were a few dark shapes that would probably manifest into a table and chair. The room itself was circular but tiny. It reminded her of a turret in a castle. Along with the fact that it had been sunrise when she stepped through Jaden’s doorway, Iris wondered if they were somewhere in western Europe.  

      Iris moved gingerly in the bed. Pushed herself into a seated position and swung her legs over the side. She tried to stand. Her legs shook. They refused to accept her weight. She sat back down, panting. She was much weaker than anticipated. A second attempt to stand brought forth success. She used the bed for support as she shuffled to the table, pulled the chair out, and collapsed into it.

      Her eyes adjusted to the dark room. She scanned the table for anything of note. There was nothing that denoted her location, but there was a small plate of cheese, bread, and grapes sitting at its center. Iris set upon the food as though she hadn’t eaten in days. Perhaps she hadn’t.

      Though cold and meager, the food helped rejuvenate her. She inhaled everything on the plate before she noticed a small glass of water on the far side of the table. Iris strained to grab the glass and leaned back in the chair. Her body once again zapped of energy. 

      Iris sipped at the cold liquid. It soothed her throat—sore from all the screaming and sobbing from earlier. As she finished the water, Iris almost felt human again. Her mental capacity started to return. She knew it would be intact by the time she woke next. Another glance around the room showed a dark curtain in the wall on her right. With more effort than she ever thought she’d need to exert, Iris got back to her feet to investigate what it hid. 

      She pulled the curtain back and entered a tiny bathroom with a pedestal sink, toilet, and shower large enough for one. Iris used the facilities before scrubbing the dirt and tears from her face with icy water. She looked but couldn’t find a towel to dry off with. Instead, she exited the room with plans to use her blankets. 

      On her way back to bed, Iris looked up at the small window. It must have been ten feet off the ground. There’d be no way to look out it in search of clues as to her present location. She staggered the rest of the way to her bed and fell in. Somehow she pulled the covers over herself before she passed out once more.

      The sound of birds chirping close by woke Iris. She reached her arms above her head, pointed her toes, and arched her back in a full body stretch. Pain shot through her sides. Cramps raked her body. Her joints protested at the smallest motion. Iris settled back into the warm covers and closed her eyes as reality crashed in on her. Depression sank into her being. She longed to release her frustration and pain in a scream of anger—or even a round of tears—but thought better of it. There was no point in letting anyone know she was awake yet. 

      Instead, she got up and walked toward the small washroom. She refused to let Jaden see her in any other facet than in complete control of herself and the situation. Well, as much as possible. Iris used the facilities and moved to the sink. She noticed a cabinet she hadn’t seen the night before. Inside were a travel size bar of soap and a hand towel. 

      Iris turned on the faucet and waited a few minutes for the water to warm up. It didn’t. She let a sigh escape. Washed her hands in the freezing water before splashing some on her face and scrubbing it with soap. She washed and rinsed her face twice before dabbing it dry with the hand towel and glancing in the mirror.  

      A few extra swipes with the towel around her eyes removed the remaining traces of her makeup. It couldn’t do anything for the dark hues her eyes were settling into. She used her fingers to comb her hair as best as possible and glanced at her reflection in the mirror. She was a little more presentable now—as long as you ignored her dress. Iris glanced around for a rack to hang the towel on, didn’t see one, and instead hung it over the edge of the sink. With one last look around the small space, Iris turned to exit the washroom.

      Jaden occupied the single chair in the room. Iris froze. She took a breath and stepped into her new cell. She clasped her hands behind her back as the curtain swung shut behind her. There she stood. Shoulders back and an air of confidence surrounding her. A teacher looking down on her misbehaving student.  

      Jaden must have noticed the slight shift in who had the control in the room. He stood up and approached Iris. It took him all of two steps to reach and tower over her. It was enough to switch the control in the room back in his favor, but only by a hair as Iris refused to move more than her neck so she could keep her eye contact with him. He was trying to treat her as if she was a beaten and obedient dog already, but she was far from it and had no intention of becoming his dog. Ever.

      Jaden pointed to the chair. 

      Iris didn’t move. 

      “Sit!” he shouted at her. 

      Iris remained stationary. She refused to transfer all the control to him this easily.  

      “Sit!” he growled even louder as he jabbed a finger at the chair and used his magical abilities to squeeze her heart.

      Iris’s breath caught for a split second. Her mouth tightened at the corners. She remained calm and immobile where she stood. Eyes locked on Jaden’s.  

      “Sit down!” Jaden’s voice became a soft growl that hinted towards unpleasantries. He accompanied this command with further compression on Iris’s heart.

      Iris now had the sensation of a fist wrapped around her heart complete with the tips of fingernails digging in. She remained immobile. She had an equal control in this struggle and refused to give it up unless she knew she had no other choice. Iris cocked her head to the right. She raised her left eyebrow and gave Jaden her best unimpressed look. If only her mother could see her now.

      Jaden’s voice turned to a layer of thin ice over a raging river in the dead of winter. “You will sit down. Now!” He emphasized each word and magically gripped Iris’s heart further.

      The thumb of the fist clutching her heart met the ring and middle fingers. Breathing became difficult. Her heart told her the stress was too much. If she didn’t follow his orders, she’d risk permanent injury. Iris decided it was time to relent. She straightened her head, returned her eyebrows to their normal position, and shrugged. Iris crossed the short distance to the chair and perched herself on the edge. She was sitting, but barely.

      Jaden continued to face the washroom’s curtain for a few more moments. Iris could see him breathing in and out deeply as though to calm himself down. 

      One point for me, she thought as she watched him reduce his temper.

      “Good girl,” Jaden said as he turned around to look at Iris.

      And that’s one point for Jaden, Iris added ruefully.

      He stood facing her, arms crossed casually in front of his chest and feet shoulder’s width apart. “Now then, the rules,” Jaden began. “You will teach me anything and everything I want to know when I choose to learn it. No exceptions. You will not hold, attempt to hold or even think about holding a trickle of magic in your being without my expressly given permission,” he paused and smirked at Iris. 

      “If you break this rule,” he continued with that same smile playing across his features. “I will kill you without hesitation. This,” he gestured to the room at large. “Will be your home for as long as I deem. You have clothes in there,” he nodded toward another small curtain opposite the larger one for the washroom and grinned again. “That you should recognize. Food will be brought up to you daily. You will not step foot outside of this room unless I allow it—which is highly unlikely—so I suggest you make yourself comfortable.

      “There will be someone outside your door night and day to make sure you do not leave, but we both know you won’t try that, now don’t we. If for some incredibly stupid reason you try to leave without my permission, I will know immediately.” He emphasized his point with another compression to Iris’s heart. “And I will make you suffer and experience my true displeasure.”

      Iris remained silently staring up at Jaden throughout his monologue. She was hard-pressed to maintain her external consonance of quiet consideration once he finished. 

      You really think I’ll do anything you say, you stupid bastard? Boy, are you in for some major frustration and disappointment. 

      Internally, Iris wanted to punch Jaden until she could no longer move her arms. Externally, she kept a calm and composed visage as though she was a polite parent listening to a child practice their speech before giving it in class.

      The moments and silence dragged on. Jaden became more and more visibly perturbed.  Iris kept her composure and tried not to move a single muscle, though her back started to ache from a lack of support. Jaden broke the silence first.

      “Well?”

      “Oh,” Iris started in mock surprise. “Was I supposed to respond? I thought I was just supposed to listen. Um, it was a very nice speech,” she continued. “Though I think it was a bit forceful in places it didn’t really need to be. If I’d given the speech, I would have gone for the silent menacing words over the forceful words and raised voice.” 

      As Iris rambled on with her best impersonation of Violet, she watched Jaden’s entire body stiffened with fury. His words sank in—deep—but she’d never do anything he said. She had all the cards right now and wasn’t afraid of her own death. Just everyone else’s. 

      “You know, more like back at the Hotel Mar,” she continued. “You had a great speech there. Especially during the part you were nose to nose with me. I was very—”

      “Enough!” Jaden roared.

      Iris shut her mouth and returned her body and face to the look of rapt attention she’d assumed earlier. Two points for me, she thought. She had to suppress a shudder as she looked into Jaden’s face. He was a bull seeing red. His nostrils flared and the whites of his eyes were twice their usual size.

      Might have pushed that one a little too far, she thought and readied herself as much as possible for the pain that was sure to come in one form or another any moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Jaden leaned toward Iris, practically halving the small gap between them. He breathed so hard she could feel the warmth of his exhales on her upturned face. “You will teach me how to travel to Second Earth.”

      Iris couldn’t keep her shock from reaching her face. She’d expected him to demand to learn how to transform into his true self, the centaur, or to know how to pinpoint another person using magic within a certain radius, or even a demand to teach him how to hold and use more power than humanly possible, but this. 

      This was something she’d recently discovered. Something she hadn’t perfected herself. She was positive she’d never mentioned Gemina Terra to anyone. There was no possible way Jaden could know she’d been trying to create the bridge and archways, let alone had succeeded. No. He was fishing. He had to be. She was thinking up an excuse to give him when he saved her the trouble. 

      “It turns out you say some enlightening things when you’re being tortured or hallucinating from hypothermia. I thought it was all just gibberish, but Zarina and Morrigan were there too. They understand you and how your mind works so much better than I do. I guess it comes from knowing each other for so long and being such close friends. When Zarina translated some of your more exuberant hallucinations, she realized you thought you were talking to a group of faeries. Then you asked them how they’d gotten to Earth and she put the two pieces together. You knew about them and if they can’t get here, it means you’ve traveled to Second Earth.” 

      Jaden paused and smiled down at her. “Now, I don’t want any made up stories of your inability to travel there or anything of the sort. Let’s skip to the part where you teach me what I want to know when I choose to learn it.” He stood up and seemed to overshadow Iris more now than ever before.

      Iris knew the struggle for control had shifted fully in Jaden’s favor. If she refused to teach him anything, who knew what would come out of her mouth next. There were too many things she couldn’t and wouldn’t teach him. Too many things she still needed to learn that no one else knew about. What if he found out she could tell him the exact locations of all of her friends, or that she was even more powerful than he thought? No. She’d have to risk pain and whatever else he planned to throw at her. She couldn’t give him Gemina Terra. Iris looked into Jaden’s cold face and said, “No.”

      Iris didn’t know if he struck her physically or magically first as pain exploded across her entire body. 

      She hit the floor. Sprawled out across the cool stones. 

      Blows of air pummeled her back. 

      Iris shifted onto her side. Tried to protect her core. 

      The punches transferred to her side. A knife stabbed into her heart. 

      She tightened her grip on her legs as she squeezed them into her chest. 

      The blows stopped. 

      Iris gasped for breath. 

      Flows of air lifted her body. Threw her across the room as though a feather. Another knifepoint plunged into her heart. Jaden didn’t relent. He crossed the room. Gathered the fabric of her sleeveless dress at her shoulders. Picked her up and slammed her into the wall. 

      She stared into his eyes. A glint she’d never seen before bore into her. Fanatical didn’t begin to describe it.  

      “How do I get to Second Earth!” 

      Iris glared back.

      Jaden used magic to keep her against the wall at his eye level. He gripped her chin. Brought his face within an inch of hers and bellowed, “Tell me!” 

      A magical fist clenched her heart. His physical one leaned on her windpipe. Iris couldn’t breathe. Jaden was trying to cut off her air supply. She gasped. Tried to swallow. 

      His grip tightened. 

      Iris lashed out with her hands and feet. 

      Jaden held them captive with more flows of air. 

      The now familiar darkness crept in at the sides of her vision. The buzzing in her ears blocked out all other sounds. 

      His lips moved. 

      Iris heard nothing. Her mind tried to retreat from the pain. To burrow deep within the maze of her subconscious. She wouldn’t let it go. He couldn’t have her knowledge. 

      With one final squeeze to her heart, Jaden released her.

      Iris crashed to the ground. Body racking coughs were interspersed by gasps for air which led to more uncontrollable coughing. Before Iris had her breathing under control, Jaden unleashed a second round of torture. 

      “How do I get to Second Earth!” he demanded. Used flows of air to lift and slam her into the wall once more.

      She no longer knew which way was up. Every inch of her body ached. 

      “How!” Thousands of fire needles stabbed into her exposed flesh. A dance of pain.

      Iris screamed. The fire lessened. She relaxed. Glad to be in contact with cold stone for the first time.

      “Tell me!” Jaden stood over her.

      A head shake was all she could give him in response. His anger intensified as she glared up at him.

      Jaden voiced his displeasure in a grunt of rage. A fist of air wrapped itself around her throat. It constricted in measured time to his questions.

      “How do I get to Second Earth?”

      Iris shook her head.

      “How do I expand my abilities past your own?”

      He constricted the air wrapped around her throat further. Deprived her of oxygen.

      The door opened. His fist of air relaxed a hair. Iris inhaled as much as possible. It lessened the burning in her lungs. She looked at the door. Zarina and Morrigan entered. Her eyes had a difficult time focusing on either of their faces. Someone remained on the threshold. Hidden from her view in the shadows.

      Jaden turned his attention back on her. Started a pattern of torture. Question, compression of the air encircling her throat, repeat. When Iris reached the point of almost blacking out, he released her. Zarina flooded her lungs with oxygen as she coughed and rolled on the floor. A few kicks to the torso caused her to pull into herself once more. Jaden gave her a few more seconds to answer his questions. She refused to. 

      During the second round of his patterned torture, Iris started muttering encouragements to herself. Each time she uttered words, the next step in his framework took longer to fall as he paused and looked at Zarina and Morrigan. They shook their heads. Iris realized he was asking them if she said anything useful.

      Iris brought her mind further into focus. Jaden’s wrath and the pain increased with every negative answer he received. It was more desirable than him obtaining any of her knowledge. 

      Jaden bent down next to her head. Gripped her chin and cheeks with a hand and forced her head up towards his. “Tell me!” he demanded.

      “No,” Iris whispered. She tried to shake her head in case he didn’t hear her, but his grip was too tight. 

      He understood her. Slammed her into the wall so hard she bounced off it. Iris could do nothing more than lie where she fell. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her body no longer had the strength to react to the searing pain descending upon it. Her throat was raw. Her voice gone. It took a slammed door for her to realize Jaden left. The room was empty. Everyone had left. All that remained was lingering pain. It would take days to disappear.  

      Though she longed to give into the blackness that threatened to overtake her, Iris forced her mind to perform one last task. She sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors. Careful not to use any magic, Iris willed a stack of paper and a pen to appear on top of a small table and wrote ten copies of the same note:

      Do not come looking for me. I am all right and have the upper hand right now as Jaden has nothing to threaten me with besides physical pain. Please go into hiding and watch each other’s backs. I do not want him to find any of you and gain a hostage to threaten me with. You won’t see me until I’m free as I’m locking all the doors in the Gallery in an attempt to isolate the situation as much as possible. Please be safe and know that I’ll do everything in my power to protect each and every one of you. You are my friends. My family. My life.

      ~Iris

      She picked up the notes and walked over to the first door. Iris stared at the familiar flying horses for a few moments before opening the door. She pinned the note just below the handle. Hoped Violet was somewhere safe.

      Though she longed to call out to Violet, Iris forced herself to close the door instead. She couldn’t bear to talk about what she was going through. Eyes full of tears, Iris pulled a large brass key from her pocket, inserted it into the lock, and turned. The soft click it made was worse than hearing the 15 cell doors of the B-Block slam shut on the Alcatraz tour. 

      Iris repeated the task nine more times. By the time she finished with the last door, her physical and little self’s cheeks were soaked with the silent tears that wouldn’t stop falling. She stepped back to look around the Gallery of Doors one last time, nodded once, and turned to exit her door. A small light shimmered to the left of her door. She smiled weakly. A new face would soon appear in their lives. She hoped she’d survive to meet this new, magically inclined individual.

      Iris drew her mind back to reality and the numbness that was her body. She remained on the floor. Collected herself and allowed some strength to return to her body. When she determined she’d recovered as much strength as possible while on the cold, stone floor, Iris heaved herself into a sitting position and forced her trembling legs to accept her body’s weight. 

      She stood. Used the wall to keep herself upright as she shuffled to the small curtain that contained clothes. Iris pulled back the heavy velvet and was unsurprised to find her own clothes filled the shelves. She pulled some pajamas off the second shelf, reconnected with the wall, and stumbled the less than ten steps to the washroom.  

      Cold water splashed on her face helped shock a little life back into her body. She grabbed the bar of soap and rubbed it between her hands a few times before scrubbing at her swollen cheeks. More water followed the soap and finally the towel. Iris caught sight of herself in the mirror. She was impressed. Her left eye was bruised and swollen—she’d be sporting a black eye tomorrow—and her lip was split on the lower right side of her mouth.  

      She didn’t remember being decked, but then again, she’d been concentrating on what she said, not what she felt. It was the hardest thing she’d ever done in her life. Normally she could separate consciousness from subconsciousness and retreat from any form of pain. Tonight, however, she felt every single blow. Every stab, twist, and compression of her heart. But she hadn’t said anything that Jaden could use against her. She’d spilled nothing more than tears and that was what mattered.

      Gingerly reaching behind her back, Iris unzipped her dress and let it fall to the floor in a heap. She vaguely thought about how nice of a dress it had been. Before the blood, dirt, and tear stains it now sported, of course. She longed to pull on her pajamas and crawl into bed forever but realized a shower was the better idea. 

      Iris turned the water on and went back to her make-shift closet to grab a towel. By the time she stepped into the flowing water, it was lukewarm. The shower took her much longer than it should have as she discovered dozens more aches and pains that kept her from performing standard motions. 

      After the shower, Iris dried off and pulled on her pajamas. She found it too painful to brush her teeth, so she skipped it and struggled over to the bed—once more with the helping support of the wall. Iris crawled in and pulled the covers up to her chin. Sleep didn’t welcome her into its comforting arms. Instead, her mind ran at a million thoughts per second. She was too dazed to grasp at anything concrete.  

      One more point for me, she thought as sleep finally took her over.
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      A pounding in her head shocked Iris into abrupt consciousness. All traces of sleep disappeared. Pain clung to her like a too-tight superhero costume. She looked at the door. The pounding sounded again. It didn’t come from the door to her cell of a room. It sounded inside her head. Iris was in the Gallery before she remembered her decision not to engage any of her friends. She took a seat in the middle of the floor and waited to see who’d knocked. 

      “Dammit, Iris! Open up!” Cirrus’s muffled voice called. He banged on the door again.

      Someone knocked off to her left. She thought it came from Thorin’s door. A moment later he called out to her the same way Cirrus had.

      “This isn’t funny, Iris! We know you can hear us!”

      “Please, Iris. Open the door,” Aerianna pleaded. 

      “We know you can link us to your location,” Rowen yelled.

      “We can’t save you without your help, so let us in!” Rozlynd sounded pissed.

      Iris shook her head. She couldn’t let them in. Couldn’t listen to their words. Jaden had too many magic users at his disposal. They’d capture her friends in a matter of minutes. Or worse, kill someone. Jaden would torture anyone he captured in front of Iris and she’d have to teach him everything or be the cause of her friend’s pain. It wasn’t an option. Not wanting Jaden to know she was talking to her friends in any way, she produced another piece of paper and scribbled a new note.

      There are too many of them. You’d just become hostages. Hostages mean Jaden gets what he wants. Right now, he’s getting nothing. Please go. It hurts to hear your voices.

      She slipped the note under Aerianna’s door. A few seconds later all the pounding on doors and yelling stopped. It was followed by one last call of “stay safe!” from Aerianna. Silence surrounded Iris.

      Iris remained in the Gallery until the sound of a door handle clicking pulled her back to her physics self. She feigned sleep. Used her hearing to follow a few hurried steps in and out of the room before the person closed and locked the door. She waited for a count of ten before sitting up. A plate with a few pieces of bread and a pitcher of water were on the table. She moved with meticulous care to the table, drained a glass of water, and grabbed a piece of bread before pulling fresh clothes off a shelf and heading to the washroom. 

      The frigid water of the shower helped shock some life back into her mind but did nothing for her aches and pains. Iris peeked through a corner of the curtain to make sure the room was empty before exiting and taking a seat at the small table. She was halfway through the second piece of bread when Jaden slammed the door open.   

      “Have a nice chat in the Gallery this morning?”

      Jaden’s statement confirmed her fear. Even though the doors were blocked with physical barricades, they weren’t enough to keep all sounds out. She’d have to rethink the barriers and make new ones, but not until she escaped from Jaden. There was no way she could do anything with him connected to her magically. He’d know the second she started working on new barricades. 

      “You really think locking my door is going to keep me out of there?” he asked after it was apparent she had no intention of answering him. “Morrigan and Zarina are working on them right now. Once we have access to the Gallery, we’ll see how long it takes before you concede to my demands. You could save us the trouble and teach me what I want to know now.”

      Iris poured herself another glass of water and downed it before looking back at Jaden. Being as hydrated as possible in preparation for the beating she was about to incur seemed like a good idea. “No thanks.”

      Jaden overturned the table in his haste to land a backhand across the left side of her face. Iris turned to face him and received a second backhand. This one to her right cheek. She clenched her teeth and closed her eyes for a moment before refocusing on Jaden. He leaned down. Placed a hand on each chair arm. 

      “Do not think for one second you have any control here. You are under my control.”

      “Am I now? I don’t really see it that way.”

      His hand encircled her throat. As it squeezed, so did his magical hand around her heart. Blackness came quickly to Iris this time.  

      Jaden returned before nightfall. 

      “What did you do to our doors?” he roared as he stalked into the room.

      “I blocked them.” 

      “Unblock them!”

      “No.”

      “Now!”

      “Why? So you can go in there and destroy my friends’ minds?” Iris’s anger mounted. It failed to reach her frozen eyes. “You’re a fucking idiot if you think I’d do anything of the sort!”

        He screamed at her. Slammed her into the wall with a burst of air. Kept her pinned to it. Added pressure. Pulled her off the wall and slammed her into it a second time. He let her drop to the floor. 

      Iris tried to pick herself up.

      A foot between her shoulder blades forced her back down. He worked on her heart once more. Fire and pain burst inside her chest. 

      Iris screamed. 

      The fire turned to knives. 

      She couldn’t breathe. The pain overwhelmed her. He released everything. 

      Iris tried to crawl away from Jaden. Desperation filled her. She needed to flee. Had to stop the pain from returning.

      Jaden. laughed as he pursued her. His foot forced her down once more. The pressure increased. His voice was a torrent in her ear.

      “There are other ways to get to them besides through the Gallery of Doors. Shall we see how long it takes Morrigan to bring someone back? Who should it be? One of the twins? Cirrus? No. I think Violet will do nicely. Then we’ll see how quickly you heed my demands.” 

      With one final kick, he left Iris where she lay. The door closed a few seconds later. Iris rose to hands and knees that threatened not to support her weight and pulled herself onto the bed. She lay there for several breaths before sending her little self back to the Gallery.

      If you haven’t gone into hiding yet, go now. Jaden has sent people in search of you. Including Morrigan. Possibly Zarina.

      She didn’t have the mental capacity to write more. Iris slipped the new notes under the doors and fled her mind. She burrowed under the covers and sobbed into her pillow before sleep allowed her to forget the pain. 

        Iris woke trembling in the middle of the night. A noise outside her door startled her. She thought it might be Jaden coming back. She lay motionless. Listened with all her might for any sound from the small corridor outside her cell’s door. After a few tense minutes of holding her breath, Iris relaxed and looked up. 

      Moonlight flooded in through the small window. It reminded her of her lost freedom even more. A heaviness sank into her body as depression and a desire to trade this life for something new filled her. Iris longed to give up everything extraordinary about herself to live a normal, boring life. A life where she was not simply waiting for the end to come and hoping it would come soon.

      She continued to stare out the window. The light shining through grew in intensity until the moon slipped into view. An amazing sense of calmness spread through Iris. She focused on the white orb. The heaviness released her from its confines. Images of her friends’ faces flashed into her mind. She had a past worth holding onto and a future worth fighting for even if she didn’t possess it right now. She had friends to protect and new faces to meet. 

      She would hold on. Would take what Jaden gave her and pull through this. Or she would die. Either way, she refused to give up. Wasn’t going to give into Jaden and his minions or depression. Iris knew Jaden would be back soon, but she also knew she could withstand his torture. Filled with a kind of warmth, Iris watched the Moon’s progress across her window until she fell asleep. 

      Her screams shattered the sweet sound of morning birds as Jaden began his torture of Iris before entering her room. He appeared to have completed some research on old torture techniques. After making Iris feel like she was going to be pulled apart as if by four ropes, he switched to dropping hot coals across her exposed skin. By the time he left, Zarina had done nothing more than shake her head in the negative. The pain was excruciating, but Iris managed to keep her silence. He’d gained no knowledge from her. 

      Jaden’s morning visit was followed by a late evening one. He came in alone and overturned her mattress. Iris woke in utter confusion as her body fell through the air and slammed into the cold stone floor. There were no threats. No demands to learn how to get to Second Earth or discover where her friends were. Just pain.

      Some unknown amount of time later found Iris in fits of convulsions on the floor once more. Her body contained no more strength. Her throat was too hoarse for sound to escape. 

      “Where are they!”

      Iris didn’t respond. 

      “You know where they are. Tell me!” 

      He kicked her in the ribs. Iris’s body shifted from the force of the blow, but she had no strength left to react. Jaden kicked her again for good measure, threw his hands up, and stormed out.
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      Iris quickly lost track of the number of times Jaden put her through hell. He showed up when he wanted and laid into her for as long as he wanted. Each new session of unyielding pain occurred with her body still battered and bruised from the previous meeting. It grew increasingly more difficult for her to keep her mind focused on not letting anything slip as her body was tortured over and over beyond its limits. 

      It became even harder when first Morrigan, then Zarina stopped showing up to let Jaden know whether she said anything useful. Iris knew it could only mean one thing. Jaden was trying to make good on his threat to locate one of her friends to use as a hostage to strangle every ounce of knowledge from her. 

      She realized she was lucky he’d been told to accept her offer of surrender back at the Hotel Mar. Even started to wonder why he had accepted it. If he’d refused, she was positive he would have gained every drop of knowledge she possessed by now. Maybe even killed her afterward. 

      While they fed her and provided her with water, it wasn’t enough. Jaden never allowed more than a twelve-hour period elapse before he returned to the task of trying to break her. Iris’s body started to shut down. It only lasted a few minutes before going into convulsions and muscle spasms rather than full body thrashings on his next visit. The screaming hadn’t even lasted that long. Now she lay on the cold stone floor, tears streaming down her cheeks and body shaking uncontrollably even after Jaden released her from his grasps.  

      He discovered new ways to cause pain and added to his repertoire at each meeting. This round he realized how effective old Chinese torture techniques were. Iris couldn’t even contemplate the colors she would see after this session. She’d become his canvas of ever-changing colors. 

      Varying shades of blue, purple, yellow, green and red graced her body and looked back at her in the mirror. It was agony like she’d never felt before and the quickness at which her body no longer had the strength to react to the pain was impressive. And telling of how much longer she could withstand his attacks.

      Rather than storm out in frustration after his use of ancient Chinese torture, Jaden remained. He stood staring down at her. He reminded her of a scientist studying the results of his latest experiment. 

      Iris tried to focus her eyes on him. On anything. He walked around the bed and stood in front of her head. Her eyes unfocused as she stopped trying to control them. Jaden knelt down at her side, placed a finger under her chin and gently lifted her face. The movement brought her eyes up to meet his. His face solidified as her eyes worked once more.  

      She knew her fear and anger wouldn’t be betrayed by her eyes. They were frozen black orbs. Hadn’t changed color since shortly after New Year’s Eve when they landed upon obsidian surrounding charcoal. Not even the encircling rainbow remained anymore. The last vestiges of color disappeared the day she was brought to this room. 

      He tilted her head slowly from left to right. Eyes roving her face as he examined her features in minute detail. He brought her face back to center. A loose strand of hair clung to some of the sweat and tears covering Iris’s face. Jaden’s focus switched to the stray hairs. He brought his free hand up and brushed them back behind her ear. His face softened. A genuine smile soothed his features as their eyes locked once more. Jaden bent down and kissed her deeply.

      There was nothing Iris could do to stop him. No noise she could make. No movement of protestation to form. She was helpless, and he knew it. Iris fled the only way she could. Her eyes unfocused once more and she soon sat in the Gallery of Doors, gazing upon the blue light that reminded her of perfect blue eyes and a midnight kiss on New Year’s Eve.

      Iris allowed the soft blue light to wash over her like the warmth of a fire. It couldn’t heal her body, but it helped soothe her emotions and strengthen her resolve. She was at peace in the Galley and wished she could stay within its walls forever. 

      Only the tiniest piece of Iris’s mind remained with her body. It registered pain in the distance. She tried to ignore it. Kept her focus on the perfect blue light as a little more of her mind went to investigate where the pain came from.

      Jaden slapped her face. Both her cheeks stung. His voice pulled all her external attention to it. 

      “You’re a mystery, you know?” he said quietly. “Here you are—alone and friendless—suffering every day . . . and for what? What is it you are fighting so hard to protect? Where do you find the strength to carry on like this?” He caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. Continued speaking a few moments later.  

      “With your strength and my power, we could be invincible. We could be the rulers. You are so much stronger than Zarina. Once I knew how, I broke her in less than five minutes. But you? You I have tried to break for days!” He sat in silent contemplation for a few minutes before tilting her head. 

      Iris’s eyes looked past him into nothing. 

      “What do you see in there? What has your attention so captivated that you see nothing outside your mind’s eye?” 

      His final two questions were almost a whisper, yet they still demanded a response. Iris’s mind kicked into gear. A few of the words she spoke in the Gallery drifted outward to her physical form where they slipped from her lips.

      “Blue . . . perfect . . . warm . . . blue.”

      Jaden went very still. The subtle tilting of her head stopped. She felt him rise, circle around behind her and pick her head up before placing it in his lap. Gentle fingers caressed her head. Ran through her hair. He kept her face upturned, but her eyes still refused to focus on anything outside of the Gallery of Doors.

      “What’s blue?” Jaden asked in gentle tones. 

      “Light.” 

      “What’s blue?” he asked again.

      “Blue . . . door,” Iris said again.

      “What blue door? Where?”

      “Here.”

      He stopped stroking her hair. A shudder ran through his body and into hers. He changed topics.

      “How do I get to Second Earth?”

      Iris’s mind reeled at the question. She couldn’t tell him. “Not . . . can’t . . . no,” she refused to tell him.  

      “Maybe you don’t know how to get to Second Earth. Maybe.” He fell silent for a few moments. His hand returned to stroking her hair. The other one reached out and entertained her fingers in its. “How much power can one access?”

      “Limitless,” Iris responded in a whisper.

      “Impressive,” he murmured back.

      Cold leached into Iris’s body as she lay on the stone floor. Small shudders turned into constant shivers that grew in intensity. Her head was picked up. The warm, soft pillow it had rested upon was removed. Replaced by the unyielding, cold stone floor. Movement above her head helped focus Iris’s eyes. Pulled more of her consciousness back to the pain and reality.

      Jaden moved about the room. He replaced the mattress on its frame. A vague memory of his overturning it when he entered the room flashed through her mind. He topped the mattress with pillows and blankets and was soon back at her side. Not wanting to see what he wanted, Iris feigned sleep. 

      His feet scraped the ground next to her. Jaden raised her torso and cradled her in one arm before he tucked the other under her knees. He lifted her without the aide of magic and placed her on the bed.

      Jaden pulled the covers up and tucked Iris in. She listened to his feet retreat from her side. Iris chanced a quick glance. Jaden retrieved the chair from where it resided next to the small table. She closed her eyes before he turned around on his return to her bedside a second later. Jaden placed the chair next to the head of her bed, sat down, and took up the caressing of her hair once more. The door opened. 

      “What the hell are you doing?” Zarina demanded.

      Iris’s eyes popped open at the sound. She scanned the space around Zarina. She didn’t have one of Iris’s friends in tow.

      Jaden twisted around at the sound as well. He must have stared daggers at her, for Zarina brought a hand up and took an involuntary step back. He nodded once. Turned back toward Iris. 

      Iris closed her eyes before he discovered she was awake.

      Jaden picked up the caressing of her head and hair. 

      It took all of Iris’s will not to flinch away from his hand.

      “Weren’t you supposed to bring someone back with you?” he asked Zarina in a soft, pleasant.

      “They’ve all gone into hiding. Morrigan is continuing to lead the search.”

      “Good. Lucky for you, she’s speaking again. It turns out she simply needed a few memories sparked.” 

      He kept his voice soft. Light. Iris assumed it was to keep her subdued. His free hand took hers once more. His thumb rubbed the back of her hand. She wanted to pull away from its warmth. 

      Zarina came closer to them. “What did she say?” eagerness filled her voice.

      “Something about a blue light and a door. And I asked her about getting to Second Earth. She said can’t and no, so I’m not positive she knows how to get there. I asked her how much power one can control and she said limitless. I was about to ask her how to transform into my true form when you disrupted me.”

      Leaning closer to Iris, Jaden asked his next question. “How can I transform into another being?”

      Deciding this was the best way to get Jaden to stop asking her about Second Earth and give her body a much-needed break, Iris answered. She tried to keep up her cryptic, half-asleep phrasing. “Believe . . . see . . . become.”

      “You did it, sweetheart! You found a way to make her talk.” Zarina’s excited voice grew in volume. 

      Iris shifted at the noise. Jaden’s hand recoiled from her head as if she’d turned into Medusa. Iris stilled her movement. Curiosity at what else he wanted to learn took over. 

      Jaden stroked her hair once more. It took more effort for Iris not to flinch away from the contact this time. More of her mind had returned to her conscious self. The pain of her injuries intensified. She wouldn’t be able to maintain her ruse for much longer. 

      “How can I recognize another magic user?” he asked a moment later. 

      Iris decided this had gone on long enough. She fetched the rest of her mind from the Gallery. It didn’t want to come. Her eyes fluttered as she tried to force both halves of her mind together.

      “Sense them . . . sixth . . . feeling,” slipped out of her mouth before she could stop them.

      Both halves of her mind joined together. Iris opened her eyes and focused on Jaden’s face for a moment before the pain of the morning crashed in on her. Her whole body arched up in one convulsive motion. She gasped and collapsed into the bed as darkness folded her into its loving embrace. 

      Iris’s last thoughts were of wishing to never wake.
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      Iris woke and immediately knew she wasn’t alone. She could sense Jaden in the room. She squeezed her eyes shut as tears came unbidden to them. Forced her breathing into a deep, calming rhythm before gingerly sitting up. 

      No pain flooded through her body. Someone had healed a few of her more painful bumps and bruises, including her head and a few cracked ribs. Iris pulled her knees into her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She placed her head on her knees. Drew her brows together and looked at Jaden. She wondered what he was up to. 

      Jaden sat at the small table, leaning back in the chair. His left arm rested on the table while his right ankle perched on his left knee. The fingers of his left hand drummed a melodic tattoo on the tabletop as he contemplated her. It sounded like a band song. They sat staring at each other for a few silent minutes before Jaden stopped his finger drumming and broke the silence.  

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I had Zarina heal several of your more severe wounds. How can you teach me anything if you’re laid up in bed from the injuries you incurred? Now,” he said, lowering his left leg and leaning forward to place both elbows on his knees. “Down to business. I would like you to teach me how to transform into a centaur.”

      Iris continued her silent scrutiny of Jaden as she considered his request. There was no way her body possessed the strength to continue taking his punishment for much longer. Even with the healing. Teaching Jaden how to transform into his true self was on her list of things to teach everyone and it was basically harmless. On the other hand, if she taught him this, what would be next? She considered what he asked of her and wondered why the change in topic. Tried to remember what she’d said the previous night. 

      I was in the Gallery of Doors last night for quite a while, but part of my mind wasn’t. What did I say?

      He asked about Gemina Terra. I said can’t. Then he asked about power and transforming into his true form. If I gave him convincing affirmative answers on both—

      That must be why he’s changed his focus. I guess it was a good thing. If I teach him how to transform into his true form, there’s less chance I’ll let something else slip. It’ll give my body and mind a chance to heal and allow me the strength to last through another battle of wills.  

      “Okay,” Iris said before continuing her silent study of her foe.

      Jaden nodded. “Very well then. See, we can be civilized to each other after all, can’t we? Breakfast is on its way. You slept for almost twenty hours this time,” he added as he stood, a smile spreading across his lips. “Eat up and be ready in one hour. I'll be back then,” he said as he left the room, a new spring in his step. It appeared the not-stressed-out Jaden was back.

      Iris sat motionless for several minutes trying to recall anything else that happened the previous night. What else Jaden asked her. By the time someone delivered her breakfast, the only thing she remembered was an unwanted kiss which sparked memories of perfect blue eyes. 

      The smell of waffles, eggs, and sausage wafted over to Iris. Tantalized her into getting out of bed. She walked over without the support of the wall and flopped into the chair Jaden had vacated only a few minutes previous. A twinging muscle was the only sign her body wasn’t fully healed. 

      Iris removed the cover to the first warm meal she’d received since the dinner at the Hotel Mar she thought would be her last. She fell upon the food. Devoured half before she forced herself to stop. She replaced the cover, picked out a few clean clothes, and hopped in the shower. Fifteen minutes later she emerged with a towel wrapped around her wet hair and sat down to finish her breakfast.

      Iris rubbed absently at her chest before she realized the pressure point Jaden maintained was a little lighter than usual. Then again, there was a high possibility she’d simply become used to it. After finishing all the food, Iris wandered back into the bathroom to comb out her hair. She took a few minutes to examine her face for the first time in several days. 

      Most of Jaden’s canvas of color had mellowed out, but a few areas remained tinged with the hues of his handy work. She squeezed some toothpaste on the provided toothbrush and stared at her reflection. It took her a moment to realize her eyes were no longer the sooty spheres they had been but had lightened into grey globes. The change was subtle, and while no one else would notice, it was enough for Iris. She wondered if her rainbows would return with time.

      She left the bathroom for the second time and sat cross-legged on her bed to wait for Jaden. Less than five minutes later, she sensed his presence moving closer to her. It was the first time she possessed enough mental function to track someone’s movements. Her curiosity was further peaked as he appeared to be coming from a great distance though he was inside. Iris closed her eyes in an attempt to see where he was. A massive dining hall with tapestry-covered walls floated into her mind.

      A gentle increase in the pressure point situated over her heart stopped her breath. Iris opened her eyes and groaned. She hadn’t realized she needed even a sliver of magic to perform this task when her query was so close but it made sense. Now she had some explaining to do. As well as some more teaching. Iris sat in trepidation and awaited Jaden’s appearance. She bitterly hoped she hadn’t cost herself the respite from pain. The one comforting thing she noted was Jaden’s speed didn’t increase, and no one rushed into the room to subdue her.

      Iris kept her eyes open as she turned her head to look through different walls. Searched for Jaden’s aura. As he came closer, it became easier for her to pinpoint his precise location. Not long before he arrived, she felt as though he was directly below her, yet circling around her. It took Iris a few revolutions to realize he ascended a spiral staircase up to her room. It seemed she was in an isolated tower after all. She guessed it only had one door at the base. 

      Great, she thought ruefully. This is not something I want him to know. Too late, she finished as the door opened.

      Jaden walked into the room, hand raised. “I told you not to even think—”

      “I know. I’m sorry,” she interrupted him and hoped she wasn’t about to be punished for her act of stupidity. “I never realized I used magic to perform that trick. I’m sorry,” she added again. Her body tensed at the sight of his face. Prepared for pain. 

      “What trick?” Jaden asked. He placed his hands on the baseboard of her bed and leaned forward.

      Her brain switched into teacher-mode in an instant. “I was tracking your movement through this building . . . no.” Iris’s eyes unfocused for a moment. She cocked her head to the right as if listening to something. “It’s a castle. I’m sure of it now,” she finished, eyes refocusing on Jaden.

      He half-way made to stand up, as though startled by what she told him. “How can you tell this is a castle by tracking my movement through it?”

      “It’s more a . . . ” she searched for the word. “Sensation? No . . . impression? Yes, impression I get from your movements. For one, you came from a great distance, but you had to wind your way through several rooms of varying sizes. Then there’s this tower. It has a spiral staircase with one entrance at the bottom. I sensed you below me, yet circling as you came closer and closer. 

      “I combined all of these impressions and I think of a castle. It doesn’t feel like a modern building. If it was, I bet you would have taken an elevator up here. Then there is this room in general,” she gestured around her. “At first, I thought the stone simply a facade but after spending hours on the cold floor here and in the dungeon, I know it’s pure stone. So, I say castle,” she finished with a shrug.

      “If you gleaned all of that without using any magic, why did you try to?” Jaden asked. His voice hinted at being impressed but was guarded.

      Iris sighed. She’d have to tell him something if she wanted to keep him from reverting to torture once more. “I didn’t know I used magic before I felt you increase the pressure you maintain around my heart. I closed my eyes. It allows me to concentrate on the person I’m tracking easier.”

      “And?” He knew she’d left something out.

      “And sometimes, I can see the room they’re in. When I closed my eyes to see where you were, I got the impression of a large dining room with a long wooden table and tapestries on the walls. It added to the whole castle atmosphere . . . and it felt . . . right.” She looked at Jaden and her face fell. “I’m not explaining this well, am I?”

      “No, you’re explaining yourself perfectly.” An odd closed expression appeared on his face. “This is different than your ability to track a magic user’s location, isn’t it?”

      “Slightly, yes.”

      Jaden nodded. Iris could tell he was determining how to use this skill in his favor. “Can you tell me where Zarina is right now? Describe what’s around her?”

      “Can I close my eyes and search for her? I’ll need to use a little magic to see where she is and what’s around her.” 

      He waved his hand in permission and Iris closed her eyes. She breathed in and released the breath slowly in order to clear her mind and focus on Zarina’s essence. Iris let her mind wander about the castle. She found impressions of where Zarina had spent time, but couldn’t find her in the castle itself. 

      Iris opened her eyes. “She isn’t in the castle,” she said simply. “And I’ll have to use more magic to look farther.” With raised eyebrows and a slight turning of her head to the left, Iris wordlessly asked Jaden if she had permission to use more magic and continue her search for Zarina. 

      He gestured with his hand again. Indicated she could continue her search. Iris closed her eyes once more and broadened her mind’s search area. She discovered an area around the stables thick with Zarina’s aura and that of a specific horse. Since the horse wasn’t at the stables, Iris used both Zarina’s and the horse’s aura to search them out. 

      She found them several miles away. Iris switched her request from locating the pair to seeing what Zarina saw. An image of grasses ending at a bluff overlooking the ocean popped into her mind. The pressure on her heart increased. Iris opened her eyes. Jaden gazed at her, a triumphant look on his face. It sent a shudder up her spine. Iris wondered if more torture would have been the better decision.
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      “I saw it,” he said. “Flashes of the stables and rolling hills. And I saw them on the hillside. Zarina on Pallens’s back. I saw it all, but it was a little off. Distances were wrong. And the colors. Is that what you saw?”

      “Sort of. I see the impressions of things as my mind searches for someone. Their essence. I translate those into images of what I believe them to be. You probably saw the impressions my mind formed in order to translate the essence of each living organism into a picture my mind can comprehend.”

      “But Zarina was perfect. And the bluffs she and Pallens stood on.”

      “I know Zarina so my mind doesn’t need to form a representation of her. As far as the horse and the bluffs go, that’s when I switched my request from one searching for them to wanting to see what Zarina saw.”

      “Teach me,” Jaden said, an excited gleam in his eyes.

      “It’s difficult,” Iris began. At a look from Jaden, she rushed forward to explain the concepts before he lost his temper. “In order to see where a person is, you have to be able to track them first. The more power someone can use, the easier it is to locate them. It also becomes easier if someone is holding onto some power at the time you are tracking them. Or if they’re thinking about you,” she added and paused on that thought for a moment before continuing. 

      “The better you know someone, the easier it is to find them. It was easy for me to track your movements today as you are someone I know, are very strong in magical abilities, were probably thinking about me, and were holding onto some power at the time I was looking for you. I was surprised, I must admit, when I found you at first as you were much farther away than I anticipated.”

      Jaden nodded in understanding. “Would you be able to track Morrigan’s movements right now?” he inquired.

      Iris tilted her head and thought about it for a few moments. “Possibly,” she answered with hesitation. “Morrigan isn’t as strong in her ability to perform magic and she’s probably very far away. If I knew a general area, I might be able to find her, but there’s no guarantee. I also know it will take a large amount of power for me to locate anyone that far away, let alone Morrigan.”

      Jaden nodded at this statement. He took a quiet moment to ponder his next question. “What if it were Rozlynd?”

      “Rozlynd would be much easier to locate, yes,” she answered almost immediately. “But you don’t want me to try, I promise,” she added.

      “And why not?” Jaden growled. He gripped the footboard tighter. 

      His tone raised Iris’s temperature. Brought forth words without thought. “Because with the amount of power it would take for me to locate someone that far away and see where they are several things would happen.

      “One,” Iris started ticking her points off on her fingers. “I would easily discover where this castle is. I already know it’s a castle, and that water is close by, so my bet is on the island of Great Britain. Beyond that, I’m not sure. Two,” she ticked another finger. “Rozlynd is very strong mentally, physically, and magically. If I found her for you, you would be inclined to bring her back here and I would be inclined to fight you with her present.”

      Jaden’s face hardened at this statement. His knuckles turned white.

      Iris continued on. “And three,” she ticked another finger. “With the amount of power I would need to find Roz halfway around the world and see what she’s up to, you’d be hard pressed to keep me under your control. Even with your power wrapped around my heart as it is.” Iris stated this last point as a fact and suffered a magical slap to the cheek for it.

      Her head involuntarily whipped to the right. She grimaced, but turned her head back to face Jaden, left cheek stinging. “You asked me why not and I told you, plain and simple what—” Her head jerked to the left this time as her right cheek now stung as much as her left. Iris gripped the blanket in front of her. Turned to face Jaden once more. This time she stared at him and waited for him to break the silence.  

      He glared at her from where he still stood at the foot of her bed for over a minute before nodding his head once. “Fine. You can teach me how to locate them and see their location.”

      Iris gave him one small, sanctimonious nod. She decided it would be much less painful to start the lesson rather than tell him this was a skill she’d been honing for years—which made it harmless to teach him now. She’d probably have to deal with the consequences later. “Very well. Let’s begin.” She looked at the door. “How about you start with the man outside the door? He seems to have enough power, is holding onto it, and is close by.”

      “But I know he’s out there already,” Jaden argued.

      “Yes, but you can’t see him right now. See what he’s seeing. May I take an object to him you don’t know and you can see if you can identify it through his eyes?”

      Jaden’s eyes narrowed at her request. “I suppose you want me to close my eyes as you do this, don’t you?”

      “Yes. That would be helpful,” she responded. 

      He continued to contemplate her request. Iris sighed. 

      “You still have the hold over my heart. Why don’t you increase the strength of your hold and—”

      Jaden doubled the pressure he maintained over her heart.

      Iris drew in an involuntary breath as pain spiked in her chest. He grinned at her discomfort. She climbed off the bed and moved over to her closet. Iris paused. “He won’t kill me if I open that door, will he?” Worry tinged her words.

      Jaden walked to the door and opened it. Iris heard him talking to the guard outside but couldn’t distinguish his exact words. “No,” Jaden said as he strode back into the room. He left the door ajar. “He won’t kill you. At least not this time.”

      “Thank you.” 

      She waited for Jaden to take a seat at the table. When he was situated, he closed his eyes, and looked away. She removed a bright blue shirt from her makeshift closet. It would be in stark contrast to everything in the castle and therefore offer easy success on a first try. 

      Iris headed out the door to hand the man the t-shirt. She requested he drape it over the banister or hang it up on the wall in a place where he would be sure to see it. He said he would, and she walked back into her room. Closed the door behind her.

      Jaden opened his eyes as the door clicked shut. His eyes followed her as she retook her seated position on the bed. 

      “Ready when you are,” she told him.

      He nodded and waved for her to begin.  

      “First, concentrate on the person you want to locate. Think about them in as much detail as possible. Their physical features as well as personality. The better you are at recalling the person, the easier it will be to locate them. Personally, I like to close my eyes. It blocks out any visual distractions. But that’s just me. Do what works for you.” 

      As Iris gave her instructions, she followed them herself and took a deep, calming breath. “Next, I try to banish any wandering thoughts. This is harder to do—hence my closing my eyes and taking a deep breath. From this point, I let my mind wander but keep the person I’m trying to locate at the forefront of my thoughts.” 

      Iris followed her own words with matching actions. A familiar prickling sensation alighted at the back of her neck. She tried to banish it from her thoughts. 

      “I’m not seeking the person per se,” she began her instructions once more. “It’s more like searching for an impression of them. You may find a place they have been often—like Zarina and the stables—or you may sense where they’ve been recently. Those things are much paler. Softer. You’ll know you’re close, but not there yet. They’re also much harder to find and follow, so more likely you’ll locate the actual person first.”

      Iris stopped talking for a moment as she landed on the guard’s aura. She saw through his eyes and found he’d placed the t-shirt on the seat of a chair across the corridor from him. She opened her eyes before Jaden could see what she’d seen. He sat with his eyes closed and chin tilted toward the door. A look of mingled concentration and frustration played across his face.  

      “Try to feel for the person. Sense them. Don’t look for them. The looking will come once you locate them.” Iris stopped speaking to give Jaden some time to concentrate on the task at hand.

      “There, I can feel him. Just there.” Jaden pointed through the wall toward where Iris had seen the top of the staircase.

      “Good.” She kept her voice quiet, encouraging. “Now, focus on his abilities. You may need to hold a little more power, but concentrate on him. Try to place yourself next to him. It’s not quite like attempting to pick up on the thoughts he’s having, but close.” Iris grunted as the already uncomfortable amount of pressure in her chest increased. 

      Jaden drew in a lot more power than she thought necessary, but it was his first attempt. 

      “Look from his perspective. You won’t actually see what he sees, but rather get an impression. Maybe an object’s placement or color. Something . . . like . . . a—” she trailed off as the pressure around her heart increased again.

      Iris gasped for air. Sweat broke out on her forehead. “Jaden?” she asked gently in an attempt to pull some of his concentration back into this room. A buzzing grew in Iris’s ears. Blackness crept in from the corners of her visual field. Her heart was a soda can being squeezed by a strong man’s fist. It was slowly losing its physical integrity. 

      “Jaden!” she gasped desperately. At least, she thought she got the word out. Her lips moved. She’d concentrated on forming his name, but the buzzing in her ears swept away all other sounds including her own voice. 

      The tunnel she now looked through slowly closed. There was only blackness. Iris slumped over and lay gasping for breath. Her body convulsed like a fish out of water. All thoughts disappeared. She clung onto whatever remnants of life she could. Somewhere in the depths of her mind, she knew if she gave into full unconsciousness, she’d never wake up.

      The soda can imploded and she knew no more.
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      A pounding filled Iris’s chest. Magic flooded her body. The flow lessened. She gasped. Her body shuddered. She drew in a deep breath. Opened her eyes. They came into focus on Jaden’s face. She tried to sit up, but couldn’t. He placed a hand on her shoulder. She smiled weakly up at him while her mind struggled to determine where she was and why Jaden was here. 

      She couldn’t remember anything at the moment, but it was all right because her friend Jaden was here. She tried to ask him a question. Words failed her. Iris took a few deep breaths. Allowed her eyes to roam around the room. It was very cute and seemed familiar, but she didn’t know why. Her eyes came back around to Jaden’s face and she tried to speak again.

      “Where—” Iris swallowed. Tried again. “Where are we?” she managed in a whisper.

      “What do you mean where are we?” he asked her wearily.

      “Where are we? Where are Zarina and Rozlynd and Rowen? Where is everyone?” Each word was stronger than the last, but they were still uttered in a whisper. “What happened? I feel weird. Like I’m too weak to move.”

      Jaden stared at her in surprise. “You don't remember?” he asked gently. 

      Iris shook her head in the negative. He smiled down at her. 

      “You had an accident. You tried to use too much power and almost killed yourself like you did the summer before college. You were trying to teach me how to track a magic user’s location and see through their eyes. 

      “We’re in Europe and Rozlynd and the others are still at home. We have this beautiful castle to practice in. You wanted to see what Roz is up to, but you drew in so much power you almost stopped your heart. It’s a good thing I was close by or you may not have made it. I sent for Zarina. She’ll be able to fix you up much better than I could.” He smiled warmly down at her.

      “Thank you, Jaden,” she said. “I guess I owe you my life.” Iris closed her eyes and allowed sleep to take over.

      “Iris! Iris, wake up!” A harsh whisper filled her ears as hands shook her body. 

      Iris opened her eyes. It took a few moments for her to register that Violet stood in front of her. “Vi?” she asked groggily.

      “Yes. Come on!” she tugged on Iris’s arm. “Get up!” she pulled again. “We need to go. Now! Before Jaden gets back. Quick!”

      “Go? Why? Where?” Iris tried to think through a thick fog.

      “Shh. We’re going into hiding. Iris, please! Get! Up!” Violet stood up and tugged at Iris’s arms until she was in a sitting position.

      “Okay, okay, I’m up, I’m up,” Iris mumbled, voice still thick with sleep. She swung her feet out of bed and tried to stand up. Her head spun. She sat back down heavily. “Violet, I don’t think I can go anywhere. My whole body aches. I think I might pass out on you.” 

      Iris held her head between her hands. Attempted to stop the spinning. When it lessened,  she looked for Violet and noticed Zarina on the floor. “Vi,” she began in confusion. “What happened to Zarina? Is she all right?”

      Violet glanced back at Zarina. “I hope so, but we need to leave before she wakes up.” She moved to the door and locked it. Blocked it with a magical shield.

      “Why? What are you doing?” Iris had no clue why Violet would block the door.

      Violet froze. “Don’t you remember New Year’s, Iris? The party? Jaden forced you to choose being captured over us being captured.” 

      Iris drew her brows in and stared at Violet in bewilderment. She shook her head.

      “Don’t you remember all the pain he caused you? The endless hours of torture? Of screaming and crying just to sleep and repeat the whole process all over again? Don’t you remember anything?”

      Memories rushed back to Iris. She placed a hand on her chest. Jaden’s pressure point on her heart was gone. “What happened? I remember trying to teach Jaden how to track another magic user. Then . . . He tried it and pulled too much power into himself. Accidentally squeezed my heart so hard I think he killed me. But why did he save me?” Iris asked herself. 

      “So he could destroy everything. This world. You guys. And then my soul.” Iris looked back up at Violet and drew in as much power as she could hold. It was more power than she’d ever attempted to hold, but she wanted to make sure she and Violet made it out of this castle alive.

      A knocking came from the door Violet blocked. Iris wrapped the entire room in a barrier of magic so no one could enter. The knocking turned into a pounding. She looked to where Violet tossed Iris’s clothes from the closet into a bag and sighed. “Vi, I have more clothes, you know. I’ll just pick—”

      “No, you can’t. Not where we’re going,” Violet cut her off and finished tossing the last few items into what Iris realized was a pillowcase. She crossed over to the bathroom. Iris extended her barrier for Violet to enter the washroom. She heard Violet toss a few essentials on top of the clothes before coming back out and nodding to Iris. “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Go where?”

      Violet already held onto almost as much power as she could. She drew more flows into herself the way Iris taught her. It came nowhere near to matching the amount Iris held, but it was impressive nonetheless. Violet had improved her abilities in the last few months. Crossing the room to stand next to Iris, Violet opened a doorway, unceremoniously shoved Iris through, and stepped on Iris’s heel in her haste to leave the castle behind. The doorway winked out and Violet released all the power she held. “Now you create one to somewhere only you’ve been,” she told Iris.

      Iris complied with Violet’s request without a word. Her friend obviously had a plan, so she decided to go along with it. She created her double doorway magically etched with Faerie Glenn and stepped through to the greyish hues of pre-dawn at the top of Half Dome in Yosemite. Her legs sunk into thigh-high snow. The view helped calm her. She knew none of her friends had made the trek up the cables to see such a glorious sight.  

      “Now release all of your power,” Violet instructed Iris. 

      Though loath to follow this instruction, Iris did as she was told. If they’d been fast enough, no one would be able to follow them using any lingering magic their doorways created. Especially when they were both forming doorways and closing their minds and body off from the flows surrounding them in between each doorway.

      Violet nodded in satisfaction once Iris let go of every ounce of power she held and cut herself off from drawing in more. Violet filled herself to bursting once more and created another doorway. This time she held Iris back and stepped through first. Iris followed a moment later and discovered her high school friends waiting for her in a room she’d never seen. She sighed heavily. Moved forward to embrace them. Tears welled in her eyes, but Violet placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her.

      “Not yet. We need you to take us somewhere where Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan can’t find us. You choose where and we’ll follow.”

      Iris looked into Violet’s large, child-like eyes and searched for answers to questions she knew she couldn’t ask until they were all safely away. She stepped back from Violet. Drew on the limitless source of power flowing around her until she could hold no more. She studied each face in the room and focused on their aura. 

      The time she’d spent with Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan had allowed Iris to discover a subtle shift in those three’s auras and magic. She searched each face for a hint of the telltale sign indicating she could no longer trust the person. Her eyes lingered on the man’s face with the perfect blue eyes for a few extra moments before returning her attention to Violet one last time. 

      It was during this second scrutiny of Violet that Iris registered Violet’s eyes had lost their brilliance just as hers had. They were now a matted eggplant that leaned heavily towards black. But Violet’s aura remained pure. Questions would need to wait.  

      Satisfied that each person in this room still fought the same battle she did, Iris filled to bursting once more. She thought about Gemina Terra. Focused on forming the bridge between the twin planets. The golden archway surrounded by images of planets and moons, stars and suns, comets and asteroids, that seemed to shift and undulate as though it was a representation of the expanding cosmos solidified before her eyes. She opened the door. 

      On the other side greyness expanded outward, but at the foot of the door was the bridge of shimmery iridescence, wide enough for two people to walk across together. As she watched, the bridge extended into the void of grey to end at the foot of a second archway. Iris stepped onto the bridge. Footsteps and exclamations of awe followed her.  

      She reached the other side of the bridge in less than a minute. Stood facing the silver archway adorned with creatures only believed to be in fairy tales. Dragons, unicorns, pegasus, griffins, elves, faeries, and more danced across the surface that reminded Iris of pure moonlight. 

      Unlike the arch of gold, the arch of silver didn’t open as Iris approached. It required her touch. A slight brushing of fingers—almost a caress—was all it needed. 

      Iris stood back and let everyone else file through before looking back at the golden arch. She watched as the door at the far side of the bridge swung shut and the iridescent bridge receded. Iris backed up to the silver arch’s frame and waited until the bridge reached her toes before stepping through. Once her feet landed on the soft, green grass, the silver archway shimmered and faded away.

      Iris waited until it disappeared before turning to face her friends. Dawn broke behind her and she spread her arms wide. “Welcome to Gemina Terra,” she gestured to the area at large. Iris released all the power she held and collapsed upon the soft grass.
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      The man with the perfect blue eyes reached Iris’s side first. He gently lifted her head onto his lap as he knelt down next to her. She looked up into those brilliant orbs and felt safe for the first time since they’d kissed on New Year’s Eve. His aura felt even more inviting in person than it had been in the Gallery of Doors. A moment later Violet knelt down next to her. Iris turned her head to look at Violet and smiled.  

      “Thank you,” she whispered as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Thank you so much for saving me. You are a true friend, Vi. I’m so lucky to have you in my life.”

      “Are you okay?” Violet asked, voice thick with worry.

      “Just a little tired,” Iris replied as she felt a familiar stabbing pain in her heart. Her breath caught before she realized the pain had nothing to do with Jaden and everything to do with the stress of the last several days. “I just need to sleep.”

      “Bullshit!” Aerianna called as she approached. She stopped at Iris’s side and glared down at her.  

      Iris could feel Aerianna’s magic delve into her body.  

      “Iris, you’re a walking punching bag. What the hell did they do to you? I may not be able to physically see more than a few bumps and bruises, but I can feel the suffering your body experienced and I have no idea how you were able to stand let alone walk out of that prison with Violet.” 

      Aerianna continued to examine Iris’s body magically beginning at the tips of her toes as Cirrus, Rowen, and Roz gathered at her feet. Iris breathed a sigh of relief that Aerianna hadn’t started at her head and discovered the twisted mess her heart had been contorted into. She knew what she’d suffered, and she didn’t need everyone else to know. Iris sent half her mind to the Gallery of Doors, unlocked Aerianna’s door, and walked into her friend’s mind.

      “Aerianna,” she called. “Aerianna! I need to talk to you, please.”

      A few moments later, Aerianna’s little self showed up. “What, Iris? We were having a fine conversation out there. What’s going on?”

      “I need you to stop what you’re doing, say I need bed rest and heal me. I don’t need everyone to know more than I’m a walking punching bag as you called me. They don’t need to know, Aerianna. And I don’t want them to know. Please.” Iris locked eyes with Aerianna. 

      She nodded. “I’ll do what I can, but I think you’ll need Kylee for some of the more intricate, magical scars.” 

      “Do whatever you can. And thank you. See you in a sec,” she called as she returned to her body.

      “I don’t think there’s any lasting damage, but we need to get you to a bed. Now.” 

      Iris heard Aerianna say as she pulled the two halves of her mind together. It took more effort than usual. Her blinks became longer as she tried to fight off sleep.

      “I’ll take her,” the man she currently used as a pillow said.

      “Thank you,” Iris responded. She brought her focus back on her friends. “Gemina Terra is a haven for the moment, but Jaden knows about it. As do Brett and his Dad. Feel free to explore. Just make sure you arrive in that glade of trees by sunset,” she half-gestured toward Mothar Crann. “The elves will feed and accommodate everyone for the evening. Ask for Vitharr. Tell him you’re friends of mine.” 

      Iris looked up at the man who’d offered to carry her anywhere and found an elf looking back at her. She smiled at him. “It seems we were meant to find each other. If you would be so kind, I would like to go to Faerie Glenn. Its banks can be accessed by the oldest tree in Mothar Crann—the glade of trees the elves call home.” She gestured toward the massive grove of trees once more. 

      “Nimbus,” Violet placed her hand on the elf’s arm and whispered urgently. “Be very gentle with her. She’s much weaker than she appears to be.”

      “See you in a few, bro,” Cirrus said. Mirth filled his words. He couldn’t keep a huge grin from spreading across his face.

      The elf nodded and gently lifted Iris into his arms. He rotated her body in toward his chest and took off at an easy lope toward the indicated destination.

      “Nimbus,” Iris whispered once and snuggled into his chest. She allowed his warmth to wash over her. It reminded her of the blue light in the Gallery she sat in front of on several occasions.

      Iris drifted in and out of consciousness as Nimbus carried her towards Faerie Glenn. A coolness washed over her body. It pulled her from her slumbers. She looked up to see the ancient oaks of Mothar Crann shading them from the hot sun. Startled faces and whispers propelled Nimbus forward. A few individuals bowed to them as they moved deeper within the safety of the ancient glade. 

      The peacefulness of the trees lulled Iris back to sleep until Nimbus stopped. She opened her eyes once more. The largest tree in the grove billowed in the gentle breeze overhead. Nimbus laid her down on the soft grass at its base and placed her head in his lap. Faerie Glenn was a few hundred feet away. 

      “Home,” Iris breathed. She tried to transform into her true form, but all her energy and power were drained. She’d have to wait for Eireann and hope the queen of the faeries could help with her transformation. 

      Several elves gathered as they waited. Iris didn’t recognize any faces. Murmurs drifted forward from the back of the crowd. A white tiger parted the surrounding elves. Rustling leaves brought forth the descent of a pegasus and griffin. The three stopped in the small gap between Iris and the gathered crowd. They transformed into Aerianna, Violet, and Cirrus before rushing to her side. 

      “You should be out exploring.” A massive gust of air pulled her eyes skyward. It seemed Rozlynd and Rowen were scouting the area to make sure they were safe. 

      “Like hell we should. Iris, what did he do to you?” Aerianna asked in a lowered voice. 

      “Later Aeri, later. I’ll be all right. Just need to rest up a bit. Gather some energy back into my being. This is the best place for me. You’ve healed my body as much as possible. Now I need to rejuvenate my soul and magical abilities.”

      “I think you need Kylee. I did the best I could, but I don’t have her dexterity and precision. Parts of you are too damaged for me. How do I get home from here? I’ll get her for you.”

      “It’s not that simple. It’s taken me months to form the archways. I still can’t do it every time. It’s almost like the gateway between the twin planets won’t form unless there’s a great need. I’ll fetch Kylee and the others later. Right now, I’m going to sleep.”

      Iris’s desire to sleep was disrupted by the arrival of Eireann and several other faeries. 

      “Dear Iris,” Eireann knelt by her side. “You over exerted your magical abilities. We will take you to Faerie Glenn.”

      Iris nodded. Her blinks lagged once more. She forced her eyes opened and tried to point at her friends.

      “There will be enough time for introductions later. I will help you through your transformation.”

      “Thank you,” Iris whispered. She readied her mind and body to turn into her true form but Nimbus spoke and broke her concentration.

      “May I come with her?”

      Eireann took a few moments before answering. “You are not born of this world, but you are a part of it. It is your true home. Just as it is Iris’s true home. But you know this already. Iris is the link between your world and this one. As are you. I cannot help you with your size transformation, but elves are welcome in Faerie Glenn. You must speak with your own kind. Ask for Vitharr and the elders. Any elf will be able to direct you.”

      “Thank you.” 

      Iris felt lips press against her forehead. She opened her eyes. 

      “Sleep and heal. I’ll join you as soon as I can.” 

      Nimbus stroked Iris’s cheek with the back of his hand before lifting her head off his lap. He gave her hand a squeeze and moved toward the crowd of onlooking elves. Iris followed his progress until Eireann asked if she was ready to begin the transformation. Iris nodded and readied her mind once more. She closed her eyes to increase her concentration and felt a light tingling flood her body as it transformed into her five-inch faerie form. 

      Several faeries helped her onto an oak leaf. They lifted the edges and flew over the embankment into Faerie Glenn. Iris caught glimpses of other faeries, beautiful flowers, and a rose garden that faded from human-sized roses to faerie-sized miniatures. A light tinkling of water as it fell into a pool lulled her to sleep in the center of the rose garden.   

      As she slept and healed, Iris dreamed. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The expanding cosmos flooded Iris’s mind. Clouds of gas. Darkness. Galaxies. Solar systems. Stars. They all flashed through her mind in an instant. Honed in on the Milky Way.

      Shapes moved about in the darkness. The closest one brought together elements. Hardened them into imperfect spheres or large gaseous balls. 

      The dream focused further. 

      A single ball of gas and rock floated into view. A fast-forwarded sequence of the ball being struck by thousands of asteroids and the explosions of volcanoes sped the process along until a planet-sized body collided with the ball. The two became one. 

      The shape in the dark split into two. One gathered debris thrown into the surrounding space from the collision. Combined it. Formed the Moon. The other smoothed the Earth back into a perfect globe.

      The dream-sequence slowed. Early Earth had solidified into a planet with a single satellite. 

      Eruptions lessened. The Earth’s crust cooled. Water flooded the planet. Only the highest land formations remained above its fluid reach. Organisms developed. Single-celled ones. They changed. Flourished on sunlight. 

      Life expanded. Reached every part of the planet. Formed connections. Transformed into multicellular organisms. Oxygen formed. Lifeforms became complex. A single land mass dominated the planet. 

      The dream jumped forward. The shape surrounding the Earth became frantic. Something had gone wrong. The Earth froze. Many life forms did not survive. 

      Another jump. Trees dominated the skyline. The balance of the atmosphere shifted. Extinctions followed. 

      Time surged forward. Volcanoes erupted. An asteroid collided with the Earth. The atmosphere altered once more. Sea levels fluctuated. Life was almost wiped out. It clung to whatever it could find. Was guided by the second shape in the dark. 

      Time expanded. Stopped. Life continued. Evolved. A new species tried to share the Earth with the existing one. The weaker, older species didn’t survive.

      The dream leaped forward. Dinosaurs roamed the Earth. They grew in size. Ruled the planet. Were on a path to destroy it. The two shapes in the dark fought for control. It was too late. An asteroid struck the Earth. The sun disappeared behind a cloud of debris. More death followed. Few life forms survived. Sadness filled Iris.

      Time marched forward. Ancient mammals received their turn at life. They changed from small, nocturnal beings to large beasts that roamed the land masses. Pride swelled within Iris’s chest.

      The dream was on fast-forward again. Peace fell. The two shapes worked in unison. All things became connected on Earth. Creatures Iris considered mythical obtained the ability to link with that connection. Magic came into existence. 

      Humans rose up. A cycle of death and destruction began as the Earth tried to balance itself against the chaos of those living on it. Those who believed they possessed the right to command it.

      The dream slowed. The perspective shifted. Twin Earths floated in space. One a mere shadow of the other. Only one shape remained in the dark. Fear crept into Iris’s being.
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      Someone brushed fingers across her forehead and behind her ear. Iris opened her eyes. Nimbus looked down at her. She smiled up at him. Warmth swept through her body as a calmness descended upon her. She didn’t know why, but he made her feel as safe as Cirrus and Thorin did. He smiled at her. Something about him felt right. Like she’d been trying to draw him to her for a long time and he finally obliged. 

      Four faces came into view over Nimbus’s shoulders. Eireann and three faeries from the Elders Counsel looked down upon her. Iris made to get up, but her head spun and she collapsed back down. Nimbus helped her into a sitting position. Let her use his body as a back support. 

      “Take it easy. Violet and Aerianna said you’ve been through a lot in the last week and more.” 

      “Nimbus is right.” Eireann closed her eyes. Iris felt heat waves rush through her body. “You healed remarkably fast for how deeply you drained your magic stores. Now you need to eat and support your body.”

      Another faerie brought a tray of food and water. She handed it to Eireann. Bowed to the queen, the three elder faeries, and then Iris before flying away. Iris’s surprise at the gesture vanished the moment the tray of food was placed in her lap. Though she wanted to stuff half the tray’s contents in her mouth and wash them down with the glass of water, she restrained and took small bites and measured sips. No one spoke as she ate. It gave Iris time to dwell on her dream and formulate questions that would help her understand what she’d seen.

      “Thank you all so much. Without your help or this wonderful garden, I may never have recovered. I am truly grateful,” she said once she’d finished eating.

      “We did nothing more than allow you a place to rest. It is us who should be thanking you. We have been waiting for you. Hoping for you. You who will help us preserve our great world from Chaos’s terrifying grasp.”

      It was the best lead in Iris could hope for. “I had an interesting dream while I healed. There is another entity besides Chaos, isn’t there?”

      “Yes. Balance,” one of the three Elders said. 

      “But it wasn’t always so?”

      “No. Gaia was a curious young thing when she happened upon the Earth. She enjoyed watching it form and when an asteroid that struck it threatened to destroy the subject that had so fascinated her, she split her form into two and tried to mend her precious planet,” the second Elder answered.

      “Why remain split? And why the new names?”

      “The names represent their personalities,” Eireann supplied. 

      “Chaos liked being in control. It refused to become one being with Balance after Gaia split herself. It instead strove to be the lone cultivator of Earth. The task was too much. The planet too big for it. Chaos’s essence was strained too far,” the first elder added. 

      “Its designs shifted towards dominance,” the third elder continued. “And showed in its creation of the dinosaurs. They came close to destroying the Earth. Balance was forced to pull an asteroid on a collision course with the Earth. She hid several species of life before the asteroid struck so they—so life—would survive. The incident also brought Chaos back to being a positive contributor in the Earth’s continuation.”

      Iris thought about the responses she’d received so far. They made sense and coincided with the images she saw in her dreams. “How did Gemina Terra come to exist?”

      “Chaos did not like that Balance gave other creatures the ability to link with the Earth. It became jealous. Started finding ways to destroy any magic or magical being. Balance grew distraught and worked to protect us from Chaos. She used all of her power to create this twin to Earth and moved it into an altered time where Chaos cannot reach it. Through our links to magic, we were brought with,” the first Elder continued the story.

      “We have been safe here ever since. But Balance used so much power, there has been no calming presence to keep Chaos under control on Earth. Famine. Wars. Death. They have reigned on Earth for too long. Chaos has grown bored with how easily it can manipulate mankind. It has turned its eyes towards destroying Gemina Terra,” the second Elder explained.  

      “Several humans have traveled to Gemina Terra in the last several hundred years, but you are the first who has brought others. The first who has a link to Gemina Terra,” Eireann told Iris.

      “You’ve said that before, but not what my link is.”

      Eireann exchanged an inquiring look with the Elders. After three small nods, she explained the link she’d referred to.

      “Several hundred years ago, you were the Princess of the Faeries,” she motioned to the fountain off to their right. “And you,” she indicated Nimbus, “were the Elven Prince. You were engaged when he disappeared during an envoy to the Mermaids. Your body was never recovered,” she told Nimbus before turning to address Iris once more. 

      “You were devastated. Inconsolable. But when your mother passed unexpectedly, you became Queen and while your heart remained broken, you ruled your people well for decades until you vanished in much the same way as your betrothed. No one knew what happened to either of your spirits until you arrived here.”

      “The Elders’ Counsel has spent many hours in discussion and we believe you are the Queen of the Faeries reborn. It only leads us to believe that you must be the Elven Prince,” the third Elder told them. “You were taken from Gemina Terra to be born on Earth when the time was right for Balance’s armies to rise up. It appears your souls found each other once more.” 

      Iris looked back at Nimbus. Perhaps this explained why she felt so comfortable around him after spending only a few minutes in his company. She would have to contemplate it later. Right now she had five friends back on Earth who needed to be found before Jaden captured them. 

      “You mentioned Gemina Terra is out of sequence with the Earth. What did you mean? Does time work differently here?”

      “The two planets cannot exist in the same time as one another, so they are slightly altered in the times they survive in. It allows time to shift between the two planets and the travelers to have some control over it.”

      “Control how?”

      “You can choose what moment to return to Earth.”

      “I can go back in time?”

      “Not precisely. You cannot exist on either planet at more than one moment.”

      “So I can go back to Earth a few seconds after I left it even if I’ve been on Gemina Terra for a day. Years even?”

      “Yes, but the signs of aging will show.”

      “Does the same apply for Gemina Terra?”

      “No. We believe Balance left this anomaly for individuals like you to have a haven or place to train your skills without alarming your friends and family by being away for too long.”

      Iris nodded. She contemplated Eireann’s words and made up her mind. Before anyone could stop her, she stood, opened the archway of silver, and stepped through onto the iridescent bridge.

      “Iris! Wait!” Nimbus called.

      Iris didn’t wait. She shut the door behind her. Cut off anything else he wanted to say and kept him from following her back to Earth.

      Concentrating on the moment after she left Earth the previous morning, Iris walked toward the still forming golden archway. She focused her mind further and placed a hand on the door. It swung open into her room.  

      Iris released a sigh of relief. She’d convinced herself Jaden or someone else would be waiting for her. A glance at the clock showed it was half past seven on Monday. Classes would begin today. If she could get the rest of her friends to Gemina Terra in the next fifteen minutes or so, no one would have to miss any classes. The thought spurred her into action—which was good because her mind started to balk at how long she’d been Jaden’s prisoner. 

      She pulled more power into her being as she sent half her mind to the Gallery. There she unlocked Kylee’s door and knocked four times in quick succession. The door was yanked open less than a breath later. 

      “Iris?” Kylee asked through a thick yawn as she appeared from the darkness.

      “Sorry to wake you, but we need to go into hiding for a bit,” Iris said in hushed tones.

      “We’re already in hiding. We got your note. Don’t worry. We’re safe,” Kylee said quietly.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m at a cabin we used to go to as kids.”

      “I? Are you alone?”

      “Yeah,” she yawned again. “We thought it best to split up a bit. I’m alone, Gavin is with Sienna, and Thorin is with Kyxy. Before you ask, I don’t know where. We thought it best not to tell each other just in case Jaden showed up.”

      “Probably for the best. Show me where you are. I’m coming to you.” Iris waited long enough for Kylee to nod before returning to her mind in full. A minute later she opened her doorway depicting Faerie Glenn into a quaint cabin. She glanced around to make sure no one could have seen the flash of light and was surprised to see windows buried in snow. “Great idea to come to this place.”

      “I thought so as well. So, what’s up? Where have you been and why did we have to go into hiding?”

      “Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan were the ones behind the New Year’s party trap. Needless to say, they aren’t particularly friendly to us anymore.” She held up a hand to stem the remainder of Kylee’s questions from coming. “I’ll explain everything once we’re all together. Right now, I need you to take a look at my heart and see if you can heal it. Aerianna didn’t want to risk it.”

      Kylee’s eyebrows shot up. She motioned Iris over to the couch and waited for her to lie down before pulling flows into her body. 

      A sphere of warmth encircled Iris’s heart. It was much more pleasant than the knifepoint Jaden enjoyed employing. Iris watched Kylee’s face as she drew her brows together. The magic around her heart shifted. It tugged here, smoothed there and increased in warmth to help soothe the pain it caused Iris. 

      Iris grunted through clenched teeth. Sweat broke out on her forehead from the warmth and pain. She could see why Aerianna had declined to attempt healing her heart. The magic shifted once more. Became a sphere of warmth that moved throughout her entire body.

      Kylee searched for any remaining injuries. It paused a few times. Soothed and healed deep injuries Iris hadn’t realized were there. The warmth dissipated. Iris opened her eyes. Kylee slumped in on herself. She took a seat on the coffee table and shook her head.

      “What the hell did they do to you?”

      “He. And it’s not important now. Thank you. Thank you so much.” Iris sighed and took a deep breath. She hadn’t realized the extent her body still suffered due to the strain on her heart. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone else how much damage he inflicted.”

      “You’ve asked that of me twice now,” Kylee reminded her.

      “I know. And I can’t promise I won’t ask it of you again.” 

      They looked at each other for several long moments. 

      “Very well. And you’re welcome. Now what?” Kylee wondered. Her voice returned to its usual quick and quirky toned phrasing.

      “Now we need to get everyone together and get out of here. Do you have enough clothes for about ten days?”

      “No. I only packed for a long weekend. I’ve done laundry once already.”

      “Okay. Then the first thing we need to do is get back to your place and get you packed. I think it’ll be best if Kyxy is there at the same time. Come back here once you’re ready. I’ll go to Sienna’s place so I can watch her back while she’s packing. Gavin and Thorin can do the same for each other. He’ll be able to get back here, right?”

      “Yeah. Gavin knows this place better than I do.”

      “Great. Let’s head to the Gallery, then.”
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      Iris and Kylee reappeared in the Gallery of Door. While Iris unlocked the remaining four doors, Kylee examined the barricades in front of Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan’s doors.

      “Why not destroy them?”

      “Hope,” Iris said simply as she knocked on Thorin’s door last.

      “Iris!” Sienna entered the Gallery first. She crossed her arms and glared at Iris. Gave her head a quick toss that showed she truly was upset with Iris. “What the hell is going on? That note was bullshit.”

      “Agreed,” Gavin said on her heels. His usual smile was nowhere to be seen.

      Iris opened her mouth to explain, but two more doors opened.

      “Oh, it’s you. I was sleeping, you know.” Thorin said, yet he still caught her up in a big bear hug. “I’ve missed your charming wit and sarcasm. What do you mean by going missing for days and demanding we all go into hiding? It’s been rather inconvenient. You had Kyxy and me in a right fit.”

      Iris glanced at Kyxy as Thorin put her down. She averted her eyes but couldn’t hide the blush creeping up her neck and into her cheeks. Iris looked at Thorin out of the corner of her eye. He was smiling at Kyxy. The exchange made Iris happy, but reality pressed in on her once more.

      “Quick explanation. No questions. No arguments. No loud voices,” she added with a quick glance to Jaden’s door. Even though they were on the opposite side of the Gallery of Doors, he probably heard them talking. “Understood?” she asked as she stepped back so she could see all of them at once. After a round of nods, she gave them the same line she’d given Kylee. 

      “Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan were behind the New Year’s party trap. They’re no longer our friends.” She pointed to the three barriers surrounding their doors. “I need all of you to go home and pack enough clothes for ten days or so then meet at your childhood cabin,” she indicated she meant Gavin, Kyxy, and Kylee. “I’m coming to your place, Sienna, so I can take you. Thorin and Gavin, go to your places together and watch each other’s backs. Everyone got it? Good. Be as fast as possible. See you all in a few.”

      Iris made it to Sienna’s room before she did. 

      “You going to explain anything further?” Sienna asked the second she stepped into her room.

      “Yes, but not until we’re somewhere Jaden can’t find us.”

      Sienna looked at Iris for a few long seconds before nodding. She moved to her closet, grabbed a suitcase, and started throwing clothes in. “Any recommendations?”

      “You probably won’t need much winter clothing, but bring a few jackets just in case,” Iris said. She honed her focus. Searched out any other magic users nearby. The amount of power she held would surely be noticed sooner rather than later. 

      “I’m ready.” 

      Iris started. 

      “Man. What the hell did you go through?” Sienna shook her head slowly at Iris. Reached out and pulled her into a hug.

      Iris didn’t respond to the question, but hugged Sienna back. She released all the magic she held.

      “I need you to open a doorway somewhere safe.”

      Sienna complied without a word. The pair stepped through to a rustic looking room. Iris assumed Sienna and Gavin had been staying here.

      “Now release all the power you’re holding. Thank you,” Iris added.

      Sienna nodded in response.

      Iris pulled the smallest amount of magic possible into her being before opening a doorway to the cabin where Kylee healed her. She counted to twenty after stepping through then filled to bursting. She refused to be caught off guard if anyone tracked them down.

      Kylee and Kyxy sat on the couch, suitcases next to them, and granola bars in hand. 

      “Want one?” Kyxy offered. 

      Iris shook her head but Sienna held a hand out.

      “Thanks! I’m starving.”

      Tension built in Iris. Thorin and Gavin were taking too long. She needed to be doing something. Needed to take her mind off the thoughts of them being captured swirling around her mind before she went in search of them. She turned her focus to the three women in the cabin and took a moment to analyze their aura. None of them held the darkness Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan now held. 

      The beginnings of a doorway shimmered into life a half-step behind her. Iris gasped and took a few hurried steps away. She pulled more power into herself. Her heart pounded. Her body protested the additional power. The person forming the doorway was strong. Very strong. It was Jaden. He’d found her. Hands grabbed her shoulders. 

      “Breathe. It’s okay,” someone whispered in her ear. “It’s only Gavin. See the waves at the corners?”

      Iris nodded. She followed Kyxy’s words. Took a deep breath. Hadn’t realized how shallow it’d become. Her focus solidified on the man exiting the doorway. Thorin was preceded by a large pizza box and followed by a rolling suitcase. Gavin was a step behind him. He paused and turned to look back. Light flashed. A doorway formed. Morrigan’s aura filled the air. Something flew out of the still establishing doorway. It struck Gavin. He stumbled the rest of the way through his door.

      “Close the link!” Iris yelled. She wanted him void of all magic before Morrigan’s doorway fully formed. 

      Gavin complied. The doorway winked out, and he shut his body off from the flows of power that surrounded him.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Iris saw Kylee go to her brother. The smallest tingle at the back of her neck told her Kylee healed Gavin’s injury. Iris held her breath for a count of thirty as she waited for Morrigan to follow them, but Morrigan wasn’t strong enough to follow fading flows when the caster no longer held onto any magic. It was a blessed occurrence Morrigan found them and not Jaden or Zarina. 

      “Was that Morrigan?” Gavin asked, stunned.

      “Yes. At least, that was her doorway. The fact no one has followed makes me think it was only her. She could probably sense my magic through the open doorway. Jaden will be searching me out soon. We have to go.” Iris took a few moments to examine Thorin and Gavin before opening her archway of gold. “Everyone ready?” 

      Nods and murmured yeses allowed Iris to proceed. “Stay close,” she advised before opening the arch. Iris stepped onto the iridescent bridge and didn’t look back until she reached the silver arch that led to Gemina Terra. With the brush of a finger, the door opened. 

      Iris stepped aside so everyone could exit before her. She looked back to the golden arch and willed the door to close. The bridge receded. Iris backed through the silver arch’s door. Another two steps back upon the solid ground of Gemina Terra and the silver archway disappeared. 

      “Welcome to Gemina Terra,” she told the five stunned faces staring at her. Without further explanation, Iris walked toward Mothar Crann and the rest of her friends.

      Elves bowed to her as she entered the shade of the trees. More elves arrived as they moved deeper amongst the dense foliage. They were directed to the centermost oak where the elves held court upon platforms built amongst the massive branches. They crested the last few steps to the sight of a crowded platform. Faeries, elves, and friends from Earth greeted them.

      Iris breathed a sigh of relief. Her friends were safe. She was safe. It was more than she could have hoped for the previous day. She stood at the entrance to the platform while her friends greeted one another, introduced the newcomers to some of their gracious hosts, and shared stories about the last few days or exclamations of wonder about where they were. Iris didn’t want to end the happiness with her stories of reality. Instead, she smiled and focused on the joy in front of her. It brought an almost forgotten twinge to her eyes. She hoped it meant her rainbows had returned.  

      “Iris Faye,” a man whispered in her ear. “I believe you are the person I have been searching for. Someone I wish to know for a lifetime and more. Please promise you will never do anything that stupid ever again. I can’t have the woman I am falling for risk life and limb while leaving me behind to twiddle my thumbs.”

      “I can’t promise you any such thing and you know it. I won’t make a promise I know I can’t keep. It’s not fair to you and it’s not fair to me that you asked. All I can promise is I will have a damn good reason to take each risk and I will try to be better about informing my friends.”

      She turned and locked eyes with Nimbus. They gazed into each other’s eyes for several long moments. Neither wanted to concede to the other. For Iris, it would mean placing another at risk when she alone could solve a problem. 

      No twinges betrayed any of the emotions flashing through Iris as she searched his eyes for truth in his words. She saw fear. A determination born from a need to protect. And something else. Something familiar. It felt right. 

      With a sigh, Nimbus straightened up and broke their eye contact. “There’s no point in arguing with you, is there? Cirrus was right. When you decide something that’s that.” 

      He reached out and pulled her to him, tilted her chin up, and kissed her so deeply it left her breathlessly leaning against his chest, encircled in his arms. Iris closed her eyes and drank in his warmth and strength. He kissed the top of her head a few times. They stood locked in a moment of happiness she wished would continue for the rest of her life.

      “I think I’m falling in love with you,” Nimbus said so softly Iris wasn’t sure she was meant to hear it. How could he be falling in love with her when they’d only spent a few minutes together? Her doubts were put aside when he added, “I mean it,” and kissed the top of her head again.

      “How?” she asked as she pulled away from him so she could look into his face. “We’ve spent less than an hour together. A dance, the walk to Faerie Glenn yesterday, breakfast this morning, and these last few minutes. How can you love someone you barely know?”

      “I just do.”

      Iris shook her head. She tried to pull away. He held fast just as he had done on New Year’s Eve. She looked back up at his face and saw nothing but adoration. His free hand stretched out to caress her cheek. She leaned into it. The truth was, she felt the same way about him. And it terrified her. 

      The stakes were much higher now because of him. Brett. Mr. Moreno. Jaden. Chaos. How could she face any of them? She sighed, closed her eyes and looked down. She would face everything the same way she already had. Now there was more to fight for and a greater reason to survive.

      A procession of dozens of elves up the stairs she and Nimbus currently blocked brought Iris back to the moment. Trays of food, pitchers of drinks and mounds of dinnerware were placed on several long tables Iris hadn’t noticed earlier. She looked at the sky, it was much brighter than it should have been for early morning. She furrowed her brows. Looked for the sun through the thick layer of branches and leaves to give her any clue as to the actual time but couldn’t see it. 

      “How long was I gone?” she finally asked Nimbus.

      “Hours. Four or five, I think. I was going to ask what took so long. We’d all started to get really concerned.”

      “I was on Earth for less than thirty minutes. I’m still full from breakfast. Guess I don’t have this whole time travel thing down yet. I got it right going there. At least, I think I did. I have no idea how long Jaden had me locked up for. But it was about the right time of day and Morrigan was looking for us. Unless I went back too far . . . No. Eireann said that’s not possible. Perhaps—” Iris stopped at Nimbus’s soft chuckle.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “It wasn’t a bird-walk, but that roundabout, continuous thought process could rival Violet.”

      Iris smiled back. “You’ve got me there.” She stood on her tippy toes, chin tilted up for a kiss. He obliged and bent down to meet her lips with his own.

      “Hey lovebirds!” Cirrus called from the other side of the platform. 

      They turned to see all eyes were on them. Iris tried to hide behind Nimbus.

      “What?” Nimbus called back. At least he wasn’t phased by all the sudden attention. 

      “Come join us. Iris, I think you owe us a rather large explanation. Or,” he added with a grimace. “At least an epic tale of capture and escape.”

      “Right, reality,” Iris whispered into the back of Nimbus’s arm before stepping out from behind him. They crossed the short expanse hand-in-hand and stopped at the tables now laden with food. 

      Iris grabbed a plate and put a few pieces of fruit on it before waiting for Nimbus to fill his. The pair joined the group from Earth who sat in a circle off to one side of the platform. Several elves and faeries formed small circles of their own. Iris was grateful she wouldn’t have to tell her story to everyone present. Nimbus sat next to her in a way that their legs remained in contact. Violet plopped down on her other side. Their nearness helped calm Iris’s nerves so she could begin her story.

      “From the top?” Violet whispered in her ear. 

      Iris picked a spot a few feet in front of her, locked her eyes on it and started from the decision to go to the Hotel Mar for New Year’s. She didn’t leave anything out but downplayed the number of times and methods Jaden used to torture her as well as the pain. Iris also shared her thoughts and insights before and during her capture. How she knew Jaden wasn’t the one pulling all the strings and what that could mean.

      When Iris came to the end of her story, all eyes turned towards Violet as Iris had been unable to explain how Violet found and rescued her. “From the part where I went back into the hotel room and you stayed in the hallway,” Iris encouraged Violet much the same way her best friend had encouraged her. 

      It was Violet’s turn to be a bit nervous. Especially since the surrounding crowd had doubled during Iris’s retelling of the last several days.
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      Violet nodded at Iris, drew in and released a breath and began relating her side of the story at her usual, nervous pace of a galloping horse.

      “So Iris went back into the hotel room and left me as a tiny faerie in the hallway. She told me to stay in that form, so I did. I flew down the hall a few rooms and hid behind a door frame. I waited. And waited. I was about to come out of my hiding place and see if I could somehow get into the room when Iris came out. I was so excited to see her, I started to move towards her, but something seemed wrong. 

      “You were really tense. And your voice was off,” she told Iris before addressing the group once more. “I took a step back and peeked around the frame. Then Jaden came out followed by Zarina and I knew something was wrong. 

      “I followed them at a distance until they got in the elevator, then I had to wait for someone else to bring an elevator back to my floor. I tried flying to push the button, but I couldn’t figure out how to go up. I did later though . . . but I’ll cover that part when I come to it,” she added after a prod in the knee from Cirrus. “Anyway, I almost gave up hope and contemplated turning back into my human form when someone showed up and called an elevator. I snuck in and went down to the first floor with them. 

      “I got to the ballroom just in time to see Aerianna form her doorway and for her, Cirrus, and Nimbus to disappear. I thought about following after them, but Iris looked so dejected. I couldn’t leave her all alone. So, when Jaden created his god-awful doorway, I snuck through. Everyone was so focused on Iris and Jaden that no one saw me flying close to the ground—I’d figured out that kind of flying with Iris. I flew as far away as I could while still being able to see where they went. 

      “I watched them go to this castle close by. Once everyone was inside, I snuck around and looked for a good hiding place. I didn’t want to be inside in case someone stumbled upon me or noticed there was a magic user nearby, so I found a nice place in the stables. I lost track of you for the first few days but saw Jaden every so often. He was pretty upset, so I thought you must be alive. I’m so sorry you were locked in a dungeon. If I had known—” 

      “It’s not your fault, Vi. And there was nothing you could have done to rescue me at the time. I’m just glad you decided to follow after me from the Hotel Mar.” Iris smiled and gave Violet a sideways hug before encouraging her to continue with her story.

      “One morning when I snuck into the kitchens for some food, I heard someone say something about sending food to a tower for that girl. I figured it could only be you and since I’d searched the entire castle already, I knew where the tower was. The only problem was that it was now guarded. There was a window but like I said, I didn’t know how to fly up. 

      “It’s really hard! I don’t know how you guys do it,” Violet addressed the dozen or so faeries surrounding them. “I mean, it wasn’t easy for me to figure out how to fly as a pegasus, but this was way more difficult. I know you’re small and made for this kind of thing, but it’s really hard work. Do you guys take lessons or—”

      “Vi!” Cirrus had to yell to pull Violet back from her bird-walk. 

      Her face flushed red. “Sorry,” she apologized to the ground. “I got carried away again, didn’t I?”

      “Yes,” Cirrus smiled at her. He waited a few moments for her to pick up her story, but she seemed to have lost her place. “You were at the tower looking for Iris and trying to determine how you could get up to her.”

      “Oh yeah! It took days of me practicing in the stables before I finally managed to fly up to the window. Even so, I watched every day to see if Jaden went to the tower—he did. After the first time, I stopped waiting at the bottom for him to come out. I couldn’t stand hearing your screams,” her voice softened. Lost its strength and speed.

      Violet turned toward Iris. “I wanted to come and help, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t get to you and I couldn’t change back into my human self because you said giving him hostages would be the worst thing ever. And I couldn’t use magic because then someone would probably find me and then we’d be back at the whole hostage thing again.” Violet stared at Iris for a few seconds, mouth open but no words coming out. She shook her head and stared at the ground in front of her before continuing.  

      “I wanted to save you. I really, really did. You sounded like you were in so much pain. I’m sorry I stayed away and I’m even more sorry it took me so long to figure out how to fly. I wanted to help. I swear I did.” 

      Violet’s voice cracked. Tears streamed down her face. Cirrus hugged her to him. Iris rubbed Violet’s back and tried to soothe her as well.

      “Vi,” she said only loud enough for her and Cirrus to hear. “You did the right thing. I’m not mad at you and I don’t blame you for what happened to me. I’m grateful to you. We’d both be locked in that tower now if you’d changed back into a human or tried to rescue me earlier. Please stop crying.”

      Violet nodded and took a long shuddering breath to calm herself down. She pulled away from Cirrus enough for Iris to give her a big hug. Iris added, “I am forever in your debt,” before releasing her best friend and rejoining the comfort of Nimbus’s arm.

      Another breath and a few wipes of her eyes later, Violet was ready to finish her story. “Like I said, I practiced for days in the stables, only stopping every so often to follow Jaden’s movements. I knew you were still alive because he kept going to the tower. He became more pissed off after each trip. The time between his trips shortened and his anger increased. It spurred me on to try harder. Finally, I managed to fly to the top of the rafters in the stables in one go.

      “After I did it several times in a row, I felt I was ready. Then it became a matter of finding a time when Jaden wasn’t in or around the tower. Morrigan and Zarina had left by that point and I knew through conversations with Cirrus that everyone was in hiding and safe. After Zarina left, Jaden started spending more time in the tower. Sometimes he’d come down for less than an hour and go back up. 

      “I thought I had my chance one night. I waited for him to go to bed and then flew to the window, but he showed up a few minutes later. I thought he sensed me. It scared me so much, I flew back to my hiding place in the stables and waited for him to come find me, but he never did.

      “Jaden was beyond pissed at that point. He took his bad mood out on Iris. But then something changed. He stopped using magic but didn’t leave the tower. I risked flying up to the tower to see what was going on and he was caressing your head and asking a bunch of questions that you sort of answered, but not really. 

      “I decided it was too risky to leave. You looked so beaten. Almost broken. I think you might have been. Then a doorway formed at the base of the tower and Zarina stepped out. She was a bit upset with Jaden’s closeness to you but got over it after you continued to give them cryptic information. He told her to heal you and they had a big argument about it. If he hadn’t been maintaining his magical connection with you, I could have gotten you out then and there. Finally, she conceded to heal you. Jaden stayed in your room all night. I found a niche in one of the support beams and stayed as well. 

      “The next morning you guys were civil to each other. You already covered the whole starting to teach him part and his squeezing your heart too hard. He yelled at someone to find Zarina, then tried to heal you himself by flooding your body with power. He said he wasn’t finished with you and you weren’t supposed to die until he decided.”

      “What?” Iris tried to interrupt as fire seared through her body. Nimbus placed a hand on hers. She swallowed her anger. Motioned to Violet to forget her outbreak and continue with the story.

      “Anyway,” Violet rushed forward. Iris could tell she wanted to get past the unpleasantness of that thought as quickly as possible. “Somehow he jump-started your heart. You were really foggy when you came to. You didn’t remember anything about being captured or tortured or where you were. He told you a few lies about what had happened and you fell asleep. Zarina showed up a few minutes later, healed you better than he had and stayed behind while Jaden left. It was the happiest I think I’ve ever seen him. It was really disturbing. 

      “It took me a few minutes, but I realized he no longer maintained his magical connection to you. Then he left through a doorway once he got to the bottom of the tower. I figured this was the only chance I’d get, so when Zarina got up to ask something of the guard in the hall, I flew in, hid under the bed, and hit her in the head with a brick of air. It wasn’t strong enough to knock her out, so I got out from under the bed, changed back into myself and hit her again. I caught her before she fell to the floor, gently laid her down, locked and barricaded the door. Since no one rushed in, I assumed they couldn’t tell if someone was using magic or not. 

      “I probably should have thought of that before. What if they could tell when someone used magic? Then we’d both be there still. Man, that was a serious oversight on my part.”

      “One that paid off,” Iris grinned at her.

      “Guess I got lucky. You kind of covered the rest. I woke you up, reminded you where you were, and then we got the hell out of there and met up with Cirrus and everyone. And, well, you all know the rest,” she mumbled to the floor.

      “What about the rest of you? What did you all do?” Iris asked the group at large. 

      “Hid,” Thorin shrugged. “Got bored, to be honest.”

      “Ass,” Iris shot back at him.

      “We were worried sick over you! What do you think we did? A note telling us to go into hiding and then nothing? For days! Who’s the real jerk?”

      “That’s enough,” Kyxy bumped shoulders with Thorin. “It’s not her fault your roommate is an even bigger ass than you are.”

      “You going to tell us what the plan is?” Sienna asked.

      “Tomorrow,” Nimbus answered before Iris could formulate a response. 

      “And you are?” Kylee asked.

      “My brother,” Cirrus supplied.

      “Cool. Care to explain that one?” Kylee clearly wasn’t going to settle for a quick explanation.

      “Later,” Nimbus said. He stood up and addressed everyone on the platform. “We would like to thank our gracious hosts, the elves, for allowing us this place of sanctuary. We wish not to be a burden on your wonderful people and request that you ask of us what you will. We will answer each question to the best of our abilities and give nothing but truths. If there is some reason we are unable to answer a particular question, we will let you know and beg you will accept our reasons and sincerest apologies for not answering it. 

      “We hope to create a wonderful and beneficial relationship with all the peoples and creatures of this world and hope that the elves and faeries will help us understand Gemina Terra as we help you understand Earth.” Nimbus bowed at the waist, right fist to heart, to the gathered elves and faeries. He remained bent over until Vitharr spoke. 

      “We welcome all of you to Gemina Terra and bid you stay as long as you desire. I am sure we can learn much from each other, but that can wait. Now is a time for speaking with friends and of happy reunions. Come, we have prepared a feast for all and hope you will join us and enjoy.” 

      The gathered elves, faeries and humans rose in ones and twos. They were shown to the same massive tables as earlier. Here they found a wide variety of food laid out. Most consisted of fruits and vegetables they were familiar with from Earth. Every so often there were items that, while they smelled delicious, were odd in appearance and unknown to those from Earth. They took plates and grabbed utensils and filled them with food before heading back onto the larger platform to mingle with the peoples of Gemina Terra.  

      Everyone ate and spoke late into the evening. Iris felt truly safe and at ease. A lovely sense of calm emanated throughout the ancient grove of trees and its inhabitants. On top of that, Jaden didn’t know how to get to this wonderful planet and therefore Chaos could not bother them or affect their lives for the short time they remained on Balance’s beautiful gift. Except through the Gallery of Doors. 

      Iris moved off to the side and sent half her mind to the Gallery of Doors where she worked on putting up more defenses. Including a sound barrier. While Jaden couldn’t reach them here physically, she had no idea if he’d be able to reach her and her friends mentally. What she did know was he’d be livid at her escape as well as her quick removal of her friends from Earth and therefore his grasp. 

      She knew he’d focus all of his efforts on his door in her mind and attack as soon as possible. It was the only option left to him. She hoped she’d be able to survive his mental attack just as she had survived his physical attack. Iris also knew she needed to prepare her friends for a war she hoped she never had to fight. It appeared to be inevitable no matter how hard she tried to keep it at bay.  

      In the morning, Iris thought as her smile at her friends’ enjoyment faded from her lips. I can start training them in the morning and bring them up to scratch much quicker here than I ever could on Earth. In the morning, we become an army for Balance rather than a group of friends with extraordinary powers.
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      An ear deafening boom filled Iris Faye’s head. Her little self clapped hands over her ears in the Gallery of Doors. Her physical self flinched where she stood on the large meeting platform tucked amongst the branches of the oldest tree in Mothar Crann on Gemina Terra. A few of her friends paused in their conversations with elves and faeries. Several sought her out. They raised or furrowed eyebrows at her in surprise. A few even mouthed what was that? She shook her head at them. Waved a hand to say everything was fine. But everything wasn’t fine. It was far from it.

      Before another boom could reverberate throughout the Gallery of Doors and turn her already splitting headache into a migraine, Iris threw a new sound barrier over Jaden’s door. Her first attempt at assuring he, Zarina, and Morrigan weren’t able to hear anything going on in the Gallery already failed. It turned out she couldn’t request a sound barrier remain without being present and actively maintaining it.

      A soft thunk proved the lining on the new barriers in front of Morrigan’s and Zarina’s doors worked. She was positive they were using similar amounts of force as Jaden exuded on his door but she’d already fitted their doors with new barricades—complete with acoustic foam. A quick succession of thuds told her all three of her former friends attempted to break into the Gallery.

      Unfortunately, she’d made so much noise while fitting Zarina’s into place that her onetime friend noticed. A few minutes later, Jaden’s muffled voice called to her through his locked door. When she didn’t respond, he took it upon himself to test the barricade blocking him from entering the Gallery of Doors. Iris was more than a little perturbed at him.

      “At least you got Morrigan’s up without making too much noise,” she told herself. “Successfully replacing two out of three isn’t bad.”

      Jaden’s door vibrated. The only sign he’d tried breaking through it once more. Iris lessened the sound barrier she maintained around his door. She needed to hear enough to know when he got bored and stopped testing the integrity of her work. She hoped it would be soon. Exhaustion was taking over. She wouldn’t be able to sustain the sound barrier she held in place much longer. When a soft thud indicated Jaden’s most recent attempt to break into the Gallery, Iris relaxed a little. Allowed more of her subconscious to join her conscious mind.

      She stood off to the side of the gathering platform in Mothar Crann and smiled at the sight of her friends mingling with the elves and faeries of Gemina Terra. They were the reason she would keep her vigil in the Gallery of Doors. Melancholy washed over her at the thought of the three missing friends and the precautions she now took against them.

      Violet looked at her from where she and Cirrus spoke with a large contingency of young elves. She raised an eyebrow at Iris who shook her head and gestured to her temple. Violet nodded. Iris was thankful she didn’t need to explain anything.

      A door in the Gallery opened behind her little self. She didn’t turn to see who it was. Violet joined Iris where she stood in front of Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan’s doors.

      “You almost done with whatever you’re doing?”

      “Getting there,” Iris lied.

      Another soft thud hit Jaden’s door. It didn’t vibrate as much. He appeared to be losing interest.

      “What was that?” Violet asked.

      “Jaden,” Iris said simply.

      A loud smack made Iris change her mind about his attention span. He hadn’t lost interest—he was frustrated at her.

      Good, she thought. I’m none too pleased with you either. She made a few adjustments to the sound barrier she’d placed around his door.

      “Why the sound barrier?”

      “Because without it he’d be giving me a migraine from all the banging and knocking. He’s relentless.” Iris saw confusion cross Violet’s face. So she answered the unasked question. “I made too much noise earlier. They heard me adjusting the barricades around their doors.”

      “Ah. Is there sound proofing around their doors?” Violet gestured to Morrigan’s and Zarina’s doors.

      “Yes. I managed those two before the three of them figured out I was messing with the barricades.”

      “Why did you add the soundproofing in the first place?”

      “Because he knew when people tried talking to me through the doors while I was his prisoner.”

      “Creepy.”

      “Very. I figured if he could hear us, I’d be able to hear him. I decided having his voice in my head was a bad idea, so this is my solution.”

      “Makes sense. Do you want some help? Or are you ready to come back to your physical self?”

      “I’m fine. Have to wait for him to stop testing the integrity of the barricade so I can slip a new one into place.”

      “I can create a new one and slip it in place for you. You can’t stay in here forever.”

      “Thanks, but I’m good. I’d rather stay here and make sure he doesn’t break through.”

      “Then you’re still his prisoner. If you can’t leave here and are always afraid he’ll destroy your barricades, then he wins.”

      “You don’t understand. If he makes it into the Gallery, he’ll be able to access all of your minds not just mine.”

      “Yes, and when we go back to Davis, he knows where we live. Where we practice magic. Our majors. Where we work. Our favorite restaurants. Where we like to study or go to relax. He can attack us anywhere,” Violet told her.

      Iris clenched her fists. Violet was right. Everyone was vulnerable all the time. She needed to figure something out. A way to protect everyone. To prepare them and make them stronger magic users. Vi halted her thought process.

      “You won’t be able to protect all of us every second of every day. But you’ve taught us how to protect ourselves. If he tries to break into the Gallery, you’ll know about it first. Unless he can blast his door open and block you from entering the Gallery at the same time, you’ll be able to get here in time. Remember, we understood—understand—the risks associated with learning and using magic. And we’re still with you.”

      Iris nodded and looked at Violet for the first time. She was right. If Iris let fear consume her, she was no better off than she’d been when under Jaden’s control. She’d done everything possible to keep him out of the Gallery besides destroy the three doors—something she wasn’t willing to do yet.

      “I’m still afraid of something happening to you guys but you’re right. I can’t let fear control me. Tomorrow we’ll start a training regime.”

      “Tomorrow. Not tonight. Come on, let’s get back to our friends.”

      Iris looked at Jaden’s door. He hadn’t smacked it in a few minutes, but something told her he still stood on the other side. She needed to leave part of her mind here to maintain the sound barrier.

      “Okay. Thanks, Vi.”

      “Of course!” She gave Iris a huge hug, and the pair moved toward their respective doors. Iris waited for Violet’s door to close before sending as much of her mind to join her conscious self as possible while still leaving enough in the Gallery to keep the sound barrier around Jaden’s door intact.

      Once most of Iris’s mind entered reality, she glanced around the platform. Violet caught her eye. Waved for Iris to join her and Cirrus with their group of elves. Iris smiled and shook her head. She was content to watch the surrounding happiness. Not to mention exhausted and unsure she could pay attention enough during any conversation to be polite. Even with most of her mind present. She tried and failed to stifle a yawn. Her energy stores were almost depleted.

      Cirrus caught her eye and grinned. He looked around, spotted his brother with Vitharr, and joined the pair. A few moments later all three of them looked in her direction. Nimbus gave her a soft smile. Warmth bloomed in Iris’s chest and eyes. Nimbus said something to Vitharr and bowed before walking across the meeting platform to join her.

      “Tired?”

      “Very,” Iris agreed.

      Nimbus wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her head. Iris relaxed into his arms. Allowed a sigh escape her lips at the sense of security emanating from his being. He felt right. Familiar.

      “Vitharr is sending someone to show us where we can sleep,” Nimbus added as he squeezed her closer to him.

      “Sleep sounds wonderful. Should we gather everyone together?”

      “Cirrus is taking care of that.”

      Iris looked across the platform at the people mingling and saw her friends wrapping up conversations before joining her. A few moments later, an elf approached them. He bowed to Nimbus.

      “If you would all follow me, I will show you to your sleeping quarters.”

      Everyone grabbed bags and suitcases from the corner they’d piled them in and joined their guide. Nimbus took the pillow case Violet used to toss Iris’s stuff in from her before taking her hand. The twelve friends from Earth followed their guide as he crossed several bridges hung between the thick branches of the ancient oaks. Iris heard several admiring comments about the surrounding grove and infrastructure.

      “This oak has been chosen for you all to stay in as long as you wish.”

      “I hope we are not displacing any elves to stay here,” Nimbus told their guide.

      “No. This tree is reserved for guests or those awaiting their permanent homes be built. It has three levels moving up the branches with three units on the lower two levels and a single unit at the top level attached to a meeting platform. If you would follow me, I will show you the first accommodation.”

      Iris looked up the tree as their guide spoke. The units were attached to the tree’s trunk or settled amongst sturdy branches. As she entered the first unit, it’s resemblance to a studio apartment struck her.

      Inside there was a large, low bed that looked very inviting, a table with a washbasin, a set of drawers, a pair of chairs, and a curtained off area that must have contained the washroom. The room held no cooking facilities which made it seem more like a treehouse hotel room rather than a studio apartment, but there seemed no reason for a cooking area since they had no supplies and had thus far been invited to spend each meal with the elves on the large meeting platform.

      “Who would like to stay here?” their guide asked after everyone took a moment to examine the unit.

      All eyes turned toward Iris. She stared back at them. Her mind too exhausted to decide. Thankfully, Thorin spoke up.

      “We will.”

      Iris looked at him and noticed for the first time he and Kyxy were hand in hand. She wondered if their relationship solidified during the New Year’s fiasco. It brought a smile to her face. She caught Thorin’s eye. He grinned back at her. His eyes flashed to Nimbus and back to her. Heat pooled in her cheeks. In that moment, all her lingering feelings for Thorin disappeared. She was happy for him. And for Kyxy.

      They left Thorin and Kyxy and followed their guide to the next unit. Gavin and Sienna took it while Kylee entered the final unit on the lowest level with a wave of her hand. As the remaining friends walked up a staircase that wrapped around the base of the oak tree, Cirrus caught up to Nimbus.

      “You two should take the top unit. I suspect you have more right to it than the rest of us.”

      “How do you figure?” Nimbus asked over his shoulder.

      “You’re an elf and she’s The First.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by that but if you insist—”

      “I do.”

      “Thank you, then.”

      “Of course,” Cirrus said as they crested the stairs.

      “Have a pleasant evening, everyone,” Aerianna bid as she walked in the first unit with no prompting.

      “Good night, guys,” Rozlynd and Rowen said before heading left around the tree to the second unit.

      Violet, Cirrus, Nimbus, and Iris followed their guide right to the third unit and a set of stairs leading to the upper level.

      Before Violet and Cirrus disappeared into their sleeping quarters, Iris pulled Violet into a hug. “Thank you again. I mean it. I owe you my life.”

      “You’re welcome and no, you don’t. Sleep well,” Violet added as they broke apart.

      “You too. Night, Cirrus.”

      “Night guys.” He smiled at them and closed the door.
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      Nimbus waited for Iris to follow their guide to the uppermost level. He led them across the meeting platform to the final sleeping unit. Even from the outside, Iris could tell it was larger than the ones below. Their guide held the door open and allowed her and Nimbus to enter before him. He gave them a few minutes to take in the two-bedroom apartment with its large sitting area at the front before speaking to Nimbus.

      “Will you need anything else, my lord?”

      “No. Thank you. The elves are too kind in their hospitality. There is nothing else we desire tonight. We thank you and wish you a peaceful evening,” Nimbus added with a bow.

      Their guide returned the bow and took his leave. Iris moved to a window and looked out upon the upper canopy of the magic-imbued oak grove that was Mothar Crann. Lights sparkled amongst the dense foliage. It was stunning, but her mind was too preoccupied by the lack of activity within the Gallery of Doors to appreciate the beauty laid out before her.

      Iris sent more of her mind to join her little self. She had to create and place a new barricade in front of Jaden’s door before going to bed. Her tired brain kicked into gear. It called more of her conscious self to it. She formed a new barricade with acoustic foam while maintaining the sound barrier around Jaden’s door and current barrier. Once satisfied the new barricade was ready, Iris prepared to exchange one barrier for the other.

      In quick succession, she dropped the sound barrier, removed the current barricade, and slid the new soundproof barricade into place. Iris slumped forward at the effort. Leaned on the windowsill for support as she secured the new barricade in place. Her body trembled at the amount of power she used. She hadn’t fully recovered her energy stores.

      As Iris maintained her grip on the windowsill to keep her body upright, her little self circled Jaden’s door in the Gallery. Ensured the barrier was properly welded in place. A hand alighted on her shoulder as her little self started a second circuit of Jaden’s door. Iris flinched. Pulled away from the touch.

      “Iris? Are you all right?”

      She turned toward the voice. It was Nimbus. His brows creased in concern for her. She tried to recall what he’d asked her as she completed her scrutiny of Jaden’s new barricade. Iris blinked. Her brain couldn’t cope with her consciousness being split anymore. She summoned her entire mind from the Gallery.

      “Yes. I’m all right. Just tired. And . . .” her eyes focused on the ground. She didn’t know how to explain her current feelings.

      “And we barely know each other?” Nimbus supplied.

      Iris nodded without realizing what she agreed to. Her eyes remained fixated on the ground.

      “It’s all right. How about we talk for a few minutes? Then I’ll go sleep in the other room.”

      “Okay,” Iris whispered.

      Nimbus pulled her into a tight hug. He kissed the top of her head before releasing her and taking her hand in his. Iris allowed him to lead her to the first bedroom.

      “Why don’t you get ready for bed. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He smiled as he closed the door behind him.

      Iris stood in the middle of the room for a few moments before pulling random clothes out of the sack Violet had the foresight to grab for her. She found her pajamas and bathroom items before shoving everything back in the sack and tossing it at the foot of the bed. She’d put it into the supplied drawers later. Nimbus knocked on the door as she finished changing. He entered and led her to the bed where he tucked her in before laying down on top of the covers next to her.

      “I’m sure you have millions of questions for me. I already asked as many about you of Cirrus and Aerianna in the last week. And Violet has a habit of talking about you at family functions,” he added with a half-smile. “So, what would you like to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “Where would you like me to start?”

      Iris considered his question with care. She disregarded the mundane questions she could learn in due time before landing on the one that made the most sense to her. “When did you discover you were a magic user?”

      “Not long after I turned sixteen.”

      “Wow. So young. How? I mean how did you discover you were a magic user?”

      “Like you guys, I had some odd dreams. For the most part I ignored them. I’m not sure how it happened, but I couldn’t ignore them anymore and one day my stupid request for a pot to wash itself worked. It took me a long time to figure out what was going on and once I did—I hate to admit—I was a bit on the reckless side. When I left for college, I realized my actions were extremely dangerous and could cause my own demise, so I stopped.”

      “You just stopped? No negative consequences?”

      “None. I didn’t perform magic for years. Not until I discovered Cirrus could do magic. He taught me everything you taught him. Thank you, by the way. You’re a great teacher.”

      “You’re welcome, I think?”

      “I mean it. I couldn’t access the flows of power embedded in the Earth before Cirrus showed me how. That might be why my subconscious didn’t take over and perform magic without me wanting it to like yours did.”

      “Then how did you perform tasks and such?”

      “I tapped into each individual object’s essence. In a way it made me more aware of each request I made, but it’s much easier to accomplish tasks by having a direct link to the power flowing all around us.”

      “When did you and Cirrus figure out you could both do magic?”

      “I surprised him on his eighteenth birthday. He’d called me the previous week and told me he wanted me to come home so he could introduce me to Violet. I told him I couldn’t make it. It was the truth. I had classes. My internship. He sounded so dejected on the phone, I decided to go home for the weekend even if I couldn’t make it to his dinner celebration.

      “When I got home, I parked a few houses down so Cirrus wouldn’t know I was there. I let myself into the house as quietly as possible. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up the moment I stepped inside. I didn’t know what it meant, so I shrugged it off as I tried to think of the best way to surprise Cirrus. When I walked into his room and said surprise, he was levitating two books and the picture of us as kids. They all dropped to the bed when he saw me. I’ll never forget the shock on his face.”

      Nimbus chuckled at the memory. He stroked Iris’s hair, and she snuggled into his shoulder.

      “What did he say?”

      “I’m not sure. There was a lot of stuttering. I requested the picture of us levitate back to where it belonged and said something like; ‘when your big brother surprises you on your eighteenth birthday, hi is a good opening line, wouldn’t you agree?’ I’m sure you can imagine his excitement. He asked me a slew of questions in quick succession before mentioning you and all of your friends. He started teaching me the next day.”

      “Why did you guys keep it a secret for so long?”

      “I had my own life. Friends. Career aspirations. You were all a part of his life. I didn’t want to intrude. And I had no desire to meet any of you until recently even though Cirrus kept asking me if I wanted to meet you. Still, he kept me informed on everything going on and asked me for advice occasionally. You mean a lot to him. To both of us.”

      Iris tilted her head to look at Nimbus. He smiled back at her. She leveraged her body closer and kissed him before snuggling back into his shoulder. Nimbus went back to stroking her hair. She felt safe in his arms. Comforted. He kissed her head as she drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning Iris woke alone. She didn’t remember Nimbus leaving. She was alone with her thoughts. It wasn’t a good place to be. Iris rolled over and sobbed into the pillow. She curled in on herself. How was she going to keep everyone safe when she couldn’t even keep herself safe?

      “Iris? Iris, sweetheart, what’s wrong?”

      Nimbus was at her side. He pulled her from the tight ball she’d formed and cradled her to him. Her sobs wouldn’t stop. She clung to him. He was the embodiment of everything she had to lose in life. How was she supposed to keep him safe? Keep her friends safe? More. How was she supposed to keep everyone alive?

      “Want to talk about it?”

      Iris shook her head. She took a deep breath. Tried to stop the tears. Her sobs subsided. Nimbus opened himself to the flows of power surrounding him. He handed her a tissue a moment later. She blew her nose. Wiped her eyes and tried to pull her life back together.

      “You sure you don’t want to talk about it? It may help.”

      Iris drew in a deep breath and expelled it in one go. She wondered if Cirrus told him it was better for her to discuss her problems early or if they were similar in their need to help an upset friend. Iris curled her bottom lip under her top teeth and shook her head.

      “Please know you can tell me anything. You don’t have to be strong in front of me. Or for me. I’ll always be here for you as will all of your friends. You don’t have to take on this burden alone.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Iris managed in a whisper. “That I’m dragging everyone down with me.”

      “Iris, we’ve all had plenty of opportunities to leave and none of us have. We’re not tied to you for life and it’s our decision if we stay or go.”

      “Unless you die,” she said. Didn’t feel like discussing her being an Oculus Prismatic at the moment.

      “Death is a part of life we all must face. It is a possibility, but not one I’m concerned about. I’m strong in my abilities just as you and your friends are. You’ve been behind enemy lines, so you can share your experiences with the rest of us and train us better because of it.”

      Iris’s lower lip trembled. Tears welled in her eyes as her thoughts turned back to the pain of a few days previous and how she still couldn’t believe Jaden was capable of such malicious torture. Worse. That Zarina and Morrigan could allow it to continue.

      Nimbus tilted her chin up. It brought her eyes into focus on his face. She honed in on his eyes. They calmed her heart. Dampened her growing fear and anxiety. The left corner of his mouth twitched up. Her body relaxed. He was right. They could do this. She was stronger because of the ordeal she’d experienced and if she was stronger, her friends would become stronger too.

      Wanting to think about anything else, Iris asked Nimbus more questions about his life. “Where did you go to school? What did you study?”

      “I’m still in school. I received my B.S. in Environmental Studies from U. C. Santa Barbara. Now I’m a third-year doctoral candidate in the Emmett Interdisciplinary Program in Environment and Resources at Stanford.”

      “A doctorate program at Stanford? Wow!”

      “School is kind of my thing. With you at Davis, we’re not too far from each other, right?”

      “A few hours in traffic. Or a few seconds through a doorway.” She fell silent and thought about something Brett told her at the end of senior year. “You used to form doorways home to Pacific, didn’t you?”

      “Once a month or so. Yes. Why?”

      “I remember Brett saying he thought Cirrus was the strongest magic user of our friends because he sensed a strong magic user at your house. He was referring to you. I can see that now.”

      “I’m strong, but I think you edge me out a little.”

      “You can tell?”

      “Mm hm. It’s easier to determine when I have physical contact with a person. And I think being on Gemina Terra helps too. Magic seems different here. Like it flows freely rather than tries to stay concealed.”

      “I feel it too.”

      Iris smiled at Nimbus. He smiled back. Her eyes twitched. She leaned in to kiss him and he returned the kiss with passion. They broke apart and his smile broadened.

      “What?”

      “Purple. I like purple.” He leaned in and kissed her again.
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