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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. Iris tightened her grip on her upper forearm and squeezed her crossed arms closer to her. She closed her eyes for a moment and concentrated on slowing her now racing heart.

      He can’t get you here. Jaden can’t get you here. You’re safe, she reminded herself as her breathing returned to a more normal pace.

      Iris opened her eyes and looked around to see who’d noticed the noise and her reaction to it. A few of her friends paused in their conversations with the elves and faeries they’d spent the day with. Several sought her out. They raised or furrowed eyebrows at her in surprise. A few even mouthed what was that? Iris shook her head at them and waved a hand to say everything was fine. But everything was not 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 to actively maintain it.

      A soft thunk proved the lining on the new barriers blocking Morrigan’s and Zarina’s doors worked. She was positive they used similar amounts of force as Jaden did 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.

      It was her fault. Unfortunately, she’d made so much noise while replacing Zarina’s barricade 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 persistently 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 within the domed room that was the Gallery of Doors. “Successfully replacing two out of three isn’t bad.”

      Jaden’s door vibrated. The only sign he’d tried breaking into her mind 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 so she could replace the old barrier with a new one.

      Iris 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 let alone create a new one. When a soft thud showed Jaden’s most recent attempt to break into the Gallery, Iris relaxed a little and 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 up from a conversation she and Cirrus were having with a large contingency of young elves. She raised an eyebrow at Iris and jerked her head to indicate Iris should join her and Cirrus’s conversation. Iris shook her head and gestured to her temple. Violet nodded. Iris was thankful she didn’t need to explain anything.

      A few moments later a door in the Gallery opened behind Iris’s little self. She didn’t turn to see who it was. Violet joined her where she stood in front of Jaden, Zarina and Morrigan’s doors.

      “You almost finished 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,” she said simply. A loud smack made Iris change her mind about his attention span. He hadn’t lost interest—he was frustrated with 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 did you add the sound barrier?”

      “Because without it he’d be giving me a migraine from all the banging and knocking. He’s relentless.” Iris glanced at Violet. Confusion crossed her friend’s face, so she answered the unasked question. “I made too much noise earlier. They heard me adjusting the barricades around their doors.” She gestured to Morrigan’s and Zarina’s doors.

      “Ah. Is there soundproofing around their doors too?”

      “Yup. I managed those two before the three of them figured out I was messing with the barricades.”

      “Why did you add the soundproofing?”

      “Because he knew when people tried talking to me through the doors while I was his prisoner.”

      “Creepy.”

      “Very. I have no desire to share any of our conversations with them. Besides, 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. I 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 and place a new one 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 and closed her eyes. Violet was right. Everyone was vulnerable all the time. She needed to figure something out. A way to protect everyone. To prepare them and strengthen them as 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 turned to face Violet. 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 destroying 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 glanced at Jaden’s door. He hadn’t attacked it in a few minutes, but something told her he still stood on the other side. She’d have to leave part of her mind here to maintain the sound barrier.

      “Okay. Thanks, Vi.”

      “Of course!”

      Violet 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. She left enough of her mind in the Gallery to maintain the sound barrier around Jaden’s door.

      Once most of Iris’s mind entered reality, she glanced around the platform. Violet caught her eye. She waved for Iris to join her and Cirrus’s conversation. 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.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her head. Iris relaxed into his arms. She sighed 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 and saw her friends wrapping up conversations. They joined her in twos or threes. 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 pillowcase Violet used to toss Iris’s stuff in from her. He situated it on top of his suitcase 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.”

      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, its 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 more like a treehouse hotel room rather than a studio apartment like Iris first thought. It seemed odd not to have a kitchen, but then Iris realized there was no reason for one since they had no supplies. Besides, the elves had invited them to share all their meals on the large meeting platform so far.

      “Who would like to stay here?” their guide asked after everyone took a few minutes 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 held Kyxy’s 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 toward Nimbus and back to her. Heat pooled in Iris’s cheeks. At 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 uppermost 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 with a smile as they broke apart.
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      Their guide led Iris and Nimbus 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 for her and Nimbus to enter first. 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 require 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 the lack of activity in the Gallery of Doors made it impossible for her to appreciate the beauty laid out before her.

      Iris sent more of her mind to join her little self in the Gallery. She needed 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, sound-proof barricade while maintaining the sound barrier she currently maintained around Jaden’s door. 

      Once satisfied the new barricade was ready, Iris prepared to exchange one barrier for the other. In quick succession, Iris dropped the sound barrier, removed the current barricade, and slid the new soundproof barricade into place. 

      Iris’s physical self slumped forward at the effort. She leaned on the windowsill for support as her little self secured the new barricade in place using a series of brackets she wrapped around the doorframe. Her body trembled at the amount of power she’d used. It appeared 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 she’d properly welded the barrier in place. A hand alighted on her shoulder as her little self started a second circuit of Jaden’s door. Iris flinched. She pulled away from the touch. Her heart rate increased.

      “Iris? Are you all right?”

      She turned toward the voice. Hr eyes focused on a face. 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 dropped to the ground. She didn’t know how to explain her current feelings. She wasn’t sure what her current feelings were.

      “And we barely know each other?” Nimbus supplied.

      Iris nodded without realizing what she agreed to. Her eyes remained fixated on the ground. She wished she could curl up in her bed with some music to lull her to sleep. Or at least to give her something else to concentrate on other than her internal thoughts.

      “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. Warmth filled her as she relaxed into his arms. He kissed the top of her head, released her, and took 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 stared after Nimbus. She hadn’t wanted him to go, but she didn’t know how to tell him. It seemed she still wasn’t good at expressing her feelings or wants to someone she liked. Iris gave her head a little shake and came out of her own internal contemplations. She glanced around the room for a few moments before pulling random clothes out of the pillowcase Violet had the foresight to fill for her.

      After a few moments of digging, Iris found her pajamas and bathroom items. She tossed them on the bed before shoving everything back in the sack and dropping it at the foot of the bed. She’d put everything into the supplied drawers later. Nimbus knocked on the door as she finished changing.

      “Come in,” she called.

      He helped tuck her into bed before laying down on top of the covers next to her. Iris snuggled into his shoulder. They lay in silence for a few minutes. Nimbus stroked her hair. Tucked it behind her ear. She concentrated on him. Listened to his long, slow exhales. Appreciated the warmth emanating from his body. It helped ground her and keep her mind from transporting her back to the castle.

      Iris tilted her head to look at Nimbus. She opened her mouth to ask him something, but nothing came out. Thankfully, Nimbus filled the silence before awkwardness descended.

      “I’m sure you have hundreds of questions for me. I’ve 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 about likes and dislikes she could learn in due time before landing on the one question 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. Mostly 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 use magic for almost three 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.”

      “Did Cirrus tell you that?”

      “He did. I’m glad you started using magic again.”

      “Me too. If you couldn’t access the surrounding flows, 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.”

      “I agree.” Iris thought about her next question before asking, “When did you and Cirrus figure out you could both do magic?”

      “I surprised him on his eighteenth birthday. He’d asked me to come home so he could introduce me to Violet but 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 went home for the weekend even though I couldn’t make it to his dinner celebration.”

      “That was nice of you.”

      “When I got home, I parked a few houses down so Cirrus wouldn’t know I was there and snuck into the house. 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 him. When I walked into his room, 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 turned toward Iris and she snuggled closer to him.

      “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 asked him to. I had my own life, friends, career aspirations. You guys were part of his life. I didn’t want to intrude. And I had no desire to meet any of you until the last few weeks—even though Cirrus asked me if I wanted to every time we got together to train. Still, he kept me up to date on everything and occasionally asked me for advice. You mean a lot to him. To both of us. And I wish I’d said yes to meeting you sooner.”

      Iris tilted her head to look at Nimbus. He smiled back at her. She leveraged her body closer and kissed him before nestling back against his chest. Nimbus went back to stroking her hair. She felt safe in his arms. Comforted. He kissed her head, and she drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning Iris woke alone. She didn’t remember Nimbus leaving. She was by herself—with her thoughts. It wasn’t a good place to be. Panic welled within her. It clenched at her chest. Made breathing difficult. She rolled over and sobbed into her pillow. Curled in on herself as the weight of her choices—her life—dropped onto her like a boulder. 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?” Nimbus asked as he rocked her back and forth in his arms.

      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 them. He handed her a tissue a moment later. Iris 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 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. That none of you will survive.”

      “Iris, we’ve all had plenty of opportunities to leave and none of us have. We’re not bound to you for life and it’s our decision if we stay or go.”

      “Unless you die,” she said. She wasn’t sure if Cirrus had told him about her being an Oculus Prismatic. It didn’t matter if he had. She didn’t feel like discussing what being an Oculus Prismatic meant at the moment. How her friends were bound to her. How he was now bound to her—unless another Oculus Prismatic snatched him away.

      “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. Her breathing became shallow as her body remembered what it’d gone through.

      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 into a smile. 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. She took a deep breath. Another one.

      Wanting to think about anything other than her potential to be the reason all of her friends died, Iris asked Nimbus more questions about his life. It turned out he was in a doctoral program at Stanford which meant he was only a few hours away in traffic.

      “Or a few seconds through a doorway,” Iris reminded him with a smile. 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 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.

      Iris tilted her forehead against Nimbus’s and let his warmth wash over her. He squeezed the outside of her shoulder. Rubbed her back as she caressed his side. Iris’s stomach brought her back to reality a few seconds later. “I’m going to take a shower,” she told Nimbus. He relaxed his grip on her and she climbed out of bed. His hand trailed her arm until the last second.
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      The shower was a large basin of collected rainwater supported on pillars. Almost like a water tower. The sun probably heated the water during the day but it was cold at the moment. Iris readied her body to accept flows of power. They came to her without the need to draw them in. She thought about a ball of fire within a containment field below the water tank. It appeared before she concentrated on making the request.

      A few minutes later, Iris turned the cup-like apparatus that was a shower head and warm water rained down. She showered, dressed quickly, and headed to the front door. A knock sounded in the Gallery before she made it out of her new apartment.

      “Hey, Kylee. What’s up?” Iris asked as she entered the Gallery.

      “Hey! I wanted to let you know there’s a crowd of elves heading our way. From the looks of it, they’re bringing food.”

      “Thanks! I was just about to head back to the meeting platform to see about breakfast. I guess I don’t need to anymore. Can you help knock on a few doors so we can tell everyone to meet on the platform in front of my place for breakfast?”

      “Sure,” Kylee agreed and moved to the second row of doors to knock on her siblings’ doors.

      Once everyone answered, Iris asked them all to come upstairs as quick as possible. She left the Gallery and knocked on the shower door.

      “Yeah?” Nimbus called.

      “There’s an envoy coming from the elves. You almost done?”

      Nimbus turned off the water in response. “I’ll be out in a minute. Wait for me?”

      “Of course.”

      By the time she and Nimbus walked out of their rooms, arms wrapped around each other’s waists, all of her friends had gathered. Iris glanced around the platform at her friends as they awaited the elves who were ascending from the second level to the first.

      Cirrus caught her eye. He looked from his big brother to Iris, grinned, and winked. Trickles of heat slowly crept up her neck. Cirrus laughed. The noise caught Nimbus’s attention. With a quick glance at Cirrus, Nimbus quieted his brother before looking down at Iris. Her eyes twitched as the heat moving through her body pooled in her cheeks. 

      Nimbus squeezed her hip and bent down to whisper in her ear. “Do I need to know something, here? Was there more going on than magic practice at my house?” A hint of jealousy tinged his words. 

      Iris furrowed her brows before she remembered the first time she saw Nimbus. She shook her head in the negative. She’d almost forgotten about telling Cirrus he could say whatever he wanted about her and Violet being home alone in the dark with him so he wouldn’t fall behind in the game he and Nimbus played. It made schooling her emotions—and therefore cheeks and eyes back into their proper hues—more difficult.

      Violet helped her out by giving Cirrus a slight dig in the ribs before whispering, “Be nice,” to him. By the time the emissary of elves crested the stairs to the meeting platform in front of her unit, Iris’s eyes settled back on blue and the warmth in her cheeks dissipated. 

      Another formal greeting took place between the elves and Nimbus before a magnificent breakfast was laid out. Everyone helped themselves to the wonderful spread and found a place to sit in small groups. Each cluster contained at least one person from Earth and a few elves. A pair that appeared to be father and son joined Nimbus and Iris. They looked like Cirrus with slightly more pigmentation to their hair and skin. They even had the stoic demeanor Cirrus could get when things took a serious turn. 

      “Welcome, friends!” the older elf said as he sat down across from Nimbus. “I trust my people have been treating you all well.”

      He grinned as a questioning look passed between the couple from Earth.

      “Let me introduce myself. I am Tiernan, King of the Elves and this is my son, Prince Esras. We were away hunting when your party arrived. Vitharr sent our fastest runners as soon as you entered Mothar Crann. We only returned late last night. I wanted to come meet you then, but my wife told me I would have to wait until morning.” His smile broadened, and he continued talking.

      “You, sir,” he nodded at Nimbus. “Are the talk of the whole elven kin and I can see why. You look just like him, my great uncle. He,” Tiernan pointed a thumb behind him to indicate he meant Cirrus. “He looks just like my grandfather.” The party of four heard Cirrus laugh at something an elf he sat with said. “Sounds like him, too,” Tiernan added with a chuckle. 

      “Well, now you are here, there has been talk about the crown being passed back to you. You were the heir, not my grandfather. But you never returned from a trip you set out on,” Tiernan said matter-of-factly. It was as though he thought Nimbus had returned to Gemina Terra to claim a crown he knew nothing about. 

      Iris noticed Esras stiffen ever so slightly when Tiernan suggested Nimbus might want to take the crown.

      “Thank you for the greeting. The elves have been most hospitable. We are in your debt,” Nimbus said with a small bow.

      Tiernan waved off Nimbus’s last statement, so he continued.

      “I have not returned to Gemina Terra to claim a throne my spirit should have possessed in its previous life,” Nimbus told the pair before addressing Esras directly. It appeared he noticed Esras stiffen at his father’s comment just as Iris had. “I have no desire for what should be passed to you.”

      Nimbus held Esras’s gaze for a few moments before turning back to Tiernan. “All I want is to learn your ways and always have a place here to call my own. A place amongst those my spirit claims kinship with.”

      “That we can give you. Though it will take time for you to remember our ways, I am sure you will. You have an old spirit just as she does,” he said with a grin. “Along with a love that will last an eternity, it seems.”

      “The Queen of the Faeries said the same thing. It is difficult to believe,” Iris told Tiernan.

      “Even so,” Nimbus added. “It may explain why my feelings for you run so deep after such a short time.” He smiled at her as he took her hand in both of his.

      “I would say it does. After you went missing my grandfather pursued her hand. She turned him down the same as she turned down every other suitor. When he asked her why she told him her love for his missing brother was one that spanned time and the universe itself. That their spirits had been bound since she could remember. For lifetimes, she told him. As such, she could not in good faith marry another and condemn them to a life with someone incapable of loving any but my great uncle.”

      Iris looked at Nimbus. “I believe she was right. I was incapable of loving any of the men I liked. There always seemed to be something that drove me to push them away. When I found Nimbus, something clicked into place. Though I barely know him, I feel as though I have loved him for years.”

      She returned her focus to Tiernan. “What she said to your grandfather was true. She could not have loved another and knew it. I am sorry I ever tried.” Her eyes flicked to Thorin for a second. She’d have to apologize for many of her outbursts at him later. She was more to blame than him for their failed attempts at a relationship. At least she knew the reasons now.

      “Thank you for telling me. I am sure those words would have comforted my grandfather if he were still alive. As it is, I can tell you two were meant to find each other. And it appears your disappearances from Gemina Terra were so you could find one another on Earth.”

      “It seems that way,” Nimbus agreed. “Please, will you tell us about the history of Mothar Crann?”

      “If you desire a full account, I suggest you meet with Vitharr and the other Elders. I will give you an abbreviated version for now.”

      “That would be most appreciated. Thank you,” Iris told him. She fell quiet and let her mind turn his words into images.

      Tiernan nodded. He paused for a moment as he gathered his thoughts, then began. “Thousands of years ago Balance gave my people the ability to access the flows of power embedded within the Earth. We used the power for many things. Healing, guiding growth, altering the weather—were a few such uses. We as a people decided to only use our gifted abilities to help create positive changes. Those who broke this pact were banished.”

      “Was banishment common?” Nimbus asked.

      “Quite the opposite. I know of only four cases where an elf or faerie received banishment for using their powers counter to our ways. Our ability to connect to the power within the Earth became second nature to us. Either through those who received banishment or rumors, our abilities became known throughout all creatures on Earth including mankind. That is when Chaos became involved.”

      “And Balance brought you here?”

      “Yes. We do not know all the details but we know Balance did not want to lose the creatures it allowed to access the flows surrounding the Earth. Not just us and the faeries, but all creatures who had some kind of magical abilities—either real or perceived. Many were being hunted for sport or because of fears initiated by Chaos. To keep all of us safe, Balance used all of its abilities to create Gemina Terra—a twin planet to Earth—in secret and out of sync with the Earth.”

      “Do you know how Balance managed the time shift?” Nimbus asked.

      “We have speculated, but none of us truly know. One theory is that Gemina Terra is Balance itself. This would explain why Chaos has gone unchecked for so many years and is obsessed with trying to get here by any means.”

      “An interesting theory.”

      “Yes. But that is all it is. A theory and speculation.”

      They all fell silent for a few minutes contemplating the creation of Gemina Terra.

      “So what happened when Balance brought all magical creatures to Gemina Terra?”

      “My ancestors discovered a small grove of oak trees. They used the power embedded within Gemina Terra much like they had the powers surrounding the Earth—for growth and positive changes. It took almost two generations of elves and faeries, but they imbued the trees of Mothar Crann and Faerie Glenn with their own powers and created the beautiful grove we call home today.”

      “I cannot imagine how much power that took.”

      “Neither could they. Many used power continuously for so long they lost their abilities. Several used too much and disappeared before their friends’ eyes. Between many elves losing their abilities to connect to the flows embedded in Gemina Terra, and realizing the consequences of using too much power, fewer and fewer elves connected to the powers surrounding them. Soon, the ability to connect to the flows of power was lost. We can still feel the power. Just out of reach,” Tiernan added in a soft voice as he extended a hand as if to grasp at air. He shook his head and looked at his son.

      “We are all born with the ability to sense the power flowing through our planet, but we’ve lost the memory of how to connect to it. There are occasions of great need that allow one or two of us to access the power, but only once or twice in a generation.”

      Tiernan fell silent. His eyes unfocused. Iris could almost sense him reaching out to the power surrounding them. It refused to connect to him. Sadness filled her as he sighed and shook his head. He seemed to accept his fate and was at peace with it. Iris didn’t know what she’d do if she could always sense flows of power but couldn’t connect to them. The four of them let the silence drag on as they continued eating their breakfast.

      Nimbus and Tiernan seemed lost in internal thoughts. A glance at Nimbus showed Iris his mind was far away. She wondered if he was reliving the story Tiernan shared like she’d relived the beginnings of Gaia, Balance and Chaos through her dreams. Unlike his father, Esras appeared very focused on the present moment. He fidgeted and became more agitated as the silence continued. When he could no longer keep his thoughts in, he blurted out the question plaguing him.

      “You claim to have no desire for the crown. That you are more interested in learning about the elves and to have a place here amongst your kin. And yet despite what my father says, you don’t even look like us. Why are you really here?”

      “Be still Esras,” the King addressed his son. A look passed between the two. Esras averted his eyes. “Forgive my son,” Tiernan told Nimbus and Iris. “He is still young and has not yet learned how to school his tongue.”

      “Do not worry,” Nimbus held up a hand. “I took no offense.” He turned toward Esras. “We are here to prepare for a coming battle between ourselves and several other magic users. Perhaps Chaos itself. We’ve been tasked with protecting magic and we will do everything within our abilities to do so. The coming battle is something I may not survive. None of us may survive,” he added. Nimbus let his words sink in a little before continuing.

      “What I said is true. I have no desire for a crown my spirit should have possessed in a previous life. I am elven, but I am also human.” As Nimbus spoke, he transformed into his elven form. “I belong to two worlds, not one. I would make a poor king if I spent half my time on another planet. I know the world to which I was born as well as any human can, but I know little about the world my spirit claims kinship with. I wish to learn and understand what I—what we—are fighting for.” Nimbus’s transformation to an elf finished with his last few words.

      Esras stared at him for several stunned seconds as he took in Nimbus’s true form. His right hand flew to his heart as he dropped his head and bowed. “I heard you could transform into an elf, but I did not believe it. I owe you an apology and hope you will share the knowledge of your world with us as we share the knowledge of our world with you.”

      “Please, no apology is necessary.”

      Esras sat up once more.

      “I hope we will look at each other as cousins or brothers in time as our spirits share a common ancestry.”

      “I would welcome that,” Esras said with another bow.

      Tiernan chuckled at the pair and shook his head at his son before his eyes landed back on Iris. “Where are my manners? Here we three have been talking while the lady has remained patiently quiet. I must request your pardons,” he bowed his head to Iris. “Please, you must have questions of us. How may the elves be of assistance in your fight against Chaos?”

      “You and your people have already been so hospitable. I am hesitant to ask for anything else,” Iris said.

      “Hospitality is what our people live for. It is easy to feed and shelter a few more when we have the resources. What can we do to help you and your friends?”

      Not wanting to be rude, Iris contemplated Tiernan’s offer for a few seconds before voicing the one request she could think of. “My friends and I need to train both with magic and physical weapons. Do you perchance have a field or other place where we can practice without risking the lives of any elves or other creatures on this planet?”

      “I have just the place! We moved our herds of sheep to the upper fields in the last several days. The lower grasslands are perfectly groomed and should be large enough for the task you speak of.”

      “Thank you. Your generosity is limitless,” Iris said with a large smile. She was ecstatic he had a quick and easy solution to their training needs.

      “Will you teach me?” Esras blurted out.

      Nimbus looked to Iris. She closed her eyes and focused on Esras’s aura. Searched out any lingering ability to connect with the flows of power on Gemina Terra and examined the essence of his soul. After several long moments, she found what she was looking for.

      “You have the ability to use the power flowing through Gemina Terra, though your abilities are buried much deeper than mine or my friends’ were. I am sure I will be able to help you unlock your inner abilities but it may take time. I cannot guarantee I will have much time to teach you at the present, but you are welcome to watch and listen. I am sure you will learn much from observations.”

      Esras’s face brightened with delight as he asked, “Would you be willing to teach other elves and faeries as well?”

      Iris didn’t hesitate before giving her answer this time. “Yes, I would be more than willing. I dare say you all have as much right—if not more—to know and understand magic.”
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      A few hours later found the ten friends from Earth spread out in a semi-circle on a large, manicured field of grass. It was perfect for their needs. The almost two-mile walk from Mothar Crann meant they were far enough away to need not worry about destroying anything. And the size of the field meant they could spread out during training and not interfere with each other.

      Even though Iris explained to the large group of onlookers that she and her friends would not be practicing with much magic until later that afternoon, no one left. She turned and walked to her place opposite the semi-circle of her friends. When she arrived, she was ready to teach. A quick glance showed her Nimbus was missing. She thought about his location and sensed him amongst the crowd of elves and faeries. Deciding he could catch up easily, Iris began her lesson.

      “So, I’d like to start with weapons training first. As I’m sure you all remember, Jaden scoffed at using physical weapons with magic because he believed they’re unnecessary and would be more of a hindrance. I disagree with him. However,” she dragged out the word and looked at each of her friends individually. “He had one part right. If you’re not skilled at both physical weapons and magical use, you may not be able to use both to the best of your abilities.”

      Iris took a moment to allow her words to sink in before continuing.

      “All right. If everyone would get their quarterstaves out. Oh, wait!” she called before anyone had a chance to follow her directions. “Before you try, you don’t need to pull magic into your being on Gemina Terra. All you have to do is think about opening yourself to the flows surrounding you and they will come to you. Take it slow. Try a few easy things out like movement tasks before trying to get your staves out. Magic works differently here.”

      Iris gave everyone a few minutes to adjust to magic on Gemina Terra. She concentrated on what each of her friends did and the tasks they performed. Assured they were successful with accessing the surrounding flows before they pulled their quarterstaves out. Once everyone retrieved their staves, Iris readied her body to accept power and drew her own quarterstaff from its hiding place.

      “Great! Okay, I’d like you guys to pair up as follows for the first round. Kyxy with Kylee, Violet with Sienna, Rozlynd with Aerianna, Rowen with Gavin, and Cirrus with Thorin. Everyone should trade partners at least twice before lunch so you don’t get too used to a single fighting style.”

      “You want us to do this until lunch?” Sienna demanded.

      “Not straight through, but yes. Practice specific moves against each other and have actual sparring sessions. I’ve paired you all up based on size, not skill. Teach your partner if they need help. Make sure when you switch it up, you try to find someone better than you and someone who is much smaller or larger than you are. You’ll find fighting styles vary based on size. Well, don’t just stand there, get to it!” Iris emphasized with a wave of her hand.

      She remained where she stood as her ten friends paired up and squared off. The guys all went straight into sparring while the gals started with some stretching and warm-up techniques. Iris shook her head and chuckled at the gentlemen. Perhaps she should have run them through a few stances and warm-ups first. She decided she’d do that next time. For now, she picked up her quarterstaff and started her own warm-up exercises.

      After spending fifteen minutes getting loose, Iris slung her staff across her shoulders, rested her wrists on it, and made her rounds amongst her friends. She tried to remember pointers Morrigan gave her. The thought of her former friend brought about twinging eyes and the pain of betrayal. Iris tightened her grip on her quarterstaff. She grit her teeth and swallowed as she forced her experiences to the back of her mind. She wished she had sunglasses to hide her emotional state or music to help keep it in check. 

      Iris closed her eyes and hummed The Mountain by Three Days Grace. It forced her brain to focus on her present task and the friends she was trying to keep alive and safe. Once her emotions were under control, she walked to the closest pair; Rozlynd and Aerianna. Iris watched as they practiced the same attack and defensive move several times in a row before moving onto another combination. Both were taking the exercise seriously. It was possible they released their own feelings of betrayal in their sparring. Neither needed any pointers so Iris moved on to the next pair.

      Kyxy and Kylee were having a sparring session. Neither seemed smooth in their movements, but they were both committed to the exercise. And appeared determined not to lose to one another. Iris figured it was a siblings thing—possibly a twins thing. A familiar voice pulled her attention to her left. She made a mental note to come back and work with the twins before turning to watch Violet walk Sienna through a few moves.

      Violet took a stance, waited for Sienna to follow, then gave pointers on how to correct her stance before adding in the quarterstaff motion. Iris continued past them to where Rowen and Gavin reviewed a set of ten movements in slow motion. She paused as they sped the motions up and completed them in real time. It was while Iris watched Thorin and Cirrus as they sparred with each other that Nimbus caught up to her.

      “It looks like some of them really need this. But why are you working solely on using physical weapons? Why not practice using magic with physical weapons if that’s the end goal?” he asked as he watched his brother being pressed hard by Thorin. He winced when Thorin landed a blow across Cirrus’s ribs. 

      Iris gave Nimbus a once over. “Can you fight with magic and a physical weapon and have enough skill in both not to injure yourself or worse?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve never had a sparring partner who could perform both well. Cirrus and I tried a few times, but he couldn’t quite concentrate enough on both to make it work. Why?”

      “Well then, today is your lucky day. I’ve never had a sparring partner who could keep up with me either,” Iris said in silky tones. 

      “No way,” Nimbus began. His hands shot up, palms facing her as he took a few steps back. 

      Iris wasn’t in the mood to be babied or placated. She flashed Nimbus a wicked grin. Swung her quarterstaff off her shoulders and hefted it into position at chest-level. She advanced on Nimbus as he continued to back away. Iris filled herself with power. His expression changed from one that clearly said he thought she was joking to one of mild panic. 

      “Iris, I can’t fight you. You’re my girlfriend and, well, half my size.”

      Anger flared within Iris. She contained it as best as possible as she swung her staff. Nimbus blocked the soft blow with his left hand.

      “And, well, you’re a girl, it just—”

      Iris stopped trying to contain her feelings. She lashed out again. Harder.

      Crack!

      This time Nimbus’s right hand had to block the blow. He shook his hand at the sting. She could feel the anger at his words boiling into her eyes. She kept her face neutral. Knew her eyes would be twin emeralds that reflected her true emotions. One look at Nimbus’s face told her he understood what this color meant. He lowered his hands, drew his quarterstaff from its hiding place, and filled with power.

      Iris vented some of her anger with a brick of air aimed at Nimbus’s head. He didn’t sense the brick until it was almost too late. With a split second to spare, Nimbus diverted the flows away from his body. Iris smiled at his inattention. She brought her quarterstaff to life and aimed a blow at his left side.

      Nimbus blocked the attack. His face hardened into one of concentration. A grimace marred his features as he began his counterattack. 

      The flurry of his staff kept Iris from determining the precise request he held at the ready. She allowed her body to react naturally to the fast and furious blows of Nimbus’s quarterstaff as she focused on the magic he was poised to release.

      He pressed her back fast. Iris mis-stepped. She lost her balance. 

      Nimbus released his request. 

      She sensed a trip wire of air form behind her. Iris used her faltering balance to hop over it. She grinned at his astonishment before switching from defense to offense. Iris pressed forward and released a trip wire of her own. Closer to him than he’d formed his to her.

      Nimbus’s left ankle caught the rope of air. He fell backward.

      Iris surged forward. Whipped her staff around. Placed the end of her staff against his windpipe moments after he hit the ground. Her chest heaved with the effort she’d exuded.

      Nimbus went still. He looked into her eyes, nodded, and lay his head back on the soft grass.

      “Now that you know I’m capable of holding my own, will you please try to help me improve my abilities? Or are you still scared to hurt a girl? Because I already know Jaden doesn’t give a damn that I’m a chick and it’s him I need to be able to fight. So,” she asked, raising her quarterstaff from his throat and setting one end on the ground. “Are you willing to help me get better at this, or will I have to find a new sparring partner?” Iris held a hand out to him.

      Nimbus took her proffered hand but instead of getting up, he pulled Iris down on top of him and kissed her deeply before giving her his answer. “I will spar with you, my love, but only until someone else can do so. I’m not sure how many times I can be beaten by you before I lose confidence in my own abilities.” He grinned and released her. 

      “I’m sure it will be me who loses confidence,” Iris countered. “You were holding back, I could tell.”

      Nimbus grinned ruefully at her. “Another thing Cirrus told me I shouldn’t have ignored: Iris can tell how strong you are and how much effort you’re putting in, so never hold back unless you want to piss her off. So that’s two truths in what he’s told me about you. Guess I should heed his advice when it comes to learning from you,” Nimbus said as he got up and offered Iris his hand. 

      She took it and stood but gave him a magical poke in the stomach. He grunted at its force. Iris gave him a half-smile before backing away a few paces. She raised her quarterstaff once more. “Ready?”

      Nimbus sighed but readied himself for another sparring session. He drew in more power than previously. Iris wasn’t positive as she hadn’t fully assessed his magical abilities, but she thought he was close to bursting. She pulled in enough flows to match his level. She could draw in more if she wanted to, but not much. Nimbus was almost as powerful as her.

      As Nimbus stood at the ready—most likely calculating her abilities—Iris advanced on him. She tilted her head down a few degrees, drew her eyebrows together, and let the left corner of her mouth inch up into a grin.

      This is going to be fun, she thought as she fired a dozen spear-like blasts at him.
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      Nimbus countered the blasts of air easily. He was prepared this time. It increased Iris’s grin. She stepped forward and let her quarterstaff become a blur as she advanced. She increased the intensity of both her physical and magical attacks. Her magic became a never-ending deluge of offensive strikes.

      Walls of air. Trip wires. Spearpoint blasts. Even an occasional fireball kept Nimbus on the retreat while her quarterstaff shifted between a combination of thrusts and strikes. Iris concentrated on pushing him back further. Between one magical blow and another, Nimbus switched from defense to offense. He dodged her blow rather than countered it.

      A brick of air flew at Iris’s chest. She changed her attack into a small shield. The force of air that flew past her face as the brick exploded on her shield shocked her. Nimbus was using all his strength. Her grin was back. It blossomed into a smile of enjoyment. He was taking this seriously. Was a good opponent. It spurred Iris on even further.

      Nimbus doubled his efforts as Iris smiled. She could tell she’d gotten the better of his competitive side. He advanced on her for the first time, forced her to switch to the defensive physically and magically. She still enjoyed herself. For Iris, he was the best sparring partner she’d ever had, and she could finally unleash most of her power without worrying about injuring her counterpart. She held back a little—there was no need to make this an unfair practice. Besides, she wasn’t looking to win, just get better at this style of fighting. 

      Iris noticed a pattern in Nimbus’s attack. She continued circling to the left as she backed up. His left side became increasingly exposed with each attack. Her body screamed at her to stop. She refused to listen. Needed to see this through. Though if she didn’t end this round soon, she could lose concentration—physical and magical—and cause some serious damage. 

      Iris took the next available opportunity to counterattack. Nimbus’s left side became less protected once more. She whipped her quarterstaff around. Brought it under his defensive abilities. A loud crack coincided with her staff finding its mark on his ribs. His attacks paused at the force of the blow. Iris filled to bursting with power. Sent a wall of air at him. 

      Nimbus flew back from the blow. His feet left the ground, and he soared back. He landed ten feet or more from where he started. Hit the ground with an audible thud and expelled a large rush of air from his lungs.

      Iris lowered her staff. Her chest heaved as she tried to suck in enough air to appease the burning in her lungs. She released the remaining flows she held. Let her guard down and received a magical slap across her backside.

      “Ow!” she yelled in surprise at the slap and its force. She glared at Nimbus where he still lay sprawled on the ground.

      When he managed to pull in enough air, Nimbus laughed outright from where he’d landed. 

      “That was hard,” Iris scolded as she approached him. 

      “Well, you can’t stop fighting until you’re sure you’ve truly beaten your opponent. You should have been able to counter that easily.” He grinned up at her. 

      “Touché,” Iris agreed. She plopped down next to Nimbus. They sat for a few moments, chests heaving from exertion before Iris realized something was missing. She looked around and noticed all of her friends stared at her and Nimbus. She wondered when they’d stopped practicing. A glance over her shoulder showed the gathered elves and faeries looking at them as well.

      “What?” she asked no one in particular as she refocused on her friends from Earth. 

      “Oh, you know, nothing really. Just trying not to get in the way or get killed, that’s all,” Kylee replied sarcastically. 

      Iris’s face reddened in embarrassment. “Sorry. I didn’t realize we were interrupting your practice sessions,” she apologized. 

      “So, when were you planning to teach us how to do that? Because that was awesome!” Thorin added. 

      Iris grinned. “It’s on the list for this week. Want to go first, Thorin?” she inquired in her silkiest voice. 

      “Uh, are you going to teach me or kick my ass? Just so we’re clear, your answer will change my response.”

      “I’ll teach you. Don’t worry. Though,” she looked to Nimbus and addressed him. “What about you? Have you done much teaching?”

      “A little.”

      “Are you any good at it?”

      “Ask Cirrus. He’s the only one we’ve both taught and can give you an accurate description.”

      “Cirrus, how’s Nimbus at teaching?” Iris called to him. She was still too tired to get up. 

      “Well,” Cirrus thought for a moment as he moved closer. “He sucks at teaching the basics because he didn’t know them, but he was good at helping me figure out some stuff you taught that didn’t make sense. And he’s almost as good at teaching advanced stuff as you are. He also describes things in a way that makes sense the first time. I think that’s because our thought process is similar. Not sure if that’s because we’re brothers or if it’s a guy thing.”

      Iris looked back to Nimbus. “What do you think? You game for helping teach this?”

      “Of course. But not until after lunch. I need a break. That was a workout and I’m starving.”

      “Me too,” Iris agreed. “A nap wouldn’t hurt either.” She yawned and curled up next to Nimbus on the soft green grass. 

      Iris let exhaustion wash over her. A hand stroked her hair. It helped lull her into a half-sleep. Her body shut down while her mind remained active. Iris’s subconscious travelled through her inner defenses to the Gallery of Door. Nimbus shifted next to her before hurried footfalls grew in volume and stopped a few feet away. Voices drifted through her still open door to where she sat in the center of the Gallery.

      “What’s up?” Aerianna asked as Iris checked the integrity of the barriers she’d placed in front of Jaden’s, Zarina’s, and Morrigan’s doors.

      Someone whispered back. It was too quiet for Iris to hear within the deepest recesses of her mind. Someone drew flows of power into their being.

      Aerianna’s healing magic moved from Iris’s feet to her head and back. It relieved a few aching muscles along the way. Allowed Iris’s body to relax even further. Almost lulled her mind to sleep. Then Aerianna spoke. Iris concentrated on her voice.

      “I can’t find anything physically wrong with her. She’s just exhausted and I can’t blame her. She tried to do too much too soon. A few really good nights of sleep and a little less exertion is all she needs.”

      Iris forced her mind to focus on the voices drifting through her open door.

      “I’m sorry—” Nimbus began.

      “It’s not your fault,” Cirrus told him.

      “But I let her convince me to spar with her.”

      “She would have gotten her way no matter what you said. She doesn’t know what it means to take it easy,” Aerianna sounded disgusted at her. “If you’d refused, she would have found someone else to spar with and it would have been the same result. Don’t blame yourself, okay?”

      “What should we do?”

      “Nothing. Like I said, she just needs to sleep. And some food. She never eats a big breakfast. Do you want me to take her back to your rooms?” Aerianna asked.

      “No, I’ll take her,” Nimbus replied.

      A soft blue light surrounded Nimbus’s door in the Gallery. It coincided with warmth emanating from his being as he filled with power. Iris could tell he shifted away from her. Flows of air lifted her body before they lowered it into familiar arms that cradled her to a chest. The flows of air remained. They helped support her body. A soft rocking sensation began as Nimbus walked toward Mothar Crann.

      “Hold up. I’ll join you,” Cirrus called. “See you in a few.”

      Iris wondered briefly who he was talking to. Silence surrounded her for several minutes. She rose to leave the Gallery of Doors and allow her mind some much-needed rest when Cirrus spoke again.

      “How are you holding up?”

      Curiosity stilled Iris’s movements. She sank back to the floor.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know.” Cirrus paused as though looking for the right words. “How are you doing being in a relationship all of a sudden? How are you taking the knowledge of being a lost prince’s soul? How’s it going with Iris? You know, how are you holding up?”

      Nimbus took a few moments to answer. “Well, I guess I’m doing fine. I haven’t really taken it all in yet. And if you’re going to keep calling me a prince, I’ll have you know you’re apparently the spitting image of Tiernan’s grandfather, the king.”

      “Really? Huh.” 

      “Apparently. As far as how I’m doing goes, well . . . I feel like I’ve known Iris my whole life. Lives even,” he amended. “I want nothing more than to protect her and keep her safe and that’s precisely what I won’t be able to do. It scares me. She’s come into my life and left it unexpectedly twice already and both times it was like a part of me was missing. I’m not sure what I’ll do the next time she disappears and what’s worse is I’m positive there will be a next time. It will probably come sooner rather than later and I’ll have to watch as she walks away from me again.” Nimbus sighed. “It makes me feel helpless.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Cirrus said. “Iris was never one to let someone else fight her battles for her or take her place. What I said New Year’s Eve to Jaden was the truth. I’m not sure I will ever have a greater friend than Iris. I wish there was more I could do to help her and protect her. All any of us can really do is train with her and push her to get better. I hate to say it, but you’re going to have to take a lot of that on. You’re the only one who even comes close to her in magical abilities. Hell, I didn’t even know she was as strong as she is until she created the archway here. Then there was this morning.” 

      “I don’t think she was using all of her power this morning. I got this funny feeling she held back a little to make the fight a fair one.” 

      “But you were holding back yourself,” Cirrus accused. 

      “At first, yes. But towards the end, I was using all of my capabilities—physical and magical—and I’m sure she still held back. I’ll need you to help push me so I can increase my abilities if I have any hope of helping her become stronger.”

      “We’ll all help. This week will be about getting stronger and coming to grips with the fact that Jaden is a traitor and has somehow taken Zarina and Morrigan along for the ride. Man! What’s with that guy?” Cirrus asked rhetorically. His voice rose in volume and intensity. “I sort of get Zarina. I mean he could always get her to go along with whatever he was doing and change her views to match his, but Morrigan . . . I just don’t get her, you know?” 

      The turn in the conversation brought a tightness to Iris’s chest. Her body stirred. Nimbus shifted her position in his arms. It relaxed her. Comforted her. She released a sigh and her body settled back into Nimbus’s arms. Once she stopped shifting around, Nimbus answered his brother.

      “No, I don’t know. These are your friends. I’m still getting to know them. I know nothing about the dynamics of your group or anyone’s personalities, so I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Silence descended once more. Hurried footfalls interrupted it. The forward movement stopped.

      “I thought she might be hungry when she wakes,” an unfamiliar voice called. Iris thought it might be Esras.

      “She truly is remarkable. I have witnessed much in such a short time and am eager to learn as soon as possible. I hope she does not injure herself or push herself too hard.”

      It was Esras. His concern for her touched Iris and made her a little embarrassed by her actions so far that morning.

      “Thank you for the food and thank you even more for your concerns,” Cirrus responded. “What you saw Iris do today she normally could have done another four or more times. She pushed herself today not because she wanted to, but because I think she needed to feel in control of her life and decisions once more. I doubt she’ll push herself as hard later today or tomorrow. You’ll see, she’ll be fine.”

      “I have no doubts she will,” Esras said. There was a brief pause Iris assumed included a bow before the sound of jogging footfalls moved away from her.

      Nimbus’s motions changed. They travelled upstairs. Neither brother spoke as they moved through the tree that held their sleeping platforms. Nimbus laid her on something soft before a blanket covered her. She was in her bed. Now that her body could relax fully, her mind tried to call the rest of her consciousness back to it. Iris refused to let it go. There were things Nimbus didn’t know yet. She rose from where she sat on the floor in the Gallery and knocked on Cirrus’s door. He arrived in a flash.

      “Hi! How are you feeling?” Cirrus asked. “Wait, I thought you were asleep,” he added before she could respond to the first question. 

      “My body needs the rest. I was way more fatigued than I thought, but I’m all right. I need you to do me a favor,” she said and waited just long enough for Cirrus to nod. “If you haven’t already done so, I need you to explain the Gallery of Doors to Nimbus. His door hasn’t fully formed, but it’s close and I want him to have the same heads up you all received before I talk to him like this.”

      “Sure thing. Anything else?”

      “No, just thank you and thank him as well for everything. I’ve been so high maintenance recently. I feel like I’ve become more of a burden to you guys.”

      “Seriously, Iris? After you took on Jaden on your own? You are so far from a burden I can’t come up with a good description for what you are. If anything, we’re a burden to you. I mean, you always have to teach us stuff and learn everything first. How could you possibly be a burden?” He smiled at her. 

      “Thanks, Cirrus,” Iris said and gave him a big hug. “You’re a great friend and you always make me feel better. You should both go back to the training grounds and practice some more. I’ll come back when I’ve rested up.”

      “Sounds good and just so you know, I will hold you to that, all right?” He grinned and waved his farewell before closing his door and letting his mind rejoin his conscious self. 

      Iris stayed in the Gallery long enough to hear the brothers talking as they exited her room.

      “Um, what just happened?” Nimbus asked Cirrus.

      Iris chuckled to herself. It seemed Cirrus still wasn’t able to split his mind when he came to the Gallery. She added the skill to her mental list of things to teach that week.  

      “Come on, I’ll explain on the way,” Cirrus said.

      A door closed. Iris joined the two halves of her mind and allowed sleep to overtake her.
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      Iris woke a few hours later refreshed and restored. She could sense tumultuous amounts of power being used nearby. As she ate the plate of food Esras made her, she tried to determine what tasks her friends performed. Complex healing magic that was distinctly Kylee’s preceded a weaker version of the same request. It seemed Rozlynd was learning how to heal. Voices filled the Gallery of Doors.

      “If I’m in here, I have no clue what Thorin is saying to my physical self,” Cirrus said in a dejected whisper.

      “Me neither. Nothing to do but keep trying. Maybe we need to send less of our conscious mind here,” Gavin responded.

      “Neither of you can hear me physically, can you?” Thorin asked as he joined the other two.

      “Nope,” they both replied.

      Iris was glad they were practicing splitting their minds and hoped the rest of her friends would take the time to practice the skill too. Not wanting to disturb them, Iris stayed out of the Gallery for the time being. She hoped Cirrus had explained the Gallery of Doors to Nimbus already.

      Aerianna opened a doorway nearby followed by Violet. Iris wondered why as both were proficient at the task. A few seconds later, she sensed them trying to open doorways once more. The process was exceedingly slow. She’d have to ask them what they were working on when she saw them.

      Rowen pulled her attention to him as he threw a fireball. It was followed by a shield Nimbus produced and a buck-shot blast of air. Rowen made a half-demand, half-request for the bullets to change course back at Nimbus. They complied and Nimbus threw up another shield to block them.

      Curiosity at Rowen’s skill and different style filled Iris. She definitely needed to ask him how he formed his requests. And remind him about not making demands. The power surrounding her fluctuated. Like it grumbled at his use of it. A building storm drew Iris toward its maker. Sienna manipulated the weather. She dispersed the gathering clouds and Kyxy tried to gather them back into a storm. 

      Iris finished her lunch and decided it was time to make her way back to the training grounds. As she walked, she continued to track her friends’ magical training. Small amounts of progress were being made. She hoped it would be a much larger transformation by the end of the week. As she headed toward the back of the crowd of onlooking elves and faeries, Rowen and Cirrus switched spots. Cirrus spoke with Nimbus for a minute before both pulled quarterstaves from their hiding places and prepared to spar.

      The sound of quarterstaff on quarterstaff rang out across the mostly silent field. Iris watched the progress of the practice duel with a critical eye. Nimbus was taking it easy on Cirrus as far as the use of magic went, but the brothers were both using every ounce of their physical abilities. As she watched, Iris couldn’t help but notice Cirrus’s increased strength and speed. He and Nimbus threw a nonstop array of traps at each other. Many she’d never thought to use. 

      She focused on Cirrus and Nimbus so intently she didn’t realize Esras approached her until he said, “Are you feeling better?”

      Iris tore her eyes away from the brothers to look at him. “Yes, I am. Thank you for asking. And thank you for the food. It was most appreciated.” She smiled at the prince of the elves. 

      “How long have you been able to use magic?” he asked as they both went back to watching Nimbus and Cirrus. 

      “Since I was seventeen,” Iris said. She waited for Esras to dictate the conversation’s direction. 

      “If it is not too rude, how old are you now?”

      “I’m twenty-one,” Iris said with the air of one much older than her actual years. 

      “Twenty-one? In Elven terms, you would still be considered a young child. I’m only a few years older than you at twenty-nine. I can’t imagine holding the fate of my people on my shoulders yet let alone the fates of two worlds as you do.”

      “It’s not something I’ve fully cognized,” Iris said as she turned to face Esras once more. “I was born to this task yet remained unaware of it until I was deemed ready.” Iris paused in her response as she searched for a way to explain what seemed natural to her and what most people would have walked away from.

      “My mother always called me mature for my age but my childhood was still filled with fantasy and magic and endless possibilities. I think these things allowed me to simply accept my fate as possible. So many other people would have scoffed at the idea of being able to use the power that flows through every molecule in the cosmos as something far-fetched and impossible but not me. It made sense to me.”

      “But how are you so calm about your task in life?” Esras asked in wonder. 

      “I accepted this is what I’m meant to do,” Iris shrugged. “It took a while but I know I’m supposed to teach these few extraordinary individuals I have the pleasure of calling friends. We’re here to give life a chance. If I can do that by sacrificing my life, so be it. One life can make all the difference in the world, but it’s what that life chooses to do that truly matters. I’ve decided to fight as long as I can and can only hope I’ll survive to see life thriving in the end,” Iris finished softly. 

      Esras looked back to where her friends from Earth practiced magic. “They are very lucky to have you. We are very lucky to have you,” he added. 

      They stood in silence for several long minutes and watched the training field and its occupants. At some point Nimbus and Cirrus sat down for a breather and some water but it looked as though they were getting ready to spar once more. 

      “You say they’re lucky to have me but I’m the lucky one. They could have told me no at any point or joined with the forces of Chaos as three of my former friends did. Instead, they all stuck it out with me. They force me to be better—stronger—each day and are the reason I’m still fighting and will continue to fight until I no longer can.”

      “I hope I will possess half your courage someday and that you will count me amongst your friends,” Esras breathed as he watched Cirrus get the upper hand on Nimbus for the first time. 

      “I know that day will come. I only hope our friendship will be one that lasts decades rather than days,” Iris smiled sadly as Esras. Their eyes locked for a moment and Iris’s entire demeanor lightened as her sad smile turned into a playful grin. Her eyes shifted with her altering mood. “Want to see something I’ve been working on for the last few months?” she asked Esras. 

      He nodded mutely. A slow grin spread across his face at Iris’s delight. 

      Iris turned back to where Cirrus and Nimbus still sparred before opening herself to the flows of power she had come to both love and hate. She formed her request and waited for the opportune moment to release the now torrent of power she held. Nimbus took a few steps away from Cirrus. Cirrus advanced on his brother. Iris released her request before their staves could meet once more.

      Both brothers stepped into invisible barriers and stumbled back a few paces. Iris laughed outright at the pair as they tapped at the barriers surrounding them in confusion. A few moments later they searched the surrounding area for the culprit. Cirrus spied Iris first. Her laughter increased at his scowl. She sent part of her mind to wait for him in the Gallery of Doors. Cirrus came crashing in without even a polite tap a moment later.

      “What the hell was that for? I was going to beat him that round!” he raged indignantly at her. 

      “Sorry, Cirrus. I didn’t know you had the upper hand. I swear,” she added after she got a good look at his face. “I was talking with Esras and depressed myself a little, so I decided to try out the shield barrier on two people at once to see if I could do it,” she explained through a grin she tried but failed to lessen. 

      “Well, I’d say you managed it just fine. Now let us go, and get your ass down to the field so you can teach us how to create this barrier thing of yours. Oh, and I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he added as an afterthought as he reached his door and disappeared from Iris’s mind. 

      While half her mind placated Cirrus in the Gallery, the other half guided her body toward the training ground and continued her conversation with Esras. “I think they’re a little upset with me,” she said as they walked toward the practice area. 

      “It appears so,” Esras responded. A smile still played across his face. “Though, it was a rather amusing trick. Are you still maintaining the barrier?”

      “I am. Though, I should probably drop it before they get really angry with me, shouldn’t I?”

      “That may be for the best,” Esras agreed as they got close enough to see Cirrus’s not impressed look and Nimbus’s grin. He at least appeared impressed by the magic containing him. Though, the fact it kept Cirrus from beating him at their most recent sparring round may have been the greater reason for this happiness. 

      “I think I owe you one,” Nimbus said to Iris as she released him from his invisible cage. “Cirrus almost had me. He never would have let me live it down,” he finished as he scooped Iris up into a rib-cracking hug and swung her around in a circle. “Glad you’re up and about again. Promise me you won’t push that hard for a few more days, okay?”

      “I promise,” Iris agreed with a sigh.

      Nimbus grinned at her. She ran a hand through his hair, brought her lips to his, and gave him a kiss. He returned it with several deep ones of his own as he squeezed her tighter. Cirrus cleared his throat. 

      Iris looked up. It seemed her arrival on the training grounds had been noticed. All of her friends walked toward them. She tapped Nimbus to show she wanted down and forced her teacher persona to come forward. Everyone formed a half-circle around her in less than a minute.

      “How’s the training going? Looks like you guys have been working on a lot of different tasks,” Iris said to the group.

      “How do you know?” Rowen called.

      “I could sense what you guys were doing. And hear you in the Gallery.”

      “Guess I should have known that,” he flashed her a grin.

      “We didn’t wake you, did we?” Gavin asked.

      “No. You guys were really quiet. I only heard you after I woke up.” Iris turned her attention to Violet and Aerianna. “Why were you guys working on doorways?”

      The pair looked at each other for a few moments before Aerianna answered. “We were trying to see if we could form doorways to unknown places like Morrigan can. Sorry. No luck.”

      Iris nodded. She didn’t trust herself to respond. Instead, she spoke to Sienna. “I had no idea you were that powerful at forming and dissipating storms.”

      “Gavin and I worked a lot on that one last week,” Sienna grinned. “We both became a lot more powerful. In retrospect, we probably shouldn’t have used so much power. Especially not if Jaden and his followers were looking for us.”

      They were back on the one topic Iris was trying hard to ignore. Something must have shown on her face because Kyxy steered the conversation in a different direction.

      “So, what do you have planned for us for the rest of the afternoon?”
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      Iris swallowed. She brought her mind back to the present from where images of Jaden torturing her flashed through it in quick succession.

      “It’s too warm to continue with physical weapons, so I thought I’d show you guys how to create full barriers rather than just shields. You can put them around yourself or around another person,” Iris began. Her teaching persona took over in an instant. It helped her push thoughts of Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan from her mind.

      “Another way to think about them is as a large containment field. You can use them to both protect yourself from attacks or to surround someone else. Like I did with Cirrus and Nimbus a few minutes ago. Either way, the concept and request are the same—you simply have to alter the location you wish the barrier to form.”

      Iris took stock of her friends’ faces. A few seemed to understand her explanation while others looked completely lost. “Would it be better if I showed you what I’m talking about?”

      “Yes,” several voices called at once.

      “Okay. So, like a containment field or a shield, I start my request by thinking about a barrier that any physical or magical means cannot penetrate. Then I concentrate on the shape—in this case, a dome—followed by where I want it to appear. It could be around me or another person. When you put it all together, it looks like this.”

      Iris put actions to words. A barrier surrounded her a moment later. “You guys are welcome to come check it out. Feel free to throw some attacks at it. Physical or—”

      A fireball burst on the barrier at head-height on her left side.

      “Magical,” Iris finished and looked to Rowen.

      “I wanted to see if it remained intact while you weren’t paying attention to the magic wielder.”

      “And?”

      “And it does. I’m satisfied.”

      Iris shook her head at Rowen. A few of their friends chuckled. Before Iris turned back to the rest of her friends, Aerianna slammed her quarterstaff into the barrier with what was probably all of her strength. The loud crack made Iris think she’d broken her staff. The magic Aerianna used to repair the staff a second later confirmed Iris’s theory.

      “Anyone else want to take a shot at me before I let this thing go?”

      Kyxy and Kylee advanced in unison. Fire surrounded Iris’s barrier before being pummeled with blasts of air. Nothing broke through her barrier. When she grew tired of the onslaught, she sent a gust of air outwards from her barrier to gain everyone’s attention.

      “Are you quite finished with—”

      “How did you do that?” Kyxy asked in awe.

      “Do what?”

      “Maintain the barrier and send a gust of air at us,” Kylee said.

      “Oh. Right. I’m actually not sure. I just do it.” Everyone stared at Iris. She sighed. “I’m dropping my barrier. Please don’t attack me anymore.” Iris followed her words with actions. She took a moment to compose her thoughts before answering the twins’ questions. 

      “I use images to form my requests instead of words. It allows me to imagine myself, my opponent, and what I want to do with the power I’m holding. Here, I imagined myself contained within my barrier while a gust of wind moved in a circle away from my barrier to blow past all of you. I still had the barrier in mind—which is why Kyxy’s flames didn’t get through—as I added in the request for a gust of wind.” 

      Several of her friends shook their heads at her. Iris looked down and let out a small huff. Her list of things to teach her friends was much longer than she realized.

      “We’ll work on making multiple requests this week but right now, barriers. Full body barriers to contain someone or protect yourself,” Iris said before a discussion on making multiple requests at once could ensue. “Spread out and see what you can do. Start with forming a barrier around yourself.”

      A jumble of power surrounded Iris as her friends filled with surrounding flows and tried to create barriers of their own. She closed her eyes. Turned in a slow circle and concentrated on each individual’s magic as she faced them. By the time she made it most of the way around the circle, she sensed Rozlynd and Nimbus forming barriers. Iris sent a magical brick of air at each of them.

      Rozlynd’s barrier held up, but it was significantly weaker. One more burst of air was all it took to destroy the protective dome. Roz grimaced, nodded, and started again. Nimbus’s barrier withstood the brick of air well but cracked under the blow she gave it with her quarterstaff. Which made her glad she’d chosen a spot off to his side to land her blow as her staff met no resistance and slammed into the ground when she swung it.

      Nimbus cocked his head to the side and thought for a few moments before drawing in more flows and trying to form a barrier once more. It was Cirrus who formed the first successful barrier. No amount of physical or magical power Iris used could diminish the barrier’s effectiveness. She wondered if his protective nature had something to do with his success.

      “Nicely done!” Iris told Cirrus. “Now try forming a barrier around me. You want to contain me and my power. It’s a different request and takes a bit of nuancing to your request, but give it a go.”

      After a dozen tries, Cirrus wasn’t able to contain Iris’s magic. It allowed everyone else enough time to become proficient at creating barriers around themselves. Iris released the remaining flows she held. Her head spun. She’d overdone it again but not as much as she had that morning.

      “I think we can call it here for today. You guys did great!” she encouraged. “Let’s join our gracious hosts and head back to Mothar Crann for the evening meal.” Nods and murmurs of agreement surrounded her.

      Iris watched her friends pair off and wander to join the group of elves and faeries that seemed to have doubled in size as the day dragged on. An excited buzz followed them. They were pleased with the training session. Impressed at the growth they’d experienced in their magical abilities in a single day. The conversations depressed Iris.

      She took a deep breath. Tried to remind herself they chose to learn magic. Wanted to keep learning more—to be here with her. It was difficult when thoughts of her being the one who unlocked their powers kept filling her mind. Iris tried to push the thoughts out. She sang Right Left Wrong by Three Days Grace softly to herself. It didn’t work.

      Cirrus noticed her trailing behind. He stopped and waited for her to catch up to him. Iris kept singing internally until Cirrus spoke.

      “Before I forget,” he said when she was a few steps behind him. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Bringing us here. Protecting us. Being a great friend. Everything.” He gave her a sideways one-armed hug as they continued trailing behind everyone.

      “I think I’m the one who should thank you. You guys are my rocks and sanity.”

      “Us your sanity? I’m sure we’re the means to your insanity.”

      Iris let out a small chuckle. “Perhaps,” she said as her eyes searched the crowd in front of them for her friends. They found Nimbus of their own accord. “Perhaps not,” she added as a lightness bloomed in her chest.

      “So . . . how’s Nimbus?”

      Iris didn’t have to look at Cirrus’s face. She heard the smile in his words. “Are you looking for an opportunity to tell me you told me so?”

      “What gave you that idea?” His grin increased.

      “Well, I can’t say for sure seeing as I’ve only spent a combined total of like twelve hours with the guy—maybe less—but you were right. And according to the faeries, we were betrothed in a previous life here on Gemina Terra.”

      “Really? That’s interesting.”

      “Yeah. And you’re supposedly the spitting image of the current king’s grandfather.”

      “Nimbus told me. I wonder if that has anything to do with why I wanted to get you two together so badly. I knew you were meant for each other.”

      “I doubt we’ll ever know. But thank you for bringing him to the New Year’s party. How did you manage that, anyway?”

      “When you refused to change our reservation to include Thorin and Gavin, I told him what was going on and asked if he was available. When he said yes, we talked to the Alvarez sisters. They’ve been our Latin ballroom dance partners for years. He went as Mya’s plus one.”

      “Why didn’t he come with us?”

      “Since we’d kept his abilities a secret, I thought it best he not be associated with us. That way there’d be one other magic user on site, but no one involved in the trap would realize it. At least, that was the idea.”

      “It was a good idea.”

      “Didn’t help much though, did it?”

      “It did help. My meeting Nimbus allowed his door in the Gallery to form. When the pain Jaden put me through became too much, I’d go sit in the Gallery and stare at the soft blue light illuminating his door. I’m not sure I would have possessed the willpower to keep going without that light and the memory of our kiss at midnight. I didn’t know I could feel so deeply for someone,” she more said to herself than Cirrus.

      “I’m glad you two have each other. Perhaps you’ll actually be my sister some day rather than just pretend to be.”

      “Getting a little ahead of yourself, aren’t you?”

      Cirrus shrugged. “I know you and I know my brother. Perhaps it is too early. At least you’ll be around for family functions. I know Violet will love that. So will I.”

      Iris’s eyes twinged. She clenched and released her hands. She refused to let her eyes change. A coolness descended on them like when she was in Jaden’s control. Cirrus’s words didn’t fill her with joy the way he meant to. They filled her with doubt and sadness. He described a life she wasn’t sure she’d live long enough to experience. She gave Cirrus a fake smile. He grinned back at her. Didn’t realize the melancholy descending around her.

      Iris kept her eyes and face from betraying her emotions and thoughts all evening. While the surrounding conversations were filled with laughter and stories of what life on Earth was like, Iris contemplated how they were going to safely get back to Earth. More importantly, how they were going to show up moments after she extracted her college friends from Jaden’s grasps and how they were supposed to continue college. Except for the twins, Rowen, and Nimbus, everyone was so close to graduating.

      She hoped Jaden would allow a truce in Davis seeing as he and Zarina were also in their last year of school. Then there was Brett to contend with. Iris had higher hopes of Brett being reasonable about Davis than Jaden. Of course, everything was contingent on her ability to form the archways to Earth once more.

      Iris shook her head. Tried to clear it of the million possibilities it obsessed over. She would allow herself nine more days to figure it out. Nine more days to train her friends to the best of her abilities. Nine more days to increase their powers. Nine more days of assured freedom. What happened on day ten would keep her mind spinning until it arrived.
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      The elves brought breakfast to the meeting platform outside Iris’s rooms the following morning. After another delicious meal and mingling with the elves, the twelve friends from Earth made their way to the practice field provided by their gracious hosts. An even larger contingency of elves and faeries followed them this time.

      Twinges of guilt at her not teaching the gathered elves and faeries filled Iris. Especially with how much they’d provided her and her friends with. Iris promised herself she’d remedy the situation soon. With her guilt placated for the moment, she pushed the thoughts from her mind and focused on the task at hand—training her friends. 

      Iris took a deep breath of cool morning air. The weather was perfect for her plan to work on defensive and offensive skills in conjunction with physical weapons. She asked Cirrus to lead everyone through some warm-up exercises he used to complete in preparation for soccer practices and games. Once they finished warming-up, she had everyone draw their quarterstaves and guided them through some basic stances. After about an hour, she got them into the real practice.

      “All right! Everyone all warmed up and ready? Great,” she added after several nods and murmurs of ascent. “We’ll start with some simple combinations and magic use. For our first combination, I want everyone to do an overhead strike, four-point strike, overhead rib strike, front thrust, and an uppercut,” Iris showed the moves as she said them. She was pleased to see all of her friends following along and was even more pleased they knew the moves she announced.

      “Good. Once more,” Iris said. She watched everyone complete the correct motions. “Excellent! Now to add in some magic. You won’t have a magical element for each strike. We’ll start with two. While you can connect them to any strike you want, I recommend taking the overhead strike to request your magical attack and releasing it during the four-point strike. Then request your second attack during the front thrust and release it to coincide with your uppercut, okay?”

      A few raised eyebrows and pursed lips looked back at her amongst nods of understanding. Iris noted who seemed confused and filed the information away for when the true practice began.

      “So for the magic part. With your first request, shoot a wall of air. With your second request, place a trip wire several feet in front of you as if behind an opponent’s feet. Everyone got it? Good. Ready? Go!” Iris yelled.

      As one, all twelve friends followed the combination and attacks as Iris announced the moves. “Again!” Iris called once everyone finished their first round. She closed her eyes and concentrated on sensing the requests being made around her. A few people stumbled, but everyone managed to release the requests. “Great! Keep practicing at your own pace. Take breaks as you need them. I’m going to walk around and give pointers. Don’t exhaust yourselves! We’re still going to do these in combination with another person.”

      Iris moved amongst her friends. She adjusted quarterstaves here, recommended timings there, and guided magic use as needed. She called for a long break after completing her rounds then paired everyone up and assigned them to either offense or defense to start.

      “Start slow. Practice the quarterstaff moves with each other a few times, then at sparring speed before adding in the magical elements. If you’re on defense, try to defend against the magical attacks. Use a shield or barrier for the wall of air and try to deflect the tripwire. All right, have at it.”

      She waited for everyone else to get started before preparing to defend herself against Sienna. She needed the most help and Iris decided it best to give her the one-on-one practice to increase her abilities now.

      “You’re good with the staff, but you’re concentrating on the moves so much, your magic attacks are weak. Why don’t you forget the pattern we’ve been working on and see if that helps?”

      “Sounds good to me. Can we take a few minutes first?”

      “Sure!” Iris agreed. She turned her focus to the rest of the training grounds. It seemed like everyone else made considerable progress. 

      Nimbus and Cirrus had moved on from the designated practice stances and were having an all-out sparring session. A few moments later, Rozlynd and Violet started their own sparring session. Rowen and Aerianna weren’t far behind. The intensity at which all three pairs sparred tugged at Iris’s heart and sent twinges through her eyes she knew meant they were changing to hues of grey and brown. She longed for sunglasses so she could hide her emotions from everyone. Instead, she tried to concentrate on forcing her eyes back to blue.

      “Ready!” Sienna called.

      The single word pulled Iris out of her reverie and back to the present before she’d altered the hues of her eyes. She plastered a fake smile on her face and turned to face Sienna. Hoped she wouldn’t notice the color of her eyes.

      “Ready when you are.” Iris hefted her staff back into place and prepared to defend herself once more.

      Sienna’s ability to use magic while wielding her staff improved significantly without the need to follow a specific set of attacks. Iris wondered if a few of her other friends would have the same results.

      “How was that?” Iris asked after Sienna stopped her attacks a few minutes later.

      “So much better! How did I do?”

      “Much better, I agree. Your attacks were faster. More precise. Both magical and physical. You still need to work on the speed of your requests and combinations, but otherwise, that was great.”

      “Cool. Thanks! I feel so much more confident about this now.”

      “Glad to hear,” Iris smiled at Sienna. There was no need to alter the twinging of her eyes this time.

      “Is it time for lunch, yet? I’m starved!” Rowen said at Iris’s side.

      Iris shaded her eyes with a hand as she looked to where the elves gathered. She couldn’t see anything laid out yet. A glance back toward Mothar Crann showed a large number of elves on their way to the training grounds. “It just might be about that time,” she told Rowen before using magic to magnify a clap. Everyone joined her a few moments later.

      “From what I saw, that looked great. How did it feel?”

      “Good, but exhausting!” Rozlynd called from where she and Violet brought up the rear.

      “Agreed!” Gavin said. “And awesome!”

      “Yeah,” several other voices called.

      “Excellent. Well, it looks like lunch is almost ready, so let’s take a break.”

      No one argued. They all moved to the shade of the closest tree and grabbed plates. Iris decided they would need a longer break today. As she ate, she ran through options on what to teach that afternoon. Anything with physical weapons was off the list based on the heat of the previous afternoon. She remembered her friends’ interest in multiple requests and decided it was the best idea. 

      Iris made a quick mental lesson plan and finished her meal quickly. She stood and scanned the small crowd in search of Esras. It was time for her to make good on her promise to teach the residents of Gemina Terra how to access the flows of power embedded in their planet.

      “Esras,” she tapped the prince of the elves' shoulder.

      “Iris!” His demeanor brightened as he turned to face her. “I am so impressed with everything I’ve seen so far. I have learned a lot just by watching.”

      “That’s great! If you’d like, I can teach you and anyone else interested a little right now. I can’t promise we’ll get past recognizing the surrounding power and how to accept it into your being, but it will be a start.”

      “We would most appreciate any kind of lesson,” he said with a deep bow.

      “Great. Can you gather anyone interested and join me under that tree?” Iris pointed to a tree several yards away.

      “We’ll be there promptly.” Esras bowed again and turned to speak with those Iris had interrupted his conversation with.

      As Iris walked toward the tree, her mind started down a path of negativity. More people to train. More people who may get hurt. More people you’re responsible for. Her eyes twinged in pain. Iris shook her head. Tried to convince herself this was the right thing to do. Like your friends, they want to learn. All you can do is explain the consequences before you start teaching them. At least you know what they are this time.

      Iris settled herself against the trunk of the tree and concentrated on cooling her eyes back to blue. She closed them and took several deep breaths as she focused on her physical surroundings. The solid tree behind her. The soft grass she sat upon, still damp with morning dew the sun hadn’t evaporated yet. Dozens of footsteps pulled her from her reverie.

      “Good afternoon everyone,” Iris said to the small crowd of elves and faeries approaching her. “Please, take a seat. I find it easier to recognize the power flowing through the planet by being as close to it as possible.”

      Everyone complied. Faces full of anticipation and rapt attention stared at her. She let a large breath out through her nose, shifted so she sat a little taller, and pulled her teacher persona to the forefront of her mind.

      “First, I want you all to know that magic use does not come without consequences. I am sure you all know that my friends and I are here to prepare to fight some former friends and those who have been attached to Chaos for years. Perhaps Chaos itself. I cannot guarantee your safety. In fact, Chaos may become even more determined to make it to Gemina Terra if there are dozens of magic users here.” She paused for a few seconds to let her words sink in before continuing.

      “By learning magic from me you all make a promise to only use your powers for good. If you cannot abide by this or you believe the benefits do not outweigh the risks, then I ask you to leave now. I charge every one of you to monitor yourself and everyone else here when I am gone.”

      Several people nodded. Others looked around at those gathered. No one left. Iris gave everyone time to mull over her words and make their own decisions. She used the time to search out any negative auras coming from those gathered in front of her. There were none.

      “All right, let’s begin,” she said with a smile. “Lesson one: how to recognize the flows of Gemina Terra. Can you all sense the soft pulsations running through the planet? I believe the King of the Elves told me many of you can still sense the flows of power, yes?”

      “Some of us can. Others cannot,” Esras told her.

      “Do you know why?”

      “No. But I believe it has to do with our degrees of separation from the royal bloodlines. Those who are descendants of your and Nimbus’s families are more likely to sense the flows than those not related to your past selves.”

      “Interesting,” Iris thought about what Esras said but quickly dismissed the bird-walk her mind tried to take as it distracted her from her current focus. “Let’s start there. I want everyone to close their eyes. Place your hands on the ground at your sides. Feel for the subtle pulsations that represent the life force of the planet and everything in the universe. It reminds me of a heartbeat.”

      Iris watched everyone close their eyes. Several people grinned. She knew they could sense the surrounding flows of power. Many still sported furrowed brows or scowls.

      “Don’t demand to feel them. Let your mind wander. Think about your own heartbeat and see if you can sense a matching one coming up through your hands. Into your body where you’re connected with the planet.”

      After a few more minutes, three-quarters of the faces surrounding her brightened with success. Iris thought about another way to describe a way to sense the surrounding flows. Nimbus arrived before she’d come up with one. He provided his own advice and description.

      “Press your palms into the ground and send your mind down through your hands and into Gemina Terra. Think about your mind going deep into the core of the planet. To the very center. Find the heart of the planet. Take a deep breath. Let it out and bring your mind back to your body while you keep your connection to the planet.”

      Any frustrations lingering in those faces who hadn’t connected to the flows of power within Gemina Terra vanished. Iris smiled. She mouthed thank you at Nimbus and returned her focus to the elves and faeries in front of her.

      “The next step is asking the power you sense to enter your being. I don’t need to pull flows into myself on Gemina Terra but I do on Earth. I’m not sure how it will be for you. First, ready your mind. Think about the power surrounding you and invite it into your being.”

      Esras gasped and opened his eyes. Iris smiled at him.

      “I’ve never connected to it before. It’s . . . it’s wonderful. I can feel everything. I can sense the power filling Mothar Crann. Every drop that was used to create our beautiful home.” He shook his head in disbelief.

      “That’s wonderful. Has anyone else accepted flows into their being?”

      “It’s just out of reach,” a faerie that looked like Eireann said a few feet from Esras.

      Iris focused on what she did. The smallest of trickles tried to enter the young woman’s being. “Believe you can accept the flows,” she advised everyone.

      The woman smiled. It was all the confirmation Iris needed to know she’d succeeded. More and more smiling faces surrounded her with her most recent explanation. Iris looked at the large group remaining under the tree they’d eaten lunch. It seemed everyone milled about. Several of her friends looked her direction.

      “I think that may be all the time I have for today. Those of you who can access the flows, help those who cannot. Please do not try using any power yet. You need to be able to accept and release the flows easily before trying to use them and perform any magic.”

      “How do we release them?” someone called to her.

      “That’s an important piece of information. Sorry. Imagine them slowly flowing out of your body and back into Gemina Terra. Emphasis on slowly,” Iris iterated.

      Dozens of elves and faeries send flows back into the planet. “Perfect!” she called and stood.

      Esras stood with her. “On behalf of all of us, thank you. Thank you very much.” He bowed.

      “No thanks are required. Just keep practicing. Hopefully, we’ll be able to continue this again tomorrow or the next day.”

      Several others added their thanks as Nimbus wrapped an arm around Iris’s waist. They walked back to their friends together.

      “You are amazing,” he told her.

      “What brought that on?”

      “You just taught a large group how to sense and draw in the power flowing through Gemina Terra in less than thirty minutes. It’s impressive.”

      “Oh,” was all Iris could say. Her mind struggled to determine if what she’d done was actually a good idea or not. Only time would tell.
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      Iris’s successes with teaching that day stalled as she attempted to teach multiple requests to her friends in the afternoon. After an hour trying to complete the new skill, several of her friends were frustrated beyond belief. Cirrus managed the skill—but he’d done it before—so did Nimbus, Rowen, and Kylee. Iris had no clue why some of her friends successful while others weren’t. They all had different styles to their magic.

      “How about we switch to something else for the rest of the afternoon?” she asked after dispersing a large fireball Rozlynd expelled in a bout of frustration.

      “This is so stupid! Why can’t I get this?” Rozlynd demanded.

      “I have no answer. It’s innate to me, so I’m probably not teaching it well.”

      “But they got it,” Roz gestured toward Nimbus, Cirrus, and Kylee. “Even he got it!” she jabbed her thumb toward Rowen.

      “Thanks, baby doll.”

      “Shove it!” she snapped back. “Sorry,” she added after a second. “I’m just frustrated at my inability to master this new skill.”

      “You’re not the only one!” Aerianna called.

      “Yeah. I’m at my limit too,” Sienna agreed.

      “Which is why I want to move on. We can pick this one up again later. How about we switch back to barriers? Specifically, placing them around someone else and . . . Yes, Violet?” she asked as her best friend raised her hand.

      “Would it be all right if I keep working on multiple requests at once?”

      “That’s fine with me. Pick a skill I’ve shown you in the last two days and go for it. I’ll wander around and give pointers. If you have questions, just wave your hand and I’ll come to you. That work for everyone?”

      “Anything but multiple requests is fine by me,” Rozlynd announced.

      Iris joined Nimbus first. “Can you help give pointers as well?”

      “I don’t think I have these down well enough yet. You should ask Cirrus. He seemed to have both multiple requests and personal barriers down.”

      “Thanks for the suggestion. I’ll ask him.” She gave Nimbus a quick kiss and walked to where Cirrus stood, brimming with power.

      Before Iris made it to him, a barrier surrounded her. She pulled flows into her body. Tried to send a gust of wind at Cirrus. A vortex of air filled the barrier. It lifted her hair and forced her eyes closed. Iris dismissed her request and smiled.

      “Awesome!” she glowed at Cirrus before jogging the last few steps to join him. “What made the difference?”

      “I thought about it as two separate requests, actually. One to form the barrier around you, and one to contain your magic within the barrier. Have you tried a distance request within a barrier yet? Like starting a storm? Something you don’t need to request begin next to you?”

      “I haven’t, actually. Let me try now,” she beamed at him and took a few steps back.

      Cirrus returned the smile and surrounded Iris in a barrier once more.

      She pulled flows into her being. Tried a variety of requests that only resulted in her getting singed, soaking wet, and surrounded in a vortex of air once more.

      “Let me try it on you,” she told Cirrus once he released her from her confines.

      “Go for it!”

      Iris created a barrier around Cirrus. Like his barrier around her, it completely contained his magic. She released him a few minutes later. “I think we both have that one down. Can you help me with giving pointers to everyone else?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, you are way better at this than I am.”

      “No. I’m not. You should give yourself more credit. You’re the only other one who can form a proper barrier around yourself or another person and make multiple requests at once.”

      “Yeah, but . . . All right,” he amended after getting a look at her face. “I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s all I’m asking. Thank you. It will help things go faster. And maybe you’ll be able to explain multiple requests better than I could.”

      “I’ll give it a shot.”

      Cirrus and Iris moved in opposite directions from each other. Iris heard him give Rowen a few pointers. It made her smile as she stopped in front of Violet.

      Iris checked in with five of her friends across the next hour while Cirrus checked in with the other five. With Cirrus’s help, everyone could complete at least one of the two tasks they were working on and a few of them were in the beginning stages of accomplishing both.

      She called a halt to training thirty minutes later. She could sense a decline in the quality of requests surrounding her. Iris remembered that it took her a lot more effort to complete multiple requests at once and that they drained her of her magical abilities much faster.

      “Great progress everyone! I mean it!” she said once everyone gathered around her. Smiling faces that couldn’t hide the beginnings of fatigue looked back at her. “I think I mentioned this yesterday, but perhaps not. Anyway, completing multiple requests at once drains me much faster than making single requests in quick succession, so keep that in mind. Let’s call it here for today. I want to make sure no one reaches the point of total exhaustion. It’s not fun. And yes, I’m speaking from experience,” she added before anyone could ask.

      Her statement received a few chuckles before the group broke apart and headed toward the welcoming trees of Mothar Crann.

      “I can’t remember the last time I was this drained magically,” Nimbus said as he wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “I can,” Iris said.

      “I gathered as much. Great practice. I think I’ve increased my strength again.”

      Iris took a moment to analyze Nimbus’s power. “I think you have.” She searched out several of her other friends’ auras. “I think everyone has, actually.”

      “That’s great!”

      “Sure.”

      “Iris—”

      “I know, I know,” she sighed. “They chose to be here.”

      “Precisely. But you’ll never stop feeling guilty, will you.”

      Iris shook her head.

      “I wish there was some way for me to convince you it’s not your fault.”

      “Me too,” Iris agreed. She squeezed Nimbus closer to her. Needed to feel his warmth. Tried not to think about losing him—or any of her friends. Green Day’s Boulevard of Broken Dreams played in her head.

      “Remember, you’re not alone.”

      Nimbus’s words pulled Iris from her internal contemplations. She wondered if she’d hummed the chorus out loud or if he knew her this well already. Whatever the reason, she nodded and smiled up at him. He grinned back down at her. Warmth flooded her being as a sense of calm washed over her.

      Dejà vu filled Iris. They’d walked here, arm in arm before. Love bloomed deep within her being. It spread outward to encompass her entire body. She gripped Nimbus’s side tighter. Had to look away from his face as her eyes shifted toward purple and her cheeks blushed with the memories of their past relationship.

      Everyone enjoyed another evening of conversation with the elves and faeries on the massive meeting platform in the heart of Mothar Crann. Nimbus never left her side. She joined him in his bed that evening and fell asleep on his shoulder as he stroked her hair. She wanted more but didn’t know how to express her desires.

      Iris woke Nimbus the next morning with a few kisses he returned with ardor. His arms clutched her to him as his hands ran up and down her back, caressed her neck and face, or squeezed her hips and sides. Memories of her past-self locked in his arms filled her once more. She swallowed. Placed her forehead against his, gave him a final kiss, and got out of bed. She needed to learn more about her past-self and what it meant for her current tasks in life.

      After a quick shower, Iris changed into her true form and flew to Faerie Glenn to speak with Eireann. She asked if she and the elders would be available to answer her questions about Balance and Chaos that afternoon. When the Queen of the Faeries agreed, Iris flew back to her rooms in Mothar Crann and joined her friends and the elves for breakfast before heading to the training field.

      They focused on fighting with physical weapons and magic use once more. Iris made sure everyone practiced with a different partner and asked Nimbus to make rounds with her rather than practice himself. They both jumped in to have short sparring sessions with each person before lunch. She was a little light-headed by the time she called a halt to the morning practice. It seemed she still wasn’t back to one-hundred percent.

      “Take the afternoon off, everyone. Explore Gemina Terra. Spend some time relaxing. Recharge and enjoy!” Iris told them as she leaned on her quarterstaff for support.

      “You sure about this?” Cirrus asked quietly amongst the buzz of delight.

      “Yes. Everyone has been working really hard. You all deserve a break. Besides, isn’t it best to know what you’re fighting for?”

      “Good point. Well, thanks! Would it be safe to assume you’re not taking the afternoon off?”

      “It depends on your definition of off. I’m meeting with Eireann and the faerie elders this afternoon. I decided I should see if I can regain any memories from my past self.”

      “So it’s a half-break.”

      “Sure.”

      “In that case, enjoy!” Cirrus smiled at Iris. He glanced over his shoulder, chuckled, and walked away.

      Nimbus was at Iris’s side a moment later. “I’m glad you’re taking a break too. May I join you in Faerie Glenn?”

      “No. I need this time for myself. You should go exploring. I’ve been here before.”

      “Yes, but you haven’t exactly explored the world yourself.”

      “I have a little,” she said as images of Rodger’s private beach sanctuary flashed through her mind. “Enough to understand what I’m fighting for. The planet is beautiful. You should go see the ocean here. It’s gorgeous!”

      “I’ll do that. Any recommendations?”

      Iris almost opened a doorway to Rodger’s beach but changed her mind. She didn’t feel like fielding questions about whose stuff was there. Especially if Rodger was on the planet. “Not really. Ask Esras if he has any recommendations.”

      “Okay. Lunch?”

      “No. I’m having lunch with Eireann before meeting with the elders.”

      “All right. Have fun.” He gave her a kiss before joining his brother and Esras.

      Iris smiled at his retreating back, transformed into a faerie, and flew to her rooms in Faerie Glenn. Eireann was waiting for her, lunch spread out on a table on the balcony.

      “Your Majesty,” Iris greeted with a small bow of her head.

      “Please. No titles. Not from you.”

      Iris nodded and took a seat across from Eireann at the small bistro table.

      “How is the training going?”

      “Very well. Everyone is progressing in their skills tremendously.”

      “That is good. I also heard you started teaching a few of the younger elves and faeries how to connect to the flows embedded within Gemina Terra.”

      “I did. Was that wrong of me?”

      “No. Not at all. I may ask for lessons in the future.”

      “I’d be more than happy to oblige.”

      “I have no doubt,” Eireann said with a smile. “But that is not why you wanted to talk, is it?”

      “No. It’s not.”

      “You are interested in learning more about Balance and Chaos.”

      “Yes. I need to understand what we’re up against. What our chances are.” Iris looked at Eireann. She couldn’t read the queen’s expression. Her face was void of any emotions. “I won’t shy away from my task.”

      “I know you will not. That is not why I have not answered you. We do not know the answer to your question. The elders have ideas. Theories, really. We have lore that has been passed down from generation to generation but nothing more. Balance has been absent from our world since it brought Gemina Terra into existence.”

      “Even if lore is all you have, I would still like to hear it.”

      “Then we must wait for the elders. They are the keepers of our histories.”

      Iris nodded. She refrained from tapping her leg and tried to push thoughts of Chaos from her mind as she filled a plate from the spread on the small table. After several silent moments, she turned to Eireann to start a conversation but nothing came to her mind.

      “Small talk is hard when you have something else on your mind, is it not?” Eireann asked.

      Iris could see the upturned corners of the queen’s lips over the cup of tea she drank from. “It is. I have been so focused on training my friends—on preparing them—there is no room for other thoughts.”

      “You should find room. I am sure your friends would rather have their friend than a leader.”

      “You’re probably right. And I am sure you would like to learn more about me.”

      “That would be lovely.”

      Iris spent the next twenty minutes in quiet conversation with Eireann. She talked about her childhood and love of faeries since she was little. How she learned about magic through her Little Self and hovering in her sleep. How her Little Self said she was an ancient part of Iris and once she joined with her Little Self, Iris felt more complete.

      Eireann shared stories about Iris’s spirit and life on Gemina Terra. Iris allowed Eireann’s words to sink into her as her mind wandered. If she didn’t concentrate too hard, she could almost see some of Eireann’s words as though they were memories. Then she realized they were memories. Her Little Self’s memories. Her past-self’s memories. 

      Iris let the words guide her across Gemina Terra to places she hadn’t been to but knew well. Calmness permeated her being. She understood what she had to fight for and hoped her friends would discover the same thing during their explorations of the planet. Many of the images were accompanied by a tall elf with dark hair and bright blue eyes. Iris’s mind focused on Nimbus’s past self. Warmth filled her and a soft smile parted her lips. Her mind came back to the present when a new voice spoke.
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      “We hope we have not kept you waiting long,” a voice called from the sitting room the balcony was located off of.

      “Of course not,” Eireann said as she rose to greet the three elders.

      Iris followed suit. She got a good look at the elders. They were the same ones who greeted her when she woke the first morning on Gemina Terra in the rose garden. She realized she still didn’t know their names.

      “Iris, may I present Elders Wollemia, Elegia, and Davallia.”

      “It is lovely to meet you,” Iris said with a bow. 

      The three faeries returned her bow with nods. 

      “Shall we retire to the sitting room?” Eireann suggested.

      Without a word, the three elders retreated a few steps. They took seats on the large cushioned bench while Eireann sat on a smaller bench across from them. Iris sat next to Eireann. It took her a moment to realize these were the faerie’s versions of couches. The low backs allowed room for their wings while still providing a little back support. Iris wondered if they slept with their wings out or tucked away as when they were in human form. 

      “We understand you have questions for us,” Wollemia said and cut Iris’s contemplations short.

      “Yes, I do. I would like to learn more about Chaos.”

      “Be more specific,” Davallia told Iris.

      “I want to know about Chaos’s control. Abilities. Power. Manipulation of other magic users. Anything that will help me train my friends better and prepare us for a battle I know is coming.”

      Wollemia and Davallia looked toward Elegia. Iris did the same.

      “There is not much more to tell. You were shown the histories in your dreams and we explained the rest upon your waking.”

      “Is there anything else that may help me? Anything at all?” Iris tried not to sound desperate. The looks of concern the three elders gave her—of pity—proved she was unsuccessful. She forced her eyes to remain blue. Their coolness almost drew a sigh of relief from her lips. At least they obeyed her when she really needed them to. “Please,” Iris added after several silent moments passed.

      “Defeating Chaos itself may not be possible. It is an ancient being. Older even than the Earth. You will need to concern yourself with defeating its agents,” Davallia broke the silence. A glance between the three elders loosened their tongues.

      “We are sure Chaos’s current goal is the destruction of Gemina Terra. It cannot travel here. Balance assured this. That is why Chaos manipulates mankind. It whispers in ears. Persuades those it can to follow orders,” Wollemia continued.

      “The people I believe to be under the control of Chaos claim they want to protect Gaia—Earth—from mankind by killing those who are destroying the atmosphere with carbon emissions and such.”

      “Those are lies fed to you through Chaos’s agents. Did they explain how they would protect the Earth?” Elegia asked.

      “Threats. Hostages. Nuclear bombs I’m supposed to contain the blasts of.”

      “Do you believe you will be able to contain such a blast?”

      Iris thought about Elegia’s question for several minutes before responding. “Perhaps, but I believe it would require all of my strength to contain one blast, so if there were several . . . We’d have no chance. Between the blast and the radiation . . . I don’t see how the Earth could survive,” she shook her head.

      “That is Chaos’s design. Convince an agent to help cure the Earth but destroy it in the process. Chaos is spurred on by jealousy over the abilities Balance gave us to connect with the Earth. Chaos knows Balance could not watch the Earth and all its creatures die. Balance would save as many creatures as possible by bringing them to Gemina Terra or revealing Gemina Terra to them so they could travel here on their own,” Elegia stopped. She shook her head. Looked at Wollemia.

      “It would mean the end of the creatures on this planet. Those who survived the blasts on the Earth would bring disease and their already corrupt ways to Gemina Terra. The magical creatures Balance fought so hard to protect would be dead in a matter of moons.”

      “Trophies and pets for those who have limited thought and too many fears,” Davallia finished.

      It wasn’t hard for Iris to agree with them. “Then how do I fight them? How do I convince them they are being controlled and persuade them to leave Chaos?”

      “You cannot convince zealots of anything they do not want to hear. Fighting them is your only option. We understand it will be hard. You have lost friends to Chaos. Remember, they will do anything to obtain their objective. Manipulating your emotions will be nothing to them and is most likely the reason Chaos targeted your friends. It saw something in them it could exploit and did so,” Elegia advised.

      Iris let silence permeate the room as she considered the elders’ words. It made sense. Why Brett continued to go after Zarina. Jaden was the easy target. The one who never really followed Iris’s rules and trainings. Stalk Zarina, mention it being Iris’s fault, and Jaden would easily be swayed. 

      But what about Zarina and Morrigan? Jaden mentioned something about breaking Zarina. Did Jaden do to Zarina what Brett tried to do to Iris? Was it possible Mr. Moreno’s followers weren’t followers but pawns and soldiers? Was Jaden now one of them? Could she save him, Zarina, and Morrigan? Or did Jaden serve another master? Perhaps Chaos directly?

      “Do not convince yourself that you can save your friends,” Eireann’s soft voice broke through Iris’s thought process.

      “That obvious?” she asked as her eyes came back into focus.

      “Yes. No matter what you believe, they are lost to you.”

      “I refuse to accept that, but I will remember your words of warning.” Iris set her jaw. She needed to believe she could get them back. It was her fault they’d fallen in with Chaos. If she’d listened to everyone’s concerns about Brett earlier, they wouldn’t be in this predicament. If she hadn’t been so selfish and denounced magic because she wanted to be normal. Whatever normal was.

      “Who decided what normal is, anyway?” Iris whispered. She didn’t think she’d spoken loud enough for anyone to hear her, but Eireann did.

      “It is a fabricated reality created by humankind in its desire to catalogue everything and everyone.”

      Iris made eye contact with Eireann. The queen of the faeries smiled at her. She was right. Normal did not exist. It was a concept created to establish a hierarchy system that Iris rejected.

      The elders excused themselves a few minutes later. They had nothing else to say and Iris had no more questions. She tried to hide her bitterness at their assertion her friends were lost but was sure she failed. At least, the twinges in her eyes told her one of the dozen emotions filling her showed though. She didn’t care which one.

      Eireann spent the rest of the afternoon showing Iris around the ancient Moreton Bay Fig Tree and the community nestled amongst its roots and branches. Several faeries insisted on speaking with her and welcoming her back to Gemina Terra or Faerie Glenn. It made their tour slow but even more enjoyable. Memories of her past life flitted through Iris’s mind as stories passed down amongst families she knew in her former life were shared with her. Many had to do with Faerie Glenn. A few brought forth remembrances of her relationship with the Prince of the Elves.

      They were also depressing. If Iris couldn’t stop Chaos this round by defeating Mr. Moreno, Brett, Jaden, and all their minions, then everyone and everything on Gemina Terra could cease to exist. She tried to push those thoughts to the back of her mind but didn’t manage the task very well.

      Iris left Faerie Glenn for Mothar Crann close to dusk. She focused on the rediscovered memories of her past life as she flew back to the small apartment she shared with Nimbus. His entire being brightened when she transformed into her human self in their living room. Iris joined him on the couch. He pulled her onto his lap rather than allow her to sit next to him.

      “How was your afternoon?” he asked after a welcome home kiss.

      “It was good,” she said as she snuggled against his chest. “I spoke with some of the elders and then Eireann showed me around Faerie Glenn. I’m not sure if you’ve had the same experience, but there were so many faeries who wanted to share stories with me about my past life. It brought forth some pleasant memories.”

      “I know what you mean. Every conversation I’ve been in has involved some story about me when I was the Prince of the Elves. They come with other memories, too. Ones about you.”

      He raised his eyebrows at her. Asked if it was the same for her without using words. Iris smiled in response. Her gaze shifted from his eyes to his lips and back as she leaned forward. Nimbus increased his grip on her hip. Iris shifted her position on his lap. Her hands went to the back of his head and neck. A sinking sensation filled her as the memory of hearing of his disappearance in their past life ran through her mind.

      She placed her forehead against Nimbus’s. Tried to banish the memories. She didn’t want to dwell on her past pains or the what ifs that could come to fruition. Nimbus noticed a change in her mood.

      “Do you want to talk about it, love?”

      She shook her head, slid off his lap, and extended a hand to him. Nimbus took it and she led him into her room. He closed the door behind him, stopped in the center of the room, and tugged on her arm. Iris gladly moved into his welcoming embrace. He held her chin and cheek in one hand. Used his thumb to caress her face as he stared down at her. Desire grew in Iris. She didn’t know how to express her wants to him. She found the hem of his shirt, slipped her hand underneath it and gripped his warm skin.

      Nimbus leaned down and kissed her. His free hand slipped under her shirt. Iris moved her other hand under his shirt and lifted it a few inches. Nimbus removed it a moment later before helping Iris out of hers. She led him toward the bed as she took several steps back. When her legs found the mattress, she sat down, kicked her shoes off, and scooted further onto the soft mattress. Nimbus followed.
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      Iris’s heart raced. She’d felt this sensation before, but never so powerfully. All thoughts of past love interests vanished as Nimbus leaned on one arm next to her head. She smiled as she stared into his eyes. He smiled back. Shifted toward her.

      Nimbus showered Iris’s neck with kisses. Caressed her side and stomach before moving his hand up to her breast. She tightened her grip on his side and kissed him deeply. Her hands moved to his jeans button and zipper. He pulled the pants off. Used one hand to undo the fastenings on her jeans. She could tell he’d done this before.

      Now that she lay in only her underwear and bra, a slight awkwardness ran through Iris. She tried to push it away as Nimbus brought his head close to hers. Thoughts about how her body wasn’t beautiful ran through her mind. He smiled down at her. Caressed her face. Kissed her deeply. All thoughts vanished except for those focused on Nimbus and how happy he made her as a warmth filled Iris’s being. He felt right and she was completely comfortable around him. She trusted him. Loved him. Iris shut her mind down and let her body respond to the physical prompts of Nimbus’s and her desires.

      She wasn’t sure what she had expected for her first time, but being with the right person made all the difference. He was kind, gentle, and attentive, and they were the only two people that existed.

      “I have waited for you for so long,” Nimbus whispered as he held her to him afterwards.

      Iris snuggled closer to him. Though she felt the same way, she didn’t respond. Her mind raced with thoughts about what would happen to him if she couldn’t stop Chaos. When she finally drifted off to sleep, nightmares kept her from having restful slumbers. Memories of being tortured by Jaden, thoughts of her friends going through the same thing she had, and images of Gemina Terra on fire woke her dozens of times.

      When Nimbus started stirring the following morning, Iris used kisses and caresses to wake him. He had no qualms against the methods she employed. Sex helped push all her fears to the back of her mind once more. The pain didn’t last nearly as long this time which made the morning even more enjoyable.

      When Iris left Nimbus’s arms for the shower, all her fears crashed back in on her. She refused to let them terrify her like they had the night before. Instead, they doubled her resolve and increased her desire to train her friends. She needed to assure they all survived—even if she did not.
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        * * *

      

      Iris spent the next six days training her friends. Each day she increased the intensity of the training sessions. If her friends noticed, no one said anything. She made sure everyone mastered multiple requests and barriers before moving onto a wide range of offensive and defensive skills.

      Each one of her friends increased their power, stamina, and abilities significantly during their time on Gemina Terra. Most became more powerful than Iris had been when they arrived on the planet. It meant they were all significantly more powerful than Jaden let alone Zarina, Morrigan, and his minions. Iris wasn’t sure about Mr. Moreno but she knew they were stronger than Brett too.

      In order to not overwork her friends, Iris interspersed training sessions with a few more afternoons off or ended practices early. It gave her friends the opportunity to explore more of Gemina Terra or enjoy time in their true forms and be with the creatures they held kinship with. Iris used some of that time to continue training those faeries and elves interested in learning magic. Several more came each day. Nimbus helped her with the training most days. The more time she spent with him and the inhabitants of the planet, the more memories of her past life surfaced. And their relationship on Gemina Terra.

      By the time their last day on Gemina Terra arrived, Iris had taught several elves and faeries how to create light sources and help plants grow or heal. Aerianna and Kylee spent a few hours teaching some of the stronger magic users how to heal each other or the fauna of the planet. Iris refused to teach them anything related to fighting and reminded them of their promise to only use magic for positive changes. Everyone assured her they would. 

      The friends from earth were full of joy the final afternoon they stayed with the elves of Mothar Crann. Iris spent a few minutes after lunch reviewing everything she’d taught her friends and assuring each one of them they’d grown in abilities and strength. She gave everyone the rest of the afternoon off to relax while she changed into her faerie form and snuck off to her rooms in Faerie Glenn. She needed to formulate a plan for getting back to Davis and school.

      “Iris?” someone called through her door in the Gallery.

      She sent half her mind to see who it was. The other half tried to come up with a solution to the pressing problem of getting back to Earth while Jaden, Zarina, Morrigan, and who knew how many others were looking for them.

      “What’s up?” she asked Nimbus as she opened her door. His brows were drawn together. Sadness and concern pooled in his eyes.

      “You didn’t go back to Earth again, did you?”

      “No. I’m in Faerie Glenn. I needed a quiet place to think.”

      “About what?”

      “How to get us all back to Davis without Jaden attacking or capturing us immediately.”

      “With how strong you said everyone has become, we have nothing to worry about.”

      “You have no idea how persistent Jaden is.” Iris pursed her lips. She looked to his door, shook her head in disgust, and started pacing the large domed room.

      “I don’t. You’re right. But I know there is no way in hell he’ll be able to take any of us by force if we all show up together.”

      Iris turned to protest. Nimbus held a hand up to stem her words.

      “Even if he has all the magic users from the Hotel Mar with him. We’re more powerful than they are. I gauged all of their strength—once they filled with power—while they had us surrounded in the ballroom. Half of them were new magic users who didn’t possess a quarter of Morrigan’s strength. Besides Jaden and Zarina, only six or seven were more powerful than Morrigan. The rest fell somewhere in between. I haven’t said it yet but I’m sure one reason Jaden agreed to your terms on New Year’s Eve is he knew he couldn’t win if you gathered your friends. Even if they trained non-stop while at that castle Jaden took you to, there is no way they could have done more than doubled their strength. Which means most still aren’t as strong as Morrigan.”

      “That may be true, but it won’t stop Jaden from calling all of his minions to him the moment we step foot back on Earth and attacking us. In front of any witnesses present.”

      “Then we go somewhere safe. Allow them to attack us. You or I or Cirrus should easily be able to produce a barrier large enough to protect everyone here from their attacks. They’d wear themselves out magically before we would.”

      “Then what?”

      “We talk to them. Ask for Davis to be a neutral zone so everyone can finish college.”

      “He’d never agree to that.”

      “Then we threaten him—”

      “He knows I’d never follow through on any threats.”

      “Iris.”

      Nimbus’s tone pulled her eyes to his in a flash. He hadn’t raised his voice, but she could tell frustration permeated his being. He tightened his jaw before letting out a long, slow exhale through his nose.

      “Do you have a better plan?” he asked once he’d calmed himself down.

      “No,” she admitted. “But I’m not sure this one is right either.”

      “Why don’t you come back to our rooms in Mothar Crann so we can have a real conversation?”

      Iris nodded slowly.

      “Is there anyone else we should involve in the conversation?”

      “No. I’d rather let everyone enjoy their last few hours here and not burden them with reminders about what’s waiting for us at home.”

      “You take on too much.”

      “I have a lot to make up for,” Iris whispered. “See you in a second.” She left the Gallery, formed a doorway to the apartment in Mothar Crann she shared with Nimbus, and stepped through. She transformed into her human-self a moment later.

      Nimbus engulfed her in a hug before she took a single step. He tilted her head up and give her a kiss. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Iris replied without thought. It was the truth. She’d refrained from saying it for fear of becoming too attached to Nimbus and exasperating her trepidation of losing him but she could no longer deny her feelings to herself or keep them bottled inside.

      “I know,” he said with a smile that filtered through this tone.

      Iris poked him in the ribs.

      “Okay. I’ll stop,” Nimbus chuckled. It helped lighten Iris’s mood. “So, back to our problem at hand?”

      “I think your idea of asking for a truce in Davis may be our best shot. Though Jaden may not go for it. If that happens, I think we should have a counter offer ready.”

      “What about a truce until everyone graduates?”

      “That won’t work. Kyxy and Kylee are a year younger than most of us.”

      “Think he would agree to not attacking anyone in Davis between September and June?”

      “Probably not. I bet I could get him to lay off everyone during the quarter though. Maybe from day one of the quarter through the last day of finals. Brett agreed to that once, so Jaden might. He and Zarina need to graduate too . . . Though they may no longer care about graduating. Then again,” she countered herself. “I bet Zarina is still interested in graduating even if Jaden doesn’t care anymore.”

      “It means you guys wouldn’t be safe during spring break or the summer.”

      “True, but it means everyone can feel safe enough to go to class. And work. And anywhere in Davis throughout the quarter.”

      “What will you do if someone violates the agreement?”

      “Go hunting.”

      Nimbus tilted his head to the right. Looked at Iris through slightly narrowed eyes for several long seconds before nodding his head. His expression told her he saw a different person in front of him.

      “Okay. We have a plan. How do we execute it?” he finally asked.

      “I think the best idea is to go straight to our practice island. Then I track down Jaden, pop through a doorway, and lead him back to the island where all of you are waiting behind a protective barrier.”

      “Iris—”

      “I know what I’m doing. I’m the only one who can track him easily. It may be enough for me to form a doorway next to him but not step through for him to track it back to my location. I’m positive he’d follow the link to come after me before having a second thought.”

      “How about we try now? I’ll go to our training grounds and you form a doorway there a few seconds after I leave. Then give me thirty seconds to see if I can track your location through the closed door before I come back. If I can’t track your location, we come up with a different plan. If I can, then we’re set.”

      “Okay,” Iris agreed.

      Nimbus formed his double door with its perfect replication of the centermost tree in Mothar Crann and a prominent elf in the foreground. He stepped through onto the field they’d used for practice all week. Iris waited for his residual magic to fade before requesting her doorway open at the base of the tree their apartment was situated in. She stepped through, released the door, and formed a new one to the training grounds. Nimbus’s doorway started forming close by in less than two seconds. In ten he stood next to her.

      He looked around. “Good idea to alter the starting point so I didn’t know where you were. I’m satisfied. We should tell everyone else.”

      Iris drew in and let out a large breath. “We should. All right, let’s go. At least I feel like we have a fighting chance now.”

      “I think we have much more than that,” Nimbus said as he placed an arm across her shoulders and rubbed her arm. “Much more.”
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      It took Iris all of five minutes to explain the plan to get back to Earth safely and field everyone’s questions. A somberness descended upon her friends as reality reared back into their lives. She ended by telling them they’d leave in the morning. She wanted everyone well rested so they could get through their first day of classes without worrying about being tired and whether or not they’d be attacked.

      Iris didn’t sleep well. Guilt over bringing this upon her friends filled her. Nimbus tried to comfort her, but she was inconsolable. Memories of her dreams as she healed in the rose garden and the conversations she had with the elder faeries filled her mind. She had mentioned none of it to her friends but she felt justified in hiding it for the time being. They had enough to worry about with getting back to Earth not to throw an ancient entity upon them too.

      After a quick breakfast, everyone gathered around Iris. She focused her mind on the time she left Earth with her college friends. Let the moment fill her before adding the location of the practice island behind it. She willed the archways into existence.

      A shimmering light filled her eyes. Became the archway of silver. The archway that represented Gemina Terra. Iris approached the silver doors. They opened with the slightest touch and she stepped onto the iridescent bridge. She didn’t look back. There was no need. Footsteps behind her showed her friends followed. A kind of tension filled the grey void as they crossed the bridge.

      Iris reached the golden arch. She waited until all sounds of walking feet stopped. She closed her eyes, exhaled, and pushed the doors open. Tropical air and warmth meant she at least got the location correct. Nimbus stepped past her onto the island followed by Cirrus and Rozlynd. Iris couldn’t believe how much stronger Rozlynd had become. She wondered if Roz felt even more betrayed than Iris did. Zarina had been her best friend.

      “All clear!” Nimbus called back to the group slowly filing out of the golden arch.

      Everyone picked up the pace. They knew maintaining the arches drained Iris, and she needed her strength to locate and then draw Jaden to them. Nimbus volunteered to create the barrier around them so Iris could concentrate on talking to Jaden. Cirrus then Rozlynd were back-ups. If something happened to all three of them, it would be everyone for themselves. Iris insisted on it. At least one of them needed to survive. She didn’t think it would come to that, but decided being overly prepared was a good idea.

      “I’m the last one,” Violet told Iris as she stepped onto the light-tan sand of their island.

      “Thanks.” Iris looked back at the silver arch. Esras waved at her. She waved back as the doors closed. The bridge receded. Iris backed onto the warm sands, watched the golden arch shut, and released all the power she held.

      “Everyone ready?” she asked her awaiting friends.

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” Kyxy said.

      “Are you sure we can’t just take the guy prisoner and lock him away the way he did to you?” Rowen called. He seemed as pissed at Jaden as Roz was at Zarina.

      “Not today. Today we are trying for a truce that allows for everyone’s safety while we’re in school. If we start by fighting, there’s no way in hell he’ll agree to any kind of truce.”

      “Yeah. All right. You have a point there,” Rowen grumbled.

      “I’m glad you agree with me. We good?” Iris scanned her friends’ faces. Several had tight jaws. Others scowls. They all indicated they were ready though. “Nimbus?” she asked.

      Nimbus nodded and filled with power. Iris analyzed it. His strength was about fifteen percent lower than it had been on Gemina Terra. Iris wondered if all her friends were less powerful on Earth than its twin. She didn’t have time to analyze everyone at the moment. Nimbus surrounded the twelve of them in a barrier. Iris assured all traces of the archways had dissipated before checking Nimbus’s work. Once satisfied, she sent her mind in search of Jaden’s aura. 

      Iris started her search in Davis. She sent her focus to her room. Jaden had been there recently. His essence was easy to track. In one surge, her mind located him. Almost like a homing beacon. She pushed the thought away. Requested and formed her doorway to where he stalked about in his apartment.

      Less than ten seconds later, a black rectangle spit an unknown magic user out of it. Fifteen more followed in quick succession before Jaden himself. Iris almost sighed in relief when Morrigan and Zarina didn’t arrive. She grimaced and let out a huff when the sixteen new arrivals waged war on the barrier Nimbus maintained.

      Fireballs, blasts of air, piercing bullets, wind torrents, even lightning strikes rained down on them in quick succession. They did nothing more than bounce off the barrier Nimbus kept intact.

      “You okay?” Iris asked.

      “Just fine. Not even using half my strength to maintain this thing.”

      “Excellent. Remember, if you get tired—”

      “I’ll tell Cirrus before that point. Don’t worry. Focus on your own task, love.” He smiled at her.

      A loud boom sounded across the island. The ground at their feet shook but nothing cracked Nimbus’s barrier. Silence descended. It was eerie after the noise of all the attacks breaking apart on the dome protecting them.

      “Are you finished?” Iris demanded of Jaden. She walked to the edge of the barrier directly across from him.

      Jaden curled his lip at her. If she didn’t know any better, she thought he growled at her.

      “I am here to negotiate a truce so we can all attend classes without fear of being abducted.”

      “And why would I agree to such a truce?”

      “Because if you don’t, we’ll be forced to subdue you and your minions. Permanently.”

      A manic laugh built in the pit of Jaden’s stomach. It bubbled up and out of his throat as he bent slightly forward and shook his head at the ground.

      Iris waited patiently.

      “You think you can subdue all of us?”

      “Easily.”

      “With all the power it’s taking you to maintain that protective dome?”

      “Only one of us is using magic. And only at half-power. Would you like to see what I’m capable of in my present state? And mood?” Iris asked in a voice as smooth as a mountain lake in the early hours of morning.

      Hard eyes and a narrowed brow told Iris she had his undivided attention.

      “Good. We are here—in good faith—asking for a truce. Will you listen to our request?”

      Jaden’s eyes compressed into slits. He ground his teeth. Clenched and unclenched his jaw. Iris wasn’t sure if he listened to orders or assessed her power. She didn’t know if he had that ability.

      “Sir!” a minion called.

      Jaden waved a hand. The man approached. He spoke in hushed tones. Whatever he said, anger visibly filled Jaden. Grew with each word his follower uttered. Iris didn’t know how the man kept reporting whatever information he held without taking a step back from the intensity of Jaden’s eyes. Iris had seen that look before and it had caused her to take an involuntary step back.

      “Twice? Twice! More?” he demanded. “Impossible! Assess them again.”

      “I already have, sir. Three times. Eve concurs.”

      Jaden half-turned away from Iris. He drew his shoulders up then released them before rolling out his neck. When he faced her again, he’d composed himself. “It seems you’ve been busy. How long were you on Earth’s Twin?”

      “The only thing I am willing to discuss with you is the truce we seek.”

      “Fine. What do you propose?”

      “Davis is a neutral zone. No one is to be attacked on either side.”

      “You did not specify a time frame.”

      “I propose indefinitely.”

      Jaden responded with a quick snort of laughter.

      Iris waited him out.

      “What is the purpose of your desired truce?”

      “I told you already. So we can all go to our classes without fear of being captured or killed.”

      “Very well, then we won’t attack anyone while they’re in class.”

      “No good. That doesn’t cover traveling to and from class, study time, meals . . . the list goes on. Until everyone has graduated,” Iris countered. 

      “That’s five quarters for the twins. During the day.”

      “Some of us have night classes. During the school year.”

      “During the quarter. From day one of classes through the last day of finals. But only in Davis. If anyone leaves Davis for any reason—a trip to the mall, a practice session, or anything in between—they are no longer bound by the terms of the truce.”

      “Agreed. Beginning today through the end of winter quarter finals, then beginning again on the first day of spring quarter and ending on the last day of spring quarter finals and so on until Kyxy and Kylee graduate.”

      “Agreed. If they live that long.”

      His smile tried to send a shiver down Iris’s spine. She refused to let it. 

      Jaden held out a hand. “Shake on it?”

      Iris filled with power. She looked at Nimbus. He raised an eyebrow at her but pulled the barrier back. As soon as Nimbus’s barrier fully receded, Iris placed her own barrier around Jaden and herself. She had no intention of trusting him. And was justified in her decision.

      An arsenal of attacks broke on her barrier less than a second after it solidified. The heat of rage filled Iris. She sent a wall of air outwards from her barrier. It blasted every one of Jaden’s lackeys off their feet.

      Iris closed the distance between herself and Jaden. She drew her katana from its hiding place without a second thought, unsheathed the sword, and placed its blade against Jaden’s neck in one smooth motion.

      “I came to you for a truce and this is how you act? You are nothing but a worthless scumbag. Why shouldn’t I kill you right now and be done with it?”

      Jaden didn’t react to the exposed blade moments from taking his life. “Because if you do, Zarina and Morrigan will die. I believe you harbor some asinine notion that we—or perhaps just them—will come back to your side one day. Why else seal our doors in the Gallery rather than destroy them?”

      Warmth flashed through the cold Iris maintained on her eyes. It coincided with quickly raised and lowered eyebrows.

      “We know you so well, Iris. And you know me,” he grinned and gestured to the barrier she maintained around them. “I agree to your truce. We’ll all obey it. No one will be pursued in Davis during a quarter they’re attending school. Once a person is no longer in school though . . . they become fair game,” he added with a huge grin.

      “Agreed,” Iris said once more. She sheathed her blade and tucked it back into her hiding place before sticking out her hand. This time, Jaden shook it.

      “Pleasure speaking with you. Goodbye.”

      Iris pulled her barrier back so it only protected her. She watched Jaden create his black rectangle and step through. The rest of his minions followed. The pain of the Earth filled her chest as it protested their magic. As Iris turned to rejoin her friends inside Nimbus’s barrier, she realized Jaden hadn’t used his Jaden’s god-awful door.

      His black rectangle was a perfect replica of Brett’s. Mr. Moreno was definitively the Oculus Prismatic Jaden was now bound to. She wondered if his golden monstrosity of a door had been an attempt at a ruse or an in-between step as he fully bound himself to Mr. Moreno.

      “We’re good. He agreed,” she told her waiting friends.

      “You call that agreeing? Those assholes tried to double-cross you!” Rowen almost shouted.

      “Whoever restrained Rowen, thank you,” Iris said in response.

      “You’re welcome,” Gavin replied with a huge grin.

      “Yes. I call it a success. Mostly. Let’s head to Davis where we’re less likely to be attacked. Jaden worked in a loophole I hadn’t thought about before. Sorry, Rowen, it affects you the most.”

      “Of course it does. Fucker,” he called Jaden again.
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      Iris opened her doorway into her living room. Everyone piled in before Nimbus released his barrier and stepped through. She got straight to the point.

      “Jaden agreed that he and his cronies will not attack us while we’re in Davis and attending classes. That means most of us are good until we graduate at the end of the year. Kyxy and Kylee, you’ll be safe for classes next year too. The loophole—which affects Rowen now and most of us at the end of spring quarter—is that it only applies to those actually in school. If you live or are in Davis and not in school, you’re fair game. And the truce only applies to the city limits of Davis itself. Go anywhere outside of Davis and you’re fair game. We’ll have to be vigilant with this one.”

      “Any suggestions on what I should do all day?” Rowen asked.

      “We’ll be around most of the time,” Cirrus said.

      “Yeah, but not all the time. I mean, should I be concerned the ass will come to my room in the middle of the night and try to capture me since I’m not in college?”

      “I’ll just sleep over every night,” Rozlynd said.

      “You could always register for a class through Sac City,” Thorin suggested.

      “I doubt the ass would consider that part of the contract,” Rowen scoffed. “You said we’re more powerful than he is, right?” he asked Iris.

      “Yes. And I don’t like where your line of thought is going.”

      The left side of Rowen’s mouth twitched up. “What? I mean, if the guy is going to come after me anyway, I might as well lure him into a fight and show him he made the wrong choice. I could pay him back for some of the stuff he—”

      “No.” Iris’s single word stopped Rowen from continuing. The room fell quiet. Iris swallowed back the bubbling emotions of fear, rage, and betrayal that tried to overwhelm her. The reactions around her and the searing of her eyes meant one thing, the emotions showed through on her face. Words failed her. She clenched her fists. Opened them. Bit her lower lip.

      “Even if Jaden said they wouldn’t attack us, I think we should still travel in groups or pairs at the very least,” Violet said.

      She drew all attention from Iris and got a discussion going. Iris’s breathing grew shallow. Memories she didn’t want to surface did. Someone placed a firm hand on her right shoulder. She wrenched her shoulder back. Tried to get free. Didn’t want to go back to the castle. The hand clung to her. Someone whispered in her ear.

      “It’s just me. Take a breath. Deeper. Another. You’re safe. You’re strong. You’re surrounded by friends. He can’t get you here. We need you to focus.”

      Iris followed Cirrus’s words. Another hand on her other shoulder grounded her further. She opened her eyes and found Thorin on her left side. She smiled weakly at Thorin, nodded at Cirrus, and pulled her focus back to the surrounding conversation. Nimbus’s eyes were locked on her. She shrugged at him, more than a little embarrassed.

      “I think Vi is right,” Iris announced to the room at large. The debate surrounding her ceased. “You all saw what happened after Jaden said he’d agree to my terms. I wouldn’t put it past him to try something soon. Something else he knows is that we’re all much stronger than we used to be. Two of us will be able to take on at least five or six of them. More if all you have to do is throw up a full barrier.”

      Several people nodded in agreement.

      Iris glanced at her watch. “It’s eight-thirty. Does anyone have a nine am class this morning?”

      “I do,” Sienna chimed up.

      “Me too,” Thorin agreed.

      “As do I,” Gavin added.

      “Let’s start with getting you guys to class. I’ll give you a ride. Though, where is your class, Sienna? I’m banking your classes are closer to the Silo?” she asked Gavin and Thorin. They nodded.

      “Mine’s closer to the MU.”

      “I’ll take you,” Aerianna said. “My first thing today isn’t until eleven, so I have the time.”

      “I’ll come with,” Violet agreed.

      “Why don’t I create a shared calendar and we can all add our class and work schedules to it. Then we can sign up for shifts of sorts to meet each other at the end of class. Or walk to classes together—”

      “And hang out with me when you’ve got nothing else going on?”

      “Precisely,” Iris agreed with Rowen. “You guys can leave your stuff here for as long as you need.” Iris gestured at suitcases and bags everyone held. “And there’ll always be an open invitation for anyone who wants to come here, right, guys?” she verified with her roommates.

      “Of course!” they all agreed at once.

      “Our place too,” Cirrus added. His roommates nodded.

      “Yeah, but Jaden lives there,” Kylee reminded everyone.

      “I bet he moved out,” Gavin countered.

      “If he didn’t, I’m tossing his stuff,” Rowen announced.

      “I’m sure he moved in with Zarina.” Iris took a moment to search out Jaden’s aura. “In fact, he, Morrigan, and Zarina are all at her place right now. There are a few others too, but none of them even come close to any of us in abilities. Rowen, I can see that glint in your eyes. Do not do anything stupid like attack them. If you do, it will give them grounds to go back on our agreement that Davis is neutral ground and you’ll screw up all of our chances at graduating.”

      Rowen flashed Iris a grin. “I wasn’t going to do anything. I swear.”

      “Yeah. No one believes you, baby doll,” Rozlynd tugged on his ear in playfully. “I don’t have class until one today so you’re all mine.”

      “Perfect. I’m free starting at one,” Thorin announced. “You can drop her off and pick me up at the same time.” He grinned broadly at his roommate.

      “I know you guys have to run, but I think Thorin has a good idea. We should consider driving each other to class and doing vehicle swaps rather than waiting for and taking busses. Especially since we don’t know all of Jaden’s lackeys or what they look like. Might as well not give them a reason to spy on us,” Cirrus said.

      “Good idea. Let’s get together for dinner tonight and we can hash out details. Here at five? I’d still like to make it to rehearsal tonight at seven.”

      “Works for me.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Yeah. I just hope the jerks don’t show up to rehearsal. None of you are in the same section as they are,” Sienna grumbled.

      “We’ll figure it out. Ready?” Iris asked Thorin and Gavin.

      “One second. Let me grab my stuff,” Gavin said and opened a doorway.

      “Good point. Be right back,” Thorin agreed and did the same.

      “I’ll come with you guys,” Cirrus told Iris.

      Iris shrugged and headed down the hall to her room. As she opened her door to grab her purse, she realized the last place she had it was at the Hotel Mar.

      “Here,” Aerianna said from the entrance to her room.

      Iris turned around. Aerianna held her purse out to her.

      “Cirrus and I returned to the hotel a few hours later and got all our stuff. Before you ask, we took several precautions including having Nimbus assure there were no magic users still there.”

      “Thanks. I miss anything important?” she asked instead of reminding Aeri that all the magic users had concealed their abilities throughout the evening.

      “No. I sent a few texts to your parents for you. They wanted to make sure you made it home safe. I told them you did. Hope that’s all right.”

      Iris swallowed. She nodded. “Yes. Thank you. I tried really hard not to think about family while I was away. Thanks for keeping them from worrying. I really appreciate it.”

      “No problem.”

      “Iris?” Thorin called from down the hall.

      “Coming,” she called back. “Sorry,” she added before leading her three friends out of her apartment.

      Nimbus followed them. She got the impression Cirrus wanted to talk to her, so she suggested Nimbus go to Rowen’s with him and Rozlynd to assure Jaden got all his stuff out. “We’ll meet you there in a few, okay?” She could tell he was not okay with her request.

      Nimbus glanced over her shoulder. Iris assumed it was at Cirrus. Something must have passed between the two brothers.

      “All right. I’ll see you in a few.” He gave her a quick kiss and stepped back.

      The four of them piled into the 4Runner a few moments later. “Where are your classes?” she asked Gavin and Thorin.

      “Kemper,” Thorin said.

      “I’m in Physics,” Gavin added.

      “Cool. At least you’re close-ish to each other.”

      “Iris—”

      “I’d rather not talk about it,” she cut Cirrus off as she signaled and merged with traffic.

      “Iris—”

      “Still a no,” she told Thorin.

      “Not sure you’re going to win this one,” Gavin said.

      Iris sighed. She clenched the steering wheel. Curled her toes in her shoes and squeezed them tight. Cirrus reached a hand toward her from where he sat in the passenger seat. He rubbed the back of her right shoulder. She released the breath she held and nodded.

      “You have to let it go.”

      “Let what go?” she asked Thorin and glanced at him in her rearview mirror.

      “The fact that it’s not your fault,” Gavin supplied.

      “But it is.”

      “No. It’s not.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “No, it’s not,” Thorin’s voice rose in volume.

      “Yes—”

      “As interesting as I’m sure this conversation will be, it’s not very productive,” Gavin told the car.

      “Agreed,” Cirrus said. “Iris,” he turned to face her.

      His movement drew her eyes to him in quick glances. A brief thought of this probably not being the best way to have this conversation crossed her mind. Then she realized Cirrus came with her so she couldn’t avoid the conversation—something she would have assuredly done.

      “It is not your fault that Jaden switched sides. Don’t even think about saying it,” he added quickly as she opened her mouth. “You did not drive him away or alienate him or anything of the sort. Yes, you decided not to use magic. Yes, you said Brett was a non-issue. You genuinely thought not doing magic was the safe solution, and you genuinely thought Brett would not attack any of us. You cannot control the actions and reactions of others.”

      Iris nodded. She knew Cirrus was right. It didn’t stop her mind from dwelling on the what ifs though.

      “I take it by your silence you still don’t believe me.”

      She shook her head. Cirrus sighed. He half-turned toward the back seat.

      “Woman! If you don’t snap out of this funk and stupid line of thoughts, I’ll have to beat them out of you.”

      Anger surged through Iris in only the way Thorin could make it. She opened her mouth to yell at him, but he talked over her.

      “Now that we know you’re capable of feeling other things besides self-loathing and doubt, try not to backslide into them. And thanks for the ride,” he grinned at her as she pulled over as close to Kemper Hall as she could get in a car.

      “Yeah, thanks for the ride. And it’s not your fault. Jaden was predisposed to be an ass. If you don’t believe me, talk to Rowen,” Gavin told her. “See you guys later.” He flashed them a smile, waved, and hopped out of the 4Runner.

      Iris watched her two friends as they hurried toward campus. She glanced at the clock. They had three minutes to make it to their classes. She was about to send half her consciousness to the Gallery of Doors to tell them as much when they both broke into light jogs and headed in opposite directions.

      “Ready?” Cirrus pulled Iris’s attention back to the present.

      She pushed the clutch to the floor with her left foot and shifted into first. They sat in silence as she maneuvered her box-of-a-car back onto LaRue. “I’d appreciate your discretion about my mental state. Especially when Nimbus is around.”

      “Iris. Everyone knows you’re going to have some issues after everything you went through. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but we’ve all noticed—including Nimbus. Don’t worry. We get it. We’re here for you. We always will be. You can’t get rid of us now,” he smiled at her and punched her lightly in the shoulder.

      “I sure hope not,” Iris half smiled.
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      They remained quiet the rest of the way back to Iris’s place. Her thoughts turned inward as she once more ran through all the different things she did to push Jaden away. She let them go as she walked in her front door. Her apartment was empty. Iris checked Davis for Jaden but he wasn’t around. Either he was hiding his aura from her or he was elsewhere. Cirrus formed his doorway to his place, and they joined Rowen, Rozlynd, and Nimbus in the living room.

      “Everyone else go home?” Iris asked.

      “Yup,” Roz said.

      “When do you have class?” she asked Nimbus.

      “I’m on the semester system, so not for a few weeks.”

      “What about work?”

      “I should probably get back to that. I already emailed my professor to tell her I won’t be in until this afternoon. I said my flight was delayed. She’s fine with it.”

      Iris nodded. She wasn’t sure what to say. For some reason, having Nimbus in Davis felt odd to her. She turned to Rowen. He answered her question before she even asked.

      “His room is empty. Must have cleaned it out while we were at your place. We’re not sure what to do with the empty room, but my vote is to toss a spare bed in there so anyone who doesn’t feel comfortable being at their place can crash here.”

      “That’s a great idea. We have a nice air mattress at our place. We can put that in there for now. You guys okay to cover his part of the rent?”

      “What are you talking about? His name is on the lease. He still has to pay his fair share.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “You got me,” Rowen chuckled. “We should be fine.”

      “If you’ll have me, I’d love to stay occasionally,” Nimbus said. “I can help cover rent.”

      “What about your place?” Cirrus asked.

      “I’ll still keep it. It’s a one bedroom, so I don’t have to worry about roommates seeing me come and go all the time. Besides, if Davis is the only neutral zone, it may be safer for me to stay here more often than not.”

      “Fair point. Well, you know I’d never object,” Cirrus told him.

      “Me neither,” Rowen added. “We’ll have to check with Thorin too but I bet he’ll be all for having you stay here as often as you want,” Rowen added.

      Nimbus nodded. He glanced at Iris. Heat filled her cheeks. She wasn’t positive, but she thought jealousy flashed across his face at the mention of Thorin. She probably needed to explain her relationship with him sooner rather than later, but it would have to wait.

      “We should get you back to your place. If you form a doorway at the same time I do, my power should keep yours hidden. It’s worth a shot at least,” Iris amended with a shrug.

      “Okay,” Nimbus agreed.

      Iris drew upon the power flowing all around her. She pulled in enough to show anyone tracking her she’d expanded her abilities but not so much that she was full to bursting. Nimbus pulled in considerably less. She formed a doorway to her room. Nimbus formed one to his place as soon as hers solidified into existence.

      “See you tonight?”

      “No. I’m following you. Just want to make sure no one else does. I can sense where your door will open.”

      Nimbus grinned at her. “Even better.” He brushed a stray hair behind her ear and opened his door.

      Iris waited until his residual magic dissipated before opening her door. Instead of stepping through, she closed it and released all the flows she held. Iris counted to thirty before waving to Roz and Rowen, transforming into her faerie form, and requesting a faerie-sized door appear before her. She used so little magic no one would be able to track her movements. Even so, she took a moment to assure there were no other magic users around before transforming back into her human self.

      “That’s a neat little trick,” Nimbus said once he realized she stood in his living room.

      “And a safe way for me to travel back and forth between your place and mine.”

      “As long as it doesn’t interfere with your classes or work.”

      “I was more thinking about traveling in the evenings.”

      “Does that mean you plan on spending the night occasionally?”

      “Only if you have the room.”

      “Of that, I have plenty,” Nimbus scooped Iris up into a hug and kissed her deeply.

      She responded with several more of her own before gently disengaging from his arms.

      “When do you have to be back for your first class?”

      “It’s at ten so I can’t stay. I need to find all my supplies and get my backpack ready.”

      “Why don’t we head to your place now? Then you’re not alone and I get to spend a little more time with you.”

      “Sure. But first I want to make sure you can form your doorway when you’re in your faerie-sized elf form.”

      “My what?”

      “Your true form as an elf, but the size you have to be when you enter Faerie Glenn.”

      “Ah, I get it now. I’ve never tried making a doorway in that size.”

      Nimbus shimmered into an elf, then shrank to the six-inch version of his true form. He pulled flows into his being. 

      Iris closed her eyes and concentrated on his magic. “You don’t need that much,” she advised.

      Nimbus released half of the power he held.

      “That should do it,” Iris said.

      He formed his request and funneled power into it. A tiny door manifested in front of Nimbus. Iris changed into her true form.

      “I barely sensed anything. Someone would have to be in the same room with you to feel you form your door.”

      “Great. After you,” Nimbus said as he held the door open for her.

      Iris stepped through into her still empty living room, Nimbus a step behind her. They both transformed back into their human sizes. Iris took Nimbus’s hand and led him down the hall to her room. She shivered at the lingering traces of magic swirling around her. Jaden, Brett, Zarina, Morrigan, and a half-dozen other auras vied for her attention in the small space.

      “What’s wrong?” Nimbus asked.

      “Nothing,” Iris tried to deflect the question with a smile. Her eyes twinged. They gave her away.

      “Please, Iris. What’s wrong? Did I—”

      “No. I can sense Jaden has been here recently. I knew he would have been. It threw me for a second. That’s all,” she finished with a quiet smile.

      “You sure?”

      “Positive,” she nodded. Her voice sounded stronger to her ears this time. Nimbus’s concern took a few seconds to fade away, but it did. “Take a seat,” she gestured at her bed.

      Nimbus did. His eyes roved her room. Iris turned away from him and retrieved her backpack from the corner she’d tossed it in at the end of fall quarter. Her mind wandered as she moved about the room. She glanced at her digital clock. Registered the date. She paused for a moment. It was weird to think she’d lived ten more days than most people on Earth.

      Iris shook herself and moved to her desk. She grabbed a few textbooks from her bookshelf and slipped them into her backpack along with her laptop and a new notebook. She kept her back to Nimbus. Fiddled with items on her desk as the residual magic floating through her room reminded her of Jaden’s constant connection to her in the castle. She shivered.

      “Iris?”

      She startled at the noise. Nimbus pulled her attention back to him. Iris hadn’t realized how much her mind had wandered. She sat next to him on her bed.

      “You’re different from when we were on Gemina Terra. Tenser,” he said as he wrapped an arm around her waist to rest on her opposite hip. He scooted closer to her.

      Iris rested her head in the crook of his shoulder and chest. He was right. There was more at stake now. She didn’t know how to tell him how or what she felt. Nimbus allowed her time to process everything. Time to respond. He wrapped his other arm around her front and clasped both hands on her hip. Iris sighed into his chest.

      “Are you scared?”

      She nodded.

      “Of Jaden?”

      She shook her head. Then shrugged her shoulders to indicate she might be.

      “Of losing your friends?”

      She nodded again.

      Nimbus lowered his voice. “Of being captured?”

      Iris closed her eyes for a moment. Nodded once more. In four simple questions Nimbus discovered the root of all the emotions flooding through her body. Recognizing them was one thing. Knowing how to deal with them was a completely different beast she wasn’t sure she could manage, but she’d have to try.

      “Cirrus told you you’re not to blame, right?”

      “Yes.” She tried to keep the tears at bay.

      “But you don’t believe him, do you?”

      “No,” she whispered.

      “I can’t tell you how to think but I can tell you he’s right. What else did he say when we were all in your living room earlier?”

      “That I’m safe and surrounded by friends who won’t abandon me.”

      “And Thorin?” There was a tightness to his voice.

      “He didn’t say anything to me in the living room.”

      “Then what about in your car?”

      “He told me that if I don’t snap out of my funk, he’ll beat it out of me.”

      Nimbus stiffened.

      “He knows harsh words are the most effective coming from him,” Iris rushed to explain. “They force me to analyze what I’ve been thinking and feeling and examine my actions. Don’t worry,” Iris added as she pulled away from Nimbus’s grip so she could look at him. “My feelings for Thorin are just those of a friend’s.”

      “And his for you?”

      “The same. We tried dating when I was a freshman. It was a disaster. I got pissed off at every little thing he did. The tone of his voice. Even some of his quirks. I think it was my subconscious telling me he wasn’t right for me.”

      “But you have a different relationship with him than the other guys.”

      “That’s true. Except for Cirrus, Thorin gets me the most. Maybe even more than some of my high school friends. I’m not sure why, but he has an uncanny ability to make me happy and piss me off within seconds of each other.” She looked up at Nimbus’s face. “Don’t worry,” she added with a half-smile. “You have nothing to be jealous of.”

      “I know I don’t. I trust you.” His left hand caressed her right cheek before he bent down to give her a kiss.

      Iris returned the kiss with several of her own. He ran his hands through her hair. Tightened the grip he maintained on her right hip. Nimbus guided Iris’s torso back until they were both lying on her bed. She turned onto her side and he showered her with more kisses. Placed his forehead against hers.

      “You need to head to class, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Iris admitted.

      “How about I give you a ride?”

      “That depends entirely on you,” she tried to hide her smile but failed.

      “What?” he grinned back at her.

      “Can you drive stick?”

      Nimbus laughed. He kissed her again before sitting up. “Surprisingly well, actually.”

      “I should have guessed as much since Cirrus can.”

      “Our dad insisted we learn. He has a few classic cars he wanted to make sure someone else could drive. It’s come in handy on European vacations.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Iris admitted.

      “You’ve never traveled?”

      “Not out of North America. Unless you count where my doorways can take me. I mean, a tropical island and a different planet are kind of cool, I must admit.”

      “I’ll give you that one. Come on. Let’s get you to class. If you went to all that trouble to make sure you could keep getting an education, I refuse to be the reason you don’t pass your classes this quarter.”

      Nimbus gave her a soft smile. Iris returned it as warming sensation ran through her body. It coincided with a wonderful sense of calm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Neither Iris nor Nimbus spoke as he drove her to campus. When he wasn’t shifting, Nimbus held Iris’s hand. She looked out the window. Felt awkward for some reason, and a little scared at her feelings for him. They’d become so strong so fast—it didn’t seem right. Or normal. Iris tried to push the thoughts away as they made the final right toward campus.

      Nimbus pulled into a loading zone close to the Memorial Union entrance to campus. Iris gave him a quick kiss, hopped out of the too-tall for her car, and turned to wave at him. His focus wasn’t on her. It was on a spot behind her and off to the left. Before Iris turned to see what he looked at, a rush of air shot past her like a javelin.

      The surge of air exploded like a large, bursting balloon as it hit the barrier Nimbus placed around the 4Runner.

      Fire replaced the ice in the pit of Iris’s stomach. She filled with power before stopping to think about what she did.

      “Be my guest,” Jaden smirked at her.

      Iris froze. If she released anything, their contract would be void. She sent all the flows she held back into the Earth in a torrent and closed her mind off from accepting any more.

      “Pity. I thought that would have been enough to coerce you into using magic against me. Perhaps you need more motivation?”

      Before Iris could blink, another blast of air shot past her. It exploded on the barrier Nimbus still maintained. Iris sent half her mind into the Gallery. Pulled Nimbus’s doors wide and called to him.

      “I’m just fine. Don’t worry,” his voice called back through the darkness.

      “But how will you get home?”

      “Like this.”

      Iris left the Gallery. She watched, more than a little surprised, as Nimbus waved and drove off. The protective dome remained around the 4Runner. Jaden shot a few more blasts of air after him, but they couldn’t breach Nimbus’s barrier. Jaden let out a snort of disgust. It pulled Iris’s attention back onto him.

      “You fucking asshole,” she growled at him.

      “You agreed to the terms of the contract.”

      “But he’s in school!”

      “Not in Davis, he’s not.”

      “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t take your life right now.”

      “I’ll give you eleven. Cirrus, Violet, Rozlynd, Rowen, Aerianna, Thorin, Gavin, Kyxy, Kylee, Morrigan, and Zarina.” He cocked his head and gauged her present state. “I should say twelve and count him too, shouldn’t I?”

      “You’d kill your best friend? Your girlfriend?”

      “There are always casualties in war. You could end this yourself if you wanted to. All you have to do is agree to be my private tutor. A willing tutor,” he amended. “Teach me everything I ask and none of my people will harm any of your friends.”

      “How many loopholes are there in that statement?”

      Jaden smiled in response.

      “I thought as much. Excuse me, I have to get to class,” Iris refrained from shoulder-checking Jaden as she walked past him. She fumed on her way to class. Couldn’t believe Jaden. Didn’t know how he’d fallen so quickly. Her mind wouldn’t let it go during class. Anytime there was a pause in the lecture, her thoughts jumped to Jaden. If she couldn’t control them, she wouldn’t get through the quarter.

      Iris made straight for her shift at the lab after class. Thankfully, she was the only one there today. Work didn’t go any better than class had. Iris locked up and headed to a rarely used bathroom. She needed to go somewhere where she could think undisturbed. Mind still distracted by how big of an ass Jaden was, she pulled as little power into her being as possible.

      Iris formed and stepped through her doorway. She didn’t care where it led her as long as she was alone. She opened and closed the door before she thought to figure out where she was. A familiar tingling sensation gave her pause. She looked up. Trepidation crept into her chest. Caused goosebumps to cover her arms. She was knee-deep in snow in her old practice glade. With another magic user.

      “I thought you were dead!” Brett said a few feet behind her.

      Before Iris’s brain could switch gears and form a protective barrier around her, he squeezed her to him in a hug that compressed a few of her ribs. Brett released Iris from the hug but clung to the outsides of her arms before she had a clue what happened. Or why.

      “You were on Earth’s twin—Gemina Terra—weren’t you? Smart move going to the only place he couldn’t follow you. Are you all right? Truly all right. You look good. And you feel so much more powerful. I don’t think he’d stand a chance against you right now. I tried to stop him. I swear. That man is manic though.”

      “What?” Iris demanded. Her brain tried to cognize the slew of information Brett vomited on her in less than thirty seconds.

      Brett gave her a soft smile. Opened his mouth to say something. Raised a hand to caress her cheek. Iris’s mind surged into motion before he could get a word out.

      “Wait,” she took an awkward half-step back through the dense snow. “You knew Jaden captured me? That means your dad is the Oculus Prismatic he’s bound to now, doesn’t it? And Zarina and Morrigan, I suppose.”

      Brett nodded. Averted his eyes a little. 

      Iris continued before he decided being here was a bad idea. She needed information. “And you were at the castle he imprisoned me in. You were the one always staying in the shadows, weren’t you?” Her anger grew.

      Another nod.

      “You advised him to stop playing games with me. Told him I’d die in the dungeon. Were you also the one who moved me to the tower?”

      “I was,” Brett made eye contact with Iris this time. Seemed happy he’d done something good for her. Or perhaps it was that she realized it was him without him needing to tell her. 

      “Were you also there when he tortured me?”

      He swallowed. Opened and closed his mouth twice before responding. “Just once. For a few moments. I couldn’t stand what he did to you. I left the castle the day after I moved you into the tower. I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough to make him stop. Jaden had my dad’s permission to use any means possible to get you to teach him. I tried. I swear! But I couldn’t go against my dad’s desires.”

      “And now?” Iris asked in a much softer voice and tone. She didn’t know what prompted her to ask, but there was something different about Brett. She could sense his inner turmoil. Though she hadn’t realized it at the time, he felt the same way Jaden had in the months leading up to his joining Mr. Moreno.

      “Now I’m not sure,” Brett said with a shake of his head and an awe that showed he couldn’t believe what he said. “I’ve never been so torn in my life. I’ve always followed my father’s lead and . . .” he shook his head again. Couldn’t finish his thought.

      A tightness filled Iris’s chest. She actually felt sorry for the guy. Brett was no longer the bully from her childhood or the asshole that taunted her throughout high school and most of college. He was an unsure young man trying to break ties from someone who had control over him both emotionally and magically. She couldn’t imagine what that was like.

      Silence stretched on between them. Brett looked like he wanted to reach a hand toward her. Her momentary sense of empathy vanished. Iris prepared to take another step back. A chill settled in her eyes.

      Brett’s gaze roved her face. The movement of his arm stilled. “How did you get free?”

      “Violet.”

      “When did you get back?”

      “This morning.”

      “How did you keep it from Jaden?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “He knows you’re back on Earth?” he furrowed his brows at her.

      “Yes.”

      “All of you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he hasn’t captured you again?” Brett’s eyes widened and the volume of his voice rose a few decibels.

      “Obviously.”

      “How? I thought for sure it’d be the first thing he did.”

      “He tried, but we came to an agreement that Davis is a neutral ground so my friends and I can all graduate.”

      “Just Davis?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what the hell are you doing here? He could be here any second. He knows this glade. He’s been here before. Why would you risk—”

      Iris’s ears stopped registering Brett’s words. A low buzzing punctuated by the fast beat of blood flooding her veins filled her ears.

      “What do you mean Jaden has been here? The only people who know about this glade are you, me, your dad, and those poor saps you were training for your dad the day you tried to rewrite my memories. Or whatever the hell you tried to do.”

      Brett stared at her. Iris’s brain kept churning. It landed on the only logical conclusion of how Jaden would know this glade.

      “Wait! Do you mean to tell me that Jaden was here that day? That he saw what you tried to do to me and did nothing to help me?”

      Silence surrounded them. Iris didn’t realize she’d been shouting. Her palms hurt where her fingernails dug in. She unclenched them. Continual heat boiled in her eyes. Without a doubt they were bright green. Brett looked pale. He nodded but didn’t look away. Iris threw her head back. She let out a short snort of disgust and opened a doorway home. If she stayed any longer, she didn’t know what she’d do to the man. He was smart enough not to follow her.

      Iris stepped into her bedroom. She threw her backpack onto her bed. Glad she had enough sense not to hurl it at the wall where significant damage probably would have happened to her laptop.

      A soft knock sounded at her door. “Iris?” Violet called. “You all right? Can I come in?”

      “Yeah. Come on in,” she said as she flung herself into her desk chair.

      “What’s up?”

      “Jaden attacked Nimbus after he dropped me off at class this morning. Then I went to my glade without thinking this afternoon and Brett had the nerve to be there. Why are men such assholes?” Warmth spread through her veins. She kept it from reaching her eyes. Focused on turning them blue.

      “Not all men are.”

      “You’re right,” she agreed.

      Violet stared at Iris for a while. Her eyes wide and concern written all over her face.

      “I’m fine, Vi. Don’t worry.”

      “No, you’re not. I know you too well. Please, Iris, don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t. Jaden already informed me that Nimbus is fair game and if I attack him or any of his followers—even in retaliation to them attacking Nimbus or Rowen—that our contract is void. I know better than to risk voiding our contract, so don’t worry.”

      Violet nodded. The tilt to her head and slight crease of her brows told Iris Violet didn’t believe a word she said. That all she’d done was increase Violet’s concern. Iris sat up in her chair.

      “Come on. Aren’t I supposed to create a shared calendar so we all have each other’s schedules?”

      “Yes, you are. You want some help?”

      “Sure.” Iris pulled her laptop from her backpack. “Want to head to the living room?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Violet led the way down the hall and Iris followed.

      They sat down on the couch together and Iris opened her laptop. She sat there for a few seconds staring at her desktop.

      “Maybe start with opening Google?” Violet asked.

      Iris nodded and did as her best friend suggested. She clicked on the app's icon and navigated to the Calendar app.

      Anger built within Iris as she worked on a shared calendar. She brooded on everything.

      The need to create the calendar.

      The stupidity of Jaden.

      Brett’s unwanted concerns for her.

      Mr. Moreno’s manipulation of the truth. Of her friends. 

      Chaos’s manipulation of all of them.

      By the time she’d set up the calendar, Iris only registered her internal hate.

      That was until someone touched her arm and she was transported back to the tower room in the castle. Jaden’s hand wrapped around her neck, choking off her ability to breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Iris ripped her arm from the person’s grip. Her eyes came back into focus. She sat in her living room. Nimbus was next to her on the couch. He removed the laptop from her hands and placed it on the coffee table. Pulled her to him. Held her tight. Iris let fear and anger flow out of her. She squeezed her eyes shut. Forced her breathing back under control and sighed.

      When she’d calmed herself down, Iris wrapped her arms around Nimbus. She increased the pressure of her hug to let him know she was better before pulling away so she could see his face.

      “Violet called. She said you were on a path to self-destruction.” He tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “She wasn’t wrong, was she?”

      Iris shook her head. Embarrassed. She looked around for Violet, but she and Nimbus were the only two in the living room.

      “Everyone is at Cirrus’s. I said we’d be along shortly. You okay? Or do you need a few more minutes?”

      “I’m good. Thanks,” she added with a soft smile. She leaned in to kiss him. His right hand slid under her chin and back so his fingers intertwined themselves in her hair. “We should go.”

      “We should,” he agreed with another caress to her cheek.

      Nimbus rose and held a hand out to Iris. She took it and formed a doorway to the guys’ living room. Even before stepping through, Iris could tell all her friends were there. She hadn’t noticed it earlier since she was distracted by Jaden, but their auras were significantly more obvious. That meant it’d be even easier for others to track them. It only added to her concern.

      “Hey guys,” Iris called as she stepped into the full room.

      “Hey!” a chorus of voices called back.

      “Pizza’s on the way,” Rowen added.

      “Cool. And thanks. I’ve set up a shared calendar, so add your schedules to it as soon as possible. If you haven’t already heard, Jaden attacked Nimbus earlier today, so he’s made it clear he knows about the loopholes in the contract we made this morning. Rowen . . . I’m sorry.” She didn’t know what else to say.

      “Why are you sorry? You’re not the asshole in this situation. You got Jaden not to attack most of us. I’d say ten out of twelve is pretty good. Did he attack Nimbus while you were with him?”

      “No. He waited until Iris was several steps away from the 4Runner,” Nimbus spoke up. “I sensed him draw in power and put up a barrier before he even released his request. I wasn’t concerned. He’s not nearly as powerful as any of us.”

      “Yes, but I wouldn’t put it past him to train twice as hard now to catch up in strength and power,” Rowen told Nimbus.

      “Me neither,” Iris added. “He took it upon himself to me that if I used magic on him I’d void our contract. When I didn’t, it disappointed him so don’t be surprised if he tries to bait you guys into attacking. Roz, I know he can get you even more worked up than me, so I wouldn’t put it past him to attack Rowen sometime when you’re around.”

      “I bet he will. Thanks for the heads up.”

      “Sure thing. Oh, and—”

      The doorbell rang before Iris finished her thought. Thorin answered it. He returned with a stack of pizza boxes and headed straight to the kitchen. “Come grab some. Like Iris said earlier, we still want to make it to rehearsal tonight.”

      “You sure that’s still a good idea?” Cirrus called back.

      “Why wouldn’t it be? There are five of us and two of them. If anyone shouldn’t show up, it’s them.”

      “I’m with Thorin,” Kylee said as she grabbed a plate. “I’ve already decided not to let them get into my head. It’s what they want. You know, to mess with our heads.”

      “Maybe get us to fail a class or several so we’ll get kicked out of school,” Kyxy offered.

      “Perhaps. Or maybe they just want to scare us into never leaving our apartments again,” Sienna added. “Whatever their end goal, you guys are right, we can’t give into the fear they think they’re instilling in us.”

      It was the most logical thing Iris had heard since coming back to Earth. She let Nimbus lead her to the kitchen. Thorin turned on some music and they spent an hour forgetting about Jaden. They opted to take the 4Runner to rehearsal and park on campus. It turned out there was nothing to worry about. Neither Jaden nor Zarina were there.

      Iris dropped everyone off at their apartments before heading home. As she grabbed her stuff to get out of her car, the passenger door opened.

      “What?” she groaned at Brett as he closed the door behind him.

      He shook his head.

      Iris turned to get a good look at him. He stared at his open palms where they rested on his knees. His body slumped forward and his chin almost touched his chest. Brett refused to look at her. The same tugging sensation from their earlier meeting pulled at Iris’s chest. She swallowed. Suppressed the urge to offer words of comfort or grip his shoulder.

      “You want to talk?” she found herself asking anyway.

      Brett let out a short burst of air through his nose. He shrugged and shook his head once in the negative.

      Iris shifted in her seat so she could face him. He looked so deflated. So lost. So unlike the Brett she knew. Silent moments turned into minutes. Still, Brett didn’t say or do anything.

      “Look,” she began not knowing what to say. “Jaden is probably watching me—or having me watched. If you don’t want him telling your dad you’re meeting with me in secret or whatever this is, you should probably get going.”

      Brett sat there for a few more silent moments. He nodded and left without even glancing at her. She hadn’t a clue what to make of his actions. Iris rubbed at her forehead and eyes as she crossed the street and unlocked the door to her apartment. She said goodnight to her roommates and headed straight to bed.

      Thoughts of Brett consumed Iris the following day. They were only shunted to the side when she wondered what Jaden was up to. Both men infiltrated her mind throughout the day—neither were pleasant. She hated not knowing what was going on. And the waiting game.

      As Iris left her last class of the day, she decided the best thing to do was find a way to take her mind off things. Her phone rang. She pulled it from her back pocket. The screen displayed an unknown number. She silenced the ringer and unlocked the phone.

      She wanted to talk to Nimbus about non-magic stuff like school and what he liked to do on weekends. His favorite foods. What he liked to drink. All the things they hadn’t discussed since she’d been so focused on training her friends.

      “You don’t have his number, you idiot,” she told herself as she stared at her Favorites screen. “How do you not have his phone number?”

      “Well, you were on Gemina Terra,” she mumbled in response.

      “Right. I didn’t even have my phone there. Wouldn’t have it now if Cirrus and Aerianna hadn’t gone back to the hotel for all our stuff.” Iris shook her head.

      “Now what?” she asked herself. She stopped walking and looked up. She’d made it to the center of the quad. Her feet must have been carrying her to the bus. A glance at her watch told her she’d missed it. There’d be another in fifteen minutes but taking the bus home would only keep her mind brooding over what to do about Jaden and Brett.

      A desire to do something filled Iris. She needed to take some kind of action. She turned around. Headed toward the library. She was guaranteed to find a quiet corner there to transform into her true-self and form a doorway somewhere so she could work on new magical tasks.

      Before entering the library, Iris searched out any nearby magic users. There were a few on campus—in classes if she judged their locations correctly—as well as several around Davis. Jaden was at Zarina’s. No one was close enough to sense her create her faerie-sized doorway.

      Iris hummed as she walked around the library. She took the stairs up a few floors, found an area that was almost deserted, and continued to the bathroom in the back corner. No one saw her enter. More importantly, no one was in the bathroom. Iris shimmered into her faerie form. She had to use a little magic to shrink her backpack, but not enough for anyone to sense what she’d done. A moment later she formed a doorway to her practice meadow. She had no desire to see Brett again. And no clue what to say to him in his present state.

      As Iris readied to step through her doorway, a knock sounded in the Gallery of Doors. She dismissed her doorway and sent half her mind to the Gallery. Nimbus was waiting for her. He stared off to the right at something.

      “Hey!” Iris said and drew his attention to her.

      Nimbus held his arms out and Iris walked into them. “I called you, but you didn’t pick up.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh! You were the unknown Pacific number. I never answer those. They’re always scammers. I’ll add your number to my phone. How’d you get mine?”

      “Cirrus,” Nimbus said with a light chuckle.

      “Right, duh,” Iris agreed. The answer had been rather obvious.

      “You’re done with classes for the day, right?”

      “Yeah. I missed the bus, so I was hanging around the library.”

      “Want to come over to my place?”

      “That would be wonderful. Let me make sure there are no magic users around and I’ll be there in a few. I’ll call you if I have to head home first, okay?”

      “Sounds good. See you in a sec.” He caressed her cheek and smiled at her before taking a step back and toward his door.

      Iris waved and exited the Gallery to rejoin both halves of her mind. She searched out any nearby magic users once more but only found a few of her friends who were still in class. Iris requested and stepped through her tiny door. Once the residual magic faded she shimmered into her human self. She glanced around the small apartment. Nimbus wasn’t there.

      “Nimbus?” she called.

      “I’m in here,” he called back.

      Iris headed toward where his voice came from. He sat at his desk in his bedroom. Iris stopped at the doorframe and leaned on it with her right shoulder. He stared at her. His eyes roved her face. They softened. As did his lips. There was something serious, but welcoming about his look. Iris focused on his eyes. A light shone through. It and his current expression reminded her of the picture in Cirrus’s room. An amused chuckle built in her throat. She contained it but couldn’t keep a smile from blooming on her face.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You’re planning something, aren’t you?”

      “What gives you that idea?”

      “That gleam in your eye. It’s the same as in the picture of you and Cirrus in Cirrus’s room.”

      “Ah. Well, I’m not planning anything. Just thinking how beautiful you are. How lucky I am.”

      The smile faded from Iris’s face. She swallowed. He encompassed her in a hug a second later.

      “Don’t dwell on the negative. Focus on the present. The positive.” He kissed the top of her head. Squeezed her to him tighter. “I love you. I . . . I will always love you.”

      Iris got the impression he changed what he’d planned to say. She let it go. A glow spread through her body as he held her. Comfort was the only way her mind could describe the sensation. Iris let Nimbus hold her for a few more minutes as her mind ran through dozens of scenarios in which she could lose him. Her desire to do something resurfaced.

      “Nimbus?”

      “Hm?”

      “Will you help me determine how Jaden and his followers can conceal themselves from us?”

      “Of course, love.” He gave Iris one final squeeze and released her. “How should we start?”

      “We need to figure out what it’s like to not sense another magic user.”

      “Too bad we can’t grab someone and analyze that ability.”

      “Yeah,” Iris said distractedly. Her mind immediately went to Brett. She dismissed the thought with disgust. Brett may not know what he wanted at the moment but she was sure if he found out about Nimbus, he’d go straight back to his dad. That was the last thing she wanted for him.

      “What if we just start by going to different rooms and trying to conceal our magic from each other?”

      “It’s as good a place to start as any,” Iris agreed. She turned and headed into the living room without a second thought—glad to be doing something and hopeful their combined efforts would provide quick results.
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      Iris sat in the middle of the couch. She folded her legs underneath her and focused on her own abilities. Tried to discern what she emanated to other magic users—how they knew what she was. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. She’d become too used to her powers being visible.

      She let her mind wander. Thought about Brett in high school. She hadn’t an inkling he was a magic user until he decided to share that fact with her. Then he could conceal himself from her as he chose.

      Iris tried to bring forth her memories of Brett from high school. Of the magic users in the Hotel Mar from what was only a few days previous on Earth. The only thing she could think of was their inability to hide their powers from her when they used them or when she had physical contact with them. She didn’t realize how lost in thought she’d become until Nimbus called to her from his bedroom.

      “Any luck?”

      “None. You?”

      “No,” he said from the living room entrance. “I’ve been trying to recreate what I felt at the Hotel Mar, but haven’t been successful. Why don’t we take a break?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Iris uncrossed her legs. They hurt as the pressure they’d been under disappeared. She looked at her phone. She’d been at Nimbus’s for almost an hour.

      “You add my number to that yet?” Nimbus asked as he headed toward the kitchen.

      “No. Thanks for the reminder.” Iris opened her phone app and created a new contact for Nimbus’s number. The sound of things getting pulled from cupboards and the soft clunk of a pot being placed on the stove brought her attention back to him. “What are you doing?”

      “Making you dinner,” he said as he added water to a pot.

      “You don’t have—”

      “I want to,” Nimbus said over his shoulder as the fast ticking and small whoosh of the stove igniting filled the momentary silence.

      Nimbus stopped what he was doing and turned to face her over the high counter separating the kitchen from the living room. “I want you in my life. Need you in my life. What we had on Gemina Terra was surreal. I can sense your awkwardness when you’re around me now. I’m not sure what caused it, but I will do everything in my power to make it disappear.” He smiled, glanced over his shoulder at the stovetop, and turned back to her.

      “I want to be in a relationship with you, Iris. A real relationship. And part of being in a relationship involves having dinner together. Going on dates. Talking about normal, non-magic stuff.”

      Iris heard water bubbling in the pot on the stove. Nimbus turned away from her and continued cooking.

      “Spending the night?” Iris asked after a few moments of silence.

      “You will always be welcome to spend the night.” He flashed her a quick, soft smile.

      Iris got up from the couch and walked to the kitchen. “What can I help with?”

      “Nothing. Why don’t you take a seat?” He paused from dicing onions and gestured at one of the bar stools on the living room side of the high counter.

      Nimbus wiped his hands on the towel thrown over his shoulder, grabbed something out of a side cupboard, and placed a wineglass in front of Iris. “Red or white?” he asked.

      “That depends on what you’re cooking.”

      “Butternut squash risotto.”

      “Then whatever white you plan to cook with will be fine.”

      Nimbus pulled a bottle from the fridge, opened it, and poured two glasses. He placed the bottle back on the counter, picked his glass up, and held it out to her.

      Iris picked hers up and clinked it against his. “Cheers,” she smiled before taking a sip.

      “Here’s to . . . what do you think? We’ll call it our one-week anniversary? Give or take. Make New Year’s Eve our first date?”

      “That’s a much more pleasant way to remember New Year’s Eve than anything else that happened. I think I can agree to that one.”

      “Good.” Nimbus’s phone chimed. He glanced at it and turned to add rice to the sautéing onions and oil. “Can you let Cirrus know you’re here, please? He’s asking if I’ve seen you. I take it you didn’t tell your roommates you were coming over, did you?”

      “No. I was completely distracted. I’ll text them now.”

      Iris wrote At Nimbus’s for dinner. Probably staying the night. And hit the send button.

      “He says hi and enjoy. That smells amazing,” she added.

      “Sautéing onions always do,” he agreed.

      Iris opened her music app and pressed play. “Any requests?”

      “I’m an alternative guy. Not the stuff that’s half-pop. The stuff that’s more hard-rock.”

      “Perfect.” She let the station it was already on play. “Now that I know we have similar music tastes, what do you like to eat?”

      Nimbus and Iris asked and answered dozens of questions they posed to each other all evening. She found it very easy to talk to him. Though the bottle and a half of wine probably helped. After dinner they sat hip-to-hip on the couch. Iris leaned into Nimbus’s chest and folded her legs next to her on the cushion. Nimbus put on an old movie but kept the volume low enough for them to keep talking. The conversation was slowly taken over by more frequent kisses until Iris stood and led Nimbus to his bedroom.
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      Iris formed her mini-doorway to Nimbus’s every afternoon that week. They spent a few hours trying to conceal their magic from each other with very little success. Every so often, Nimbus disappeared but when she told him he’d managed it, he couldn’t retain or replicate his results. Iris had even less success. She simply could not conceal her powers from Nimbus at all.

      When they became exhausted or Iris got too frustrated to continue—Nimbus was always game to keep working—they’d stop and get to know each other a little better. Sometimes she spent the night at his place and sometimes they’d go to her place for dinner with her roommates before crashing in her room.

      She felt they’d started their relationship off backward, but were catching up quickly. Their friendship status blossomed and every time she saw Nimbus, Iris’s eyes shimmered to shades of blue and purple. Happiness started to build in her life as the second week of the quarter came to a close. Jaden hadn’t attacked Nimbus since their first day back. With his ability to travel between Davis and his place through his faerie-sized doorway, Iris relaxed about anyone’s ability to detect Nimbus’s magic. 

      Besides Nimbus being safe, so was Rowen. Someone was always with him, so Jaden didn’t even have an opportunity to attack his former best friend. Furthermore, Brett hadn’t popped in on Iris unexpectedly in days. The quarter was going better than she expected. Even better than she’d ever hoped. The only thing that would have made it perfect was figuring out how to conceal her magical abilities from another magic user. Iris’s lack of success depressed her. She decided she needed a break from concealment magic. Needed to take her mind off her failures by trying something new. More. She needed a success. Any success.

      Iris spent the weekend contemplating what she should try. She longed to go for a drive and figure it out but knew her subconscious would take her out of the city limits of Davis while she thought about her magical problems. A walk was out of the question. The weather was terrible. Rain with high winds that made it impossible to carry an umbrella. Iris contemplated going to Nimbus’s, but he said he needed to do some prep for his upcoming semester and she didn’t want to distract him.

      By the time Monday came, Iris hadn’t come up with an answer. She was lost in thought on her way to her lab shift between classes when someone bent down and spoke in her ear.

      “What’s it like? Gemina Terra?”

      Iris was glad for the sound of rain bouncing off the pavement and her umbrella. Hoped it meant no one heard Brett’s question. “Why do you want to know?”

      “I just do.”

      “It’s beautiful. What the Earth should be. No wars. No famine. No humankind to screw it up. It’s pristine. And I intend it to stay that way,” she added and stopped to look at Brett.

      He bent down to stay under her umbrella. Iris raised it a few inches to give him enough room to stand up straight. She wasn’t sure why she decided to accommodate him within her confined space.

      “Thanks,” he gestured toward the umbrella. “And the magic there? Is it different?”

      Iris creased her brow and stared at him. Took a moment to give herself enough time to analyze his aura before answering. It fought itself. She decided to give him an actual answer rather than a snarky response.

      “It’s closer to nature. And flows freely throughout everything. It isn’t hiding there—isn’t afraid to show itself.”

      Brett looked down. He didn’t speak as he nodded a few times and took in what she said. Something caught his attention. He looked off to his left. Shrugged as though answering some question she asked, sneered at her, and left without a word.

      Iris glanced after him then scanned the area he’d looked to. She tried to locate what spooked him but with the rain and everyone wearing hats or using umbrellas, she didn’t see anyone of note. Iris reached out with her powers. They found nothing. She shook her head and resumed her walk to the lab. A glance at her watch told her she’d be late. The rain would be a good enough excuse.

      Two hours later, Iris locked up the lab and headed toward the bus terminal. She pulled her phone out and shot Nimbus a text.

      I need a night off. See you tomorrow night?

      Sure thing. Love you.

      Love you too. She texted before putting her phone away. She stopped. Had no desire to go home. Iris changed the angle she took across campus and popped into the women’s restroom at the Silo. There was a line. She sighed and continued through the building to the bus terminal. Made it on the bus just as the driver completed his last call.

      Thankfully, her roommates weren’t home when she walked in. It gave Iris enough time to drop her backpack in her room, change jackets, and become a five-inch-tall faerie. She pulled a thimbleful of power into her being and requested her double doorway form in front of her. Iris stepped through her door and waited long enough for her residual magic to subside before transforming back into her human self. She thought for a few moments on what she wanted to do. Her mind went blank.

      After staring at nothing for what seemed like forever, Iris said, “Screw it,” to the empty, snow-covered meadow and drew power into her being.

      She did the first thing that came to her mind. Focused on connecting to the full force of both the power flowing through Gemina Terra and the Earth. Her body balked at the two sources of power. They were two raging torrents fighting for the right to claim the space for one.

      The flows turned violent. Tried to rip her apart. Iris closed her eyes. Allowed the power to course through her body as it saw fit. She stopped trying to control it. Stopped pulling it into her being. Accepted what flowed into and through her.

      Iris took several breaths and focused inward. Waited for the two powers to find a point of harmony rather than dissonance. The powers settled. Became a single flowing river she could access. With one final breath, she opened her eyes.

      The world seemed more vibrant. Sharper. Like when she was in her true form as a faerie. She wondered if it was an effect of the power from Gemina Terra. It gave her pause. Made her think about what she could do with both powers. Magic on Gemina Terra maintained a closer relationship to nature than it did on Earth. If she focused her requests on the elements, she could have a greater effect on the natural world of the Earth.

      Iris decided to try it but wondered what she should request. Weather came to her mind first. She dismissed it. Was already adept at creating rain and didn’t feel like adding to the layer of snow surrounding her. She looked around her meadow. With the white blanket-like covering, she couldn’t tell if anything needed significant healing, and she didn’t want to destroy the entire meadow to practice healing. Her eyes fell to the ground. An earthquake. She’d never attempt one. Always thought it’d take too much of her powers.

      Decision made, Iris formed and focused her request. She sent her mind deep within the crust of the Earth. Searched out tiny fishers. There were none close by. She expanded her search. Delved deeper. Found a small crack that led to a larger one which in turn led to a fault line. Iris smiled. She concentrated on her request and funneled the power she received from both planets into it. Pulled more power into her being. Expelled it as fast as possible.

      Seconds passed. The Earth remained motionless. The plates immobile.

      Iris increased her efforts. She doubled the speed of her continual magic use. Intensified her request.

      Tension built in the Earth. It had nowhere to go. The plates shifted. Centimeters. No more.

      Iris dismissed her request and closed her body off to all power. A weight like she’d never experienced before descended on her shoulders. She dropped to her knees, panting. Fell forward onto her hands. They stung as they sank through the snow to land upon the frozen ground.

      “Messing with the Earth like that is not advisable. Think of the damage you could cause. I thought you were all about protecting and saving, not death and destruction.”
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      Morrigan’s katana made contact with Iris’s throat. Pressure on the blade drew her chin up. She had to find the strength to support her own head. Waited for her vision to return from the blackness that now filled it.

      It had been stupid to come back to the meadow Morrigan helped find for her. Of course they’d come looking for her here. Iris waited in trepidation for Jaden’s voice to follow. If he arrived, there’d be nothing she could do about it. She was almost as drained as she’d been when she arrived on Gemina Terra after her stay at Jaden’s castle. Perhaps more.

      Iris wished she’d said something to her friends. To Nimbus. At least they’d had a few weeks together. It hadn’t been enough, but it was something. She only hoped she’d find him in her next life. Half her mind drifted through the warren of hedges and caves that protected her internal entrance to the Gallery of Doors. She entered, took a long look around the room, and whispered goodbye to everyone. Iris traced the lines of the elf’s face on Nimbus’s door. She stepped back and left the Gallery. Didn’t want anyone to see her death.

      Moments crept by. Iris’s vision returned. She stared up at Morrigan. Puffs of white air obscured her face every few seconds as Iris exhaled in spurts. Her heart still heaved as though she’d sprinted up a mountain for miles. Pain built in her hands as they froze to the cold, hard-packed Earth.

      Morrigan shifted the pressure on her blade. It forced Iris to sit back on her heels. No amount of pressure could get Iris’s body onto her feet. It was nothing more than a small boulder in her current state of exhaustion.

      Seconds stretched on. Morrigan’s blade made it hard to swallow. Iris trembled from fatigue. The point at her throat dug deeper. A trickle of warm fluid rolled down her neck. Morrigan relaxed the pressure. Iris found her voice.

      “I’d prefer you kill me over calling Jaden. If you were ever my friend, you’ll be kind enough to make this my last request.”

      “I’m not going to kill you, Iris. Your knowledge and skills are too desirable. I came here to fight you. Winner would take the other, but it seems you’re not fit enough to oblige me with what I deem a fair fight.” She removed the katana from Iris’s neck and returned it to its sheath.

      “Then what shall we do?”

      “It appears I’ll have to wait. If I were to take you as you are now, I would betray my sense of honor. I will not lose that for anyone.” A black rectangle formed in the air behind Morrigan. She turned to walk through it but paused on the threshold. “I suggest you find a new place to practice. I will tell Jaden about this meadow when I see him next.”

      Morrigan stepped into darkness and disappeared. Iris crumpled onto her side and rolled onto her back. Cold seeped into her body. She wasn’t sure what to make of Morrigan. She could have easily bundled Iris up and presented her to Jaden with a bow. Why hadn’t she? All Iris could come up with was that at her core, Morrigan remained unchanged. It gave Iris hope she could get her friends back.

      Iris lay on her back, contemplating Morrigan when she realized she didn’t have the time to lie about in her meadow. While Morrigan would not fight her when she was exhausted, Jaden wouldn’t have any problem wrapping her up in a magical hold and carrying her back to the castle once more. She doubted he’d let her out of the dungeon this time.

      She tried to open herself to the flows of power surrounding her, but couldn’t. With no other choice, Iris sent her little self to the Gallery of Doors and knocked on Aerianna’s door.

      “Hey! What’s up?”

      “I might have overdone it on the whole magic use thing again. Think you can come help me get home? I’m in that meadow you guys found for me to practice in.”

      “You went back there? Alone? Even though you know Morrigan helped us find that place for you and has probably told Jaden about it?”

      “Yes. I’m dumb. I realize that. Especially with how vulnerable I am at the moment. Please come help me. I can barely move let alone access any flows of power to create a doorway home. And it’s freezing.”

      Iris’s physical self wiped the trickle of blood from her throat. She hoped Aerianna wouldn’t notice her pierced skin.

      “All right. I’m on my way.”

      “Thank you.”

      The pair left the Gallery. A few moments later, Aerianna stepped out of her doorway. Iris heaved herself into a sitting position. The world spun at the effort. She waited for Aerianna to get closer.

      “I think I need a hand up.”

      “Do you have any idea how stupid you are?” Aerianna demanded. She sent healing flows into Iris’s body. Missed the small nick on her neck.

      Iris tried to push herself off the ground but fell back immediately. No amount of healing would restore energy to her body with how drained she was. “Yes. I’m more aware of my stupidity than I’d usually admit. Can you give me a hand up? Please?”

      Aerianna closed the gap between them, bent down, slung Iris’s arm over her shoulder, and stood up.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Aerianna said as she opened her doorway.

      Iris took one last look around her meadow. It had been an amazing birthday present, but she could never come back here.

      “You’ll find another place. I know it.”

      Iris nodded. She’d lost two practice locations in less than a week. She tried not to dwell on it as they stepped through Aerianna’s door and into their living room.

      “What happened?” Rozlynd demanded before the door closed behind them. Her back stiffened as she sat straight up from where she’d been lounging on the couch.

      “I found my magical limit.”

      “Again?”

      “Apparently. Though it was different this time. Thanks,” Iris added to Aeri when her roommate plopped her down on the mini-loveseat.

      “Different how?” Violet asked as she entered the living room from the hallway leading to their bedrooms.

      Iris gladly answered the question. The longer she could keep them off the subject of her practicing magic—alone—outside of Davis, the better. “I used flows of power from both Earth and Gemina Terra.”

      “You can do that? I mean, that’s possible?” Violet asked.

      “It seems to be. And it allowed me a lot more power than usual, but in a different way. I tried causing an earthquake and while I shifted the Earth a little, it took so much power I drained myself before I realized it.”

      “Didn’t we make a rule at the end of high school to prevent such an occurrence from happening again?” Roz asked Aeri and Vi with more than a little snark.

      “No. We made a rule to keep me from killing myself again. I’ve discovered where my limit is and know not to go beyond it.”

      “But you just said you rediscovered your limit,” Violet countered.

      “I did. And what I meant is I was more powerful because I pulled flows from both planets, so I discovered a new limit based on that ability.”

      Violet pursed her lips. Iris got the impression she didn’t believe her.

      “If that’s the case, then how would you know you’d gone beyond your limit?” Violet asked after a few moments of contemplation.

      “I’d be dead,” Iris admitted.

      “Precisely. So, you’ll take someone with you next time you attempt something new or try to see how powerful you’ve become. It’s not a request nor up for argument. I’m telling you. Don’t make me get Nimbus involved. Or Thorin.”

      Iris closed her mouth and swallowed her retort. “I hate it when you threaten to get Thorin involved. It’s beneath you.”

      “I know how well he can annoy you into doing the smart thing and I will use any means possible to make you realize how stupid and stubborn you can be,” Violet said.

      “I won’t try to use that much power again.”

      “And you’ll take someone with you next time you go off to practice.” Violet insisted.

      “I’m not making that promise.”

      “Why the hell not?” Aerianna demanded. “Do you think we’ll all drop whatever we’re doing and come drag your sorry ass home every time you drain yourself that much?”

      “No. But I would appreciate it.”

      “Don’t split hairs, Iris,” Rozlynd admonished as her anger flared.

      “I’m not splitting hairs.”

      “Then take someone with you,” Violet dragged out the words. She placed her fists on her hips and leaned toward Iris. “It’s not safe to be outside the city limits of Davis let alone practicing magic by yourself.”

      “I won’t take anyone with me. If Jaden ever gets the hang of tracking anyone’s abilities, it’ll be mine. I almost feel like I’m still linked to the asshole. If he comes after me, it won’t be alone. And I can’t let anyone become a hostage. That hasn’t changed.”

      “Something has to change.”

      “What if I tell you guys when I’m going somewhere and how long I plan to be there? If I’m not back by the end of my time limit, you’ll know he’s got me.”

      “How is that supposed to make us feel better?”

      Iris shrugged in response. She leaned her head back and rubbed at her eyes. Thinking became harder as her exhausted brain tried to process through its need for sleep.

      “What if someone comes with you but stays hidden somehow?” Aerianna supplied.

      “With how much stronger you’ve all become, sensing your abilities when you’re close by has also become easier. He wouldn’t need to track you based on your abilities, he’d sense you. You’d have to be at least five miles away. Probably farther.”

      “You’re being asinine. You know that, right?” Rozlynd asked rhetorically.

      “I’m not trying to be. I’m open to suggestions, but they have to be good ones that don’t wind up with the possibility of someone else getting captured. Unless any of you can hide your ability the way all of Jaden’s followers can?” Everyone shook their heads in the negative. “I’ve got nothing but a mush-filled brain at the moment, so I’m out of ideas. Sorry.”

      “Have you tried working that little trick out yet?”

      “Tried? Yes,” Iris told Aerianna. “Made progress, no.”

      “How would you know you haven’t made any progress if you never take someone with you to try it out on?” Rozlynd countered.

      “I’ve tried it with Nimbus. He’s the only other one adept at feeling out a nearby magic user. We’ve made a game of it. I’ve gone to his apartment through my mini-doorway almost every day for the last two weeks to practice. I stay in the living room and he moves about the apartment. The longest he’s gone in concealment from me is a whopping twelve seconds. I haven’t even managed one. Not the best progress I’ve ever made,” Iris added in disgust.

      “But there is progress,” Violet tried to encourage her.

      Iris grunted noncommittally.

      “Where do you think Jaden learned that skill?” Rozlynd asked after a long silence.

      “From whoever his new teacher is.”

      “Is it Mr. Moreno?”

      Though she was loath to admit it, Iris felt she had no choice. “I think so,” she said through a large exhale. “How did you come to that conclusion?”

      “I remembered how Brett concealed his abilities from you throughout high school. He probably knew you were a magic user all year, huh?”

      “Before that. But he supposedly couldn’t sense me until I bent his desk leg sometime spring.”

      Three confused faces prompted Iris to continue her explanation.

      “Turns out Mr. Moreno is an Oculus Prismatic. Yay,” Iris added with sarcasm. “I’m sure he told Brett all about what my eyes could mean as soon as he discovered his abilities. Hell, Mr. Moreno could have told Brett about it when he was a kid. He was the one who initiated trying to get my eyes to change most of the time.”

      “Shit! So Brett and Jaden are working together?” Rozlynd asked.

      “I don’t think so. I think it’s more of a competition to see who can get to us first. I haven’t decided if that’s better or worse.” Iris didn’t want to mention Brett’s current state of indecision for fear they’d tell her to stay away from him. Something told her that wasn’t the correct solution right now.

      “I’d say better. It means they’re not sharing knowledge yet,” Aerianna mused.

      “They don’t have to. They both have Mr. Moreno for that.”

      The four women fell silent to contemplate Iris’s pronouncement.

      “I wonder what he’ll do when he learns about Nimbus,” Violet said after a while.

      “Why?” Iris swallowed. Did they already know Brett had sought her out recently?

      “Because he seems to like you.”

      “If he does still like me, I’m sure that’ll push him over the edge and into sharing everything he knows with Jaden. Fuck,” she added with a groan.

      “It can’t be that much information.”

      “Magic wise, I don’t think so. Unless they’re keeping their abilities from each other. Oh, and Brett has fought me multiple times while Jaden only fought me once and that wasn’t a true fight. It was more me being stupid. I should’ve seen his deserting to Mr. Moreno sooner. Much sooner.”

      “You guys fought?” Rozlynd demanded.

      “It was more like I chased after him and he seriously injured me.”

      “And you didn’t ask me to heal you?”

      “Jaden got Kylee. Sorry,” she told Aerianna. “I think he knew you’d never believe it was an accident. I don’t think Kylee believe it was, but she kept her promise and didn’t mention it to anyone. That’s neither here nor there now.”

      “Like hell it isn’t!”

      “Roz, we already know he wants to kill or capture us, so it changes nothing.”

      Rozlynd crossed her arms and glared across the living room at Iris. Tension built until Violet brought the conversation back around.

      “You said they don’t have a lot of magic information to exchange, then what else do they have to exchange?”

      “Well, Brett has known me since elementary school which is even longer than you guys. Until college, he’d been in at least one of my classes throughout school. I bet he or Mr. Moreno made sure of that. He’s studied me this whole time. Even in college. He knows my major, where I work, memorizes my class schedule and routine, and knows my habits. Even my moods. Bit creepy when I spell it out, actually.”

      “Very,” her three roommates agreed at once.

      “The question is what Jaden has to offer. I guess my teaching style and ability. Though I’d say knowledge from Zarina and Morrigan to fill in Brett’s gaps is probably more helpful to them. And knowledge about you guys. Brett was never focused on any of you while Jaden knows all of your strengths and weaknesses.”

      Silence filled the room once more. No one broke it this time. No one recognized how dire their situation was until now. They had not one, but two people vying to capture them to the same end. If she possessed the strength to form a doorway, Iris would have gone to Nimbus’s place. She needed to keep working on assuring her friends stayed safe.
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      Iris didn’t make it to band rehearsal that evening. She texted Thorin and told him she wasn’t feeling well. He’d relay the message to the rest of her friends and the mello section if they asked. Instead, she turned in early. Her mind and body were drained. As she drifted off to sleep, a familiar pain alighted at the back of her neck. She followed the flows back to their owner expecting to find Brett but discovered Jaden.

      Cold saline flooded Iris’s body. Jaden could track her. Her mind spit out a hundred questions and solutions in a half-second. She grasped one. Distance. He was at Zarina’s. Within a hundred yards of where she lay in her bed. She needed to know if he could track her if she moved farther away. Iris got up, put on some slippers, and grabbed her car keys. She’d parked the 4Runner across the street. If he could track her that far she’d get in the car and drive until he couldn’t.

      As she moved away from Zarina’s apartment, the pain at the back of her neck lessened. By the time she reached her car, it disappeared. Relief flooded Iris’s body before dread replaced it. He’d gotten the hang of tracking her in a few weeks. She wondered how much longer she could keep going to Nimbus’s without Jaden knowing.

      Iris banished the thought. She didn’t have the mental capacity to dwell on it tonight. Instead, she crossed the street again, told her roommates what she was looking for wasn’t in her car, and climbed back into bed. The return of the pain at the back of her neck did nothing to help her fall asleep.

      The next few days felt almost normal for Iris. She went to class and work and managed to concentrate on both. In the afternoons and evenings, she formed her doorway to Nimbus’s apartment, and they continued trying to conceal their powers from each other. Jaden’s single success spurred her on to try even harder than before. It also fueled her anger.

      She knew Nimbus sensed a change in her, but he refrained from asking. Iris both appreciated his lack of questions and felt guilty over her actions. Each small success they had lessened her anger. Soon Nimbus could conceal his magical abilities from her for a solid five minutes within the apartment. When he was further away, it was longer. Iris started to wonder if the ability to conceal magical abilities was multifaceted. Distance, power, and familiarity with the person being tracked all seemed to play a role in the ability to conceal or locate someone concealing their magic from another magic user.

      When Nimbus increased how long he could conceal his magic from her to half an hour, Iris decided it was time to teach the skill to the rest of her friends. If it took them three weeks of daily practice to get as far as Nimbus had, then the sooner they started working on the skill, the better.

      “Do you think it’s safe to keep using the island for practice? I mean Jaden, Zarina, and Morrigan all know about it.” Cirrus asked on Sunday after he and Iris stepped onto the island to assure no one else was there.

      “Yes, but only when it’s all twelve of us.”

      “You know Jaden had close to three dozen followers at New Year’s, right?”

      “Yes. My memory of that night is sound. I also know you doubled your strength while we trained on Gemina Terra. Everyone did. That makes you all much more powerful than Jaden—even with his increased power and continued practicing.”

      “So you’re saying the twelve of us could take on all of them?”

      “If one of us got a barrier up in time, there’d be no competition. If we didn’t get a barrier up in time, we’d still have a chance.”

      It’s all clear, her little self announced to everyone waiting in the Gallery.

      “Nothing is a sure thing, though,” Iris added to Cirrus before he could ask another question. “How’s everyone doing today?” Iris switched into teacher mode the second the last person stepped onto the island. “Good? Great! Before we get started, does anyone have questions?”

      “Is practicing here a good idea?”

      “Why don’t we go to Gemina Terra?”

      “Have you made any progress with concealment magic?”

      “Any other questions?”

      “What’s on the docket for today?”

      Iris scanned the eleven faces looking back at her. She gave them a few more seconds to ask questions before answering those previously asked. “Yes, it’s safe to practice here as a whole group,” she emphasized the last four words. “Worst-case scenario, Nimbus and I are strong enough to form barriers around everyone to keep attacks at bay while you all form doorways and leave. Like we’d planned the day we got back to Earth.” Iris grimaced at the memory. Her eyes unfocused for a few seconds before she gave herself a quick shake and continued.

      “We can’t go to Gemina Terra because the more times we form a link there, the more opportunities someone else has of copying the magic and traveling there themselves. Which would cause the destruction of the creatures on Gemina Terra or the whole planet. We’ve made some progress with concealing power from another magic user which Nimbus will teach you all today.”

      “Why Nimbus? Why not you?” Thorin asked before Iris could continue.

      “Because I haven’t managed the skill. And no,” she held up a hand before the four opening mouths asked follow-up questions. “I don’t know why I can’t.”

      “Any theories?” Sienna called.

      Iris spread her hands out and shrugged her shoulders. “The only thing I can come up with is my being an Oculus Prismatic. I’m not positive, but I don’t think Mr. Moreno has ever concealed his magic from me. Now, that might be a coincidence as I rarely run into the guy or have reason to search out his location, but it may explain why other people do his dirty work.”

      “Or he could just be a jerk,” Kyxy added.

      “Pretty sure that’s already evident,” Kylee scoffed. “And we haven’t even met the guy.”

      “I’d like to keep it that way. Any final questions? No? Good. Nimbus?”

      “All right. Everyone ready?”

      The surrounding group nodded. Iris took a few steps back, closed her eyes, and focused on searching out Jaden, Zarina, Morrigan, and Brett. Even though she wasn’t concerned about them showing up, she figured there was no reason to tempt fate. The tiniest of blips told her Morrigan was at home for once. She wondered if her once-friend’s classes had started yet.

      Power flared in Davis. It belonged to Jaden. She concentrated on the magic he used. He was searching for her while she searched for him. She wondered if her magic tipped him off to what she was doing—like it used to with Brett. Iris maintained her magical connection with Jaden for several minutes. His power faded but didn’t disappear. She tripled the amount she funneled into her request to maintain her connection to him. Wondered if he’d drained himself much like she had a habit of doing. She thought about switching her request to see what he saw.

      “Iris? Sweetheart?” Nimbus rubbed her shoulder.

      “Sorry, what?” She opened her eyes.

      “You’re using a ton of power. Is everything all right?”

      Iris looked past Nimbus. All ten of her friends stared at her. “Sorry.” She apologized to the group. “I wanted to make sure no one followed us here.” Their looks told her to continue her explanation. “I think Jaden tried to determine where I am but he used too much power. I had to increase the amount of flows I expelled to make sure he remained in Davis.”

      “And?” Rowen called.

      “Still at Zarina’s.”

      “You can pinpoint our locations that accurately?” Rozlynd asked in astonishment.

      “I can. Can you?” Iris asked Nimbus.

      “No,” he shook his head. “I get a more broad sense. I’d be able to tell that he was in Davis and perhaps the region, but not the exact location. I wonder if that has something to do with your inability to conceal yourself.”

      “That’s an interesting thought. We’ll have to discuss it later. Sorry, guys. I didn’t mean to disturb your practice. Or scare you,” she added.

      Iris took a seat in the shade of a few palm trees and watched Nimbus teach the lesson. Though Iris tried and tried, she couldn’t conceal her magic for even a second. Even so, elation filled her at the end of the two-hour practice session. Violet, Aerianna, Sienna, and Gavin were all able to conceal their abilities as magic users for at least three minutes. Sometimes longer. The other six managed anywhere from a few seconds to thirty seconds.

      When Iris took a moment to analyze who fell into what category, she realized it was more difficult for the natural magic users to conceal their magic than those who had to practice vigilantly to master skills. This more than anything shed light on her own inabilities. Since most of her friends were mentally exhausted and magically drained by the end of practice, Iris formed her doorway home. It was a big mistake.

      Black rectangles appeared around them. They obscured the pristine skies of their practice island. Iris dismissed her doorway before anyone took more than a few steps toward it. She pulled more flows into her being. Requested a barrier surround her and her friends. A few of Jaden’s followers were caught inside as they exited their bridges. Before the one next to him released any magic, Rowen punched the guy so hard he knocked him out cold.

      “Ow. Fuck! Mother . . . Ow! I think I broke my hand. That looks way easier in the movies,” Rowen exclaimed. He held his right hand in his left and walked in a small circle as he tried to control the pain.

      Cirrus filled with power. He contained the other two unwanted guests in individual barriers. Though they tried, any magic they expelled remained trapped inside their small barriers. “I can’t keep this up for long,” Cirrus called. Strain filled his voice. Sweat beaded on his forehead from effort, not the sun.

      Iris drew in more flows and made a second request. Her double doors appeared a few feet in front of her. “After you guys.”

      “Thank you, my lady.” Thorin gave Iris a mock bow and stepped through first. He waved jovially at their unwanted guests on his way off the island.

      Everyone else filed through quickly. The twelve minions outside the barriers Iris and Cirrus maintained stopped hurling attacks at them. Iris decreased the barrier’s size as more of her friends left the island.

      “You can release them now,” she told Cirrus. “They’re outside my barrier.”

      “Whew! Thanks! I’m not sure how much longer I could have maintained those. With how drained I already was, I’m not sure how I created those barriers in the first place.” He smiled at her and stepped into her living room.

      “Rowen, you all right?” Iris asked as he approached her.

      “Just fine. Kylee healed me up in no time. Can I go punch another one?”

      “I’m good to heal him at least a dozen more times,” Kylee interjected before Iris responded.

      “As much as I appreciate your enthusiasm, the answer is no.”

      “Way to take all the fun out of life,” Rowen said with a huge smile that showed he only joked.

      “Next time. I promise,” Iris grinned back.

      Nimbus waited for her on the threshold of her doors.

      “Go ahead. I’ll be right being you.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret,” he told her.

      “I won’t. Don’t worry,” she promised. His ability to read her was uncanny.

      She waited a few more seconds for him to step through before closing her doors behind him. She kept the doorway in place as she remained on the island. She didn’t want her friends to hear what she said.

      “I hope every one of you reports what happened here back to Jaden. I am not inclined to hurt you, but if you try to attack my friends and me a third time, I will not hesitate to kill every one of you.”

      Iris glared at the fourteen cronies still standing. She tried to commit each one’s face to memory. A few looked vaguely familiar. Either she’d seen them in the castle or on one of the occasions Jaden attacked her. None of them were ones she’d seen in the glade with Brett and Mr. Moreno. Perhaps they each had their own followers. She’d have to figure that one out at some point.

      “Have a lovely rest of your day,” Iris waved. She opened her doorway, altered her barrier into a shield that protected the opening of her doors, and stepped through. A dozen blasts hit her shield and dissipated. She shook her head. Closed her door. Dismissed her requests but held onto a significant amount of power.

      Iris searched out Jaden. Found him at Zarina’s. She altered her request. Demanded to see what he saw. The asshole sat on the couch, Zarina curled up next to him, watching TV. He’d sent his cronies to do his dirty work. Before she stopped to think about what she did, Iris formed her doorway into Zarina’s living room.
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      Iris pulled her doorway open. She kept her hand on the handle as she took a step forward. Anger flooded her at the sight of Jaden and Zarina sitting on the couch like they had no cares in the world. Like they hadn’t just ordered over a dozen people to attack her and her friends. Iris’s eyes flared.

      “At least have the decency to attack me yourself,” she yelled and slammed her door shut. This time she released all flows before stalking down the hall to her room.

      “Don’t,” someone said behind her.

      “Why not?” Nimbus asked.

      “She wants to be alone,” Cirrus said. “Trust me on this one. We should respect that.”

      Iris slammed her bedroom door shut. The knock fifteen seconds later wasn’t unexpected.

      “Want to get dinner and see a movie?” Nimbus asked as he opened the door.

      “Yes. I do,” Iris said rather than yelling at him to get out like she’d planned. “Let me change.”

      “Okay. I’ll be in the living room.”

      Iris nodded. Nimbus backed out of her room and closed the door behind him. A soft murmuring of words filtered down the hall. She assumed Nimbus told them what she said. Magic filled the apartment a few moments later. Several people formed doorways. When Iris reentered her living room, only Nimbus remained.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Ready,” Iris agreed.

      She took his outstretched hand and let him lead her outside. Iris locked the front door behind her and wrapped an arm around Nimbus’s waist on the way to her car. He rubbed her hip, pulled her closer, and kissed the top of her head. Iris allowed the stress of a few minutes earlier to fade away.

      “What’s good around here?” Nimbus asked as he took the car keys from her and climbed into the 4Runner’s driver’s seat.

      “How do you feel about Thai?”

      “Sounds delicious.”

      “And a few drinks?”

      “No problem.” He smiled at her and leaned over to give her a kiss before stepping on the clutch and turning the key in the ignition.

      Iris fussed with the radio until she found a song that suited her mood. She ignored Nimbus’s glance. Was glad he didn’t tell her to change the station. She agreed with the lyrics. There was something inside her that wasn’t right. If only she could figure it out and remake herself into something better. Before she brought destruction down on top of all her friends. 

      A night out was precisely what Iris needed. Though her anger at Jaden still permeated her being, she had a good time. It took her until half-way through her second drink to realize this was their first official date out. When she told Nimbus as much, he just smiled a perfect half-smile at her and caressed her cheek.

      They skipped the movie in favor of dessert and another round of drinks. Nimbus drove a tipsy Iris home and spent the night. The twinges of normalcy crept into her being as she used his arm as a pillow and listened to his breathing as he sank deeper into the comforting arms of sleep.

      Nimbus left before Iris got up the following morning. He left her a note saying he had an early appointment that morning and he’d see her that afternoon. Iris hummed as she got ready for her ten am class. She decided it was past time to do something about Jaden. Now she had to figure out what.

      No brilliant ideas came to her as she showered or while she rode the bus to campus. Unlike the rest of her friends, she ignored the calendar and offers for rides to and from campus. She wanted Jaden to know she didn’t feel threatened by him. Even hoped he’d attack her.

      Iris had to shut the magic-focused side of her brain down so she could concentrate on class. Somehow she managed it with little trouble. Perhaps taking the night off to do something normal had been the best thing for her. If she could keep some aspects of normalcy in her life, everything else would be more manageable.

      After class, Iris headed to her shift at the lab. She maintained her focus and got twice as much done as she had the last few weeks combined. She hummed a recent band song as she locked up and headed to the bus terminal at the back of campus. It took several minutes for Iris to realize the prickling sensation at the back of her neck was back.

      With a grimace and a clenched jaw, Iris pulled a trickle of power into her being. She searched for Jaden but couldn’t locate him. She drew in more flows. Extended her search radius. A whoosh of air ruffled her hair. The magic hadn’t come from Jaden. It came from Brett. Iris lessened the power she drew into her being and switched her focus from Jaden to Brett.

      He was following her. She kept heading toward the bus. Brett sent a second whoosh of air at her. A little stronger than the first one. Iris looked over her shoulder. Brett stopped, turned away from her, and started walking. Iris hesitated. It seemed like he wanted her to follow him, but she wasn’t sure she should. Curiosity won.

      Brett headed toward the center of campus. Iris trailed behind him a few dozen steps. He didn’t alter his pace. She maintained her following distance. He clearly wanted to talk to her. Iris used the power she still held to search out any other magic users nearby. She didn’t need her friends or enemies knowing she’d followed Brett at his insistence.

      Iris knew Brett was heading to the library. She extended her search and checked for any magic users in the building before following him in. He was halfway up the stairs leading to the second floor as Iris entered the building. She trailed him but sped up to see where he went.

      He continued up to the fourth floor. Walked to the back of the building and stepped into the men’s bathroom. A few seconds later, he formed a doorway. Iris rushed to the women’s bathroom and made sure it was empty before entering a stall and pulling more power into her being. She needed to follow him.

      Iris concentrated on the residual magic linking her to Brett’s new location. She formed and requested her doorway open wherever he’d gone. Before walking through, she placed a barrier around herself. Iris stepped out of her doorway and into a quiet, snow-covered glade—her private practice glade. She wondered why he came here of all places.

      Her feet sank a few feet into the soft powder as she stepped forward. She stopped. The terrain was too difficult to navigate. Iris focused on Brett. He angled his body away from her. Had his arms crossed high on his chest. His shoulders hunched forward. His posture was nothing like it’d been the last few times she’d seen him. He seemed different. Less defeated and more . . . upset.

      “Brett?” she called in concern.

      He turned his head to face her. Glowered at her and let a snort of air out of his nose.

      Iris furrowed her brows. She searched out his aura. Could only describe it as conflicted. But it wasn’t the same type of conflicted she’d felt a few days previous. Something had changed. He felt more angry than confused. Looked it too. Iris released her barrier. If she had any chance of figuring out what was going on, she’d have to show she trusted him. She tried to take another step forward. The snow kept her movements small.

      Brett tightened his grip and hunched his shoulders further. His aura flashed toward baffled. He didn’t know what to make of her actions. He refused to look at her for several long moments. Iris opened her mouth to ask if he was all right but he spoke over her.

      “Who is he?” Brett demanded.

      “Who is who?” Iris hadn’t a clue what he was on about.

      “The man you were out with last night.”

      Iris grimaced. Most of her concerns for Brett winked out in an instant. “So you’re back to stalking me again I see.”

      Brett threw his arms to his side. Brought his right hand up and pointed at Iris. Tilted toward her. “Tell me who he is!” he shouted.

      “Why do you care?”

      “Is he your boyfriend?”

      “Does it matter?”

      He shot a blast of air that swirled snow around Iris’s body before she stilled its movements.

      “Do not toy with me. Answer the question!” Brett turned toward her. Leaned forward with his chest. Pulled his hands into fists.

      “He is,” Iris said. She surprised herself with how calm she sounded.

      Brett’s entire body vibrated. He shook his head. “You are supposed to be mine.”

      Anger built in the pit of Iris’s stomach. “Am I now? With the way you’ve treated me?”

      “How is it even possible? You left for winter break with no love interests in your life and have only been back in Davis for three weeks.”

      “That’s a despicable level of stalking. Even for you.” Iris’s nostrils flared with her deep breaths. She tried to keep her emotions under control. Didn’t think she’d manage the feat with the warmth surging through her body.

      “How long have you known him?”

      “We met New Year’s Eve.” She wasn’t about to tell him what Eireann told her about their past lives.

      “You seemed much closer than . . . He was on Gemina Terra with you, wasn’t he? Figures,” he scoffed. “I’ve waited for you—loved you—since I can remember. You are mine. I will not let anyone else have you!”

      Brett took several struggling steps forward. Closed the fifteen-foot gap between them to ten.

      “You think with the way you’ve treated me I’d ever go out with you? You’ve caused me nothing but pain and suffering in more ways than I care to remember. Since I was seven, Brett. Seven!” Iris stopped trying to contain her anger.

      “I was a kid. I didn’t know how to express my feelings.”

      “And what about all of high school? The end of senior year? You thought attacking me was a good way to let me know you liked me? What kind of asshole tries to beat up the person they care for?”

      “My dad, he . . . I didn’t know how to go against his will. I tried to suppress my feelings for you but . . .” Brett paused and swallowed. He took a moment to gather his thoughts. “I told you after graduation that you were mine. Why couldn’t you have joined us then? Everything would have been perfect, but you refused. Then my dad said to take you by force. He impelled me to do what he wanted. But no more! I want to be free of him. You were supposed to help me with that. Guide me to you. See my affection for you and finally reciprocate.” His voice turned heavily toward pleading while his eyes tried to will Iris to understand and sympathize with him.

      “And how do you explain the last three years?” Iris’s voice relayed no emotion this time.

      Brett looked at the snow-covered ground in front of his feet. He slipped his hands into his pockets. Left his shoulders raised in a shrug.

      “No accountability. That’s what you’ve always possessed. And no thought to your actions or the harm they cause others. Me and my friends included. I’m tired of dealing with your bullshit. All the bullshit. Yours. Your dad’s. Jaden’s. Chaos’s. Why can’t you all just leave me alone?”

      “Why? So you can have a so-called normal life with your new boyfriend?” His voice rose to a shout once more.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve already told you. You aren’t normal. And you’re mine. If I can’t have you, no one can.”

      Brett shot a fiery inferno at Iris. The power surrounding her shuddered with discomfort.

      Iris pulled power into her being in a flash. She assessed the blast and asked it to dissipate before it came within three feet of her. The snow it soared over melted away to reveal the frozen Earth below.

      Brett let out a grunt of rage and sent a second blast. Then a third.

      Iris dismissed his third fireball before it fully formed.

      He switched to air projectiles. Dozens in quick succession.

      Iris dissipated, dismissed, or countered every blast Brett sent at her. Her anger mounted with each demand he made. The Earth screamed in pain at his mistreatment of its freely given gift of power. Brett would not be forgiven. Iris switched to the offensive. She drew a torrent of power into her being. Requested a wall of air shoot at Brett.

      He managed a shield. Iris’s blast of air exploded on its surface.

      She didn’t wait for him to retaliate. Iris sent two dozen spears of air followed by a fireball the size of a basketball at him in quick succession.

      Brett dodged a few attacks. Shielded himself from others. “You’ve gotten stronger. But so have I!”

      An unrelenting array of attacks followed Brett’s words.

      Iris did little more than step aside to avoid the blows Brett sent at her.

      The intensity of his demands increased. Along with his frustration. Each attack added to Iris’s anger.

      “Yield! Become mine!”

      “I will never be yours. I will never belong to anyone!” Her eyes flared. She focused on cooling them and her mounting anger.

      Iris thought about accepting flows from Gemina Terra. They obliged. Joined with the flows she already held from the Earth. Allowed her a wider array of abilities. She drew on the power from Gemina Terra. Requested a storm build.

      Snow drifted down from the sky. It increased in intensity. Iris added a circling wind. Snow on the ground rose to combine with the white flakes falling from the sky. A blizzard surrounded her and Brett. It obscured her ability to see, but she didn’t need to see him to know where to attack.
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      A voice on the wind tried to reach Iris’s ears. She ignored it. Cold, detached fury engulfed her. Power flooded her veins. She couldn’t stop. Didn’t want to stop. Iris requested fireballs. A dozen. She launched them at the location she felt Brett’s aura emanating from.

      He countered three.

      Dismissed the next two.

      Dodged two more.

      Placed a shield between himself and three others.

      Iris altered the paths of the final two. They maneuvered around Brett’s shield to strike him with their full force.

      Still Iris didn’t relent. She increased the intensity of the storm. Numbness filled her as she walked forward to deal a final blow.

      Brett lay in the snow. His body sprawled and twisted. Snow swirled about him. Clung to his face. Intense winds blew his hair about. Burn marks scorched his shoulders and chest from the two direct hits.

      He looked up at her. Almost smiled as his eyes took in her face. Brett closed his eyes.

      Emotion flooded Iris’s being. “What have I done?” she whispered.

      Iris released the surrounding storm and knelt by Brett’s side. She altered her request to send a fireball at his heart into one to heal his wounds. Wounds she inflicted.

      “What have I become? What has Jaden made me?” Iris shook her head. “This is not me. I refuse to become Jaden.”

      Though she tried to heal them, Brett’s injuries remained. Iris intensified her healing magic. She pulled more power from Gemina Terra. She’d never been good at healing. Even with the extra lessons Aerianna and Kylee gave her while they were on the Earth’s twin. She tried altering her request. Nothing seemed to work.

      Iris refused to accept she couldn’t fix what she’d done. She placed a hand on an unburned part of Brett’s chest and poured more power into her request. Into Brett and her desire to heal him. The charred skin and angry red patches lessened and slowly disappeared.

      Brett opened his eyes. He reached a hand toward Iris’s face. Brushed his fingers against her cheek. His hand fell to his side.

      Iris’s insides clenched. She let out a sigh of relief when Brett’s chest rose and fell with his steady breathing. She couldn’t leave him here. If she did, he’d freeze to death and all her healing would have been for nothing. She needed to take him home.

      Iris used magic to lift Brett’s body on flows of air. She readied a doorway but paused before releasing flows into her request. Though she knew where Brett lived, she’d never been to his place. Wouldn’t be able to form a doorway to his apartment. Iris thought about her options before deciding to take Brett to the only safe place she could think of—her room.

      A quick glance from her doorway showed Iris her room was empty. She requested the flows of air gently lay Brett on her bed before stepping through herself.

      This was a terrible idea, Iris brooded as she paced within the small confines of her room. What the hell am I supposed to do with him now?

      The first thought that flashed into her mind involved breaking into Brett’s apartment, forming a doorway to her room to collect him, and putting him in his own bed. Iris dismissed it in an instant as possible outcomes of what could happen flooded her mind.

      What if he woke up and wandered into her living room?

      What if one of her roommates barged into her room because she wasn’t answering their knocks?

      What if Nimbus formed a doorway to her room?

      How would she explain her actions? Either of them—the fight or the healing? She couldn’t. More. She didn’t want to. Her private battle with Brett was still that—private.

      Iris continued her pacing. While she walked, she searched out who was in the apartment. Rowen and Rozlynd were in her room. Aerianna, Cirrus, and Violet were in the living room. Of course everyone was home when she didn’t want them to be. She groaned. So did Brett. Loudly. Iris rushed to the bed and clamped a hand on Brett’s mouth. She held her breath and counted to fifteen. No one heard.

      Brett shifted. He opened his eyes. They brightened at the sight of her. Softened. If she could see his mouth, she bet he smiled. Iris held a finger to her mouth to indicate he needed to keep quiet. Brett nodded in agreement. She removed her hand.

      “I promise I won’t make a sound above a whisper if you just stay here with me.”

      Iris grimaced and made to stand up.

      Brett caught her forearm and held tight. A sadness filled his eyes. It tugged at her emotions. Guilt flared. Iris sank back onto the mattress. He shifted a little toward the wall to give more room. Brett didn’t release her arm as he drifted off to sleep. She’d injured him worse than she thought.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do with you now?” she muttered to his sleeping form.

      “Iris? You home?”

      Shit! she screamed inside her head. She couldn’t let her roommates see Brett.

      “Yeah,” she called back. “I’m doing homework. What’s up?” She readied to block the door in case Aerianna tried to come in without permission.

      “We’re ordering pizza. You want any?”

      “That’d be great.”

      “Any requests?”

      “You know me. Hawaiian or barbecue chicken are my favorites, but a garlic chicken or something like that is fine if you guys aren’t feeling the other two.”

      “Sounds good. We’re getting two, so I’ll share your votes with everyone. How much homework you got?”

      “A lot. I’ve been ignoring it in favor of going to Nimbus’s to practice.” Iris flinched at her own words. A glance at Brett showed her he slept on. She almost sighed in relief.

      “Right. I’ll let you get to it, then.”

      “Thanks. And let me know when the pizza arrives.”

      “Will do.”

      Iris listened to Aerianna’s footfalls as she returned to the living room. A few seconds later, a door down the hall opened. Two more sets of feet passed her door. It appeared Rozlynd and Rowen were in the living room now. Iris contemplated her options. The island seemed like the best one. If she couldn’t wake Brett there she wouldn’t risk his health too much if he didn’t regain consciousness for a few hours.

      Decision made, Iris readied to form a doorway. She stopped. A quick search revealed Jaden was at Zarina’s. If she formed a doorway to the island, it was almost a guarantee Jaden would be a few seconds behind her. Then she’d have to explain about Brett. Worse, Jaden may assume she’d attacked him in Davis and void their contract on the spot.

      “Shit!” she exclaimed louder than she meant to. “I have to get you out of here. Now,” she muttered to a still sleeping Brett.

      Iris shook his shoulders.

      Brett remained asleep.

      She shook him again.

      He slept on.

      Deciding she’d reached the point of desperation, Iris turned on some music. Thankfully, she studied with music on all the time. Her roommates wouldn’t think anything of it. She changed the station to some hard rock just to be safe.

      “I hope this works,” she said as she pinched Brett’s nose shut with one hand and covered his mouth with the other.

      Brett sputtered awake a few seconds later. He glared at her as he opened his mouth to say something. Iris clamped both hands over his mouth. His glare increased. She tilted her head to the side and raised an eyebrow at him. He relaxed his eyebrows and nodded to show he understood the need for silence.

      “It’s time for you to go,” she told him.

      “I’d rather stay here,” he grinned at her.

      “Not going to happen. I can send you back to the glade and you can get yourself home or you can get yourself home from here.”

      “I don’t think I have enough energy left to form a bridge.”

      “Just perfect.”

      “Sorry. I used up everything trying not to get killed.”

      Iris averted her eyes as guilt flared once more. She looked around the room. “Right. Well . . . um . . . How do you feel about climbing out a window?” she finally asked as her focus fell upon her drawn blinds.

      “I might be able to with some help.”

      “Window it is, then.” Iris turned the volume up on her stereo a notch and formed a wall of darkened air to keep people from seeing inside. She opened the blinds and window before adding the smallest amount of magic possible to request the screen pop out. It complied.

      Iris helped Brett into a sitting position then threw his left arm over her shoulder and maneuvered him to the window. He leaned on her more than she thought necessary. Rested his cheek on her head and took a deep breath. Iris tried hard to ignore his actions. She focused on her task of getting him out of her room without anyone seeing him.

      Once at the window, Iris used more magic to help Brett climb out of her room while altering her wall of darkened air into a cube surrounding her window. “I’ll meet you at my car. I just unlocked the passenger side for you. It’s parked on the street a few apartments down.” She pointed in its general direction.

      Brett nodded. Iris watched him stumble a few steps. She kept the cube of darkness around him and used a wall of darkened air to conceal her open window as she replaced the screen and closed everything back up. Iris released the magic she used to conceal Brett’s movements when he made it to the end of the building line. She turned off her music before grabbing her purse.

      “I can’t concentrate. I’m heading to the store for some ice cream. Any requests?” she asked her roommates as she entered the living room. Iris gripped her keys to refrain from nervously fiddling with them or picking at her cuticles. She concentrated on keeping her emotions in check. The coolness of her eyes told her she’d at least managed that one.

      “We have some.”

      “Yeah, but not enough for all six of us,” she countered Roz.

      “Good point.”

      “I’d love some Phish Food. Or maybe something with brownies? No, I know, chocolate and peanut butter. Can you get some cookie dough too? Or is that asking too much? It’s asking too much, isn’t it? Sorry,” Violet ended as she lowered her head to look at her hands.

      “Not too much to ask at all. Anyone else?”

      “Whatever is fine with me,” Aerianna told her.

      “I’m easy,” Rowen added.

      “Yeah you are,” Rozlynd said with a grin.

      Rowen chuckled.

      “Okay. See you all in a few. Text me if we need anything else.”

      Iris hurried to her car. Brett sat in the passenger seat. He’d passed out once more. It didn’t surprise her. The wounds she inflicted and then healed were far from minor.

      “This is not my night,” Iris groaned as she pushed the clutch to the floor and turned the key in the ignition.

      Iris drove to the corner, turned right and headed up a few apartment complexes to Brett’s—glad for the first time he’d picked one so close to her. Her radio connected to one of the random playlists on her phone. As she pulled into the large parking lot, Mumford and Sons’s “I Will Wait” came on. Iris sighed, drove around to the back, and pulled into a spot close to his place. She popped the car into neutral and let the engine idle.

      “Brett!” Iris shook his left shoulder lightly. “Brett!” she said louder after he didn’t budge. “Wake up!” she demanded. Iris scooted as close as possible and gave both his shoulders a shake.

      Brett groaned.

      “That’s it, wake up.” She tapped his face.

      “What?” he mumbled.

      “Time to go.”

      “I’m too tired.” He tried to roll away from her.

      Iris leaned across him. She grabbed his right shoulder and tugged on it to keep him facing her. “Brett!” she yelled in his face.

      Brett’s eyes popped open at the volume of her voice. “Hello.”

      “Hi,” Iris replied flatly.

      Daft Punk’s “Something About Us” started. Iris grit her teeth. She refrained from hitting the skip button and letting Brett know the song was getting to her. Or allow him to think it meant anything to her.

      His hazel eyes lit up as he grinned at her. “Your eyes are really pretty. I don’t think I’ve ever been close enough to see the definition in the perfect rainbow surrounding your irises.” He shifted in the seat. Looked like he was getting comfortable enough to stay.

      “That’s nice. Time for you to go home.”

      “And what if I don’t want to?” he asked as the only verse of the song began.

      He moved his left hand and placed it on her knee. Iris removed it. He tried to grab her hand. Iris placed his hand on his leg. Kept her hand on top of it to keep him from moving it again. She focused on her breathing. Did not want to explode at him.

      She switched her stereo from her phone to the radio in the hope it would help calm her down. The last few refrains of a song she couldn’t place played. She thought it might be Paramore.

      “Please, Brett. My roommates are waiting for me. They’ll start wondering where I am and I can only stall them for so long before they try looking for me. You have to go.”

      Brett furrowed his brow at her. “You almost killed me.”

      “I’m really sorry about that. I don’t know what got into me. Well, I do. Jaden. Fucker,” Iris added.

      “I’d say you owe me.”

      “Like hell I do. You’ve almost killed me before.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Yes, you have. When you attacked my mind last year.”

      “That wouldn’t have killed you. Just made you more susceptible to our line of thinking. You wouldn’t have suffered any lasting physical injuries.”

      “And you think that makes it any better?” Iris sat back, crossed her arms, and glared at him. “You tried to mess with my mind. Break it, even . . .” Iris trailed off. She thought about what she’d said. About Brett’s description. They reminded her of something Jaden said to her after the last torture session he put her through. He said he broke Zarina. “Is that what Jaden did to Zarina?”

      “Night,” Brett said and opened the door.
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      Iris slammed the car door shut with magic. Deja vu filled her as she remembered a conversation she’d had in Brett’s car. She pushed the thoughts away and randomly changed the station. Iris focused on the new song as she attempted her keep her bubbling anger at bay. The bridge to Three Day Grace’s “Pain” began. She grimaced. Her anger flared. The radio seemed to mock her tonight. This was not the best song for her present mood. None of them had been. 

      “Answer the question,” she demanded as she tried to refocus her mind. 

      “I believe so. Though I’m not positive.”

      “And Morrigan?”

      “No clue, actually. I swear.”

      “If I find out you’re lying to me . . .” Iris shook her head slowly. Didn’t know how to finish the threat.

      “I wouldn’t lie to you. Not anymore.”

      Iris nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak. Focusing on the song playing only added to her anger and frustrations. Brett noticed. He leaned forward and hit a random pre-select button. Iris vaguely recognized the upbeat song. She concentrated on the lyrics. Was pretty sure the new song was worse than the previous.

      “Lately, I’ve been, I’ve been thinking I want you to be happier, I want you to be happier.”

      Brett smiled. He reached a hand toward her face. Iris uncrossed one arm and caught his wrist before he could touch her cheek. Brett stared at her. Iris stared back. Her eyes seared as her anger at him and Jaden grew.

      “I’m sorry. For everything,” Brett whispered. He kept his eye contact with her unlike so many others when her eyes turned to emeralds.

      Iris nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak. They listened to the song a little longer. Iris wished Brett would take a page out of the singer’s book and leave. He got the hint.

      “If you let go of my hand, I’ll leave.”

      Iris opened her hand. She didn’t move her arm from where it hung in the space between them. Brett took a moment to take in every inch of her face before opening the passenger door and climbing out. Iris waited until he disappeared into his apartment. She exhaled a few times before maneuvering the 4Runner back through the parking lot and onto the street. She parked at the store and took several minutes to calm herself down.

      Pizza’s here. Where are you? Aerianna texted her.

      Sorry, ran into Anwyn. Iris lied. Checking out now. Line’s a bit long. Iris texted back as she walked into the store.

      She grabbed a hand basket, picked up three kinds of ice cream and a bottle of vodka, and headed to the checkout line. The checker didn’t bat an eye at her purchase. Davis was a college town after all. By the time she parked a few apartments down, Iris still didn’t have control of her emotions. She tried to think about something else, but her mind went blank.

      The Verve’s “Bittersweet Symphony” came on the radio. Iris closed her eyes. She focused on the lyrics. They calmed her down enough to shift her eyes toward a blue-green. Images of her attempt to kill Brett flitted through her mind. Her eyes twitched. Now they were hazel. It would have to do. At least they weren’t emeralds anymore.

      “Sorry,” Iris called as she entered her apartment.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Nimbus called. “Need a hand?”

      “Nope, I’m good,” Iris said and forced a smile. She hadn’t expected Nimbus tonight. A glance at Cirrus sent red patches onto his alabaster cheeks. He was to blame. 

      Iris turned the huff she longed to vent into an exhale as she tossed ice cream tubs in the freezer. She grabbed some ice cubes while she was in there, opened the vodka, and made herself a stiff drink before placing a few slices of pizza on a plate before.

      Nimbus welcomed Iris into his arms as she joined him on the mini-love-seat. He gave her a quick kiss. She kept her face as averted as possible. Her eyes were not behaving tonight. Her emotions were on overdrive between Brett’s pronouncement of love, her attempt to kill him, and discovering Jaden attacked Zarina’s mind so she’d follow him to Mr. Moreno.

      “What are we watching?” Iris asked.

      Distractions were the only thing keeping her from searching out and trying to kill Jaden at the moment. He needed to pay. But she couldn’t risk screwing up because she didn’t have a plan in place. If he called all his minions, she wouldn’t survive. If he threatened to kill Zarina, she wouldn’t be able to call his bluff. She wasn’t sure it would be a bluff. He’d already threatened Iris with Zarina’s and Morrigan’s deaths once. She didn’t want to see if he’d follow through. She’d never forgive herself.

      “We haven’t decided yet. Any requests?” Rozlynd asked as she flipped through their streaming options.

      “Not a drama. Though I’d be fine with a rom-com.” She tried to keep herself from fidgeting in between bites of pizza.

      “How about a good old action flick? Shut the brain down and veg out?” Cirrus asked.

      “Iris, you said you have a lot of homework, right? What wouldn’t be too distracting so you can leave in the middle?”

      “I should probably just head to my room and get back to it. I didn’t get much done earlier.”

      “I’ll join you,” Nimbus said as Iris got up.

      “It’s fine. You can hang and watch the movie.” She glanced at Nimbus and quickly looked away. Took another drink. He shifted on the couch. It pulled her eyes back toward him.

      Nimbus cocked his head at her. Iris looked to the other couch and armchair. All eyes were on her.

      “You’re acting weird,” Rowen told her.

      “No, I’m not,” she denied quickly.

      “Yeah, you are,” Cirrus affirmed. “What’s wrong. Why were you really gone so long? You didn’t do something stupid like talk to Jaden, did you?”

      “No.”

      “Iris . . .” Aerianna dragged out her name. Her tone clearly showed she didn’t believe Iris.

      “I didn’t talk to Jaden. I just needed some time to gather myself. I’ve been putting a lot of pressure on myself and I needed a few minutes with loud music to figure stuff out. That’s all. I swear. I’m fine.” Iris kept the lie close to the truth. It took all of her effort not to bite her bottom lip or play with her cuticles to give her away. It worked. Her roommates accepted her story.

      “Remember, we’re here if you need to talk,” Violet said with a smile.

      “Thanks, Vi. Nimbus, you’re welcome to watch me do homework. I just thought you’d rather hang out for once. That’s all.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, but I’d rather spend time with you. Even if it means sitting quietly while you do homework.”

      “Okay,” Iris didn’t have to force the soft smile or the lightness blooming in her chest that made her eyes twitch. They’d be blue once more.

      “I’m going to grab another slice. I’ll be right behind you.” He reached out a hand and took her empty plate.

      Iris nodded and headed to her room. Silence followed her—never a good sign. She shut her door and focused her mind. Closed her eyes and concentrated on seeing what Rowen saw. He’d been her first success with this trick and somehow remained her easiest connection.

      “What does hazel mean?” Nimbus asked as he stood.

      “It’s a combination of green, brown, and grey, so angry, sad, and depressed,” Cirrus supplied. “I get the sad and depressed based on what she said, but not the angry.”

      “Yeah,” Violet concurred. “Rowen, I think you’re right. She’s being weird. Well, she’s been weird for a long time, but not like this. I think she’s hiding something again. I wonder what it is. I thought we’d gotten past the whole keeping secrets from us thing. Then again, she stopped keeping secrets to get Jaden to trust her. Maybe she feels there’s no reason to tell us everything because we don’t push her to do it like Jaden did. It’s like . . . like—”

      “She’s gone back into protection mode,” Rozlynd supplied.

      “Yeah,” everyone agreed with nods.

      “Protection mode?” Nimbus asked as he moved into the kitchen.

      “She gets this way when she tries to take everything on and not burden us with any magical problems,” Rozlynd explained.

      “Or life problems,” Rowen added.

      “Makes sense,” Nimbus said as he placed some pizza on a plate and poured himself another glass of wine. He grabbed a second glass and poured wine into it. “She likes Zins, right?”

      “I think so. We don’t drink wine too often,” Aerianna told Nimbus.

      “Okay. Thanks for the insights.”

      Iris pulled her mind back to her room. She downed the rest of her drink. Tried to shake the last few hours off. Her roommates were right. She’d gone into protection mode. But it wasn’t why she’d acted so weird tonight. How the hell was she supposed to explain Brett to them? To Nimbus? Violet’s assertion she’d started keeping secrets surfaced. Iris sighed. She needed to tell Nimbus about Brett.

      “Babe?” Nimbus called through her closed door.

      Iris used a little magic to open the door while she remained seated at her desk. Books open and laptop on but no progress being made.

      “You want to talk about it?” Nimbus asked.

      He set a glass of wine down next to her and took a seat on her bed. Iris picked up the glass he’d brought her and swirled it around to help the red wine breathe. It gave her something to do as she contemplated how much she wanted to tell him.

      “Not particularly, but I need to tell you something.” She stopped swirling the burgundy liquid and took a sip. Black-pepper and cherry exploded on her tongue. They were followed by the smoky finish that made Zins one of her favorite wines. “Thank you for the wine. It’s delicious.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      They sat in silence for several long minutes. Nimbus passed Iris his plate, and she grabbed a slice of pizza. Took a few bites. Swiveled back and forth in her desk chair.

      “If you’re stalling this much, it must be a difficult topic for you to breach.” His face remained passively neutral. Hinted at his usual, serious demeanor.

      Iris sighed. “You could say that.” She bit her lower lip. Shook her head a few times and expelled a quick burst of air. “All right. You know about Brett Moreno, right?”

      “Yes. Cirrus has kept me up to speed on him and his father.”

      “Has he mentioned anything about Brett possibly liking me?”

      “No. But Violet has during one of her rambling sessions. I can see why you didn’t want to broach the subject. Did he search you out tonight?”

      “Earlier this afternoon, but yes. One of his lovely quirks is stalking me. Which he did last night while we were out. On my way to the bus to head home this afternoon, he used some magic to let me know he wanted to talk. I followed him to the library and then he disappeared through a bridge—that’s what he calls doorways.”

      “And you followed him.”

      “Yup.”

      “And . . . what? He professed his love for you.”

      “More like he demanded to know who you are and then told me I’m supposed to be his and that if he couldn’t have me, no one could.”

      “I take it you lost your cool at that point.”

      “Yeah. Well, he lost his cool first and attacked me, but I sort of went too far and almost killed him.” Iris took another sip of wine before rushing on, eyes unfocused. “I hurt him, Nimbus. I really hurt him. What’s worse is I had a killing blow poised to strike. The only reason I didn’t release it was his attempt to smile at me as I stood over him. I don’t know if he wanted me to kill him or what but I almost did. I’m not sure who I am anymore.”

      “Where’s Brett now?” Nimbus’s voice was neutral but guarded.

      “At his apartment. I healed him and made sure he got home.” She looked up. “I will never be able to take that back. To apologize enough to him. Or make myself believe I’m still a good person. I took all my anger at Jaden and channeled it at Brett. What’s worse is he’s conflicted right now about whether he should follow his dad. Between you and my almost killing him, I’m sure I just sent him right back to his father’s control.”

      “Unfortunately, that may not be avoidable. And you are a good person. You stopped yourself from killing someone you should consider your enemy. Not many people could do that when they’re faced with all the pressures you have to contend with.”

      Iris nodded. She finished her wine. Looked around her room. At her bed where Nimbus sat. Where she’d laid Brett not even an hour before. “Can we go to your place? I don’t want to be in Davis tonight.”

      “Are you sure that’s safe? Jaden’s ability to track you has increased significantly, hasn’t it?”

      Iris nodded. “He’s not connected to me right now, though. I just don’t want to be where they can track me tonight.”

      “I thought Brett can track you anywhere.”

      Iris closed her eyes to keep her anger from expanding. “Mostly, yes. But he should be too weak to manage tonight. He’s completely drained.”

      “You—”

      “Nimbus.” Iris raised her voice over his. His playing devil’s advocate had officially pissed her off.

      “Want me to form the doorway to be safe?” he finished in his same even tones.

      “Sorry,” she said as guilt flooded her being and pooled in her eyes. “Yes, please. But let me tell everyone we’re heading out first. And definitely form your mini-door. Not your full-sized one.”

      “I always do.”
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      Though Iris longed to spend every free moment anywhere but in Davis, Brett and Jaden officially trapped her within its confining city limits when she returned the following day.

      Brett regained his strength by morning. The moment Iris stepped back into her apartment, he began stalking her once more. The telltale prickling at the back of her neck became a constant in her life. He at least had the decency to disconnect from her while she attended classes or was at work—complete with a ten-minute grace period.

      It took all of Iris’s willpower not to attack him just to get relief from the constant prickling sensation. She didn’t know it was possible, but his level of stalking her increased. Her shift ran long on Thursday. Brett not only searched her out and restarted stalking her, but he also waited for Iris to exit the lab and insisted on walking her to the bus. Nothing Iris said could deter him. Not even her continued apology for almost killing him.

      If Brett searching her out wasn’t enough on its own, the addition of Jaden’s ability to track her was. His adeptness to locate her increased drastically as the quarter marched on. By the time midterms came and went, he knew every time she used magic anywhere in Davis. Even when she tried to form her faerie-sized door to get away. The same prickling sensation alighted at the back of her neck. It always increased for twenty minutes to an hour after she used magic. Which meant Iris tried to use magic as little as possible.

      It got to where she could distinguish which one of them tracked her. Brett’s stalking felt more subtle. A soft prickling that annoyed her more than anything. Jaden’s leaned toward the pain of pins and needles. She wished both would stop. The pair of them caused too many distractions both in her school and personal life. Jaden even started to show up to marching band rehearsals and gigs. He made a game of trying to piss her off while they played. Iris came close to beating the shit out of him once. Kylee and Thorin kept her from following through.

      Iris’s feeling of being trapped increased each day. She couldn’t use magic. Couldn’t leave Davis. Depended on her friends for most things. Never felt alone. Thankfully, neither Jaden nor Brett focused as consistently on anyone else. It meant one of her friends could form a doorway for her so she could travel between everyone’s apartments in Davis.

      The trips were always short. They also showed her just how quickly Jaden’s ability to track her at greater distances progressed—very. She needed to teach her friends how to track another magic user sooner rather than later. The thought caused Iris to contemplate spring break. As it stood, spring break either wouldn’t exist or they’d spend it in fear. The idea of spending it safely on Gemina Terra surfaced and wouldn’t go away. She mentioned it to Thorin during band rehearsal the Monday after midterms.

      “I think going there is a great idea. We know we’ll be safe.”

      “But I can’t open the arches without Jaden or Brett knowing what I’m doing. It takes too much of my power,” she kept her voice soft even though they were sitting in a corner alone.

      “We’ll find a way,” Thorin grinned with all the confidence in the world.

      “Find a way to do what?” Kyxy asked as she took a seat next to Thorin.

      Thorin’s smile changed to one Iris found familiar, but no longer longed for.

      “A way to enjoy spring break rather than spend it in fear,” Iris supplied.

      “Ah. Traveling seems like a good idea.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “But I, unfortunately, cannot supply the path.”

      “Can anyone else?”

      “No.” Iris fell silent for a few moments. “I should fix that,” she more said to herself.

      “You’ll figure something out. You always do,” Kyxy grinned at her.

      “Thanks,” Iris said to the pair as the Student Director shouted out a song name to signal the water break’s end.

      Iris sought Cirrus the following afternoon. She’d weighed the pros and cons of each magic user as she contemplated who the best person to teach the archways to was and decided on him. Cirrus’s strength and length of time as a magic user combined with his natural talents made him ideal. Nimbus was her automatic first choice, but when she laid out the pros and cons, he quickly dropped from the top three.

      Nimbus wasn’t in Davis all the time, Brett’s jealousy of him meant he might start tracking Nimbus’s movements any moment, and Jaden could attack him anywhere. Cirrus, on the other hand, seemed to not pique Jaden’s interest. He wasn’t one of the high school girls, Iris never had any interest in him romantically, and he’d struggled with skills early on. Whatever the reason, Cirrus’s ability to remain under the radar was a boon at the moment.

      “You got a sec,” Iris called through Cirrus’s door in the Gallery after a quick knock.

      “Sure thing. What’s up?” he asked as he joined her.

      “I’ve been thinking it’d be a good idea to teach someone else how to form the archways to Gemina Terra and I want it to be you.”

      “That’s a huge responsibility. Wouldn’t Nimbus be a better choice than me?”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s second on the list of whom to capture. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if both people who know how to get to Gemina Terra wind up out of commission. Not to mention he’s the first person Brett and Jaden will assume can get to Gemina Terra after me.”

      “Ah. I see your point. But, why me?”

      “Your strength. Natural talent. Length of time as a magic user. Ability to pick up on new things. And that little trick of yours and Vi’s talking to each other through your own special way. Jaden and Brett don’t know about that skill. If they did, you and Vi would shoot to the top of the to be captured list.”

      “Why not Vi? Or Roz? Or Thorin?”

      “I don’t think Vi has the necessary skill. I seriously considered Roz, but she’s too pissed off at Jaden and Zarina right now to have a clear head. As far as Thorin goes . . . Well, one-on-one sessions with him never end well for either of us. With how short my temper is these days, I’m sure I’d do something stupid.”

      “Good point,” Cirrus agreed. “Okay, I’m in. When do we start?”

      “Right now if you can. I’d like to keep this between us. Not even Violet or Nimbus can know. If something happens to anyone else, I don’t want Jaden or Brett—and especially not Mr. Moreno—to find out I taught you how to get to Gemina Terra. I’m sure they’d forget about capturing me and come after you immediately. It’s a huge responsibility. You can say no.”

      “I already decided I’m in, so let’s get started.”

      “Thanks, Cirrus. I know I’m asking a lot and I really appreciate your being up for the challenge.”

      “Of course!”

      “Is your place empty? Roz and Rowen are at mine.”

      “Yes. It’s empty. I have to pick Vi up from the library in about an hour, and Thorin is at Kyxy’s, so we’ve got some time to get started. You want me to come get you?”

      “No. I’ll ask Roz to form a doorway to Rowen’s room. That should be enough to keep Jaden away for a bit.”

      “And Brett?” he asked casually.

      “Not stalking me at the moment. I think the constant contact with me has started to wear him down. Usually once I’m home for the day, he only checks on me every hour or so until I go to bed. He’s been pretty consistent the last few weeks.”

      “Okay. Sounds like a plan. See you in a sec,” Cirrus said with a jovial wave.

      “See you in a sec,” Iris agreed.

      “Hey Roz,” Iris called as she headed into the living room.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you form a doorway to Rowen’s room to keep Jaden from realizing I’ve left the apartment? I’m going to go hang with Cirrus.”

      “And Roz forming a doorway to my room is totally normal and should throw the jerk off. I like your thinking, Iris Faye,” Rowen grinned at her.

      Iris smiled back.

      “Here ya go,” Roz said as her dragon etched door appeared a few feet in front of her. “When will you be home?”

      “If I don’t go with Cirrus to pick up Vi, about an hour. If I do go . . .” Iris shrugged.

      “Cool. Well, call or knock if you need anything.”

      “Will do. Thanks!” Iris waved and stepped through Rozlynd’s door into Rowen’s room. “Hey!” She called as she opened Rowen’s bedroom door.

      “Hey! I’m in the kitchen,” Cirrus called back. “Want a snack?” he asked as she joined him.

      “Sure! What are my options?”

      “Popcorn or potato chips.”

      “Potato chips.”

      “Here you go.” He pulled a large bag from a cupboard and opened it.

      “Thanks! You ready!”

      “Yup. Let’s get to it,” Cirrus said as he grabbed a handful of chips.

      Iris snagged the bag and followed him to the living room. “Okay, so the concept for forming the archways and bridge to Gemina Terra is similar to forming a doorway. You have to think about the golden archway—but not in as much detail as your doorway—as well as the iridescent bridge through the greyness, and the silver arch. On top of that, you have to concentrate on the location. I also think about how Gemina Terra feels like home to me but I’m not sure you have to do that part.”

      “Jeez. Sounds complicated.”

      “It’s not as hard as it sounds. There are just multiple parts, that’s all.”

      Cirrus nodded. “Just out of curiosity, how long did your first success take?”

      “Weeks, actually. But it was during that period of time I tried to give up magic. I’ve been most successful in creating the archways and making it to Gemina Terra when I’ve had a great need.”

      “Like after New Year’s?”

      “Precisely.”

      “And with you being watched, you probably can’t show me, can you?”

      “I can’t. You’ll have to try this one on your own. It will take a majority of your power, so you won’t be able to make many attempts before you’re completely drained.”

      “Any advice on where to start?”

      “For today, just concentrate on the golden arch. You won’t need as much power to form one of the three aspects of the full bridge to Gemina Terra . . .” Iris trailed off as she thought about what she just said.

      “What?”

      “I just realized why Brett refers to his black rectangles as a bridge.” Iris shook her head. “Sorry. Got distracted. Anyway. Like I said, concentrate on the golden arch. Its size. The planets and expanding solar system surrounding it. You won’t need precise detail like when you form your doorway since the archway never looks the same because of the shifting images. Keep Gemina Terra in your mind as you concentrate on forming it.”

      “All right.” Cirrus exhaled. He closed his pale-blue eyes to block out all visual distractions the same way Iris did.

      Iris stared at Cirrus’s face. She bit her lower lip to keep from saying anything and ruining his concentration. She tilted her head to the side as she took in his features. On the surface, Cirrus looked nothing like his brother—a result of Cirrus’s lack of pigmentation. When she looked at his features in more detail—the shape of his face, eyes, mouth, and nose—the family resemblance was unmistakable. Even his current stoic demeanor matched Nimbus’s serious nature.

      “What?” Cirrus asked with his eyes still closed.

      “What?”

      “You’re staring at me. I can feel your eyes on me.”

      “Sorry. You look a lot like Nimbus. That’s all.”

      “You’re one of the few people who’ve noticed that. I guess the different skin and hair colorations between us are hard for most people to see past.”

      “Probably. Anyway, how’s it going?”

      Cirrus opened his eyes. “I think I’m ready to put a little magic into a request to form the golden archway.”

      “Great. Try half your power at first. And don’t expect a full arch on your first try. Or dozen. Any light or shimmering is a success in my book.”

      “Okay. Here it goes.” He closed his eyes to refocus on his request before drawing power into his being and funneling it into a desire for the golden archway to appear.

      Iris held her breath. Nothing happened. Ten seconds passed. They turned into thirty. At the minute mark she readied to tell Cirrus to take a break when she noticed a shimmering in the air between them. It reminded her of a heat haze.

      “Whatever you’re doing, it’s working,” she whispered so as not to break his concentration.

      Cirrus pulled more power into his being. Almost doubled what he funneled into his request. He opened his eyes. The heat haze grew. Golden flecks sparkled within the haze hanging between them. A small, brilliant light of gold the size of a piccolo spun in a slow circle at the center. Iris couldn’t contain her smile.
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      Cirrus released all the flows he held. “That’s exhausting!” He expelled a large breath of air and slumped back in the couch.

      “That was awesome! Way better than my first few attempts.” Iris’s grin turned to a grimace as a prickling sensation bloomed at the back of her neck.

      “Which one?” Cirrus asked.

      “Brett,” Iris told him. A few seconds later, pins and needles joined the prickling. “And Jaden, apparently. We should probably call it for now. I’m sure the amount of power you used piqued both of their interests and my being here will clue them into the fact that I’m teaching you something.”

      “Or they may think I’m working on something and want your help since you aren’t using any power,” Cirrus countered.

      “That’s also a possibility.”

      “Let me try one more time. Now I have a feel for it, I don’t think I need as much power.”

      “Be my guest. I’ll stop you if you’re using too much.”

      “Sounds good. Okay, here it goes.”

      Cirrus sat up. Iris watched him focus before opening himself to the flows of power surrounding them. He pulled in half as much as his first attempt. The heat haze shimmered into existence within ten seconds. The golden flecks of light formed moments behind. They combined at the center of the heat haze. Grew into a rectangle the size of her hand. Continued to expand. Cirrus pulled a little more power into his being.

      Iris paid close attention to the competing pain at the back of her neck. Neither increased as the golden rectangle expanded once more. The sensation of a great distance bloomed in front of Iris. The pins and needles intensified.

      “Cirrus. I need you to stop funneling power into your request,” she cautioned.

      He ignored her.

      Iris pulled more power into her being than necessary and formed her doorway. She hoped her power would overshadow Cirrus’s and keep Brett and Jaden from realizing what he’d just done.

      Cirrus opened his eyes. A fully formed golden arch sat in the middle of his living room. “Whoa. I didn’t think I’d managed anything that time. Can I open it?”

      Iris held up a finger. She closed her eyes and searched out Jaden. He was somewhere unusual for him, but very familiar in location to her. She switched her request from wanting to locate him to wanting to see what he saw. Brett walked past Jaden’s line of sight. Their images and voices came to her as though through a heavy mist as Iris tried to keep her presence from them.

      “She formed a doorway to her house, that’s all. I told you it was nothing,” Brett said. He glared at Jaden from across the room. “Now get the fuck out! And stop forming bridges to my apartment without permission. The next time you do, I will not hesitate to treat you like someone breaking and entering.”

      “I’ll stop showing up whenever I choose when you stop talking to her. She’s mine. You think you can win her over with false pretenses of love? Think again. You’re going to fail to capture her just like you did in the mansion.”

      “And she’ll  . . .” Brett stopped. He cocked his head to the side.

      Iris pulled her mind back to her body. The prickling sensation that indicated Brett tracked her increased. Had he realized her presence was in his apartment for a short period? She added it to her list of things to ponder and try at a later date. Though she shifted her shoulders as they both increased their scrutiny of her, it made Iris happy. Neither would care what Cirrus did.

      “Go ahead and open it,” she told Cirrus with a grin.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. They’re both completely focused on me. Be quick, though. I don’t want them to realize my magic is hiding yours.”

      Cirrus stood and walked to the archway without hesitation. He exhaled, gripped the door, and pulled. It wouldn’t open. “What does that mean?” he asked as he turned to face Iris.

      “Dismiss it and release all the flows you’re holding.” Cirrus complied. His residual magic dissipated a few seconds later. “Let’s head to my place. At least then they’ll be less suspicious as to why I formed a doorway to my room.”

      “Cool.”

      The pair stepped through Iris’s doorway. She longed to send a shock at Jaden and Brett but refrained. Even that small amount of power used against him or Brett would probably allow Jaden to end the contract they’d made.

      “Iris?” Roz called from the living room.

      “Yeah. It’s me. And Cirrus,” she said as she headed to the living room. Cirrus trailed her. “We’re going to take the 4Runner to get Vi and then grab some dinner. You guys want to come?”

      “Nah, we’re good. Why did you form the doorway and not Cirrus? Aren’t you trying to keep Brett and Jaden from knowing where you are.”

      “I was. And then they both increased the power they use to track me. It reached uncomfortable, so I figured letting them know my exact location would get them to back off.”

      “And?”

      “It hasn’t worked yet,” she said with a sigh.

      “You know, I’m not part of the contract. Neither is Nimbus. Why don’t the two of us deal with them for you?” Rowen offered for what Iris guessed was the seventh time.

      “Same answer as last time. No. I don’t want to give him any reason to go back on our deal. I just don’t trust the guy not to find some loophole in what we agreed to—which, at its base, is that none of us will attack any of them.”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?” Rowen asked with a huge grin.

      Iris shook her head. “See you guys later,” she told them and headed to her car. The pressure at the back of her neck decreased.

      A quick check told her Jaden had returned to Zarina’ and Brett remained in his apartment. Jaden’s being at Brett’s was both comforting and disturbing. They obviously weren’t too willing to help each other, but they were to some extent. Or Mr. Moreno ordered them to work together.

      If that was the case, there were a lot more variables to consider. Was Brett going along with it to assure his father and Jaden didn’t know he was slowly breaking away from them? Did it instead mean that Brett was back under Mr. Moreno’s full control? Had her relationship with Nimbus sent him back to his father? Whatever the answer, Iris would have to monitor them more often.

      “So . . .” Cirrus prompted the second they climbed into the 4Runner.

      “You couldn’t open the archway because the bridge hadn’t formed behind it. My guess is it’s a safety precaution. But two tries to form the first archway, Cirrus, that’s amazing! Seriously amazing!”

      “To tell you the truth, I formed the archway the way I used to try forming doorways until I got the hang of them. Honestly, the archway was way easier.”

      “That’s great. Feel free to try it again when you’re alone, but only focus on the golden archway. And try not to use more than half your power. Don’t start working on the iridescent bridge until I’m there. I’m positive I’ll need to hide your magic from Brett and Jaden if you try forming more than the golden archway.”

      “Makes sense.” He paused for a second. Turned toward Iris and asked, “Why haven’t you taught us how to track another magic user?”

      “I honestly have no idea. Well, I did try senior year. Remember?”

      “No. When?”

      Iris contemplated her single attempt to teach her friends how to track each other. “It was on the way to Disneyland senior year. Sorry. Girls’ trip.”

      “Ah. Why didn’t you try again?”

      “That was when that random guy tracked me down in Disneyland and I realized having magical abilities wasn’t a good thing. Remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember. But why not after you started using magic again?”

      “I don’t know. I guess it got pushed to the back of the line of things to teach. Let’s be honest, I freaked out and decided offensive and defensive magic trumped everything else. I should fix that. Hm . . .”

      “I know that look. What are you thinking?”

      “Well, I won’t be able to show you guys how I track another magic user with Brett and Jaden constantly tracking my movements and magic use. And this is a skill that requires showing as it’s super complicated and hard to describe.”

      “And . . .” Cirrus prompted her verbally and with a circling motion of his hand.

      “Well, Nimbus can track another magic user. So what if we all go to the island, I form a darkened barrier around us and make it sound proof? Then Nimbus can teach you all the skill and Jaden and his minions won’t be able to attack us.”

      “How long do you think you’ll be able to keep a large barrier like that in place?”

      Iris shrugged. “An hour? Won’t know until I try.”

      “Well, it sounds like we have something else to practice this weekend besides concealment.”

      “Definitely,” Iris grinned at Cirrus. “You let Vi know she’s looking for my car and not yours?”

      “Just did,” he grinned. His phone chimed. “She says she’s almost here.”
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      Iris ran her weekend training plan past Nimbus before telling everyone else training sessions were back on. His one question was why they couldn’t practice in Davis. Iris had no real reason besides a lack of space, so they did.

      Everyone crammed in her living room and Nimbus took a few seconds to review concealment from another magic user. He allowed everyone ten minutes to try concealing their magic from Iris who headed to her room. She searched out Brett and Jaden—both of whom were concealing themselves from her at the moment—and her friends.

      Iris sent half her mind to the Gallery of Doors and knocked in code on everyone’s door. One knock meant she couldn’t sense them and two meant she could. She paced about the room, constantly reminding herself of the code she’d come up with and applying it to the doors. With her as close to her friends as she was proximity wise, successes were brief and sporadic.

      “I’m heading to the guys’ apartment and see if being further away helps you guys be more successful. I’ll be back in ten,” she told everyone after reentering the living room five minutes later.

      “You want me to come with?” Cirrus asked.

      “No. You should stay here so you cat get pointers from Nimbus. I’m useless on this one. See you guys in ten.”

      She formed and stepped through her doorway. Waited a few moments to see if Brett or Jaden tracked her, but they didn’t. Iris flopped onto the couch and reentered the Gallery of Doors. Violet, Aerianna, Sienna, Gavin, and Nimbus disappeared as soon as she shut her doorway. She gave each of their doors a single knock and never needed to give them a double knock.

      After about a minute, Kyxy disappeared. Thirty seconds later, Kylee and Roz received the same single knock. It took Rowen and Thorin longer, but they both received managed concealment around the three-minute mark. Iris knocked twice on Cirrus’s door a moment later to let him know she could still sense him before heading to Thorin’s door. He’d become trackable once more. Rowen popped back into her mind as she told Cirrus he’d finally concealed himself from her.

      Iris continued walking around the room, knocking on doors as dictated by their ability to remain concealed from her. Cirrus had the least success out of everyone but still managed a solid three minutes on his second attempt.

      “Great job, you guys!” she called as she reentered her apartment through her doorway. An excited buzz filled the air as everyone discussed their successes.

      “Were you trying to conceal yourself at all?” Nimbus asked as she joined him in front of the tv.

      “No. I’ve basically given up on this skill. Why?”

      “Your presence lessened. I could still sense you easily, but you seemed less solid.”

      “Huh. I wonder if my being in the Gallery makes a difference. We can test that theory later. Anyone have questions about concealment?” she asked the group at large. Even though she wasn’t teaching them this one, it was hard for her not to take over in the teacher role. “Ready to move onto the next skill? Tracking another magic user’s movements?” she continued.

      Nimbus chuckled at her side.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’m not used to sitting on the bench.”

      “You’re not, love. You’re stepping aside for a moment so an assistant coach can take a shot at teaching.”

      “I’ll try to think of it that way.”

      “Why don’t you explain the concept and then I’ll take over during the example part?”

      “Sounds good. Thanks,” she grinned at him. Thankfully, her attempt to take over the lesson didn’t threaten him and he understood how she felt.

      Once Iris explained the concept, she headed down the hall so everyone could try tracking her. She created a large barrier around her apartment and concentrated on it shielding any magic being used inside it. She didn’t know if it would work, but she figured she might as well try. It got Brett’s and Jaden’s attention. Both of their telltale tracking signs bloomed at the nape of her neck—which showed her where they were.
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      Neither Brett nor Jaden were in Davis. Iris grinned as she decided to mess with them. She formed a doorway to Brett’s location. His presence popped back to Davis in a second. Iris switched her focus to Jaden. He arrived in Davis before her doorway finished forming where he’d been. Iris chuckled at her own cleverness.

      “What are you doing?” Thorin called down the hall.

      “Sorry. Just having fun with Brett and Jaden that’s all.”

      “Dammit! Why do you get to have fun but you won’t let me?” Rowen demanded.

      “Because if you formed a doorway to their locations they’d stay there to fight. It seems when I do it, they scurry back to Davis in an instant,” she said from where she leaned against the hall wall at the entrance to the living room.

      A few chuckles and a lot of smiles filled the room.

      “Glad you’re having fun again,” Gavin told her.

      “Me too. I’m ready for you guys to try tracking me again. Sorry for the disruption. I’ll head back to wandering around the apartment. Holler when you think you know where I am.”

      With that, Iris went down the hall and sat at Violet’s desk. The apartment filled with magic. The pain at the back of her neck doubled. She hoped it was because Brett and Jaden were furious about their inability to determine what magic her friends performed. They both stood across the street from her apartment. Iris thought about waving at them from the front door but changed her mind. There was no need to increase their anger. More specifically, there was no need to increase the persistent pain at the back of her neck.

      By the end of the lesson an hour and a half later, everyone tracked Iris at some point. She was an easy target with how much power she held and the fact that she kept all eleven of her friends firmly in her mind, but any success was great.

      “Great job everyone! How do you guys think it went? From my perspective you all have the concepts and ability to master these skills.”

      “In theory, yes. But what about across further distances? I’d like to try my hand at that before I’ll agree I have these two down,” Gavin started the conversation.

      “I totally agree with Gavin,” Rozlynd added.

      “I don’t think I have a grasp on these at all,” Cirrus chimed in.

      “Cirrus, you do. I promise. Gavin and Roz, I get what you’re saying.” Iris glanced at Nimbus. A raised eyebrow asked him his opinion about going to the island. He agreed with a nod. “And totally understand that you want to try these across greater distances to feel fully successful. We can go to the island next weekend to give you guys a little more space but in the meantime, you can practice around Davis.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Is that a good idea?”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      Kyxy, Sienna, and Violet all asked at once.

      “Does this mean we get to fight Jaden?” Rowen added before Iris could answer the other three questions. His face lit up at the prospect.

      Iris shook her head at Rowen. “How many times do I have to tell you, Rowen? No. Period. End of discussion,” she said in exasperation. “He’s left all of us alone for weeks and I intend to keep it that way. Understand?”

      “Fine, fine, fine. If he shows up I won’t attack him.”

      “Thank you,” she told Rowen before turning her attention back to the three friends who asked valid questions. “We’ll be fine. The barrier I maintained today only required a third of my power. A little less, actually. I’ll be able to form a much larger one over most of the island to keep us safe, be a sound barrier, and hopefully conceal the magic you all perform.”

      “For how long?” Roz and Thorin countered at the same time.

      “That is to be determined. I’d say at least an hour. Perhaps two. Longer wouldn’t surprise me with how long I maintained the barrier today but I can’t know for sure until I try. I won’t let it get to where I’m close to exhaustion. Don’t worry,” she addressed her roommates specifically. “I know where my magical limit is and have a good warning before I reach it.”

      Aerianna pursed her lips at Iris while Roz raised her eyebrows a few fractions of an inch. Neither believed her. She ignored them.

      “Okay. So now that everyone knows the plan for next Saturday, does anyone have questions about today?” Nimbus asked the room. “No? All right, be sure to practice on your own time. Try tracking everyone else throughout the day. Not just when you have study sessions with each other—which I want all of you to attend at least one of before Saturday,” he added.

      Grumbling followed Nimbus’s announcement.

      “If you all want to see what it’s like to have Jaden or Brett constantly tracking your movements, by all means, don’t practice,” Iris called over the muttering.

      Everyone stopped talking immediately. Iris’s eyes flared with her rising emotions. Nimbus rubbed her back. Massaged her neck with one hand. It brought her boiling blood down to a fast simmer.

      “Want to come to my place tonight?”

      “Yes, but you know I can’t,” Iris said in a huff as she crossed her arms. “All it will do is show them where you live. That’s the last thing I need to deal with right now.”

      “Fair enough. How about I spend the night here?”

      “I’m always here.” Iris knew she was being difficult, but her frustration levels were peaking once more. Especially with the continual pressures at the back of her neck.

      “What if I get us a hotel room for the night?”

      “I don’t want you to have to do that. We can stay here.”

      Nimbus pulled her into his arms. “How about we go to Cirrus’s place and stay in the extra room? That way you get a change of secrecy.”

      Iris nodded into his shoulder and uncrossed her arms to return the hug. She really wanted to retreat into herself—go somewhere no one could find her, but the only place she had that luxury anymore was on Gemina Terra. And she flat out could not travel there.

      “I think I need to go for a walk. Alone,” she added before Nimbus could suggest he come with her.

      “Sounds good. I’ll head back to my place and grab a few things. When you’re ready, let me know. I’m taking you out to dinner. No arguments,” he told her as she opened her mouth to protest. “Any requests?”

      “Sushi?”

      “Sounds perfect. Don’t forget a jacket. And an umbrella. There are showers in the forecast this afternoon into the evening.”

      “Thanks.”

      Nimbus released Iris and took a step back to stand in front of her. He rubbed the outsides of her arms a few times. Tilted his head down a little to catch her eye. Iris looked up. His brows were slightly creased. A few fingers alighted under her chin and gently lifted her head.

      “I worry about you, you know?”

      “I know,” Iris agreed. “I worry about—”

      “Everyone and everything,” Thorin butted into her and Nimbus’s conversation as he approached them. “I hope you’re taking a break tonight, woman. If you don’t and he doesn’t make you, so help me I will!”

      “He’s taking me to dinner. We were hoping to spend the night in the spare bedroom at your place but if you’re going to be an ass about it, perhaps we won’t.”

      “You guys are coming over tonight? Cool! Iris, can we play a board game? Please? A strategy one? I really miss game nights,” Cirrus joined the conversation too.

      “Yes, but after Nimbus and I get dinner. And before you ask, you’re not invited,” she told him with a smile that helped soften her words. “See you in a bit?” Iris asked Nimbus.

      “See you in a bit,” he agreed.

      Iris gave Nimbus a quick kiss before heading down the hall to her room. Several people formed doorways to various destinations in Davis as she grabbed and pulled on her winter jacket. By the time she got back to the living room, head tilted down and eyes focused on nothing, only her roommates remained. She grabbed her umbrella and walked out the front door. Thankfully, no one tried to stop her.

      While uneventful, Iris’s walk didn’t help clear her mind like walks usually did. She couldn’t decide how she felt. Her eyes shifted a dozen times to prove her indecision ran deep. She kept her thoughts internally focused during her walk away from her apartment, but couldn’t keep them in on her way back.

      “All right. It looks like you’ll have to talk this one out. Start broad. Then focus in,” she told herself.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to get everyone killed.”

      “Nothing new there. That’s been a constant for years now,” she scoffed at herself. “Besides, you’re working on adding another level of safety for everyone right now. Nimbus is helping teach all your friends how to conceal themselves from Jaden and Brett and track other magic users. That combined with all the training you did on Gemina Terra is helping them all stay safe.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.”

      “It is,” she tried to convince herself further. “Now, what else?”

      “I have no idea what to do about Brett. Does he actually like me or was Jaden’s statement about him pretending to be in love with me accurate?”

      “Seriously? Why do you even care?”

      “Because if he truly wants to change, then I need to do something to help him accomplish that change.”

      “That’s a good point, but you have so much more to worry about than Brett right now.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      “Next?”

      “How am I going to free Zarina from Jaden’s control and bring her and Morrigan back to me?”

      “That’s a tough one. Jaden may be the place to start.”

      “Yeah. But how do I separate him from Mr. Moreno?”

      “Perhaps Brett is the solution. If you can get him to switch sides, maybe he can tell you how he did it and then you can somehow get Jaden to do the same thing?”

      “That’s a lot of what ifs, even for you, Iris.”

      She sighed and nodded her head. “I don’t think I have the mental capacity to solve that one tonight.”

      “Then keep going with your list. What’s next?”

      “I need to find a way to keep everyone safe during spring break.”

      “That’s an important one. It’ll take more time to solve than you have tonight so keep going.”

      “I feel completely trapped.”

      “Unfortunately, there’s not a lot you can do about that one. Well . . . you could form doorways to your old practice glade and meadow and make sure you’re inside a barrier when you step out. It’d be a change of scenery, but I’m positive you wouldn’t get to enjoy it because Jaden would follow you and attack you. Or Brett would show up and yell at you to go back to Davis or profess his love again or something.”

      “Probably,” she agreed. Iris drew in and expelled a large breath of air.

      “Just say it,” she demanded of herself.

      “I’m afraid I’m pulling away from my friends again.”

      “And . . .”

      “And I’m afraid I’m pulling away from Nimbus because I don’t want to get attached to him and then have him get injured or captured or dead and I just don’t know what to do about it because it makes me feel even more trapped and terrified and I love him so much that I can’t tell him to go away either,” Iris spit out in one breath.

      “It’s a little late to not become attached,” she told herself.

      Iris stopped for a few moments. She took several breaths to keep the tears stinging her eyes from rolling down her cheeks. Admitting her personal, emotional defects to herself was always difficult. Worse when she didn’t have a solution. Just saying it all out loud brought forth a calm Iris had sorely missed. It allowed her to head home at a quicker pace.

      She sent Nimbus a text and headed straight home. Her eyes twinged one final time before settling on some unknown color. She’d find out what color in a few minutes. Until then, Iris tried to focus on the positives from the day’s training session and how much she looked forward to dinner and board games that night. Her homework could wait until tomorrow.
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      Iris didn’t allow the prickling sensation showing Brett searched for her bother her through dinner. She also didn’t allow her mind to contemplate what it would be like to be normal. She’d left that life far behind and thoughts of normal only increased her anger and sadness. Instead, she focused on her date and his perfect blue eyes.

      “That was delicious, thank you,” Iris told Nimbus as she held onto his right arm with both her hands.

      “Agreed. It put me in the mood for a Japanese crepe. Anything like that around here?” he asked as they walked toward the 4Runner.

      “Nothing street-fare like, but there are a few crepe places if you want to try one.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I’m full, but I wouldn’t mind a bite of yours,” Iris said as she leaned her head on Nimbus’s upper arm.

      Nimbus pulled his right hand out of his pocket and disengaged his arm from Iris’s grip so he could wrap it around her waist. She put her left arm around his back. Squeezed him a little tighter. He pulled his phone out and looked up dessert options.

      “How does—”

      “It’s bad enough I know about you. I don’t need to see you in Davis. Go back to wherever the hell you came from.”

      The prickling at the back of Iris’s neck flared as Brett flooded his being with power.

      Iris opened herself and pulled in her own flows before realizing she couldn’t do anything magical. She released all the power she’d collected back into the Earth. Clung tighter to Nimbus. If Brett attacked him, he’d have to attack her too.

      “You have no idea who I am, do you?” Nimbus asked Brett is his usual, calm manner.

      “You’re the asshole who stole Iris away from me. That’s all that matters.”

      “I warned you to leave my brother alone when we were kids. Now I’m telling you to leave Iris and all her friends alone.”

      Brett furrowed his brows. His eyes roved Nimbus’s face as he tried to place him. “Powers? Nimbus Powers?” Brett seemed at a loss for words. “You’re Cirrus’s brother. How? When?” He stuttered for a few more moments before finding his train of thought. “You’re the strong magic user I always sensed down the street. Why him?” he asked Iris abruptly.

      “It’s been him for lifetimes,” Iris said quietly.

      “I refuse to believe that.”

      Iris released Nimbus and took a few steps forward. “That’s the way it is, Brett.” A shiver ran up her spine as the glare he gave her matched the cold of the evening. “We’re heading to get crepes. Want to join us?” She had no idea why she asked him that.

      Brett’s glare increased. He shook his head, managed a short, “No!” and left.

      “Brett, wait,” she called after him. Took a step forward to follow him.

      Nimbus took Iris’s outstretched left hand. It pulled her attention away from Brett’s receding back. “You have feelings for him, don’t you?”

      Iris sighed and nodded. “In a way, yes. He’s conflicted right now. I feel sorry for him at the very least. I’m not sure exactly what he’s going through, but I can empathize. And there’s this need to help him that blooms deep in my chest every time I see him. I know I don’t owe him anything, but somehow I feel like I owe him the benefit of the doubt right now.”

      “Perhaps that’s part of your being an Oculus Prismatic. Maybe you feel a need to help people or guide them when they need guidance.”

      “I never thought of it that way.”

      They fell silent and continued walking. Iris didn’t pay much attention to where Nimbus took them. She was fixated on the pulsating at the back of her neck. Brett’s aura and magic were shifting. She concentrated on following him until he made it back to his apartment. Mr. Moreno waited for him. Brett’s magic flared and the two men disappeared. Iris pulled her attention back to the present.

      “He head to Pacific?”

      “Yeah. His dad was in his apartment. I don’t think it’s a good sign. Only time will tell.” She sighed.

      “Try not to think about it too much, all right?” Nimbus told her as they walked to her car. They’d decided on skipping crepes.

      “No promises,” Iris said truthfully.

      She stayed quiet during the drive home as she tried to determine what Brett was doing but he’d concealed himself from her. She switched to tracking Mr. Moreno. He sat in what Iris assumed was his living room. She wondered if Brett was still with him or if he’d come back to Davis. The thoughts were forced out of her mind as soon as she walked into the guys’ apartment—Cirrus made sure of that with his insistence to play a board game.

      A night off turned out to be exactly what Iris needed. She let all her worries fade away as she played Dead of Winter with Cirrus, Violet, Thorin, and Kyxy. Nimbus opted to simply watch. He stayed in Davis most of Sunday. They remained at the guys’ apartment and caught up on some homework.

      Before he left in the late afternoon, Iris assured Nimbus that Brett and Jaden weren’t nearby so he could form his doorway without worry. It turned out both were in Pacific. At the Morenos’ house. Iris kept that knowledge to herself though she knew Nimbus could suss out their location if he wanted to. Neither cared when she formed her own doorway back to her apartment.

      Thoughts about how she needed to stop keeping secrets from her friends flitted through her mind. Iris dismissed them with little effort and switched her focus to the to-do list she’d created on her walk the previous evening. As always, the need to keep her friends safe popped to the top of her mind. She reminded herself she and Nimbus were working on that with concealment and tracking lessons but the thought wouldn’t go away. Iris decided she needed to focus on plans for keeping everyone safe during spring break.

      Going to Gemina Terra like she’d mentioned to Thorin seemed like the best option. The problem was she didn’t have a way to form the archways without Jaden or Brett realizing precisely what she did. Her brain started churning as she paced her room.

      If I can successfully conceal everyone’s magic during our training session on the island this weekend, then maybe I can teach someone else how to do the same thing. That just might work. Of course, that means not everyone can go to Gemina Terra. Someone will have to stay behind to make sure all the flows from the archways recede before they drop the concealment barrier.

      Iris stopped pacing and pursed her lips. Perhaps that’s not the best idea after all, she thought. As Iris started considering other options, someone knocked on her door.

      “Come in,” she called.

      Violet stuck her head in. “Hey! We’re having a girls’ night. Last-minute decision. Kyxy, Kylee, and Sienna are on their way. Roz is cooking and Aerianna is baking. We’re going to watch some rom-com whose name I can’t remember, open a few bottles of wine, and vent about everything. Come join us!”

      Iris grinned. “A girls’ night sounds amazing. What would you say to a girls’ week?” she added.

      “That’d be awesome. I mean we never get to hang out anymore. At least not the way we used to. We’d be missing Zarina and Morrigan and . . . sorry. I got carried away.”

      Iris’s insides froze. She swallowed. Forced a small smile. “It’s all right. We haven’t exactly talked about what their deserting us has meant to everyone. I think that may be a good topic for tonight’s venting session.”

      Violet grinned and nodded. Iris rose and followed her to the living room. Everyone else was already there. Full wine glasses in hand and a spread of cheeses, crackers, and grapes on the table. The sight of the spread sent a flood of dread through Iris’s being. She stopped. Tried to swallow the lump that made breathing difficult as her mind transported her to a tiny, circular room.

      Iris closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She shook the momentary dread off. She would die before being Jaden’s prisoner again. Iris didn’t know such a simple sight could pull all those memories back with such force.

      Something definitely showed on her face. Kyxy noticed. She caught Iris’s eye. Gave her a sad smile and poured Iris a glass of wine before handing it to her. Iris nodded in thanks and took a sip. They’d bought a Zin for her. The thoughtfulness of her friends continued to astound her. And helped her combat her PTSD. 

      The seven of them hung out late into the evening. After an hour of talking around the subject, everyone finally had enough wine to vent about their three former friends. Iris gave them ample time to get everything off their minds before broaching the subject of going to Gemina Terra for spring break. They were in full planning mode before Roz announced she was tired and kicked everyone out. Iris smiled as she climbed into bed. She was the most relaxed she could remember being in a long time.
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      The seventh week of the quarter flew by. Brett stopped stalking Iris magically. It both relieved and disturbed her. Jaden’s check-ins became less intense and less frequent. Iris kept watch over both gentlemen but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. By the time Saturday arrived, she and Cirrus met to practice forming the archways twice. He could now form the golden arch and get it to open to the iridescent bridge in its field of grey three out of five times.

      While he practiced forming the archway and bridge to Gemina Terra, Iris practiced concealing his magic from others. The increased interest in what she did—including some probing of her barrier—and the lack of interest in what Cirrus did made Iris believe she’d have no problem concealing her friends’ magic while on the practice island. Add in Cirrus’s successes and nothing could take her happiness away.

      Saturday arrived with a rain-filled sky that couldn’t deter Iris’s good mood. She hummed as she got ready to head to the island. A final check on Jaden and Brett told her they’d follow her in seconds.

      “Okay, Brett and Jaden are both at their places, so we’ll have to be fast. Nimbus and I will form our mini-doors to the island. Once I step through mine, I’ll place a huge soundproof and darkened barrier over the island. That will be more than enough to trigger Brett, Jaden, Zarina, Morrigan—everyone—to follow us. Give me a few minutes to make sure I can keep them at bay before coming through.”

      “And what if you can’t keep them at bay?” Sienna asked.

      “Then I come back through Nimbus’s door and we do something else today.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Great. Ready?” she asked Nimbus.

      “Whenever you are, love.”

      Iris nodded. They both shimmered into their faerie-sized true selves and requested their doorways form. The smallest of twinges at the nape of her neck told Iris Brett noticed something changed. She didn’t wait for him to figure out precisely what. Iris opened her doorway, pulled a river of power into her being, and formed a barrier that covered three-quarters of the island.

      Before she darkened it, other magic users filled the area around her barrier. Every so often she saw a darkened blob out of the corner of her eye as a new rectangle formed to spit another person out. She ignored the shapes and whether people stepped out of them in favor of darkening her barrier to emulate sunglasses. The heat of the sun lessened. The shapes on the edge of her barrier remained shapes rather than solidifying into people.

      Shouts surrounded her. Fists banged on the barrier. Blasts of air and fireballs exploded in a deluge. Iris altered her request once more. Asked sound waves divert away from the barrier rather than enter or exit it. Silence surrounded her. She smiled and shimmered into her human self. Iris’s head spun and a slight ringing filled her ears.
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      Iris sat down. Hard. She breathed in deep and analyzed the amount of power she exuded and how close she was to exhaustion. She’d used more of her abilities than she thought she should have. Then she remembered her magic use had been stifled the last few weeks. She needed to rebuild her stamina. And she only drew upon the power flowing through the Earth. She didn’t want them to realize—or concentrate on how—she could connect with both planets’ power.

      Nimbus’s door shifted. Became full sized. It opened, and he stepped through—full to bursting. All he found was a darkened sky and Iris sitting on the ground.

      “All clear,” she called to him.

      He opened his door the rest of the way and came straight to her. Knelt down in front of her. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. Just got a little dizzy when I transformed back into my human self. I’m fine. I swear. It’s easier to maintain the shield this way.”

      “It’s impressive. Have you determined how to conceal the magic we use within the barrier?”

      “I’ve practiced it a few times this week,” Iris said as she watched her ten friends file out of Nimbus’s doorway and onto the warm sands. “I take the concept of concealing one’s power from other magic users and apply it to the barrier the same way I apply the silencing aspect or the darkened hue.”

      Iris pulled in more power and added to her current request. She wasn’t sure she’d managed it, but something shifted in the power she funneled into the barrier.

      “I think I got it. Not positive, but it’s the best I’ll manage at the moment. You should get the lesson started. I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep this up for the full hour and more I originally thought I could. I forgot how quickly I lose stamina when I don’t use magic regularly.”

      “Okay. Holler if you get tired and need us to leave immediately.”

      “I will. Promise,” Iris assured Nimbus.

      He caressed her cheek and stood to face their friends. “All right, let’s get straight to it. Spread out but stay within the safety of Iris’s barrier. You’re all trying to conceal yourself from other magic users. I’ll be wandering around the island and using the same knocking system Iris set up to let you know if I can sense you or not. Ready?”

      Everyone nodded at Nimbus. Iris watched her ten friends walk in different directions. Nimbus entered the Gallery of Doors a few seconds later. Iris didn’t trust herself to send any part of her mind into the Gallery at the moment but she could still hear Nimbus walking around and knocking on doors. The only thing she didn’t know was who’d mastered concealment and who hadn’t.

      Twenty minutes later Nimbus knocked on everyone’s door in the Gallery. Everyone but Iris arrived. It was a really weird experience—a conversation in her head she wasn’t a part of.

      “Great job everyone! Cirrus, you still need to work on this one. Rowen and Thorin, you’re both close, but there were a few instances where your aura wavered into existence before disappearing. All I can come up with is a break in your concentration.”

      “I know I had a few of those,” Rowen admitted. “I might have gone a little too close to the barrier and found Jaden stalking the edge like a lion in a cage. Or whatever, seeing as we’re the ones in the cage. Anyway, I readied to throw a fireball at him before I remembered it wouldn’t do any good. I bet that’s when my concentration waned.”

      “Dammit Rowen,” Iris muttered to herself. She made a mental note to yell at him later.

      “That would make sense. Everyone else feeling confident about concealment? Great! I say try it out around Davis and see how long you can keep it up. Okay, we should move onto tracking so we can get some good practice in before Iris exhausts herself. I’m going to pair everyone up. Iris said you’ll be more successful at tracking another person when the person you’re looking for is both thinking about you and holding a little power.”

      There was a momentary pause before Nimbus continued. “Make sure you move about the island but not too much. When you find the person you’re looking for, form a doorway to their location, then separate and start again. Got it? Good. Pair up as follows: Aerianna and Thorin, Cirrus and Sienna, Kyxy and Violet, Rowen and Kylee, Rozlynd and Gavin. I’ll be wandering around to answer questions that arise. If you’ve successfully located each other three times, switch to me. Good luck!”

      A quiet murmuring filled Iris’s head before being replaced by closing doors and silence. It took all of her self-control not to search out her friends’ locations. Instead, she concentrated on her task at hand. She focused on her own abilities and judged how much longer she could maintain the shield. While getting tired, Iris decided she could continue holding the barrier for at least another half-hour—give or take.

      “How are you doing?” Nimbus asked.

      “I’m all right. Just completed a self-analysis, and I’d say I’ve got thirty to forty-five minutes.”

      “That’s amazing.” His eyes unfocused. “You’re using a significant amount of power. But you’re not full to bursting, are you?”

      “No. I’m close, though. It helps that they’ve stopped bombarding the barrier with attacks. Maybe they’ve realized it does no good.”

      “I’d like to think that, but I doubt it.”

      “Yeah. You’re probably right. Why did you assign everyone a partner they aren’t as close to?”

      “I figured if they can track a friend they aren’t as familiar with, then tracking someone they know nothing about would seem like a less daunting task. Do you think I started too hard?”

      A doorway formed in the distance to Iris’s left. “It appears not,” she said as she looked in that direction. “That’s Cirrus . . . and there’s Rowen. It’s interesting that the ones not as good at concealing themselves are better at tracking.”

      “Very. And there’s Thorin,” Nimbus added as a third doorway formed. “Three for three on that theory. If It’s difficult for Violet, Aerianna, Sienna, and Gavin, then I’d say theory confirmed.”

      Iris nodded. She stuck her hands out behind her, uncrossed her legs and leaned back to look up at the dome she maintained. “Either way, it looks like your pairs are good ones. You should walk around and help those who need it.”

      “Okay. See you soon.”

      She waited until Nimbus could no longer see her before lying back on the warm sand. Jaden and a dozen other magic users had started another round of attacks. They concentrated their magic on a single spot. The barrier wavered for a moment before Iris pulled in more flows and strengthened the spot being attacked. A few moments later, Zarina, Morrigan, and several others tried the same tactic in another location opposite the first. They weren’t as strong, so Iris monitored their attacks rather than add additional power to the spot.

      Iris’s mind wavered between concentrating on the two attacking groups and recognizing doorways within her barrier. The doorways formed more frequently. It appeared her friends were successfully tracking each other. Iris’s vision blurred for a moment. With the added power she used to keep Jaden out, her timeline of maintaining the barrier significantly lessened

      The attacks on the outside of her barrier stopped. Iris sighed. She didn’t fully relax, but she lessened the amount of power she funneled to the spot Jaden had attacked. A soft buzzing started at the edge of her hearing. Dark spots floating through her vision would soon follow. She’d be at her limit much sooner than expected.

      Iris slowly and meticulously split a small part of her mind off and sent it to the Gallery of Doors. She had every intention of going straight to Nimbus’s door to tell him they needed to end practice but something drew her toward Jaden’s door. It almost looked like light shone through the minuscule crack between barrier and floor. Iris changed directions to investigate.

      She listened for any noise coming from the blocked door. Her exhales were the only sounds in the room. The improved barrier seemed very effective at keeping sound out. A shadow moved across the light. Someone walked on the other side. Iris took a step closer. Then another. She put her ear to the barrier.

      The light at the base of the door flared as a loud thud filled her mind. Iris stumbled back from some kind of blast. It coincided with a full attack on the barrier she maintained over the island.

      Iris’s ears rang. Her head spun. She couldn’t focus her mind in either location—the beach or the Gallery. Darkness crept in all around her. She needed to keep it at bay. Had to keep it from sending her into unconsciousness. One thought ran through her mind on a continuous loop.

      Maintain the barrier.

      The darkness spread. The ringing increased.

      Maintain the barrier.

      Iris pulled more power into her being. Flooded her body with more flows from the Earth than it could handle. Fed them into her request.

      Maintain the barrier.

      Someone lifted her body. Iris didn’t know which version of herself was being carried.

      Another blast rushed past her. A boom filled her head. She couldn’t comprehend what happened. Where the noise or power came from.

      Maintain the barrier.

      “Iris!” a voice called. It was no more than a fleeting whisper uttered across a raging waterfall.

      She pulled in more power. Pain exploded in her head. Flared in every joint. Cramped every muscle. Iris fought off the darkness.

      Maintain the barrier.

      “Iris!”

      Her ears tried to focus on the voice. They recognized desperation. Her friends needed her.

      Maintain the barrier.

      More power. Her throat constricted.

      “Stop!” someone called.

      She funneled every drop of power she could into the protective dome.

      Pain filled every molecule in her body. They tried to flee from it.

      Maintain the barrier.

      Something snapped.

      The darkness won.
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      Aching limbs and a throbbing head welcomed Iris back to consciousness. She couldn’t keep the groan in. A sob of fear followed it. She was void of all power. Hadn’t been able to maintain the barrier. Pain in her chest told her Jaden won. How many friends had he captured before carrying her off to the castle once more?

      Tears filled her closed eyes. Spilled onto her cheeks. Iris bit her lip to keep another sob from alerting anyone to her present status of awake.

      “Iris?” a soft voice said at her side.

      Relief flooded through her being like a warm bath. Iris opened her eyes. Nimbus stared down at her. He picked up her hand and gripped it tight.

      “How many times? How many times do we have to tell you to not pull in that much power?” Aerianna practically yelled at her.

      “I’m sorry. Jaden’s followers started attacking the barrier I held over the island while he attacked his door in the Gallery. I couldn’t formulate any coherent thought besides maintain the barrier. I poured everything into it.”

      “Yeah, I noticed.” Aerianna crossed her arms and turned sideways. “At least I didn’t have to restart your heart. Again,” she added for good measure.

      “Again?” Nimbus asked.

      “Yes! Again,” Aerianna responded.

      Iris shifted onto her side and realized she wasn’t in her room. “Where are we?”

      “My place,” Gavin said from behind Aerianna. “We thought it might be best to be as far from those guys as possible while still in Davis.”

      “It won’t matter where we are. They’ll be able to track me down,”

      “Not right now they won’t. You’re almost completely depleted. I can’t tell you’re a magic user from the living room let alone half way across Davis,” Aerianna told her. “You’re an idiot. I just need you to get that one straight.”

      “Thanks. So,” she focused on Nimbus. “What happened?”

      “Sienna noticed an increase in the power bombarding your barrier. She went to check on you in the Gallery and found you sprawled across the floor. She did some great, quick thinking and knocked on everyone’s doors. We all immediately formed doorways to you before Cirrus opened a door to his place. I tried to get your attention and tell you to release the barrier, but you didn’t seem to register anything. When that failed, I panicked and somehow interrupted your flow of magic. Though, you may have just gotten too far from the island and released it without realizing it,” Nimbus said.

      “I don’t think she did. She still held on to way too much power for her to have released her request after Cirrus’s door closed,” Gavin countered.

      “Yeah. I still don’t understand how you’ve grown so much more powerful when you haven’t been using much magic recently,” Aerianna agreed.

      “Totally not fair,” Sienna added.

      Iris levered her body so she could see around Nimbus. Sienna sat at Gavin’s desk, leaning on the chair’s arm support and swiveling the chair from side to side.

      “How did you interrupt my magic?”

      “I’m not sure. I was just so desperate to get you to stop using magic. I made a request to cancel the magic you used. When that didn’t work, I tried blocking your magic with mine. I’m not sure how I did it or why it worked, but your request vanished. Then you fainted. Whether my request to block yours worked or you blacked out first, we’re not sure.”

      “Last time she did something this stupid she killed herself, so I’d say your request worked. Thank you,” Aerianna added.

      “Aeri, if it’s any consolation, I feel like shit.”

      “Good. You deserve it. Remember this sensation next time you try being a hero.”

      “Why don’t you head home?” Nimbus asked Aerianna.

      “Probably a good idea. Or go for a walk?” Gavin added.

      Aerianna gave the room one curt nod, formed and disappeared through her tiger-etched doorway.

      “Sending her away will only make it worse,” Iris told them. “Besides, we all need to discuss this one. Jaden is much more powerful than when we got back from Gemina Terra.” And I have no idea how he’s managed it, Iris added internally.

      Nimbus’s face shifted to stoic. Unreadable. “All right. But only if you’re up to it. We can all wait to have this discussion tomorrow.”

      “That’s probably a better idea,” Iris agreed as she fell back into bed after attempting to get up. “Think you can take me back to my room so I can get some sleep? I don’t want to put Gavin out.”

      “No. But I will take you to Cirrus’s. We can stay in the spare bedroom there.”

      “What about—”

      “Not an option,” Nimbus said before she could finish her question. Iris wasn’t sure he knew what she intended to ask, but she refrained from clarifying. A pain she’d only seen once before shone through Nimbus’s eyes. It stemmed from a fear that she would leave him and never come back.

      “Cirrus’s works. Thanks, Gavin. Sienna. See you guys tomorrow?”

      “Damn well better,” Sienna said with a toss of her head that sent her tight curls bouncing off her shoulders.

      “Just let us know when and where,” Gavin added with a smile and a nod before forming his doorway for them.

      Nimbus picked Iris up and carried her through directly into the spare bedroom. He laid her down on the bed with care before removing her shoes and helping her get situated under the covers. “I’ll be right back,” he added with a smile and a caress of her cheek.

      Iris fell asleep before he returned.

      Nimbus woke her the following morning. She didn’t remember him coming to bed. If he came to bed.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “I ache all over and am exhausted, but I feel better than I did yesterday, so that’s a plus.”

      “A small one, yes. I asked everyone to come over in about half an hour. Will that give you enough time to get ready?”

      “Should work,” Iris told him as she sat up. She refused to let him see her stumble as the world tilted significantly when she stood. Instead, she grabbed a few clothes she now kept stashed in the closet and headed straight for the bathroom. There Iris placed her hands on the edge of the countertop and leaned her head over the sink. She closed her eyes as her stomach lurched. Concentrated on not throwing up.

      After several long breaths and a battle of wills, Iris’s stomach stopped churning. The world stilled its movements, and she released her white-knuckled grip of the countertop. Iris showered, dressed, and headed to the kitchen in search of food twenty minutes later. Nimbus presented her with a plate of Swedish pancakes and sliced fruit. She gave him a kiss and sat at the table to eat.

      She hadn’t gotten halfway through the plate before the apartment filled with her friends stepping out of doorways. Pins and needles flared at the back of her neck. Jaden knew they gathered and where. A quick search showed Iris he was at Zarina’s. She kept him at the forefront of her mind in case he came closer.

      “Hey guys!” Iris called to the group. She didn’t bother getting up. Her body still needed more time to recover. It currently felt like a sack of small boulders.

      “Hey!”

      “Hi!”

      “How’s it going,” a chorus of voices called back.

      “You got any more of that? It smells amazing!” Kylee asked.

      “There’s plenty and I can make more if needed,” Nimbus said with a smile.

      He pulled plates from the cupboard and hot pancakes from where he’d stashed them in the oven before placing both on the kitchen table next to the huge bowl of fruit. It gave Iris enough time to finish her meal and wake up more. By the time everyone took a seat, she’d created a mental list of topics she wanted to discuss.

      “Everyone concealed themselves and tracked their assigned partner yesterday, right? Great! And you’re all concealing your powers now, right?” Several nodded. A few shook their heads before their magical auras disappeared.

      “Awesome,” Iris continued. “So Jaden’s attacks significantly escalated yesterday compared to his past attacks. He focused both on the barrier I maintained over the island and the one I placed around his door in the Gallery. This really concerns me as we approach spring break. I have no doubt he will attack us which means we have to figure out what to do.”

      “I say let him try,” Rowen called. “You kept him at bay yesterday.”

      “Yes, but that took all of my strength and I almost killed myself because I drew in too much power. If he attacks my mind when I’m tired again, I don’t think I’ll be able to hold him off. Besides, there’s no way I could keep that barrier up for a week.”

      “Why don’t we just go to Gemina Terra? He can’t follow us there,” Sienna asked.

      “True, but I can’t form the archways,” she glanced at Cirrus to see if he’d made any progress with them. A subtle shake of his head told her no. “And maintain a concealment barrier around the magic I’m using to keep him from copying it or following us. We cannot let him or Brett or any of their followers see or sense how to create the archways.”

      “I think I can help there. I studied the barrier you maintained yesterday and I’m pretty sure I can create the same thing,” Nimbus said from the kitchen as he made more pancakes.

      “That’s great, but I doubt you’d be able to maintain the barrier after stepping onto Gemina Terra which means they’d sense the residual magic I used to create the archways. They may even follow us before the residual flows fade away.”

      “Then I’ll stay behind. I can conceal myself for extended periods of time.”

      A weight ten times as heavy as her body currently felt dropped into Iris’s chest. “I’m not leaving you alone on Earth. It’s a sure way for you to be captured.”

      “I’ll stay with him,” Cirrus called.

      “But the contract is void during spring break. And you’re not great at concealing yourself yet,” Aerianna reminded him.

      “I can stay behind. I’m good at concealing myself,” Gavin volunteered.

      “Why don’t all the guys stay behind?” Cirrus looked to Thorin and Rowen who both nodded. “Then you can have that girls’ week Vi told me about.”

      “With Jaden’s escalation in attacks yesterday, I don’t think a girls’ week on Gemina Terra is plausible.”

      “Sure it is. We can all stay here together and when the assholes come to attack us, we won’t have to worry about you telling us not to retaliate. I think it’s a great idea,” Rowen grinned.

      “If you think it’s a good idea, then we all know it isn’t,” Rozlynd told him in no uncertain terms.

      “Now you want to take the fun out of everything?” Rowen asked her.

      “If it involves you being an idiot, you’re damn right I do!”

      “I’m with Roz,” Iris said before the two could get into an argument.

      “I actually think this is our best option,” Kyxy chimed in. “I’ve been going over it for a while. Iris, with your inability to conceal yourself from anyone, you’re actually the most vulnerable, so getting you somewhere they can’t track you should be our highest priority. In a weird way, being around you makes everyone more vulnerable.”

      Iris thought about Kyxy’s statement. She was right. “I hadn’t considered that perspective.” She took a few more moments to analyze everything from a dozen different angles. She kept coming back to the same conclusion—Kyxy was right. It terrified her. She looked across the living room at all the guys. “Do you guys promise to do everything together? I mean everything?” she asked them. “I don’t trust Jaden. Or Brett.”

      “Totally.”

      “Promise.”

      “No problem.”

      “Of course.”

      Nimbus didn’t answer.

      “What about your classes?”

      “I can conceal myself for long periods of time. As long as I take the correct precautions, I’ll be able to go back and forth as needed. It’ll only be three or four trips.”

      Though she was loath to agree to it, Iris said “Okay. A girls’ week on Gemina Terra for spring break it is.”

      The pins and needles at the base of her neck flared as an uncomfortable prickling joined them. Iris couldn’t keep a shiver from running down her spine at the discord the two sensations struck. Nor a sense of trepidation from building in the pit of her stomach.
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