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      Iris expelled an audible oof as she found herself on the floor once more and had no idea how she’d gotten there. She sat up and rubbed at her left shoulder. Her hand stopped mid-rub when she realized she was three solid feet from her small desk.

      The last thing she remembered was trying to stay awake while working on homework. She glanced at her clock. It was almost midnight. Iris went back to her desk and groaned. She still had another two hours’ worth of work to get done before morning. Why was she such a procrastinator?

      “What’s a few less hours of sleep?” she asked the empty room and opened her math book.

      A loud pounding brought Iris to full consciousness in a second. “Iris? Iris! Get up or you’ll be late again,” her mom called through her door.

      “Shit!” Iris yelled as her body protested the sudden movement. She was still at her desk.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry, Mom,” Iris cringed and waited for a scolding.

      “Don’t let it happen again. I’m off to work.”

      “I won’t. Have a good day.”

      “You too, sweetie.”

      Iris slowly stood up. Everything ached as she grabbed clothes and headed down the hall. Though she longed to take a nice, hot shower to relieve her aching body, she had to be out of the house in less than twenty minutes.

      Nineteen minutes later, Iris jammed her key into the door of her dad’s Toyota 4Runner, which was older than she was. She tossed her backpack onto the passenger seat and used the steering wheel to haul her five-foot-one frame into the too-tall car. She didn’t even take time to settle herself before slamming her foot on the clutch and turning the key in the ignition. The 4Runner whined at her as she shifted into first without giving the old car any time to warm up.

      “Sorry, but I’m going to be late again and I don’t need to give Mr. Wright another reason to be pissed at me. I promise I’ll wake up earlier tomorrow,” she tried to placate the car. Fifteen minutes later—a new record—she was jogging from the north-east corner of the massive campus toward the band room on the southern edge.

      “Hi Mr. H.!” She waved to the Assistant Director as she sped past him to get her marching French horn.

      “Morning, Iris. Best hurry. Mr. Wright is still upset about the horrid performance at the football game Friday night,” he called after her as she grabbed her instrument and left at a quick walk.

      “Thanks!” She called back with another wave. Iris increased her speed as she wound through the wide, open air halls, dodged a few arriving students, and made her way to the practice field. She slowed her pace to a quick walk as she hit the blacktop of the ten outdoor basketball courts. There was no point in being exhausted when she arrived at the practice field.

      Unfortunately, everyone was already in section blocks as she jogged down the steps to the lowered field. Mr. Wright was making his traditional rounds. As she slipped, literally on the wet grass, into her usual spot at the back of the French horn section, Mr. Wright arrived.

      “Iris Faye. Front and center!”

      Shoulders slumped, she suppressed a groan on her way to the front of the sixteen-person block. She noted Mr. Wright’s sunglasses, even though there was a thick layer of fog hanging over the cold, damp field. She stifled another groan. This was not good.

      “Why is it so difficult for you to be on time?” Mr. Wright glanced at her face and quickly raised his head a few inches.

      Her eyes seared. They were changing colors and he, like so many other people Iris met, didn’t want to see. She lowered her chin a few centimeters and stared at the bottom button of his polo shirt. It was easier to pretend she was averting her eyes.

      “You are a senior,” he continued. “I expect more from you, as do the rest of the directors and marching coaches. Be a better example for your underclassmen! Now, go run laps until I call instrumental warm-ups.”

      Iris set her horn down, pocketed her mouthpiece, and left without a word. There was no point in arguing with him when he was in this kind of mood, even if he was an overreacting jerk. She’d never tell him that, of course. And not just because he was a teacher. She hated conflict. As she ran, her eyes burned and twinged with her altering emotions.

      “What an ass!” She huffed to herself. “I am a good example for the other horns. Damn it! And now my eyes are probably green because I’m so pissed off.” She finished the first lap and started on a second. “What does it matter anyway? It’s not like any of them will ask me for help. Hell, most of them won’t even make eye contact with me. I don’t belong here. Anywhere.”

      The heat now coursing through her body had less to do with the physical activity and more to do with her emotional state. She inhaled across three strides and let it out in a long, slow exhale.

      “He does have a point, though,” she continued muttering to herself. “I run late all the time. I have no idea why I can’t wake up to my first alarm like everyone else. Or why I’ve been so tired recently.” Her eyes flared at her new line of thoughts. “And now they’re probably shifting towards brown. Well, at least that’s better than green.”

      Mr. Wright blew his whistle to signal the start of instrumental warm-ups. Iris cut her fourth lap short and jogged across the middle of the field to pick up her instrument. The jerk had probably started with the French horn section because he saw her running late and wanted someone to take his bad mood out on.

      Unfortunately, her sacrifice didn’t work. Mr. Wright continually increased the tempo and yelled at the entire band throughout the remainder of practice. Iris longed to stand up to him—or anyone for that matter—and state how she really felt. The train of thought only brought back memories of elementary school and a round of name-calling she would never forget. As always, it deflated her desire to speak her mind.

      Instead, Iris kept her mouth shut, and Mr. Wright detained the entire four-hundred-person band until after the bell for passing period rang. Iris found herself jogging across campus and back for the second time that morning. She hoped to make it to Mr. Downs’s chaos theory and fractals class before the bell signaled the start of second period, but she wasn’t optimistic.

      Each step increased her annoyance at attending a high school with a student body of over thirty-five hundred and the sprawling, piecemeal campus that contained them all. Not for the first time, she cursed the administration for keeping all the buildings on campus one-story and adding temporary classrooms to accommodate the growing student body rather than building up. Their stupid idea of an accommodation was increased passing period times. They weren’t long enough even on days when Mr. Wright let them out on time.

      Iris let out an audible groan as the bell for the start of second period rang. When Mr. Downs’s door was in sight, she slowed to a walk and paused to take a few deep breaths before opening it.

      A split-second’s view of the full classroom was all she received before a dry erase pen pelted at her from out of nowhere. She pulled the door shut to shield herself and listened for the clunk of any more pens. When there were none, Iris opened the door a few inches and peered in at Mr. Downs. He’d apparently gone back to teaching the class, but Iris knew better. Caution guided her movements as she cracked the door and looked to see if his hands were free of objects. They were, so she chanced opening the door and scurried to her seat toward the back of the room. She plopped down with a sigh. Everyone had to notice her enter the class, but they all did a great job of not showing it.

      Finally looking away from Mr. Downs, Iris leaned to the left and rummaged in her backpack for her math notebook, a mechanical pencil, and a click eraser. Big mistake. Mr. Downs had been waiting for this precise opportunity in order to pelt her with every single object left at the base of the board.

      “This. Is for. Being. Late. And leaving. Wet. Footprints. On my. Floor!” He punctuated each word with a new object. By the end, he’d run out of pens and moved on to erasers.

      What the hell Mr. Downs? I’ve been late before. Iris screamed internally before lowering the notebook she’d managed to hold up in defense.

      “Well?” He demanded of her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to the desk without sounding sorry.

      She could feel her cheeks sear with indignation and knew her eyes blazed green in complete contrast to her words. Silence filled the classroom around her. She took another breath and looked up.

      Mr. Downs stared at her flatly. He was one of the few people at Pacific High who looked her in the face no matter what. It was something Iris appreciated, and the reason she’d decided to take his class on chaos theory rather than calculus with another teacher. Taking a great calming breath, Iris felt the heat in her cheeks recede and a burning in her eyes that she hoped meant they were shifting back to blue as she calmed herself down.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again and meant it.

      Mr. Downs nodded and went back to teaching. There was no need to explain any further. He knew why she was late—seeing as his classroom was so close to the practice field he could hear the band even when only a snare drum acted as a metronome to keep the beat and band in step.

      Dark-chocolate brown hair and a grinning face filled her peripheral vision. “Way to piss off Mr. Downs, freak,” Brett Moreno leaned over and whispered in her ear.

      Iris wished one of her friends were in the class with her or Brett hadn’t taken the seat next to her. Wonder if he did it out of habit since they always seemed to be in the same classes. She hunched in on herself. Ignored the glares of jealousy from other girls in the class brought about by Brett whispering something to her. She dropped her eyes to her notes. She hadn’t been called a freak in years. At least not so blatantly. It brought images of elementary school to the forefront of her thoughts. She wished she could repress them, but they refused to go away.

      Teasing. Name calling. Pulling her hair. Telling her she was a freak. She knew the kids of her past had only been trying to get a reaction out of her. To see what colors they could make her eyes become. They hadn’t really meant to be bullies. At least, she told herself they hadn’t meant it. The problem was that she was different and was able to give them the reaction they continually longed for. Instant gratification.

      They studied her, in a way, so they could determine what emotions drew forth each color her eyes had the ability to change to. It was a close call as to whether they enjoyed seeing her get angry, sad, or depressed. She assumed angry, because the sharp shade of green her eyes turned was beautiful. Emeraldesque, even. Depression only brought about the same muted brown so many other kids sported.

      Then again, having brown eyes meant she was no longer special. At least for a little while. Perhaps that was what they wanted. To make her appear normal so they could pretend she was. Brett and his best friend Jack were always at the front of the line to push her buttons. The rest of the kids from her childhood followed his example without a thought. She still didn’t know why. Perhaps it had something to do with his confidence. Or her lack of any. Nothing had changed in almost a decade.

      Later, as her feet carried her back toward the center of campus, Iris dwelled on a time in the third-grade when she’d tried to convince herself she was unloved for a whole week. She’d thought that if her eyes were the same, altered color for a long time then they would stop changing colors forever. She somehow managed to keep them brown for three days, despite every effort the kids in her class made at recess and lunch. They’d even started to lose interest in her. But her teacher became concerned and called her parents.

      Her dad spent the whole evening making a fool of himself in order to cheer her up and bring back the blue. To make sure she knew she was special. One of only a few dozen documented cases of Oculus Prismatic in the world. In the last several centuries, even. The blue was prominent the next day and Iris went back to being a freak. She never tried to fabricate her own mood again. She used to wonder if she could have managed it in middle or high school, but there were always kids from her elementary school to remind her of her previous failure.

      It wasn’t until she met Violet in seventh grade that Iris realized she didn’t have a monopoly on weird eyes. True, Violet’s eyes only fluctuated between varying shades of purple, but it meant that, finally, Iris wasn’t alone in her abnormalities. Violet thought Iris’s changing eyes were the most fascinating and beautiful thing she’d ever seen. They became fast friends and Violet introduced Iris to Rozlynd and Zarina, a few of her friends from elementary school. All four of them had remained close friends ever since.
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      Iris made her way to the food cart closest to where her friends met for morning break. Rozlynd was already in line. They nodded at each other, knowing that neither wanted to discuss their morning thus far. After making their usual today-is-going-to-suck purchases of sodas and donuts, they joined the other girls in their traditional circle without a word.

      Iris envied Rozlynd. She was tall, pretty, and confident. She had no problem telling people what she thought of them, and they let her. Perhaps it was her size or athletic ability. Whatever it was, Iris wished she could emulate her friend in even the slightest amount.

      Her focus shifted from Rozlynd to the four girls standing in a broken circle one building ahead. They’d left the usual gaps for Roz and Iris. One between Zarina, who was Rozlynd’s best friend and complete opposite, and Morrigan. The other was between Aerianna and Violet.

      Morrigan had joined the group in eighth grade when she and Iris had a class together. She was reserved—a product of her Japanese heritage and upbringing—and skilled in martial arts. Both fascinated Iris, but it wasn’t until Morrigan told Jack to back off one day that they became friends. Aerianna came along a few months later when she transferred schools. She’d asked Iris if she could borrow the fantasy book she was reading when she was done. After both girls finished the book, they compared notes on all the other books they’d read and discovered they had a lot in common.

      Iris slipped into her usual place and started to feel better. She believed these five girls were the only people who truly understood and accepted her for who she was. No matter what mood she was in or what color her eyes were. And she was very glad they’d found each other.

      “Bad morning?” Violet asked Iris.

      “What gave it away? My eyes or my food?”

      “Bit of both.”

      “Not to mention your body language,” Aerianna added. “You look like someone yelled at you and you’re trying to get your neck to disappear so your head can hide between your shoulders.”

      “Yeah, it . . .” Iris stopped abruptly as someone came up behind her and tried to tickle her. She snapped. “God damn it, Cirrus! Confuse me for Violet one more time and so help me I will kill you.”

      “Woah! It’s not my fault you two look the same from behind!” He tried to placate her and dance away from her thrashing elbows at the same time.

      “It doesn’t matter if we look similar, you two have been dating long enough that you should be able to figure it out by now! They all did in less than a month.” Iris waved a hand to encompass the small circle of friends. “You’ve had almost three.”

      “Dude, Iris, chill out. It was a mistake,” Rozlynd said. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of with Cirrus on this one. From behind you two are a bit hard to distinguish,” Zarina added her two cents with her usual smile as she rocked back and forth on her toes. Her wavy brown, shoulder length hair with its side-swept bangs moved in time to her rocking.

      “No, we are not! She keeps her hair down. I keep mine up,” Iris began. “Her hair is much more golden than mine.”

      “And you are in way better shape than I am,” Violet added with a smile.

      Iris stopped fuming and looked at Violet. Realization at how ridiculous she was being crashed in on her. She looked back at her friends. They all smiled and shook their heads at her.

      “Sorry. You’re not going to win this one. You know you two look similar from behind, so deal. I get that you’ve been mistaken for each other a lot, and that sucks, but there’s no reason to turn violent over it.” Aerianna’s tone ended the conversation.

      Iris looked to Morrigan for support, but all she got was a shrug. Finally, Iris sighed and nodded. “Sorry, Cirrus.”

      “Uh, it’s alright,” he said tentatively before switching his focus to Violet. “Hi babe, have a good morning?”

      “It was fine, you?”

      Iris ignored their conversation. She stepped closer to Aerianna to make room for Cirrus and switched her focus to what the rest of her friends were talking about. College applications. Again. She grimaced and made a mental note to actually start those that evening, even though she knew it was futile. With band taking up most of her non-class time from Wednesday afternoon through Sunday and her need to still memorize the march, she already had too much homework and she’d only completed one academic period for the week. Besides, it wasn’t as though she was going to get into any of her colleges of choice. She was probably going to be left behind while the rest of her friends went off to school without her.

      Her bad mood continued throughout break. She followed Aerianna to their third-period class. It was easier to allow Aeri’s six-foot, broad-shouldered frame part the sea of students rather than walk next to her. As soon as they entered their AP government class, Iris wished she’d never gotten out of bed that morning. The images taped to the walls meant a politicians pop quiz; which Iris bombed and Aerianna aced. It added to her homework load.

      The short walk to fourth period put Iris back in front of a still fuming Mr. Wright. Sometimes she wished she was only in concert band like Zarina. Today was one of those days. It appeared she was not the only one who hadn’t memorized the march in its entirety. When the wind instruments ended a full twelve measures after the percussion, Mr. Wright broke his conducting baton against the top of his stand for the third time that year. They all sat through another round of yelling and were once more released late. At least no one could blame Iris for it. Even herself.

      By the time she sat down at lunch under the shade of one of the C building’s overhangs, Iris was exhausted and pretty sure her eyes would remain brown for the rest of the day. At least the fog had finally lifted enough for her to slip on her sunglasses.

      Despite Violet’s attempts at conversation, Iris refused to say anything. It was easier and less exhausting to just eat lunch and listen to how everyone else’s day was going. When the bell rang to signify the beginning of passing period for the fifth class of the day, Iris and Violet joined the throng of bodies meandering their way to the south-west corner of campus and the twenty-one extra buildings that had been plopped down in one of the former parking lots over a decade ago.

      “Welcome ladies. We’re watching a movie today, so grab a seat and get comfortable,” Mr. McLain told the pair.

      It was the best thing Iris had heard all day. They grabbed the two remaining beanbags and settled in. Once the rest of the class arrived and took seats at desks, the lights were turned off and Iris was asleep in five minutes.

      Iris walked through a field of grains taller than her. The top floor of a massive plantation-style mansion drew her eye and set her course. The grains ended in an abrupt change to manicured lawn that stretched out in a perfect radius around the mansion. It meant she’d be exposed. Her heart raced at the thought. She needed to get inside that building unseen.

      She waited a few minutes, concealed by the tall grasses and lack of a moon. No one moved around the base of the mansion. She had to make sure no one was watching, masking their movements in the dark just as she was.

      She picked up a rock, took a few steps back into the surrounding cover, and threw it as hard as she could to her left. It landed with a thunk. Silence filled the air. She took a step and a bird flew out from the tall grains a few feet from her.

      Iris’s head snapped down. Hard. She was pretty sure she’d cricked her neck. Violet giggled next to her in the dark of Mr. McLain’s classroom. The movie still played. The thundering of Iris’s heart continued for several minutes. It helped her keep sleep at bay for the rest of the period.

      “Have a nice nap?”

      “No. I was trying to figure out how to get inside this mansion in the middle of a field. I stared at it for a while. I think I was trying to find out if there was anyone watching it when I stepped on a bird and it flew at me. Scared the shit out of me in the dream. If it’s not the bird, it’s something else.”

      “That’s weird. Wait . . . what do you mean if it’s not the bird it’s something else? Have you had this dream before?”

      “I think so. It feels really familiar.”

      “But you never remember your dreams.”

      “It’s more that I only dream about mundane, day-to-day things.”

      “Is that why you always feel like you have déjà vu?”

      “Yup.”

      “Huh. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Enjoy sixth period!” Iris called to Violet’s already retreating back.

      “You too!”

      The girls parted ways and Iris went to her sixth and final class of the day: physics. Class went by in a blur of building trebuchets and calculating trajectories. There was no need to talk, which suited her present mood. Once the final bell rang, Iris grabbed her backpack and started the long trek through campus and across the football field to the backfield entrance parking lot where her assigned parking space was.

      She was lost in thought about her dream from fifth period and drove home on autopilot with no complaints from her old car. Though she longed to grab a book off her shelf and immerse herself in a new fantasy series that presented a better reality than the one she dwelled in, Iris had too much homework. She sat down at her desk and pulled her math book out. But fifteen minutes later her head was nodding, and she decided a nap would be much more productive.

      Iris stood in the darkness at the base of the mansion and slowed her breathing after the sprint from the tall grains. Warmth emanated faintly from its walls. Even the cool of the night couldn’t penetrate the building’s exterior. She crept on silent feet in a counter-clockwise direction around the building and scanned the first floor for a door or window she could use to enter the premises.

      It was dark but not late, so she could take as long as she needed. The lack of an exterior guard was both a positive and unnerving. The lack of any foliage closer to the mansion was just unnerving. Iris’s fingers found something promising a little way above her head. She looked up and thought she could barely make out a faint outline of light. A window ledge. She stretched out her arm, rose onto her tippy toes and . . .

      Slam

      Iris’s eyes popped open and her body pitched forward to hit the floor with an audible oof.

      “Iris?” Her mom’s voice called from the living room.

      “Owwww,” Iris groaned as she picked herself up off her bedroom floor. “I’m doing homework.”

      “You all right?”

      “Yeah. I tripped on a book.”

      “Okay. Be more careful. Dinner will be at seven.”

      “Thanks.”

      Iris rubbed the shoulder that broke her fall. How the hell did she get a full five feet from her bed? She didn’t have a history of sleepwalking. She wondered if it was something a person could develop as they got older. Maybe with the excitement of the dream . . . But what had caused her to fall? It was like she really had been up on her tippy toes reaching for something. But that was absurd.

      No, it isn’t a small voice in the back of her mind said.
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      The floor rising up to meet her woke Iris from an unrestful night’s sleep. This wasn’t uncommon for Iris. Well, the floor part was only common for the last week or so. She felt worse than usual. She sat on the floor for a few moments before her alarm went off.

      What the hell woke me before my alarm? She wondered as she crawled forward on hands and knees to turn the annoying thing off. As much as she wanted to, she decided climbing back into bed was a bad idea. She asked her phone what the weather was going to be like as she grabbed clothes from her dresser without paying much attention. The forecast was the same as it always was in northern San Diego County. Fog followed by sun.

      Her mind was completely distracted by the dream as she showered and dressed for the day. She rubbed at her shoulder and dwelled on how she’d now woken up on the floor for the fifth time in eight days. The frequency was increasing. If this kept up, she was going to need to line her floor with wrestling mats or several air mattresses.

      School went by in a blur of distraction. By the time lunch arrived, she had no idea what the topics were in any of her classes thus far.

      “Spill!” Rozlynd demanded when she sat down against the C-building for lunch.

      “What?”

      “You’ve been a walking zombie all day and Aerianna said you didn’t take any notes in AP gov.”

      Iris blinked at her as she tried to figure out what the hell Rozlynd was on about.

      “The dream . . .” Zarina prompted.

      “What dream?” Iris tried to deflect the topic. She averted her eyes in an attempt to keep their shifting shades hidden.

      “The one Violet told us you had in class yesterday and possibly before,” Morrigan supplied.

      “Traitor,” Iris grumbled to Violet. At least she had the decency to blush while her eyes darkened in mirth.

      “So, spill!” Rozlynd demanded again.

      “It’s nothing really. I dreamt I was doing some recon around this massive mansion.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why the recon?” Morrigan clarified.

      “Oh. I was looking for something. Or someone.” Iris shrugged in an attempt to get off the topic. Even talking about it filled her body with adrenaline and increased her heart rate.

      “Think it means something?” Rozlynd asked.

      “What? Like I feel stuck on the outside while everyone is inside? No. I’ve felt that way my whole life.”

      “Well, if you have it again, you’ll have to share,” Rozlynd insisted.

      “Sure. It’s just a stupid dream. Maybe it has something to do with making a decision about college applications and . . .”

      “Did you actually start them?” Zarina asked.

      “No.” Iris averted her eyes and spoke to the ground. “I was going to, but then I fell asleep and the dream started again.”

      “Dream? Iris actually dreamt about something? Did hell freeze over?” Cirrus joined in as he took a seat next to Violet.

      “She dreams sometimes. We went over this.”

      “How is whether or not I dream a concern for either of you? Hell, how is it a topic of conversation?”

      “Umm . . . I think we were talking about homework, which led us to being hungry, so we talked about food, which led to lunch, which brought up my dream about eating lunch, which brought up you not really ever dreaming. That sound about right, babe?”

      Violet shrugged.

      “Well, it sounds like a typical Violet conversation to me,” Aerianna interjected to nods of agreement.

      “So anyway . . .” Rozlynd brought the conversation around. “Don’t most of your dreams come true?”

      “If by come true, you mean I live them out because I only ever dream of mundane things like going to class and doing homework and such, then yes. I get déjà vu often enough to not notice it anymore.”

      “So you do dream often. You just don’t remember them,” Cirrus concluded.

      “Sure. I guess you could say that.”

      “Maybe . . . but the dreams you remember are the ones that come true, aren’t they?” Morrigan countered.

      “Remember when she dreamt about all of us going to play mini golf last year? She knew what we were going to wear and who was going to win and everything,” Aerianna said before Iris could respond.

      “She even knew our exact scores!” Rozlynd reminded them.

      “That was a little creepy, you know,” Zarina added.

      “I’m sorry if my dreams creep you out. I’ll be sure not to mention them to you anymore,” Iris said in a huff.

      “No, Iris. That’s not . . . I mean . . .”

      “We all think your dreaming of the future is awesome and you know it, so knock it off,” Rozlynd rescued Zarina per usual. “Besides, how cool would it be if you really were a spy or something, trying to save someone inside that mansion?”

      “I’m more concerned about the adrenaline. I was looking everywhere for guards and stuff and was trying not to be seen. I’m not sure I want this one to come true. Besides, how could it?”

      The bell for the end of lunch sounded and saved anyone from responding to Iris’s rhetorical question. They all packed up their lunches and Iris joined Violet and Cirrus as they made their way to the back corner of campus. Violet, it seemed, wasn’t finished with the subject.

      “All of your other dreams have panned out when you remember them. Why not this one?”

      “Are you even listening to yourself? Not only is this dream never going to come true, I don’t want it to come true. I’m not stealthy or skilled enough to be a spy or whatever I was. And what if I got caught? I had the distinct feeling I was trying to avoid that. Whoever caught me would probably fake my death so my family would stop looking for me and I would just be a nameless face being tortured for information I never possessed.”

      “Wow. How long have you been thinking about that one?” Cirrus asked.

      “Long enough,” she snapped and crossed her arms as her eyes blazed green. Looked down at her shuffling feet. It’d be amazing if I actually had the confidence to rescue someone from a building in the middle of nowhere. But it’s me, so I’d fail anyway. Iris shook her head to stop her train of thought. It was just a dream. “I mean, come on,” she looked back at Violet and Cirrus. “A mansion in the middle of nowhere with guards patrolling and alarms sounding and spotlights on top of the roof . . .”

      “You didn’t mention the spotlights before.”

      “What does it matter? It’s just a dream. A very real, freaky dream, but a dream all the same. I’m going to class. You coming?” Iris demanded of Violet. She could feel her eyes sear again. Why was she so upset about this?

      “Okay, okay. I’ll stop bringing it up. Take a breath and calm down.”

      Iris did as Violet suggested. She closed her eyes for a minute to block out all surrounding distractions and waited for Cirrus to say goodbye before opening them.

      “Better?”

      “Yeah. Thanks. I don’t know why this dream has me so worked up.”

      “Maybe if we stop talking about it you’ll be able to forget it altogether.”

      “Maybe,” Iris agreed as they entered the cool, dark classroom. “At least we get to keep watching the movie. That should help.” Iris looked for an open desk at the back of the classroom. She wanted to be as uncomfortable as possible to avoid drifting off once more.

      Unfortunately, she lost that battle.

      Her fingers found a perch on the ledge of a first-floor window. She lifted the window a few inches. No alarm rang out. Iris opened the window further and slunk into the dark room before shutting the window behind her.

      Fear and adrenaline coursed through her body. She needed to calm her speeding heart, but first, she needed to move. Keeping to the walls, she crept forward. Somehow, she managed not to knock anything over or make too much noise. With slow precision, she turned the doorknob, cracked the door, and peered into the hallway.

      Light flooded her eyes. She tried to squint through it. The brightness was too much for her dilated pupils. She thought about pulling the door shut and fleeing back into the night, but she was already so close. Footfalls above her almost made her slam the door shut. She needed to go up. Of course she did. No one was stupid enough to hold a hostage on the first floor. There was only one option. She closed the door and locked it before leaving through the window.

      Her eyes searched for light from the windows above. Most were nothing but darkness. She needed to give her eyes time to adjust to the night again. Each second she waited was another one that could mean they’d discover her. Iris took a deep breath to relax and tried to bring forth the sensation of weightlessness. Deciding now was as good a time as any, Iris bent her knees and . . .

      

      An alarm bell sounded. Lights flashed on.

      Chairs scraped back as her classmates rose to leave. She’d missed the whole class period.

      “You all right?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” Iris sighed as she and Violet joined the press of students spilling into the hallway. “This dream just won’t leave me alone.”

      “Well, if you can’t stop it from coming, then let it come.”

      “I guess I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

      Nope. A voice in the back of her mind said.
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        * * *

      

      Iris awoke the following morning and immediately knew something was off. She hadn’t abruptly entered consciousness like the last few times, but rather gradually became aware that she was awake. What woke her was a mystery. The only thought she had was something in her dream. She remembered slipping out the window, looking up for a light source, bending her knees and jumping. Her heartbeat increased further at the memory of her dream. Perhaps it was adrenaline from what she was doing in the dream.

      A melodic chord progression droned from her right. Iris rolled over to turn her alarm off and crashed to the floor. It was like one of those old cartoons where the character was able to run on air until they realized they were no longer on solid ground and then they fell.

      “What . . . the . . . hell!”

      Iris gaped at her bed from where she landed on the floor. Her alarm continued to remind her it was time to get up and start the day. She stared at her bed for a few more seconds before her brain kicked into gear.

      “If you don’t turn that thing off, Mom is going to bang on the door and demand you get up.” Iris followed her own words with action and tried to regain her grasp on reality. “Okay. Take a breath. There is no way you were hovering over your bed. No. That’s not possible. You, you were still sleeping. That’s it. Sleeping.”

      Then explain falling to the floor again.

      “I was acting out my dreams. I bent my knees and jumped, and that caused me to fall out of bed.”

      And you really believe that?

      “Of course I . . . Oh god! I’m going crazy,” Iris lamented and started pacing her small room. “That’s what’s happening. I’m talking to myself.”

      You always talk to yourself.

      “True, but you don’t generally answer yourself. Okay, you do, but only when you’re . . . shit! I’m still doing it. But . . .” she stopped pacing. “This is me. Talking to myself. What the hell was that other voice?”
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      Iris took a breath. She focused on the dream and events of the morning. Analyzed the way it felt like she was physically carrying out the activities in her dream. But it wasn’t quite sleeping. It was more like twilight consciousness. And there was something guiding her through the actions. But what was it?

      That would be me. A distinct voice drifted out from the recesses of her mind.

      “Yup, definitely going crazy. Welp, I’ll deal with that one later. Right now I need to shower and get to school or face the wrath of Mr. Wright.”

      Iris pulled clothes from her dresser and quick-stepped down the hall to take a shower. She was out of the house in twenty-five minutes and made it to marching practice with a few minutes to spare. Concentrating on playing and marching during the double period kept Iris from thinking about that morning’s rude awakening. The second she joined her group of friends at morning break, it all came crashing back in on her.

      “You have any more of that dream, Iris?” Aerianna asked casually. Violet must have told her that it kept cropping up.

      “No,” Iris lied and looked down to avert her now burning eyes. She really needed to get a lighter pair of sunglasses for foggy mornings.

      “That’s a big yes,” Rozlynd said.

      Iris stared at the ground. Her breath came in short spurts.

      “Iris?” Violet put a hand on her shoulder.

      Iris shrugged it off and crossed her arms. “I don’t wanna talk about it,” she said to no one in particular. The stinging in her eyes was starting to annoy her. It didn’t help that she couldn’t work out her emotions.

      “All right, then how are your college applications going? Would you rather talk about those?” Morrigan asked.

      “No!” Iris threw her arms out and dropped them to her sides. “What are you, my Mom? Just . . .”

      “So, what are we doing to celebrate Halloween this year?” Aerianna asked out of the blue.

      “I thought we were going to head to Bate’s Nut Farm to pick up some pumpkins and then carve them at my place. That still sound good to everyone?” Zarina took the conversation suggestion and went with it. She wasn’t a fan of tension or conflict.

      Iris was grateful to both of them. Focus shifted away from her and she was able to hunch in on herself once more.

      You are acting like a child. The voice in the back of her mind chided her. It was stronger now than it had been that morning. It made Iris feel even worse. Maybe her friends would leave her because she was such a jerk. Her eyes stopped hurting. The brown shades of depression were always a place they liked to settle. It wasn’t the first time she’d let negative thoughts get the better of her. And today they seemed to be in top form.

      She imagined showing up to the group one day and finding no one there. They would have moved to a new location and not told her. It’d be easy for them to plan it before school since she almost never got to campus in time to join the group before classes started. When she arrived and was all alone, she’d try to call them one by one and no one would answer because they’d all blocked her number. In class, they would ignore her presence. Much like many of her classmates already did.

      If they didn’t move spots, then they’d simply close ranks on her and not let her into the circle. Images of her tear-soaked face and charcoal eyes brought a lump to Iris’s throat and a quiver to her lower lip.

      Oh please. You are being so overdramatic. Knock it off. The voice chastised her.

      The bell rang. Iris flinched. Violet’s face tilted down to catch her eye.

      “You all right?”

      Iris shook her head.

      “I’m here if you want to talk. We all are. Remember that, all right? We’re your friends.”

      Iris took a deep breath and released it. She closed her eyes, nodded, and said thanks before getting up to follow Aerianna to class. She managed to take a few notes on the day’s topic—the judiciary branch and the nine Supreme Court justices—but not enough to have anything concrete. She’d have to ask Aerianna if she could borrow her notes again.

      She kept her mouth shut through lunch and tried not to make eye contact with anyone. Iris knew her internal voice was right. She’d been a jerk and would have to apologize later. Thankfully no one asked about her dream again. They could tell it bothered her, even if they didn’t know why.

      Violet was right. They were her friends. Good friends that she was thankful for. Violet refrained from badgering her in the slightest on the way to English and instead talked about her own latest dream. Something about a pegasus and flying. Iris wasn’t quite following—which wasn’t an uncommon thing during stories from Violet—as there was something tickling the back of her neck and she couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Darkness met them as they entered their classroom. It suited Iris’s mood. She followed Violet to the beanbags, stared at her best friend for a few seconds as she settled into the first beanbag, sighed, and acquiesced to taking the one next to hers. Staying awake would be impossible, but she’d try all the same.

      Mr. McLain pressed play and Iris focused on the movie. The manner house reminded her of the one in her dream. It got her mind spinning. “Just let it go,” she whispered to herself. It worked a bit, but not quite the way she hoped it would. She leaned over to talk to Violet, but her best friend was asleep.

      Iris settled back into her beanbag chair. A tingling sensation began at the nape of her neck. She tried to find the culprit⎯or culprits, probably stray hairs⎯but they were all neatly pulled into her ponytail. She went back to watching the movie. Fields of golden grass brought up images of the tall grains in her dream. The tickling came back. Iris swatted at the back of her neck, thinking there was a bug or something. Her leg bumped Violet’s who woke up enough to look at her.

      “Sorry,” Iris mouthed.

      Violet settled back into her beanbag and fell asleep. Iris’s concentration remained on the movie until it ended. The annoying tickling sensation didn’t return. She woke Violet just before Mr. McLain turned the lights on.

      “So, class, what did you think?” He waited long enough to receive several murmured responses in the positive before moving on. “Good. I’m glad you liked it. That one was rather popular when I was in . . . never mind. The point of showing you this version of the Cinderella story was to show you that there are many different ways to work within the basic plot structure of the story.

      “I want you all to break up into groups of four or five and discuss what the standard plot points are in a Cinderella story. Remember, you’re looking for things that make a story a Cinderella story, not just any old story.”

      The class did as they were told, and Iris and Violet joined two other girls on the assigned discussion topic. Ten minutes before the bell was scheduled to ring for the end of the day, Mr. McLain called the class back to order. They reviewed the story elements as a whole for a few minutes before he gave them an assignment that Iris actually looked forward to.

      “I want you all to write your own Cinderella story. Think outside the box and have fun with this one. Just remember, you must include all the elements and plot points we discussed today. Otherwise, be as creative as you want!”

      The bell rang, and everyone scrambled to pack up the rest of their things.

      “Have a nice nap?” Iris asked Violet as they left class.

      “Yeah, it was great! I was a pegasus and I was flying through the sky . . . well, it was more like running and gliding. You know? Anyway, I think I’m going to use it as inspiration for my Cinderella story. Do you know what you’re going to write about?”

      “My life. Well, parts of it. I mean, my dad is still alive and I only have one sister. I could always draw inspiration from the jerks in elementary school. They’re evil enough to rival both stepsisters.”

      By the time the pair of them parted and Iris was headed to her car, she felt more like herself. Especially since she had to dig in her backpack for her car keys, which she’d misplaced again.

      “I’ve had a shitty day and would really appreciate it if my keys would show up already,” she grumbled. A second later, her hand landed on them. “Thank you.” She unlocked her car door and climbed in.

      Iris sighed and placed her head on the steering wheel. She took several moments to gather herself. Thoughts about going for a drive were dismissed when she remembered how much homework she had. With another sigh, she sat upright and told the 4Runner, “Let’s go home.”

      Iris received a day of peace on Thursday. She hadn’t dreamt about the mansion Wednesday night and woke up firmly in her bed Thursday morning. No one mentioned her dream at school. She was more relaxed than she’d been all week, which meant she kept the talking to herself to a minimum. A few standard mutters of encouragement and phrases to jog her memory were all she needed. Whatever that secondary voice at the back of her head was, it didn’t surface all day.

      She got home earlier than usual for a Thursday and decided to tackle some homework and hydrate before evening marching practice. She filled a glass with water from the fridge and headed toward her bedroom. Setting her glass down on her dresser, Iris picked up her remote and turned on her TV before plopping herself down on her bed and pulling out her math and physics notes and books.

      “Let’s tackle math first, shall we,” she said to herself and rummaged through the loose papers in her backpack for the one she’d written all of her assigned problems on. “Now what did I do with my water this time?” She wondered out loud and glanced around the room.

      “Oh well. Perhaps it will be nice enough to appear by my side. And now to homework,” Iris told herself. She refocused on the pile of school items strewn about her bed and realized she didn’t have a pencil. Iris reached toward her backpack to grab one and almost knocked over her water glass.
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      Iris’s breathing doubled in pace. She started hyperventilating. She definitely had not set her water glass on the floor next to her bed. But here it was. Sitting next to her backpack moments after she wondered if it would appear by her side.

      “What the hell is going on? Oh god, I was right, I am going crazy . . . I must be. I know I didn’t put my water there. No. I came into my room, wandered past my dresser to grab the remote, and sat down. I think that’s where I left the glass. On my dresser. But . . . then why is it here?”

      If you eliminate all that you know did not happen, then what remains is the truth. Even if you don’t believe it. The voice in her mind was back.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Iris demanded of her empty room. “Oh god. I’m even crazier than I thought! I’m having a conversation with a voice in the back of my mind. Great. Just great.”

      You’re not crazy. Figure it out. Be logical.

      “Logical my ass. All I can think of is magic. There’s no way I moved the glass next to me mentally. No way I can do magic. It isn’t possible, so you can take your logic and shove it up your ass!”

      That’s not very nice.

      Iris couldn’t take it anymore. She’d already engaged, so she might as well figure out what was going on. “All right, who the hell are you? I’ve been trying to ignore you for days now, but obviously I can’t. So who the bloody hell are you?” She demanded as she paced her awkwardly shaped eight-by-eleven room. When had she gotten up?

      Me? I’m you. Well, a part of you. I’m the you you’re slowly unlocking and will become. I am the you linked to the essence of the Earth and the power that runs through it; what you refer to as magic. I’m here to teach you how to unlock the rest of yourself and your powers and to help others follow in your footsteps.

      Iris stopped pacing. Emptiness expanded outward from her core. She shook her head and forced her brain back into action. “I’m sorry, you’re what? What do you mean power? You think I can do magic? This cannot be happening. I’m really losing it. Or . . . or . . . I’m asleep. That’s it. This is one of my reality-like dreams, isn’t it? I’m going to wake up in a few minutes and this will all be over.”

      But I thought your reality-like dreams always came true.

      “Shit! You’re ri⎯ how did you know that?”

      I already told you. I’m you. I know everything about you. Occupational hazard of being part of you.

      “I know what this is. This is stress. Yes. Stress. I’ve taken on too much. I knew it.”

      Iris . . .

      “Four to five academic classes a semester. Summer school every year so that I can take marching band in the fall . . .”

      Iris!

      “Marching practices after school on Wednesdays and Thursdays. Football games on Fridays and staying after the halftime show to be a part of the pep-band. Not to mention the competitions on Saturdays . . .”

      IRIS! the voice in her head screamed.

      Iris clamped her mouth shut. Her heart tried to pound a hole through her ribs. Her lungs heaved as though she’d just sprinted up a hill. Neither were anything compared to her mind as it reeled with concepts and ideas she’d only dreamt of her whole life. The logical half of her mind would not accept⎯could not accept anything that had happened in the last few minutes.

      Are you quite finished? the voice asked. When Iris didn’t respond, it continued. Now, like I was trying to tell you. You have some extraordinary powers that, until recently, have been dormant within you. I’m here to help you unlock those powers and teach you how to control them. It’s time you acknowledge that you’ve been flying, well, hovering the last few mornings and that you were able to move your glass of water next to you. So, are you ready to listen to me?

      Though her breathing deepened a bit, Iris’s heart still pounded a heavy tattoo in her chest. “Okay” was all she could get out.

      Good. Now, sit down before you give yourself a heart attack. And take a deep breath. You’re straining your body. Thank you.

      The voice paused for a few minutes. Iris took several more large breaths. She could feel her heartbeat slow to a more normal pace.

      I think we got started on the wrong foot. I’m an ancient part of you that until a few days ago was locked up in a corner of your mind. Trapped with no way to get out. The timing wasn’t quite right until recently. For one, you were much too young and immature, then there was the fact that you had no friends or confidence.

      “You think I have confidence? How kind of you.”

      Some, yes. Enough? No. But, I couldn’t wait any longer. There are other individuals you will meet whom you will need later, but for now, I need you to concentrate on learning how to access and control your powers. Recently something changed and I was able to start trying to communicate with you through your dreams. Unfortunately, you weren’t figuring it out . . .”

      “Perhaps because I rarely remember my dreams,” Iris interrupted.

      Or you simply weren’t remembering any of your dreams, the voice conceded. The point is, I needed to talk to you and the only means I had were your dreams. So I tried manipulating them. I found one that affected you greatly and helped it to repeat often. It was rather difficult, I must admit, and it took me a while to get the hang of. But it worked, so that’s all that matters.

      Once you remembered and started to focus on the dream, the lock on my, well, we’ll call it a prison, broke and I was able to communicate with you in earnest. I wanted to keep it simple in the beginning. Just a few words here and there as though you were answering your own questions and doubts about what was being unlocked within you, but I’ve grown tired of your attempts to rationalize away what is right in front of your face. The voice sounded very frustrated at Iris’s attempts to ignore the obvious.

      Even so, Iris’s mind raced as it continued to search for a rational explanation to what was happening. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Besides, she was no one. And a nobody like her didn’t deserve to have her greatest desire of having powers come true. A large part of her desperately wanted it to be true, and it was that part that prompted her to keep the conversation going.

      “You say you’re a part of me, but you’ve been locked away in some kind of room in my own mind? How’s that possible? It just sounds like the crazy rantings of some depressed teenager who wants something more in life. I’m not a Disney character, you know. If you want me to believe this stuff you’re going to have to prove it. Right now I’m inclined to believe I’ve finally cracked and this is a conversation between a crazy person and herself.”

      The voice sighed in her head. Very well, I’ll prove it to you, but you’re going to need to follow along. I can show you how, but you have to be the one to perform the feat.

      “Yeah, right,” Iris said skeptically.

      Would you rather find out that you have magical abilities or that you truly are crazy? The voice countered.

      “You have a point there,” Iris acquiesced. “What do I need to do?”

      Let’s see here . . . something easy . . . something you’ll be able to do with little effort . . . hmmm . . . The voice sounded as though she were thinking out loud, much as Iris did. Ah! I’ve got it. Think about your math homework.

      Iris thought about the assigned problems and how she still had to do all of them when the voice cut in on her thoughts.

      No, not the problems, the voice scolded. The page you’ve written the problems on. Think about the piece of paper itself. Good. Now, think about the physical page. How it’s as light as air.

      “Of course it’s light as air. It’s a piece of paper.”

      You are not trying! You promised you would at least give this a shot, remember? Now try! Let’s start over, shall we? The paper. Think about the piece of paper. Think that it has no weight—it’s just molecules and nothing more. It’s made of the same stuff you’re made of, that the air is made of, that the Earth is made of . . .

      Iris closed her eyes and concentrated on the piece of paper. She’d taken chemistry, so she knew all things on Earth were, at their base, the same, and that it was how their atoms came together that allowed them to form into actual things like animals or trees or rocks. She knew this, but it didn’t make it any easier to think of the piece of paper as anything but a piece of paper.

      “Okay, protons, neutrons, electrons . . . atoms. The paper is made up of tiny specks that are all close together and create an illusion that my eyes see as paper.” Iris tried to talk her brain into seeing something that her eyes couldn’t see. Somehow, it began to work.

      Good, good, the voice said with quiet encouragement. Now, ask those building blocks to be lighter than the surrounding atoms around them.

      “How?”

      That’s something you’ll need to figure out. It’s a system that must work for you always, so it must be something you come up with. I can tell you that you must ask the item to complete the task you wish it to do. It cannot be a demand or a suggestion, as neither of those will give you the results you seek.

      “Alrighty then. I’m about to ask a piece of paper to be lighter than air. Right.” Iris kept her eyes closed and concentrated on the piece of paper and all the atoms that gave it its form. She thought about the air around her body—how it was formed by oxygen, nitrogen, and other trace elements that were different compositions of atoms. She concentrated on seeing those pieces in her mind’s eye as well.

      Iris cocked her head to the left and opened her eyes to look at the piece of paper laying on her bed. She kept all her thoughts on atoms at the forefront of her mind and contemplated her request. Once it was formed, she willed it toward the piece of paper. Asked that it be lighter than the surrounding air.

      Keeping thoughts like “this is crazy” out of her mind was difficult, but Iris managed to squash them under her concentration. As she sat there staring at the still piece of paper, the same tickling sensation she’d been experiencing bloomed in the back of her neck. This time it continued down her spine and shoulders. Drifted outward until it covered every inch of her body. It hit her toes and rebounded to creep back up her spine and neck to her head. It was as though a door opened in her mind.

      Iris asked the piece of paper to be lighter than air. It complied. She watched in stunned silence as her math homework lifted up until it floated level with her eyes.
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      “Bloody hell!” Iris yelled. The paper sank back to her bed. “I’m asleep, right? So if I pinch myself, I’ll wake up.” Iris put her words into action and pinched her left forearm. “Ow! That hurt!”

      You know, you are really lucky you’re home alone right now. And stop it with the I-must-be-sleeping bit. It’s gotten rather old.

      “Seriously! Seriously? That’s what you have to say?”

      The voice remained silent.

      “So I did that? I made that piece of paper fly?”

      No. You asked it to be lighter than air and it decided to comply. You can never demand something bend to your will. You must always make requests. Remember this. It’s very important.

      “What’s the freakin’ difference? And what does a piece of paper care? It’s an inanimate object.”

      There’s a huge difference. If you demand an action of something, you may find that it resists and attempts to refuse your demand. This can cause a great number of disasters.

      For example, the item may resist so much you’re forced to pour more and more power into it until it must bend to your will. There is a chance you’ll succeed and the object will do as you tell it. More likely, the object will resist and thus lead to a failure of epic proportions. Say you were demanding something to catch fire. The molecules could suddenly burst into flame along with many others you were not focusing on. At a minimum, a larger fire than desired will break out. More likely, an explosion will be the result. Why risk it when a simple request is all you need?

      “So this piece of paper . . . what could have happened if I’d demanded it fly and it resisted?”

      It could have flown up rapidly—which may not have caused much damage—but it could have startled you. There’s also the possibility of it moving in an alternate direction to the one you desired. Had it been something other than a piece of paper, it could have caused serious harm to whatever it came in contact with. Especially if it had shot up and toward your face.

      Iris took a few moments to contemplate what the voice said. It made sense. In a weird way. If you asked a person to do something, they were more likely to comply with the request rather than if you demanded they do something. As this logic started to take hold, Iris began to believe the voice and that she actually had powers.

      “What am I then? Am I human or something else?”

      You’re human. You simply have the ability to manipulate the very fabric that connects all things on Earth. You have a link to the world that is exceedingly rare. In time it will allow you to understand how everything is linked on the Earth. You may even be able to expand that understanding outward to encompass the entire universe. To discover how it was formed and how it works.

      You’re unique. Your analytical mind and your creative spirit are the perfect combination for such a person. You’ll be able to imagine how to manipulate everything at its base levels while logically determining the rules and regulations of the very core of the universe. Iris Faye, you have awoken and can finally begin your ultimate purpose in life.

      “My what?”

      We’ll cover that one later. First you need to learn how to hone your newfound powers and capabilities. The voice responded a bit evasively.

      Iris was eager to try more things, so she let the comment go for now. “Getting started with training sounds good to me. So, what do I call you?”

      Nothing. I’m you.

      “Yeah, well, I can’t keep referring to you as ‘me’ or ‘I.’ You may be me, but you are a mini version of me. A little piece of myself. That’s what I’ll call you, my Little Self. So, Little Self, what’s the first lesson?”

      And just like that, Iris was a believer. She was itching to get started on her first lesson and said as much to her Little Self, but the only response she received was one about priorities followed by silence. Yelling into her own mind for a few minutes did nothing. Instead Iris sat down and muscled her brain into focusing on her homework before marching band practice started in less than two hours. Training would have to wait until after school the next day.

      Iris was distracted all through marching practice that evening and throughout school the following day but in an overall good mood. Leg tapping and watch checking didn’t help the day move faster, nor did it lessen her anticipation of what she was going to learn when she got home Friday afternoon.

      “Hey, Little Self, I’m ready to learn!” She said to her empty room once she’d double-checked the house was empty and locked herself in. There was no response. “Hello? Little Self? I’m ready to start my lessons . . .” Silence filled her head. “Well, if you’re not going to help, I guess I’ll just have to try it for myself.”

      Iris took a seat on her bed, pulled out a piece of paper and stared at it. She willed it to rise up as she had the day before. To be lighter than the air surrounding it. A minute passed. Two. Three turned into five, which extended to ten. She slumped in on herself. How could she have ever believed she was special enough to do something as extraordinary as magic? Dejected, Iris picked up the paper and crumbled it in her hand.

      An exasperated sigh sounded within her mind.

      “Nice of you to join me.”

      You are so impatient.

      “What was I supposed to do? Wait until you arrived?”

      No. You were supposed to try. To believe. If you don’t believe in your powers—in what I’ve already told you—then we’re both wasting our time and I might as well disappear altogether.

      Iris’s heart dropped. Yesterday was a fluke. She knew it had been. She’d gotten her hopes up for nothing. Her own desire to create a new reality for herself had gotten the better of her. “We probably are just wasting our time. I’m not special. I can’t do this. I’m just a nobody who has no chance of being anything but a nameless face in the crowd.”

      I thought we’d gotten over this one yesterday. Fine. First things first; confidence. If you can’t believe in yourself and the abilities you possess, believe in me and the fact that I know you have the necessary connection to all things. And stop thinking you’re crazy. It’s really getting on my nerves.

      “You can hear my thoughts?”

      Of course I can. I’m a part of you. I’m in your mind for Christ’s sake! Let’s try something. Repeat after me: I am special.

      “But I don’t think—"

      Shut up and repeat!

      Iris cut off her rebuttal and repeated “I am special,” in a monotonous voice that clearly showed she didn’t believe what she was saying.

      Fine. Let’s try something else. How about a lesson? If you can’t believe it for yourself without proof, I’ll just have to give you proof. Lesson one; how to access the power flowing through the Earth and harness that power whenever you need it. In essence, the basics.

      “So there’s a power flowing through the Earth?”

      Yes. And all things on it. The universe, even. But you have to master the basics before you’re able to feel or tap into that power source.

      Iris thought about this statement for a few moments. “That’s different from what I did yesterday. I didn’t tap into any power flowing through the Earth or anything like that.”

      Actually, you did. Well, you tapped into the power flowing through one specific object. Think of yesterday as a necessary warm-up to convince you of what you were supposed to believe independently. Since you weren’t coming to the correct conclusions—and are still having issues—I needed to give you a taste of your abilities. I simply didn’t have the time to give you a proper lesson yesterday. So far, so good?

      Iris nodded.

      Good. Now as I was saying, if you can access the unifying power flowing through the Earth, you won’t need to tap into each individual object’s essence. You’ll instead be able to access everything at once and simply make a request to a specific object. This will allow you to perform tasks much faster and allow you to accomplish more.

      Iris longed to ask Why me?, but her desire to learn outweighed the question. Instead, she kept quiet and waited for her Little Self to offer more instructions.

      The first thing you need to learn is how to access the stores of power flowing throughout the Earth every time you want to. To be able to draw them into your body and expel them into what you call magic.

      “So . . . how do I do that?” Iris asked her Little Self.

      By learning how to search out the power that’s flowing around you. The easiest way is to focus on the Earth’s core so your mind and body can home in on the power source. Close your eyes and think about the Earth. Think about the outer layers. The grass, the dirt, the crust. And then think about the deeper levels . . .

      Iris’s Little Self trailed off as Iris closed her eyes and began concentrating on the Earth. Iris tried to focus, but a brightly colored cross-section of the layers of the Earth kept popping into her mind. It reminded her of a jawbreaker, which in turn reminded her stomach that she needed a snack. Her concentration broke.

      Iris’s Little Self sighed. This may work better outside, where you can sit on the ground and have a physical connection with the Earth. You seem to keep getting distracted. Maybe grab a snack as well.

      “Sorry,” Iris said as she got up. She walked through the kitchen, where she paused long enough to grab an apple, then headed outside. She found a nice patch of recently mowed grass at the back of the yard to take a seat on, closed her eyes, and concentrated on the Earth below her. Iris thought about the grass. She ran her hands across the top of its blades and noticed how some blades tickled her legs. A deep breath revealed the sickly-sweet odor of still decaying clippings. It brought a smile to her face and reminded her of warm summer days and family gatherings in the backyard.
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      Iris pushed the memories out of her mind. Once she had her focus back on the grass, she thought about the dirt in which it grew. How it supported so much life and was so different, depending on how it was formed. Now that she was outside, Iris found these things easy to think about. She could feel the grass, dig her fingers into the dirt, and imagine the shifting crust that produced the hundreds of earthquakes, large and small, she’d experienced in her short life; it was a part of being a Californian.

      When she tried to focus on the layers below the crust, Iris found she was unable to delve deeper into the Earth’s center. She pulled the image of the Earth’s interior layers to the forefront of her mind, where she used it to create her own image. Trees and grass dug into dirt. The largest plants had the deepest roots, but they all stopped well short of the upper mantle or either section of the core.

      Iris let the image fade and went back to concentrating on the grass she sat upon. It tickled her legs. Beneath it was the dirt, which deepened into the moving layers of the crust, which in turn augmented the interior layers of mantle and core.

      It was the core that she homed in on. A small pulsating expanded outward from it. Like a heart at the Earth’s center. The more she concentrated on it, the more pronounced it became. She could feel it rise upward through each layer of the Earth’s interior. Felt it in the ground she sat on before it rose up through each blade of grass she was connected to.

      Glorious was the only way Iris could describe it. Her eyes sparkled in a way that could only mean they were bright blue. She felt complete. Like she’d discovered a part of herself that had been missing. Iris drank it in. Drew the pulsating into her being. Reveled in its perfection. She couldn’t explain why, but all she wanted to do was pull in as much of the pulsating power as possible. Something tried to break her concentration. Iris ignored it.

      Stop! Her Little Self commanded so loud Iris’s head ached. Your body isn’t used to even the smallest trickle of power and you’re drawing in floods. Stop pulling it in and take a second to focus on your body. Your own link to the Earth. Use the power to flood your veins and discover your own ability within.

      Iris did as she was told. She focused on the power already within her body. On the blood coursing through her veins and bringing her life. The breath she drew in and the smells that surrounded her. Focused on each blade of grass that caressed her skin and the timid warmth emanating from the ground she sat on. She kept her eyes closed and allowed the sun’s rays to kiss her cheeks and the wind to dance about her in circles.

      As Iris focused on her own body, she became more aware of herself. She could feel her bruised tailbone. The hangnail on her left pinky and the scratch her pencil had given her the previous day. She homed in on her heart and her breathing became shallow as she listened to its steady beat align with that of the Earth’s.

      That’s it! Wonderful progress. Now then, to work. You’ve drawn in a large stream of power. It’s time for your next lesson: how to turn it outward and use it to manipulate the matter of a designated object.

      “Can we call it magic? It’s a lot easier that way.”

      Fine. First, do you see the rose petals on the ground in front of you? Good. Focus on a single petal.

      Iris followed the words of her Little Self with action and concentrated on the only white rose petal on the ground. Picking the one that was unique helped her distinguish it in her mind from all the other petals.

      Focus your thoughts on the particles that make up the rose petal. Feel for the pulsating within it. The natural power of the Earth as it runs through the petal. Yes, that’s it. Now, imagine the petal standing on its end. Remember, you must request the atoms perform the task. You cannot demand it or force the petal to do as you bid.

      Iris searched for and discovered the same pulsating within the small white petal. It was subtle and deep within the center of the petal. She thought about all the tiny particles that made up the petal and asked those particles to shift and move so that the petal stood vertically upon the grass. As Iris watched, the white petal slowly raised itself on end and balanced on the tip of a single blade of grass. Her breath caught as she watched the extraordinary sight unfold. She couldn’t believe it. She had actually performed magic.

      Very good, her Little Self encouraged. Now, ask the petal to come closer to you so you can pick it up.

      Iris kept her concentration focused on the petal. She altered her request and watched as the petal made its way to her hand. It hesitated, as though it wasn’t sure it wanted to comply with Iris’s request before it drifted toward her and landed in her outstretched hand. Iris smiled down at it. Thank you, she thought as she examined the rose petal. It was just like every other rose petal she had ever held, with one exception: she hadn’t needed to pick this one up. This petal had graciously come to her at her request.

      I think we’ll end here for the day. I’m sure you’re exhausted.

      “That’s an understatement,” Iris agreed as she readied to release all the power she’d gathered.

      Wait! Not like that, her Little Self yelled as Iris attempted to simply let go of the remaining power she held. You need to let it flow out of you in slow, measured amounts and send it back into the Earth. If you release it all at once, it’ll be like your body has suffered a terrible blow and may cause you to black out, or worse. If you held too much power and released it all at once, it could rip your body apart and kill you.

      “You know, you could have said that earlier. Like before you claimed we were done for the day,” Iris grumbled, but she followed her Little Self’s advice and changed her thoughts from releasing all the remaining power within her body at once to letting it drift back down to the Earth’s core. A few moments later, Iris was no longer aware of the blood flowing through her veins or each blade of grass tickling her legs. She could still feel the pulsations emanating up from the Earth. “Why can I still feel the Earth?” She asked her Little Self.

      Because you’re aware of it and the power it holds within its core. What you feel is the life force of the Earth. The same life force that all living creatures share and the same force that courses through everything on the Earth, from a single grain of sand to Half Dome. An acorn to a sequoia. Even a drop of rain to the ocean. Everything. Now that you’re aware it exists, you’ll begin to notice it in all things—big, small, animate, and inanimate.

      “It’s amazing. Can I try again? Just to make sure I have it down?”

      If you feel you’re up to it, by all means, please do try again. I’d be more concerned if you didn’t want to try.

      Iris attempted to pull the pulsating power up through the Earth’s core, mantle, and crust. This time she found the task much easier because she was already aware of the pulsations beneath her. She pulled in less power, but the urge to draw in more was still present. In fact, it was greater. It was like an addictive drug; once she’d experienced a taste, all she wanted was more. Forcing herself to release the power she’d collected was even more difficult the second time around. Iris decided the best thing for her would be to practice drawing in and releasing the power several times in a row. She needed to create the habit now, so she wouldn’t have to think about it in the future.

      After thirty minutes of drawing in various amounts of power and releasing it back to the Earth, Iris was satisfied with her ability to collect and let go of the power at will. She was particularly happy that it took her less time with each attempt. Giving her surroundings one last look, Iris got up and went back to her room where she fell into her bed and drifted off to sleep.

      Iris found the next week very difficult and completely surreal. Here she was, going through her normal high school routine of class, homework, and seeing friends, yet when she got home, it was like she was in her own fantasy book.

      She had only a few hours each evening before her parents got home, so they were jam-packed. Every day, her Little Self had her practice drawing in and releasing the power that pulsated through the Earth before working on tasks. She found it jarring to go from what felt like one reality to the other. On top of that, Iris felt like she was a part of two different worlds that had collided with her at the center. She relished every minute of it.

      This was her life now: school and magic. Though, it wasn’t magic as she’d read about in any of her fantasy books, seen in movies, or even imagined. She didn’t need a wand and she didn’t have to chant to get inanimate objects to move. Nor did she need a single word of power or a hand gesture. All she had to do was simply ask. It felt . . . right, somehow, and Iris sensed a true connection with the Earth and the power flowing through it.

      It was this newer life that kept Iris going through the mundane one she’d been a part of since birth. She didn’t have to hide her eyes and emotions or apologize to anyone for who she was. Her confidence grew, and with it, her self-esteem—at least, in the comfort of her room it did.

      Every day, she couldn’t wait to get home and learn something new or master a task she hadn’t fully completed. She was pretty good at things that involved movement. Getting items to pick themselves up or float, turning on and off her light switch, opening a soda can. Her Little Self explained it was easier to do things with magic that she’d physically done herself so many times she no longer thought about it. Iris thought it also helped that movement was something she could visualize and understand easily.

      On top of teaching her how to perform tasks, Iris’s Little Self laid out the rules. The first rule was she couldn’t use magic when she was around people; even if she was in her bedroom with the door closed. The risk of her concentrating so much on the magical task at hand and therefore not hearing someone call her name or knock on her door was too great. Iris agreed, but it was a difficult rule to follow. All she wanted to do was practice magic and learn everything there was to know about it all the time.

      At school, Iris desperately wanted to tell her friends about the power flowing through the Earth, but something held her back. Something told her the timing wasn’t quite right, so Iris kept her mouth shut and tried to keep magic out of her mind all together while she was at school. She had the most difficult time accomplishing this task in her English class. They were still working on their Cinderella story assignment.

      While Iris was reading Violet’s story on Friday, a tickling sensation started at the back of her neck. She scratched at it a few times before realizing it was the same sensation she’d experienced a few weeks earlier. It pulsed in light flutters that mimicked the rhythmic heartbeat she felt when connected to the power flowing all around her. Her mind unconsciously reached out to connect with the surrounding power until she realized what was happening and put a stop to it.

      Iris looked around the classroom to make sure no one noticed what she’d done when her eyes fell on Violet. Violet’s head was cocked to the left and her brows were furrowed. It was like she was listening to something only she could hear.

      “What’s up, Vi?” Iris whispered.

      “Nothing. I just thought I heard something. Like a steady drumbeat, but not really.” She shrugged her shoulders, smiled at Iris and went back to editing the paper in front of her.

      Iris looked back to the pages she was supposed to be reading but didn’t register any of the words. Her breathing quickened as a new thought took hold. It was so simple she didn’t know how she’d missed it before. Violet was a magic user too. She had to be. Iris reached out toward Violet with her mind like she did when opening herself up to the flows of power surrounding her. Stillness met her. The tickling sensation was gone. With a little shake, Iris went back to reading Violet’s story. She scratched absentmindedly at the tickling sensation slowly creeping up her neck and made a note on the page.
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      Another week came and went. With it, Iris solidified her ability to draw in and release the power flowing through the Earth at will. She no longer needed to think about connecting with the Earth. She just did it and was full of power in less than a breath instead of the minutes it took her the first few dozen times. Besides that, she was no longer exhausted after performing magic. She assumed this had something to do with how much she was practicing and using it. It was like gaining muscle mass in a way.

      Iris did everything with magic she could think of, from shuffling through the pages of her music folder to organizing paperwork and getting things out of cabinets. She found the farther away she was from something, the harder it was to ask it to complete her requested task, but she was getting there. The hardest part was limiting the time she spent practicing magic after school.

      Her parents’ work hours fluctuated and her sister liked to drop by unannounced. It meant she was constantly terrified someone would come home and discover her abilities. One day, when she’d finally gotten the hang of getting out a glass, filling it with water from the fridge, and floating it down the hall to her bedroom, the deadbolt clicked open as the glass was passing the front door. Thankfully instead of panicking she set the glass on the closest shelf. Of course she got yelled at for leaving it there, but it was better than her powers being discovered.

      Unfortunately, that particular incident traumatized Iris a bit so she cut back on her self-allotted magic use time. Some afternoons she couldn’t practice anything and she felt like her progress started to stall. At school, it was the same thing. No matter how hard she tried to determine whether Violet was a magic user, she received no signs. The tickling sensation had been dormant for almost two weeks and Violet seemed like her usual, cheerful self.

      By the time marching season ended, Iris convinced herself she’d imagined everything about Violet due to her desperation to have a friend to share magic with. Perhaps this was her lot in life—to be unique and never understood or fully accepted. First her eyes, now magic. They may have made her special, but Iris knew no one would ever understand what she was going through unless they could experience it for themselves. She felt isolated and alone going into the Thanksgiving break. On top of that, her house was going to be full of family for five days, which meant no magic practice. Iris grew more depressed by the day.

      “Cheer up, Iris,” Violet told her as she bumped into her shoulder on their walk to their English class. “You always said you love hanging out with your cousins and aunts and uncles.”

      “Yeah. That’s true. I do. I think I’m just second-guessing my college applications and essay and everything.”

      “Well, you’ve turned them in, right?”

      Iris nodded.

      “Then there’s nothing you can do now. You’ll get in. You realize that, right?”

      Iris shook her head.

      Violet chuckled. “Iris, you’re going to get in. I just know it. We’re probably all going to end up at the same school and be roommates and it will be amazing!”

      The tickling sensation was back. “How do you know?”

      “I dreamt about it,” Violet shrugged. “So cheer up, okay?”

      “Okay,” Iris grinned. “I will if you promise to be my college roommate.”

      “It’s a deal,” Violet smiled back.

      “What about me?” Cirrus cut in.

      “Don’t do that!” Iris told him. “Sneaking up on people isn’t nice.”

      “You two were too busy talking for me to get a word in to let you know I was here,” he countered.

      Iris would have called him out on eavesdropping, but she was distracted by the tickling sensation at the back of her neck. It seemed to be intensifying into a constant tingling. She looked from Cirrus’s grinning face to Violet’s and let her own visage brighten. She wasn’t alone after all. She was going to have two friends who could do magic.

      “Anyway,” Cirrus continued, “what about me, babe?”

      “You can’t be my roommate freshman year and I doubt my dad will let you be my roommate after that anyway. You’ll just have to come over often to hang out, that’s all.”

      “I guess I can live with that. Of course, this is all contingent on us getting into the same school . . .”

      “It’ll happen. I promise.”

      “If you say it will, then I believe it will. See you after school?” he asked Violet.

      “Yup.” She gave him a quick kiss and he peeled off to go to class.

      Iris felt happier than she had in weeks. She wasn’t going to be alone for her entire life like she’d fantasized about for the last few weeks. “Can’t I tell them?” she asked her Little Self on her way to her car after the last bell of the day.

      Absolutely not! Imagine if someone told you that you could do magic. Would you have believed them?

      “No,” Iris sighed in a huff.

      Precisely. Now, leave them alone and no magic until all of your family is gone. Understood?

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Iris’s Little Self retreated to the back corner of her mind once more. Iris was almost starting to think there was something growing back there. At the very minimum, there was a room or something for her Little Self to hide in. Whenever she decided their conversations were over, that’s where she fled and Iris lost all traces of her existence.

      She contemplated these thoughts on her way home but dropped the subject as she pulled onto the cul-de-sac her house was situated at the end of. There were already three extra cars parked on the street. As she backed into the driveway, she pushed all traces of magic from her mind and assured herself she wasn’t holding onto any power before heading inside to a whirlwind of hugs and hellos.

      Though she longed to practice her skills, Iris refrained while her family was around. Besides the fact that she’d promised her Little Self she wouldn’t practice magic if there were people in the house, her cousin was sleeping on her top bunk. There’d be no way she could keep what she was doing hidden, nor could she keep her cousin from asking questions if she accidentally used magic. She was not ready for a conversation like that yet.

      Iris kept her mind in check so it wouldn’t wander to thoughts of magic. Anytime it did, she worked on some homework as a way to distract herself. Even though she desperately wanted to practice magic after her extended family left, Iris couldn’t. Her parents and sister were still in the house. It was a very long—though fun—five days. Even so, Iris couldn’t wait to get back to school to see Violet and Cirrus. She had to wait until they were on the way to English class to get Violet alone.

      “What’s up? You seem a little down today,” she told Violet as they walked through the dense throng of students and backpacks.

      Violet sighed. “Yeah, a little. It’s just . . .” Violet stopped and tried to find the words to describe what was wrong. “I’ve had this really weird feeling. Like I don’t belong here. I feel the most right when I’m around you all and Cirrus, but when I go home, I just feel . . . off.”

      Iris’s attention was piqued. Violet described exactly how Iris felt before she discovered her ability to access the stores of power within the Earth’s core. It heightened her awareness of her friend. The tickling sensation at the back of her neck started. Her Little Self warned her not to tell her friends about being a magic user yet, but Iris had to do something. Violet was so sad. She thought about asking if she’d had any weird dreams, but instead asked, “Wanna talk about it?”

      “Well,” Violet looked away from Iris to scan the surrounding buildings and students. “It’s something I’ve always felt, you know, like this life isn’t quite right or something. Like I’m supposed to be doing something more. It’s been getting stronger recently. I used to think it was because we’re getting closer to college and thought the feeling would go away once I figured out what I want to do with my life, but recently . . . I dunno.” She sighed and looked at the ground. “I feel like it’s something else. Something more. Does that make any sense?” Violet asked as she looked Iris straight in the eyes.

      “Yes. Yes it does. I used to feel the same way. I always felt like I was made for something more. It’s lessened recently.”

      “How?”

      “I think I’ve determined the reason for it.” Iris tried to be evasive.

      “What is it? Can you tell me?” Violet brightened up at Iris’s words.

      She’s not ready yet, Iris’s Little Self cautioned within her mind.

      “It’s something I kind of discovered for myself. I’m not sure I can explain it, but if I figure out how, I promise I’ll tell you,” Iris told her best friend. Internally she asked, Why can’t I tell her?

      She hasn’t fully awoken like you have. Everyone realizes what they are at different times. In their own way. You can’t rush her into it or she’ll never believe you and will remain as she is now; confused and not sure where she belongs in this world.

      Iris bumped her shoulder into Violet’s and drew her friend out of her current state of contemplation. “C’mon, cheer up. If I was able to figure it out, so will you. Just stick close to Cirrus and me and I bet it’ll come to you in no time.”

      “You think so?” Violet asked an hour later as they left class together.

      “Definitely. By the way, have I ever told you that you two are adorable together?” Iris grinned at Violet’s blush. “I might be a little jealous, but you guys are perfect for each other.”

      “Yeah. I kind of feel the same way. You know? Like Cirrus is who I’m supposed to be with?”

      “Nope. I have no clue what you’re talking about, but I agree with the sentiment. He’s good for you. And you for him. I’m glad Aeri encouraged him to ask you out.”

      “Me too. He feels like home. So do you for that matter. Well, see you tomorrow.”

      “You feel like home to me too,” Iris agreed as they parted for sixth period after a quick hug.
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      Iris wanted nothing more than to rush home and try something new. She’d dreamt about creating a light source and wanted her Little Self to tell her how to put the dream into action. Unfortunately, her sister’s car was still in the driveway when she got home, which meant she couldn’t try anything. Instead, she went straight to her room and got started on homework. As the end of the semester approached, teachers seemed to think they hadn’t assigned enough work.

      By the time everyone was in bed, Iris couldn’t stand it any longer. If she didn’t do some magic—any magic—she would explode. Taking every precaution she could think of, Iris hung a blanket from the top bunk, drew her blackout shades, and pulled her reading light into the small space, along with several fantasy books.

      If her Little Self wasn’t going to help, she hoped one of these books would give her some ideas as to how to create a personal light source. She flipped through a few of the novels, ears perked for any sounds indicating someone was still awake. A few ideas presented themselves. Iris itched to try something. She had to try something. Anything. She’d gone way too long without using magic. Deciding there was no time like the present to attempt creating a light source, she called to her Little Self for help once more, but received no response.

      “Screw it. I can figure this one out for myself,” Iris muttered. She sat up in bed, took a deep, calming breath, and opened herself to the power flowing all around her. Though she longed to pull as much power into her being as possible, she refrained. If she screwed up, she didn’t want an explosion.

      Iris sat on her bed and took a few minutes to revel in the power now coursing throughout her entire being. She allowed the steady pulsation of everything surrounding her to permeate every inch of her body. It linked with her own heartbeat and she could feel the blood pumping through her veins flowing in time to the pulsation. After the desire to pull more power into her being lessened, Iris moved on to the task at hand and thought about different ways to produce light.

      “Light bulbs, fireflies, lightning, fire . . . getting a bit on the dangerous side aren’t we, Iris?” She talked to herself in order to organize her thoughts. “What else, what else . . . The sun and stars. Yeah, that may be more on the right track, but how to contain it? A ball of air that can’t be penetrated? I wonder if that’s even possible. Well, I won’t know until I try, will I?”

      Iris concentrated on the shape of a sphere that contained a hollow center with an impenetrable exterior shell. Like an unbreakable ball of glass or a bubble. She released her request to the air in front of her. Something shifted around her. She could feel atoms making adjustments to meet her needs. After a few moments, everything settled down. Her hands reached out. They found a solid, translucent ball hanging in the air in front of her face.

      “Nicely done!” Iris commended herself. “Now on to step two; placing a light source within the ball of air.” As she thought about the sun and what gases created it, Iris’s Little Self arrived.

      Why don’t you try a different idea for a light source?

      “Nice of you to join me.”

      I’ve been here the whole time. It’s time for you to figure things out on your own . . . as long as you do so safely. Creating a mini sun in your bedroom is not a safe idea.

      “Fine. Something else . . . something else . . . "

      Nice job on the containment field, by the way.

      “Thank you. Is that what I made? A containment field?"

      At the very least it’s a better descriptor than “ball of air with an impenetrable shell.”

      “True. Now be quiet so I can think.”

      Nothing came to Iris, so she grabbed her phone, opened her internet app, and typed light sources into the search box. After scrolling past a bunch of useless options, she changed the search criteria to natural light sources and scrolled down again. A few images of the aurora borealis popped up. They gave Iris pause. Got her brain churning.

      That’ll work, her Little Self agreed.

      “Perfect. Now to figure out how they form.” Iris opened a new search window and clicked on several pages that talked about the aurora borealis. “Ah, here we go. The electrons transfer energy to oxygen and nitrogen. They return to their normal state and emit photons, which equals light,” she surmised from the web page she was on. “All right then, all I need to do is get electrons to transfer their energy into the air, get them all riled up and, as they calm down, they’ll produce light. Except I bet I’ll have to do this continuously, so the light doesn’t fade. Hmm. Well, there’s no time like the present.”

      Iris clicked her phone off and set it aside. She rubbed her eyes and yawned.

      Perhaps you should wait until tomorrow. This is not something you want to try while exhausted.

      Iris thought about arguing, but her brain did feel a little like mush. She decided her Little Self had a point. “All right. Night, then.”

      Good night.

      She was too preoccupied with trying to figure out how to create a ball of light to pay attention in her classes the next day, let alone follow the conversation at lunch. In fact, the only thing Iris added to the conversation about college applications was to note that everyone except Morrigan applied to the same schools. Stating the obvious only resulted in rolled eyes from most of her friends, so she decided it was better to keep her mouth shut and put her focus back on riling up electrons. She even ignored the glances Violet and Cirrus sent her way every so often.

      Iris didn’t come out of her reverie until the bell rang. She started at the sound. Rozlynd and Aerianna laughed at her.

      “Glad to see you’re actually alive in there,” Rozlynd called as she grabbed her bag and headed off to class.

      “Yeah, I was beginning to think you’d fallen asleep with your eyes open. Or died. If you hadn’t been eating your lunch while staring off into nothing, I would have convinced myself of it,” Aerianna teased as she stood to leave.

      “Sorry,” Iris said sheepishly to no one. She tossed the rest of her lunch in her backpack and got up to join Violet and Cirrus.

      “What were you thinking about?” Cirrus asked.

      “Nothing really. Just a problem I’m trying to sort out. I can’t seem to put my finger on the solution no matter how many different angles I approach it from.” She shrugged in what she hoped was a c’est la vie manner, but her mind almost immediately returned to the puzzle of creating light.

      “Iris?” Violet said a few minutes later.

      “Hmmm?” Iris said and looked around. “What happened to Cirrus?”

      “He went to class. You were so preoccupied you didn’t even say bye when he left.”

      “Really? He left?” Iris looked behind her at Cirrus’s retreating figure. His thin, six-foot frame with its shock of white hair sticking out from his baseball cap was easy to locate. “I’m sorry, Vi. I just can’t shake this problem and it’s bloody frustrating.” Iris turned to look at Violet. She furrowed her brow and racked her brain long enough to realize Violet didn’t seem herself for the second day in a row. “What’s up with you? You’ve been off for two days now and that’s not like you.”

      “I, uh, well . . .” Violet trailed off.

      “I don’t read minds, Vi. What’s up?”

      Violet remained silent. She stared at the ground and dragged her feet as they walked.

      “C’mon, you can tell me anything, you know. I won’t judge. Well, I might tease you a little if it’s about Cirrus, but that’s different,” she grinned.

      Violet gave a half laugh and flashed Iris a weak smile but appeared unable to find the words to state her problem by the time they walked up the ramp to Mr. McLain’s classroom.

      “Well, think about it, okay? If you want to talk, you have my ear anytime,” Iris said as she held the door open for Violet, who nodded in thanks.

      “That lesson on iambic pentameter was actually enjoyable, don’t you think?” Iris said as they left class almost an hour later.

      “I guess.” Violet shrugged.

      “Now I know you aren’t all right. You like words and puzzles more than I do and if I thought that lesson was fun, you definitely should’ve.”

      “I did enjoy it. But it’s hard to enjoy a lesson when you feel like you have another person in your mind who just won’t shut up!” Violet hissed the last two words.

      “Was that directed at me or the annoying voice in your head?” Iris asked casually.

      Violet turned bright red. “Sorry. It was directed at the annoying voice in my head. Have you ever had an annoying voice in your head that won’t be quiet? I swear, it gets more distracted than I do, and you know how distracted I can get. I mean, all right, I like things that are shiny and ponies and such, but do I really get distracted by stupid things like a leaf blowing across my path?” Violet asked Iris a little dejectedly.

      “Uh, do you really want me to answer that?” Iris teased. Violet’s face fell and Iris hurried to make it better. “Oh, c’mon. You know you get distracted, but no, you don’t seem to care about the random leaves blowing across your path.”

      “Thanks,” Violet said ruefully before letting out a large sigh. “Iris, I think I’m going crazy.”

      “I highly doubt that, Vi. But why do you think so?” Iris tried to get Violet to elaborate on what the voice in her head was telling her. Especially if it involved doing magic. If she did, it meant Iris could reveal her own secret. Violet would realize she wasn’t alone, and Iris would have a friend she could talk to. But she knew from experience that fishing for information Violet didn’t want to share was almost as hard as getting her back on topic after a major distraction.

      “I don’t know. I guess it’s something I’ll have to figure out for myself. Kind of like your problem, right?”

      “Perhaps. I’ll tell you my problem if you tell me yours,” Iris tried again.

      “Maybe tomorrow,” Violet said at their usual parting place.

      “All right. But Vi?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You are not going crazy. I promise.” Iris smiled a knowing smile at her best friend, waved, and jogged off for Mr. Cenac’s physics class.
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      Iris let the conversation she’d had with Violet replay in her mind on her way across campus after sixth period. She couldn’t determine how much—if any—Violet already knew about being a magic user, so she’d have to be very careful with what she said over the next several days.

      With her brain focused on magic, Iris’s thoughts turned once more toward making a light source. She unconsciously connected to and began drawing power into her being as she approached her 4Runner in the backfield parking lot.

      What the hell do you think you’re doing?

      “What?” Iris asked distractedly. Belatedly, she realized that she’d formed a request to create a containment field and was about to release it.

      You are in the middle of a crowded parking lot! In plain sight of dozens of students. If you can’t—

      “It’s fine. I didn’t do anything, so no harm, right?” she muttered under her breath as she unlocked her car door and directed the power she held back into the Earth.

      I’m not always going to be here to stop you.

      Iris tossed her backpack in and hauled herself into the car. “Why not? You going somewhere?” She stuck the key in the ignition.

      Not now, but—never mind. Just be more careful.

      “I will. Sorry,” she told her Little Self and looked up.

      Brett and his buddy Jack stood a few feet away. They made little circles next to their temples with their first finger to indicate she was crazy and mouthed freak. Iris flipped them off before shifting into reverse and backing out of her spot. Her Little Self broke through her thoughts of elementary school a few moments later.

      I’ve got something to show you when you get home, so come find me.

      “Come find you? Aren’t you in my mind? How can I come find you?” Iris asked as she maneuvered her box of a car onto the main road. There was no response. “Hello?” Silence filled her mind. Apparently she wasn’t going to get any answers until she got home.

      “All right, where are you?” Iris asked once she was home.

      I’m in your mind.

      “And how am I supposed to get there? Aren’t I already there?”

      No. Not the place I need you to be. You need to join me inside your mind. There’s a small room, hidden in the deepest recess. That’s where I’ve been living. Come find me there.

      “I thought there was something growing in the back of my mind. So, how do I get there?”

      You’ve created a mental image of me, right? Try imagining your mind traveling inward to meet me.

      Iris shut her bedroom door, closed her eyes, and let her thoughts drift inward where she imagined her Little Self resided. She thought of herself as an orb of consciousness. Somehow it worked. She was within her own mind. Iris’s Little Self moved away from her. Iris pursued the fleeting figure. They traveled deeper. It was like trying to follow a breeze through a maze. Her mind was a labyrinth she had to travel through to make it to her final destination.

      She continued into the darkest corners of her own subconscious, where there was no longer any rhyme or reason to the surroundings. The labyrinth changed from a series of hedges to a warren of caves and caverns. Deeper still they went until there was an odd pulsating. Iris imagined that her conscious self sped up toward the pulsations, which matched the rhythmic beats of the Earth. There, behind a massive door that looked as though it could have belonged to a castle in Ireland, Iris found her Little Self. She looked like Iris but more mature. There was a sense of self-worth and knowledge emanating from her that Iris hoped she would possess one day.

      “Where are we?” Iris asked. Her voice reverberated throughout the surrounding darkness.

      We’re in the place I’ve been living. You must protect this room. Keep it safe as long as you live.

      Iris’s Little Self gestured in a circle and the blackness surrounding them receded as a light shimmered into existence above their heads. It hung in the center of what appeared to be a round room with a few door frames. From what she could see, each frame was made from a different type of wood. A few had doors within their frames and lights shining on the doors. Most were covered in an odd darkness, even though the light floating in the center of the room was strong enough to reach every inch of the space. She couldn’t tell whether the frames enshrouded in darkness held doors.

      Iris floated toward one of the lit door frames and felt a familiar essence emanating from the closed door. The door itself was beautifully carved with images of flying horses, clouds, and rainbows.

      “Violet,” Iris whispered. “This is Violet’s door,” she said louder. “And this one . . . this one belongs to Cirrus,” she indicated a half-lit, uncarved door next to Violet’s. “What is this place? And what are all these doors?”

      You already know, was the only response she received.

      Iris focused on the doors and empty frames. “These are the doors to my friends’ minds. A link between all of us. But there are only a few doors right now. This room is massive. Several dozen doors could fit in here easily. Why is there so much space?”

      Because you haven’t found all the owners of the doors. They’ll join you in due time. You’ll be able to feel them in person as they become magic users before a door materializes here.

      Iris, you must protect this place. A breach here would allow someone complete access not only to your mind but also to the minds of all of those you cherish, her Little Self explained.

      “That’s a lot of responsibility. I’m in charge of the mental safety of anyone who has a door in this room?”

      Yes. Now, it’s time for you to learn how to become one with me. While I’m a projection of your subconscious, your conscious mind will be able to merge with me. It will allow you to walk the recesses of your mind and this room more easily.

      “How do I accomplish that?”

      Only you can figure this one out.

      Although she was still picturing herself as a floating ball of thoughts, Iris imagined she cocked her head to the side as she contemplated the joining of her conscious thoughts with the physical projection of her subconscious. Her Little Self cocked her head. Iris grinned and watched as a smile spread across the face of her Little Self. It seemed so obvious; she simply had to imagine herself as her Little Self. With that thought, Iris’s conscious self joined her Little Self and she physically walked the room of doors within her own mind.

      It was an odd sensation and an even odder thought; she was physically walking in her own mind, and at the same time, she could feel her head as she leaned it against her headboard. It was as though she wasn’t fully within her mind. Or maybe it was that she was still controlling her physical body from here. Iris, as her Little Self, closed her eyes and saw what Iris the person’s eyes were seeing: a blank wall.

      Opening her eyes in the room of doors, Iris walked to Violet’s door. She raised a tentative hand to the wood. It was warm to the touch. As though it had basked in sunlight all day. With a few fingers, Iris traced the head and face of the largest, centermost figure—a magnificent pegasus with outstretched wings. The pegasus was so lifelike it almost looked as though it would take flight right then and there.

      “What kind of wood is this? It’s so pale,” Iris asked.

      Birch. Cirrus’s is Aspen, her Little Self responded without Iris needing to voice her next question.

      “That’s appropriate,” Iris mused as she walked toward Cirrus’s door. It wasn’t quite as well lit as Violet’s, but she knew it was his. The door, unlike Violet’s, was completely smooth. “Why isn’t there anything carved on Cirrus’s door?”

      Because he hasn’t accepted his fate yet. Violet and you have both accepted your fates and therefore your true forms have been carved onto the surface of your doors.

      “My true form? My door?” Iris asked.

      She turned around and her eyes fell upon the large castle-like door she’d passed through. A wondrous sight met her eyes. The unfamiliar wood of the door was carved into a marvelous scene of faeries and butterflies in a field of flowers. In the background, a large, ancient looking tree that reminded her of the massive Moreton Bay Fig tree in Balboa Park sat majestically over a stream at its large, finger-like roots. It made her wonder if the door was carved from fig wood.

      Iris walked to the double door and came face to face with a life-size and very regal looking faerie. Her hair hung long and unbound. It danced in the soft breeze that seemed as though it were truly riffling through the field of flowers. Gently held in her hand was a single white rose.

      She focused on the face of the faerie. Her hand reached out toward the figure’s face. She had such an expression of longing that Iris’s chest clenched and tears came unbidden to her eyes. “Why is she so sad?”

      She’s not sad. She’s waiting.

      Iris continued to stare into the eyes of the faerie carved on her door. There was something so familiar about her and the scenery behind her. Iris felt like she’d been there before. Had stood at the base of the massive tree. She looked back at the faerie and focused on the woman as a whole. It was almost like looking into a mirror. The longer she stared, the sadder Iris became. “What is she waiting for?” she whispered to her Little Self. There was no answer. She backed away from the door. Forced herself to tear her eyes away from the faerie as tears streamed down her cheeks.

      Iris closed her eyes. She exhaled several times. Focused on her physical self and the coolness of her headboard. As her Little Self, Iris stood within her mind, eyes clenched shut until she pulled her emotions in line and lost the desire to break down and cry. She opened her eyes, turned away from her door and walked to the center of the room.

      As she got closer to Violet’s door, Iris felt another presence. She turned toward it to discover a third light in the room, though she could have sworn there had been only two when she entered the first time.

      “Aerianna,” she breathed as she approached the single, feeble ray of light that illuminated the doorframe to the right of Violet’s.

      Yes. Though, I’m surprised it took her this long. She felt the beginnings of awakening at almost the same time as Violet.

      “Aeri’s much more stubborn. If she decided straightaway that there was no possible way for her to be a magic user, she would’ve thrown the entire notion from her mind and fought with all her might to keep it out until she had no other explanations,” Iris grinned.

      It appears she’s run out of other explanations, then, her Little Self chuckled.

      “That it does. So, what is this place? I mean what do I call it?”

      It has no name.

      “Well I can’t keep calling it the room of doors in my mind.” She looked around the room again. At the well-lit doors. The beautiful carvings adorning two of them. It reminded her of an art gallery. “I’ll call it the Gallery of Doors.”

      Very fitting.

      Iris smiled. Her thoughts shifted to logistics. “So, how do I get out of here and how do I get back in without getting lost along the way?”

      You’ve been here once, so you’ll be able to find your way back at will. Just feel out my presence and imagine yourself at the entrance to this room. The Gallery of Doors, as you called it. As for getting out, all you need to do is exit the room and allow your mind to become whole once more.

      Before you leave, Iris, I must stress one point to you. Your entire mind can never travel to this place, or it may be trapped forever. Your unconscious self may take over your body. In essence, you run the risk of going crazy and being locked in a prison that no one will be able to pull you out of.

      “Good to know. Is that why I can still feel my body lying on my bed and hear . . . my mom yelling at me? Gotta go!” Iris said. Not waiting for an answer, she quickly headed for her own door before her mom came looking for her.

      Just as her Little Self said, once Iris exited the Gallery of Doors, she imagined opening her eyes and her mind being whole. In less than a second, she was once more staring at the blank wall in her quickly darkening room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Iris had no trouble getting out of bed the next morning. It could have been because she knew she wasn’t alone in her oddities this time or the fact that she’d learned more about her abilities. Then again, it was most likely because she hadn’t stayed up well past one in the morning attempting to figure out how to create her own light source. In fact, it only took Iris about five minutes to create her first light source the previous evening, and within an hour she was able to control the specific color of the light by changing the amount of electron transference and the combination of elements in the air.

      Exactly how she was able to do this, she wasn’t quite sure. All she knew was what it felt like and for now, that was enough. It turned out she’d been overthinking the process. She needed to trust her instincts more. They appeared to lead her in the correct direction—most of the time.

      Iris pulled into her assigned parking space and grabbed her backpack. She was heading through the back gate to the football field when she heard someone call her name.

      “Yo, Iris, wait up.”

      Iris paused and waited as Cirrus jogged to join her.

      “Morning,” Iris greeted when he caught up to her.

      “Hi. I need to talk to you, like now. It’s really important.”

      “Okay, I’m all ears,” Iris hoped she sounded calm and that Cirrus couldn’t hear her heart as it attempted to beat its way out of her chest.

      “Yeah, and so are all of our wonderful classmates,” he grumbled under his breath.

      “Good point. C’mon, we’ve got time to walk the long way around the track.” They turned left on the track rather than right like the rest of their classmates.

      They walked around the entire northern curve of the track before Iris broke the silence. “Uh, Cirrus, I would love to give you all the time in the world to say whatever it is you want to say, but we only have about another ten minutes before I get yelled at by Mr. Wright.”

      “Right. Okay. Violet was rambling on the other day and said you were the person we should talk to. Anyway, I feel . . . I dunno how to explain this. I feel like, like I’m . . . like I’m a . . .” He couldn’t get the words out.

      Iris looked at his face and saw all the strain she’d experienced a few weeks ago etched on his normally calm features. She didn’t care what her Little Self said. He needed to know. “Like you can do magic?” she supplied in a blunt whisper.

      Cirrus stopped midstride. Iris took a few steps past him before she stopped as well. She turned to face him and had to use every ounce of willpower not to laugh outright at the stunned look on his face.

      “How . . . how?” was all Cirrus could get out while shaking his head.

      “Just a hunch,” Iris shrugged. Cirrus continued to stare at her, so she decided to elaborate. “C’mon, walk with me. On my right side, so no one else can see,” Iris said and pulled out a pen. “You coming?” She called back to Cirrus, who still stood where he’d stopped, mouth open and full of disbelief.

      A few seconds later, they were walking side by side once more. Iris placed the pen in her left hand and started explaining her own abilities. “Keep your eye on the pen,” She told him in a soft voice. She opened herself to the stores of power flowing through the Earth and pulled the tiniest amount she possibly could into her being. As she did, a tickling sensation started at the back of her neck. She ignored it for the moment and focused on the pen. Asked it to spin in a circle on her hand before requesting it stand on end and float over to Cirrus’s hand. “Seem familiar to you?”

      “How did you do that? I can’t do anything like that.” He handed the pen back. “All I seem able to do is destroy things. Does Vi know you can do that?” He gestured at Iris’s hand and the pen. “She got really weird a few weeks ago and said something about going crazy and stuff. Then we both could, I dunno, do stuff,” Cirrus spoke in a flood of words as though he’d been wanting to tell someone—anyone—this secret for weeks.

      “I asked the pen to move. That’s how I did it.” She released the remaining power she held and closed herself off from accepting any more. The tickling sensation vanished. “You probably destroy things because you demand they bend to your will. Your power. You have to make requests, not demands.

      “And no, Violet has not talked to me, so she doesn’t know I can do magic yet, though I tried to support her as best as I could when I sensed she could do magic. You’re more than welcome to tell her, and I’d love to talk to you guys more about this, but right now I’m going to need to jog so that I’m not late to first period. I suggest you do the same. See you at break?” Iris waited long enough for Cirrus’s nod before grabbing the straps of her backpack so it wouldn’t bounce as much on her jog across campus to the band room.

      Very nicely handled, Iris. I’m impressed, her Little Self congratulated.

      Iris grinned and her eyes sparkled to a brighter blue. “I thought you’d be mad at me. I used magic in public and told Cirrus he was a magic user.”

      You did, but both needed to happen. Try not to do it again, though.

      Iris made it to first period before the bell rang and had an enjoyable time playing the usual medley of holiday songs in preparation for the final concert of the year. Brett tried to destroy her good mood during second period by asking her if she was trying to take her best friend’s boyfriend away from her. She flipped him off, told him to mind his own business, and ignored him for the rest of class. Break couldn’t come fast enough.

      Cirrus arrived at morning break at the same time as Iris. He only stayed long enough to say hello to the gang before dragging Violet off. Iris assumed it was to explain about his morning encounter with her. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to contain herself until lunch.

      “Can’t I just go into the Gallery of Doors, open their doors, and tell them everything now that they know?” Iris whined at her Little Self.

      What, and shatter their minds completely? Sure, be my guest.

      “You know, you’re less like me than I thought you’d be.”

      Wait until you have confidence in yourself. In all seriousness, you might, might be able to communicate with Violet through her door in the Gallery of Doors, but Cirrus’s door isn’t fully formed. It would significantly damage his mind at the least, and destroy it at the worst. Violet may not be one hundred percent ready either, so be patient. You have to give her time. Let her bring it up after lunch if she wants to. Don’t force it. You need them.

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Hello? Did you ditch me again? You totally did. You know, you really suck sometimes.”

      Neither Cirrus nor Violet joined the group at lunch. By the time the bell rang, no one had seen either of them, so Iris decided she’d better head off to class alone. It wasn’t until she rounded the corner of the H-building and Cirrus hissed in her ear that she realized he and Violet were following her.

      “We need to talk. Can you get out of fifth period? We already called our parents and got them to excuse us on the premise of not feeling well. Any chance your parents will do the same?”

      “Not likely. I mean, I got up and left for school early this morning. There’s no way my mom would believe I’m sick.” Iris thought for a moment. “There is something I can try, though.” She lowered her voice so only the two of them could hear her. “I have an old note from my mom that excused me from my after-lunch classes earlier this year for a medical appointment. It was canceled last minute, so I still have the note. I can try to change the date on it. There’s no guarantee it’ll work, but I can give it a shot.”

      Cirrus looked at Violet. She nodded. “We’d appreciate it if you’d try,” he whispered back before raising his voice so the few people in their classes within earshot could hear them. “Iris, I thought you had a doctor’s appointment today. Isn’t your car in the other lot?”

      “Oh shit, you’re right. I still have to drop my note off at the office. Well, I hope you two feel better. See you later.” And with that, Iris turned around and headed back toward the main office. The bell rang as she approached the concrete path across the center of the grassy quad. Her stomach clenched. This was a bad idea. She’d never tried anything like this. There was no guarantee it would work. And if it didn’t, she’d have to come up with some kind of explanation for not being in class right now.

      It was too late to turn back, so Iris plunged forward. She decided she’d better try to change her old note before she got to the office. Pulling it out, Iris concentrated on the pen marks that dated the note October second rather than December second. Well, at least I only need to change one number. Here goes nothing.

      She closed her eyes to increase her concentration, slowed her pace, and drew power into her being. Iris formed the request in her mind and expelled the energy she held in a slow, steady stream at the piece of paper clutched in her hands. It felt like her request got stuck as she made it. The power within her failed to flow outwards. She opened her eyes and found she was fifteen paces from the office door.

      Iris gritted her teeth. Reformed the request. Tried and failed to quell her roiling stomach. She pulled more power into her being and released it. A few seconds later, she glanced at the note in her hand. Her eyes registered a twelve inked on the page rather than a ten as her other hand pulled the office door open. She dropped the note off, received a hall pass, and left campus. It took her half the walk to her car to get her thumping heart to slow its pace.

      Once she made it to the track, she called Violet.

      “Iris?” Cirrus answered after less than a full ring.

      “You know I called Violet, right?”

      “Yeah. You get out of class?”

      “Yes. I’m almost to my car. Where are you guys?”

      “We’re at the lake. Come meet us here.”

      “It’d be better to go somewhere else. You know, less public. I’d suggest my place, but I’m sure a neighbor would notice my car and come check on me. What about one of your houses?”

      “We can go to my place. Both my parents work late and my brother’s at college. There’s enough room in the garage for both our cars. I’ll text you the address. See you there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Iris pulled into Cirrus’s garage less than fifteen minutes later. She slid out of her seat, reached back to grab her backpack and had a Violet glued to her side. “Violet? Vi?”

      “You guys coming?” Cirrus called from a door that must have led to the house.

      Violet nodded into Iris’s shoulder but didn’t release her, so they awkwardly followed Cirrus inside to the kitchen.

      “Violet . . . come on, Vi, what’s up?”

      Violet stared back, a do-I-really-need-to-spell-this-out-for-you expression on her face.

      “Right, dumb question. Aren’t you excited, though? Isn’t this what you’ve dreamt of your whole life? Wishing you could actually use magic like in one of the dozens of books we’ve read?”

      “You realize the people in the books always wind up getting chased or hurt or dead, right? What if that’s what’s going to happen to us? I’m not ready to die yet. I want to live and grow old and have, you know, a family,” she mumbled the last part in an effort to prevent Cirrus from hearing.

      Cirrus evidently heard just fine because his alabaster cheeks turned rosy with embarrassment. “So we obviously need to talk about this stuff because, as you can see, the two of us are freaking out.”

      “Sure thing! What do you want to know?” Iris asked.

      “Well, umm . . . uh . . .” Cirrus tried to get words out but seemed incapable of speaking at the moment. He tossed his hat on the counter and ran his hands through his pigmentless hair before burying his face in his hands and softly yelling into them. Dropping his hands to his sides, Cirrus found the words he was looking for. “Why do we all of a sudden have magical powers?”

      “To tell you the truth, I have no idea. I’m sure there’s a really good reason and I would bet that it has something to do with our being reborn or awoken because some tragedy is about to befall Earth and we have to save it, but, honestly, I don’t know.” Iris tried to keep her voice soft, calm, and reassuring while Cirrus’s eyes attempted to bore into her head for answers she didn’t have.

      After a few minutes of silence that worked their way toward awkward, Iris spoke again. “I’m sure you two have a ton of questions, and I want you to ask them all, but can we sit down or something first? I’m positive this isn’t going to be a short conversation.”

      “Yeah, all right. Let’s go to my room to be safe.”

      Iris glanced round the house as she followed Cirrus upstairs. It was really nice. As she entered his room, her eyes were drawn to a picture on Cirrus’s desk. It was of two boys around the ages of five and eight. They had their arms around one another’s shoulders in a familiar fashion. The younger child had to be Cirrus; you couldn’t mistake his white hair, pale skin, and arctic-ice-blue eyes. He had the biggest grin on his face and couldn’t be happier with himself as he appeared to have just left a muddy handprint on the older boy’s face.

      The other boy was the complete opposite of Cirrus. He had dark hair, almost black, and an expression that plainly said he was completely unimpressed with the younger boy’s actions. His eyes were what drew Iris’s attention to the picture. Though he was dark haired, he was light in complexion, not nearly as light as Cirrus, but light all the same, and his eyes looked like twin earths as seen from the Hubble Space Telescope. Iris stared into those eyes and saw a twinkle deep within that gave her the impression he was planning his revenge on the younger boy. 

      Cirrus glanced at the picture Iris stared at so intently and answered the unasked question. “That’s my older brother. I love this picture,” he grinned, “because it shows I got the best of him once in my life. Though,” he half muttered, “he did toss me fully into the mud puddle seconds later, but that’s another story.”

      “You look so happy, but he looks like a very serious individual.”

      “Don’t let that face fool you. He can be very serious, but he can be a great prankster as well. He has this way of always making me feel safe, like nothing can happen to me. I guess that’s a really good quality to have as an older brother. But enough about him. I—we would like to know about us. Do you know what’s happening to us?” Cirrus sounded like a man trying to hold onto reality.

      “I’m not sure about the why, but you’re now able to access the power that flows through the Earth, like I can.”

      Cirrus scoffed.

      Iris looked down and fidgeted with her cuticles.

      “Be nice,” Violet told Cirrus. “Keep going, Iris.”

      “So, for whatever reason, we were given the ability to draw upon the power that naturally flows through the Earth. You know those dreams I was having about the mansion? Well, they were devised by this part of me—I call her my Little Self—to help me realize I have powers. She’s been helping me figure out how to use them and such. And based on the looks on your faces, I’d say you’ve had something similar going on, am I right?”

      They both nodded.

      “But how do you do it?” Violet asked.

      “Oh, uh, let me see if I can explain it. So, there’s this power that runs through everything on Earth. I can connect with that power and then make requests of things. I call it magic because that’s what we’ve been trained to refer to it as, but it feels, well, natural. Like this is the way it’s supposed to be. Harmonious, you know?” The blank stares told her they didn’t know. “Would it be safe to assume neither of you have successfully completed anything magical yet?”

      “Yup. Safe assumption,” Cirrus agreed.

      “Then do you guys want a lesson? I think I understand it enough to teach it.”

      “Yes!” They said in unison.

      A knot formed in Iris’s stomach. She took a deep breath in order to calm her nerves and opened herself to the flows of power embedded in the Earth. It relaxed her enough to get started.

      “Can you guys feel out the stores of power beneath the Earth?”

      They both nodded.

      “Good. And can you draw it into your being every time you try? No? Let’s start there. Why don’t you both feel out the power . . . Perfect!”

      Iris wasn’t sure how, but she could tell they were both primed and ready to draw power into their beings. “You have to accept the power surrounding you into every inch of your body. There’s a limit to how much you can draw in, and you don’t really need more than the request you’re going to make requires.”

      “Why not?” Cirrus asked.

      “You could destroy yourself if you draw in too much, and it’s really tempting to, so it’s best to limit the amount of power you draw in to what you need.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Very,” Violet agreed.

      “Yes. Anyway, once you’ve drawn the power into your being, you think about what you want to happen. For example, I’m going to ask that picture frame to come to me.” As she spoke the words, Iris released her request and the picture frame obliged. “I still have a little power left, but not enough to send the frame back. I can either release it back to the Earth or ask this pen to do a few turns.”

      “What happens if you tell the object to move or whatever?” Violet asked.

      “It could decide to resist you and do something you don’t want, or even resist until it gets destroyed.”

      “Yup, sounds familiar,” Cirrus said.

      “You guys wanna try?”

      “Hell yeah!”

      Iris walked both of them through pulling power into themselves and releasing it several times. “You guys seem like you have that down, so why don’t you try making requests. I’ll guide you through it and let you know if something feels wrong. Try starting with moving something small, like a pen,” Iris suggested. She closed her eyes and focused on what her friends were doing. It started out great. They both drew power into their beings with little difficulty.

      Iris focused on Violet for a few seconds. She could almost hear her friend’s request being formed for a pencil to stand on end. A few seconds later, power was released and the pencil did as requested. Iris switched her focus to Cirrus. Something felt different in the way he funneled his power into his request. Iris analyzed it for a few moments. At first, she thought it was because Cirrus was a guy and something was different between the way men and women used the power. Then she realized it was because he wasn’t requesting the book in his hand to levitate, he was telling it to.

      “Cirrus . . . ”

      He didn’t budge.

      “Cirrus . . . ”

      Still nothing.

      “Cirrus, stop!” Iris demanded.

      “What is . . . ow! Shit!” He swore as the book slammed into his face.

      “Oof, sorry, Cirrus!” Iris cringed. “Remember, you have to request, not tell. Sorry,” she apologized again.

      Violet laughed outright.

      “Thanks, babe. That really, really hurt. Is my nose broken?”

      “No. It’s not even bleeding. But that was pretty funny. I mean one second you were sitting there and Iris was trying to get your attention and the next, wham! Right in kisser or whatever. That reminds me of that time when you—"

      “How about we keep that incident between the two of us, okay sweetheart?”

      Violet blinked. She looked at Iris as though she’d forgotten her best friend was there. “Right,” she murmured to the comforter she was sitting on.

      “Wanna try again?” Iris inquired.

      “Yeah. Maybe with something smaller. What did you say I was doing wrong again?”

      “You were telling rather than requesting. You can’t say ‘rise up’ or ‘hover.’ You have to request it. Try ‘will you please be lighter than the air surrounding you,’ or something along those lines.”

      “Wanna use my pencil?”

      “Yeah, thanks.” Cirrus took the pencil Violet handed him, closed his eyes, and focused on his request.

      “Better. Now, try releasing the power you’re holding into the request you’ve formed.”

      Iris and Violet watched as the pencil lifted a few inches off the comforter and hovered in the air. Violet squeezed Cirrus’s hand. He opened his eyes to see what he’d managed and the pencil promptly dropped to the bed.

      “Well, that’s the first time I’ve been able to do anything, so it’s a start, right?” Cirrus grinned at the two girls.

      “Definitely!” Iris grinned back. “What time is it, by the way?” Iris asked and turned around to look at the clock behind her. “Ten to two, all right, what do you what to try next?”

      Iris spent the next two hours teaching Cirrus and Violet how to draw in and release power consistently every time. She stuck to movement tasks the same way her Little Self had insisted with her. By the end of two hours, Violet had mastered most of what Iris taught her while Cirrus was still struggling with the basics. On a whim, he attempted to lift the bed he and Violet were sitting on and managed it with little effort.

      “How is it that I can move the whole damn bed, but I can’t get this picture frame back on my desk?” He asked in frustration as Iris grabbed her stuff to leave.

      “Well, maybe you learn differently. Maybe you have to do the bigger things first and work on the smaller things later. You know, become more detail oriented and stop focusing on strength?” Iris shrugged.

      “Yeah, maybe.” Cirrus was obviously not convinced. “So, when can we all do this again?”

      “I have no real afternoon commitments besides homework, so whenever is fine with me. Can we keep coming here, Cirrus?” Iris asked.

      “Sure. I think I’d like to take a day and try a few things out on my own, so do you want to come over Friday after school?”

      “That should work for me. There’s one thing you both need to promise me. That you will not try anything magical when you’re around anyone else. Not even if you’re at home with the door closed. I almost didn’t hear my mom knock on my door one day . . . it could have been catastrophic.”

      “Promise,” Violet assured her quickly.

      “What about you at school today?”

      “That was a mistake. I shouldn’t’ve done that, but I didn’t think you’d listen if I told you you could do magic without showing you. Then you guys seemed so desperate. You made me break that rule twice in one day. I won’t do it again and I can’t keep teaching you if you don’t promise. Please, Cirrus.”

      “Yeah, all right. I promise I won’t try anything around other people. It would probably end poorly anyway.”

      “Thanks, guys. I’ve been trying to keep this a secret for so long I thought I was going to explode. Now I have friends I can talk to. Yay! Anyway, see you guys tomorrow,” Iris waved. If she hurried, she would be able to get a little bit of practice in on larger objects before her parents got home. Watching Cirrus successfully lift his bed made her realize she had a lot more potential than she’d imagined.
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      Iris thought about the ease with which Cirrus lifted his bed and compared it to her own attempts to lift heavy objects. While she was tentative and hopeful, he’d basically had an it’s-worth-a-shot attitude. It wasn’t quite confidence, but it made Iris realize that her lack of any self-confidence probably had a large, negative impact on her ability to perform tasks. She decided there was no time like the present and was determined to lift the couch when she got home.

      She walked in the door and immediately opened herself to the flows of power surrounding her, formed a request and was sidetracked by the engine noise coming down the street. She pushed it out of her mind, drew in more power and requested the couch lift off the ground.

      A car door opened in the driveway.

      She only had a few seconds to get this one down, but her concentration was broken for the second time. Iris took a breath. She pulled more power into her being. Expelled the air in her lungs. Formed her request and released it in quick succession.

      The couch wobbled with Iris’s initial request. She increased her desire for the couch to rise up. Adjusted the flow of power she directed at it.

      A car door closed. The automatic beep of it locking followed. Faint footsteps drifted toward her.

      She knew she should just leave it for another time, but something compelled her to continue. Like if she didn’t manage the task now, she’d form her own block to it. “Please? I would be ever so grateful if you would lift a few feet off the ground. I know you can,” she begged the couch as she funneled more power toward it.

      To her surprise, the couch rose up.

      The jingle of keys outside the front door brought Iris back to her senses. She asked the couch to return to the ground. It complied faster than she’d wanted and landed with a soft thud. The key turning in the lock paused for a moment. Iris rushed to her room. She closed her door just as the front door opened.

      “Iris?” her mom called.

      “Yeah? I’m doing homework,” she lied as she pulled books and paper out of her backpack to strew across her desk.

      “Did you hear a thud a moment ago?” her mom asked as she opened Iris’s door.

      “Uh, no. Maybe it was from a neighbor’s?”

      “Probably. Got a lot of homework this week?”

      “As usual,” Iris grimaced.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it, then.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Iris slumped in on herself once the door was closed. All she wanted was a nap. The afternoon’s activities had drained her more than usual. Her homework, combined with a mother who was guaranteed to check on her from time to time, forced her hand. She pulled a random textbook toward her and got started. A thirty-minute break for dinner was all Iris took. She didn’t climb into bed until well past eleven and still had a third of her homework to go.

      Thursday dragged by at school. Cirrus and Violet were cheerful once more, which brought a huge smile to Iris’s face. When she got home, she managed to move the couch up and back into place smoothly three times. Finally, Iris conceded it was time to finish her homework. Her workload was frustrating, but this would allow her to leave Friday afternoon free to practice magic with Cirrus and Violet as long as they wanted. She decided it was a good compromise.

      Friday’s classes moved by at a glacial pace. She wondered about the time paradox that always seemed to occur when someone was looking forward to something. She felt it was the universe’s way of playing a practical joke on people. No matter what it was, Iris was thrilled to see Violet waiting for her at the track entrance so they could all head to Cirrus’s together.

      “So, Iris, what are we learning today? Anything new and exciting, or just more practice and repetition?” Cirrus asked the second they’d all closed their doors to his car.

      “More of the latter. You’re not quite ready for anything new to start with, but I hope to show you something new before we finish. Remind me if I haven’t by quarter after four or so.”

      “Will do. And I guess it’s probably a good idea to stick to practicing what we’ve been working on. I mean, I still don’t have the hang of moving small objects. I managed to rearrange my entire room before my parents got home last night, but I couldn’t move that damn picture frame more than a few inches before dropping it.” He vented his frustration by laying on his horn in an attempt to get the idiot in front of him to go.

      “Perhaps if you show me what you’re doing I’ll be able to figure out some way to help you out. I can’t make any promises, but I’ll try.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out, Iris,” Violet assured her.

      Iris shrugged.

      “All right, let me see it from the top again, Cirrus,” Iris instructed once they were secluded in his room. She closed her eyes in order to better feel out the nuances of his abilities. It only took her a few seconds to determine where he needed help. “So, it’s a great beginning . . .”

      “I sense a ‘but’ in that statement. Iris, you’re teaching me. You’re not going to hurt my feelings if you critique what I’m doing. I swear.”

      Iris’s eyes twinged and heat filled her cheeks. “Okay,” she more whispered than said.

      “So, what am I doing wrong?”

      “You’re releasing all of your power into your request in one burst rather than throughout the entire request.”

      “Basically, you’re saying that I’m funneling all of my power into the first few seconds and there’s nothing left to get the frame more than a few feet away from me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well that should be an easy fix. Any pointers on how to practice that one?”

      “Try getting a pen to spin in circles for progressively more time each time you make a request.”

      “What about me?” Violet asked, pulling Iris’s attention away from Cirrus and his now tap dancing pen.

      “What about you?”

      “I can’t lift anything heavier than that desk chair. Or perhaps it’s larger. I’m not really sure if it’s a weight or size thing yet. Maybe I should figure that one out first.”

      “Show me what you can do.”

      Violet nodded. She pulled in power and released her request three times. She stalled out at the same point during each of her attempts.

      “Ah, I see it now. You’re drawing in the same amount of power each time rather than adjusting to compensate for different requests. In essence, you don’t have enough power within your being to complete the request. Kind of the opposite of Cirrus, actually. Try filling with power. Good. Now, take in more. Almost like gulping in more air during a breathing exercise. Yeah, perfect! Do it again. And again.”

      “I think I’m gonna explode.”

      “Then form a request and release—No! Slowly!” Iris yelled too late.

      Violet had already released everything she was holding in a torrent directed at the bed—which Cirrus happened to be sitting on. Cirrus dove to the floor just in time. The bed shot straight up in the air, expended all magical support and slammed back down.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Violet said to Cirrus as she rushed to his side.

      “It’s all right, babe. No harm done. I’m fine, the bed’s fine, and Iris isn’t curled up in a ball. All in all, I’d say great first try. Perhaps pick something else next time. Preferably something no one is sitting on.”

      “Yeah, that would probably have been a better idea in the first place. Sorry,” she said again. She glanced at the floor and looked back up at Cirrus through her eyelashes, chin still tilted downward with an embarrassed smile parting her lips.

      Cirrus couldn’t resist her smile. He crossed the room and gave Violet a bear hug followed by a kiss on the top of her still hanging head.

      “Neither of these compare to my initial mistakes.”

      “Really, what happened?”

      “I tried to send all the power I was holding back into the Earth in one go. Without a request. According to my Little Self, I could have died.” Iris’s statement was met with silence. Her eyes burned. She swallowed and attempted to school her emotions before her eyes could shift too far toward amber. She decided to change the subject. “Since no one was hurt, the only other thing to be concerned about would be if someone were to come home and hear a large object like the bed thud back to the ground. We’d have a hard time explaining it away. But we have nothing to worry about, right Cirrus?”

      “Actually, my brother comes home on occasion for our dance competitions. In fact, I think he was supposed to be here tonight. We have a competition this weekend.” He checked his phone’s calendar. “Yup. Thank god for LA traffic, right?”

      “Dance competition?”

      “Yeah. Ballroom. Latin, mostly. My mom got us into it when we were young. We rarely compete now because of school and such, but this is kind of a big one for our dance studio, so we always go.”

      “We’d better get back to practicing if we want to get a good amount in before he comes home,” Violet said. “He wouldn’t freak out on us, right?”

      “Naw. He wouldn’t freak out. But I’d rather not tell anyone about this yet. I mean, I don’t want to end up in someone’s lab or sedated and chained to a wall for my supposed own protection or anything like that. If I’ve learned anything from sci-fi movies, it’s that no one truly likes change or what they can’t understand.”

      Iris agreed but didn’t want to think about the thousands of possibilities that could happen if one of them was discovered. Instead, she encouraged the continuation of practicing the skills they’d already worked on. After another quarter hour, Iris introduced Violet and Cirrus to turning on and off light switches, opening cabinet doors, and more. Once she felt they had a good handle on all the movement items, she decided it was time to explain the Gallery of Doors to them.

      “I have one more thing I want to cover today. So, you know how I talked about my Little Self? Well, she lives in this room in the back of my mind. You guys have one too. And all the rooms are connected through this larger room I refer to as the Gallery of Doors.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, there are a lot of doors and they’re intricately carved and look like they should be in an art gallery, so, yeah. . . . What was I saying?” Iris asked. Somehow she was even more full of nerves now than she’d been on day one of teaching.

      “Doors in the back of our minds?” Cirrus supplied.

      “Right. Uh, right. So, these doors link our minds to one another and we can communicate through them. You just have to learn how to get through your mind’s defenses to your inner door. All you need to do is concentrate your thoughts inward and delve deeper into your mind. I’ll go to the Gallery and knock on your doors so you have a point of reference. Ready?”

      Violet and Cirrus nodded. Iris flitted through her own internal maze to the Gallery. The trip seemed to get shorter each time she took it. Once there, she knocked softly on Violet’s and Cirrus’s doors until Violet opened hers a few minutes later.

      “Wow! That was the weirdest experience of my life. It was like traveling through a hedge garden at a castle or something.”

      “Huh. I have a hedge maze entrance, but it transitions into caves. They’re really maze-like, but definitely caves. Dark, too. I wonder if it’s different for everyone,” Iris mused.

      “Mind if I wander around?”

      “Be my guest.”

      Violet moved out of Iris’s line of sight as she knocked on Cirrus’s door for the fifth time. This isn’t working, she thought. Hey! Little Self. Will I destroy his mind if I open his door?

      No. It’s safe, now that he knows. Probably best if you do call him. He’s been lost in his own mind for far too long. Try giving him a few instructions as well.

      Iris nodded to herself and opened Cirrus’s door. “Cirrus? Hey, Cirrus, it’s Iris. I’m over here. Can you hear me? If you can, keep coming toward my voice. Think about the door I just opened. That it exists as a physical thing. It’ll help, I—Hi!”

      “Hi. That was . . . eerie. How long did that take me? It felt like hours and only a few seconds at the same time.”

      “A few minutes at least. I’m not sure. I didn’t time you. I get faster each time I come here, so I bet you will too.”

      “Sounds good. Nice scenery,” he added as they exited his room and entered the Gallery of Doors.

      “It really does look like an art gallery. With spotlights and everything.”

      “Yeah. Come check out my door!” Violet was there. Both hands clasped Cirrus’s right one and pulled him to face her door.

      “Very nice babe. Mine’s not too bad either. A griffin. I like it. Feels appropriate. As does your pegasus.”

      “So, what are these other lights?”
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      “Lights?” Iris looked around. Sure enough, there were two more dim, almost pinpoint rays illuminating frames past Aerianna’s forming door. “Huh. There was only one yesterday. Those are how doors form.”

      “Ooh, does that mean more magic users? I bet that one’s Aerianna’s and those are Roz’s and Zarina’s,” Violet announced.

      Iris blinked at her.

      “I’m right! I knew it. We’re all magic users! This is so cool. I can’t wait to tell them."

      “You can’t!” Iris yelled. Her voice echoed around the room a few times before fading into the emptiness. “Sorry, but you can’t. Imagine what you would’ve said if I’d told you you could do magic.”

      “I would’ve thought you were crazy,” Cirrus supplied.

      “Precisely. And then you may never have believed and never become a magic user.”

      “I sort of, may have, accidentally mentioned magic to Aerianna yesterday, but it was completely by accident and I don’t think she was really paying that much attention to me. We were leaving German class and I was rambling on about something—not too sure what—and she seemed distracted, so I kept talking and, I dunno, it just sort of came out.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Something like Cirrus and I have magic lessons with Iris this afternoon.”

      “And what did Aerianna say?”

      “She shook her head a little and finally looked at me. She asked me ‘what’ and I changed the subject to our oral test next week.”

      “Well, it may wind up that your little slip was the best thing for her, but just to be safe, please don’t mention magic or lessons to her unless she brings it up first.”

      “Okay.”

      Iris cocked her head to the right and concentrated on something that caught her ear. “I think a car just pulled up out front. Yup, that was definitely a car door closing. Time to leave. All you have to do is exit the room, imagine being back in Cirrus’s room and—” They were both gone before Iris finished her sentence. She took a few more seconds to analyze the light sources in the Gallery. Violet was right. They belonged to Aeri, Roz, and Zarina.

      Her ears registered a door opening and Cirrus’s voice rang down the stairs. Another male voice answered. Something about going to take a shower. Iris left the Gallery of Doors for her body. She heard Cirrus mention dropping friends back off at campus, which was followed by a reply from the same unknown male voice. Her mind and body became one and she had a fleeting look at the back of someone with dark hair who was even taller than Cirrus as he disappeared into the upstairs bathroom. Evidently Cirrus’s brother had finally made it home through the infamous Los Angles traffic.

      “C’mon. I’d better get you two out of here before he gets out of the shower,” Cirrus whispered urgently. “I can only imagine the shit he’s going to give me for being home alone with not one, but two petite blondes, who he will assume are twins. Damn it! I was not prepared for this today. Oh well,” he shrugged and headed downstairs.

      Iris and Violet grabbed their things and followed quickly on Cirrus’s heels. No one spoke until they were in the car.

      “Why would it matter that we were here with you?” Iris asked as they drove back toward campus.

      “Oh, it doesn’t really matter that you were over, it’s more, well . . .” Cirrus tried to find the words. “Like I said the other day, my brother enjoys joking around and I just gave him a million lines he can use on me. He knows I have a girlfriend, but he’s never met Violet. I’m not ready to subject her to him or my parents yet. Then there’s the fact that you were over too.”

      “So?”

      "Even some people at school think you two are twins. He’ll assume the same thing. And,” he coughed a little, “he probably noticed the light was off when he pulled up and then on a few seconds later. He’s really observant like that. Then there’s the fact that neither of you really said anything, on top of your slightly vacant expression, Iris. It’ll make him think there was something, uh, extracurricular occurring rather than studying,” he said delicately.

      “It won’t matter what I say,” Cirrus continued a little sadly. “He’ll just have this stupid knowing grin and will make subtle comments my parents won’t understand, but that’ll probably cause me to blush even though I know they aren’t true. Don’t worry about it. It’s between the two of us and it’s this game we play all the time. Trying to one-up the other. I think I’m ahead right now, which doesn’t happen very often, and I gave him enough material for him to sprint ahead so far I may never catch up,” he sighed.

      “Well, then turn it back on him. Don’t let him get the better of you by trying to say you didn’t do anything—how’d you phrase it—’extracurricular’ with us. Just go with it and act like we did. What do I care? I’m never going to meet the guy, right? And Violet is way too sweet for anyone to berate her for more than a few seconds, so we both know he’ll never be able to bring it up with her when you finally introduce her to him,” Iris countered.

      “You know, Iris, that may be the best instruction you’ve given me today.” Cirrus grinned and laughed outright as they pulled back into Pacific’s parking lot. “I think I may actually do that. Thanks. You sure you don’t care? I mean, this is Pacific and things could potentially get around . . .” he trailed off and let Iris infer the meaning of his words.

      “Really, Cirrus? You think it’ll matter with how much shit I already take? Hell, this may lessen the attacks on me for all I know. Besides, my sister already graduated, so it shouldn’t get back to my parents in any way.”

      “I guess you have a point there. All right then, thanks. I like this new confidence you have. It suits you.”

      Iris smiled at the compliment.

      “By the way,” he added as she opened the car door. “I’m really glad I have you on my side. I’d hate to see what you’d do to me if I wasn’t dating Violet.”

      “Me? Are you kidding? Do you even know who I am?”

      “I do. There’s a lot more in there than you let on. I’d hate to be on your bad side when you realize it.” He grinned at her in the rearview mirror. “See you later!”

      “Bye!” Iris called and hopped out at the back of the 4Runner.

      The weekend came and went. Though Iris checked, there were no changes to Aerianna’s, Rozlynd’s, or Zarina’s doors in the Gallery. With only two weeks left before the winter break and teachers assigning way too much homework, it was a miracle she, Violet, and Cirrus were able to meet once each week for a lesson.

      Cirrus didn’t mention his conversation with his brother and Iris didn’t ask. They instead focused on magic lessons and honing the skills she’d already taught them. Cirrus and Violet both became adept at entering the Gallery of Doors, but while Violet progressed in her ability to lift large objects, Cirrus seemed to have developed a block against moving small ones. He was getting better each time, but he still couldn’t move the picture frame across his room.

      They all agreed not to meet during the break and to refrain from using magic. Instead, they were going to do some magical research by looking through dozens of fantasy books to get a better idea of the possibilities before them. Even with the task at hand, it was the slowest holiday break Iris had ever experienced. True to her promise, the only magic she performed was checking on the forming doors in the Gallery. After a week of no change, she stopped. It was too depressing.

      The final Saturday before the end of break came with some alone time. Her parents were going out for her Mom’s birthday and her sister was out with friends. Iris decided to take one last look in the Gallery of Doors to see what she’d be working with at school in a few days and was stunned to find three fully formed doors. She moved down the line of doors and studied the new ones.

      Aerianna’s was formed, but the lines manifesting on the door’s surface were too pale to discern what they would become. The carved lines on Rozlynd’s door were deepening by the second. Iris watched for a few minutes as the eye of a Western-style dragon came to life. She shook her head and moved to Zarina’s door. It was being etched as well, but not quite at the rate of Roz’s door. She was trying to decide what was being carved when movement caught her peripheral vision.

      “Uh, hi?” Iris managed after a few seconds of stunned silence.

      “Oh, hey! How’s it going? Sorry, I didn’t see you there. I was a bit distracted by that maze I just came through. So, where am I?” Rozlynd asked as though this was all part of a lesson Iris was conducting.

      “Uh,” Iris hesitated. “In the Gallery of Doors. A room that connects your mind to mine.”

      “Through these doors, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool! And that’s Zarina’s door.” Rozlynd pointed to the door Iris stood in front of. Before Iris could say anything, Roz opened the door and yelled. “Yo, Zarina. Hurry up!”

      “There you are.” A voice in the dark manifested into Zarina. “Oh, hey Iris! I didn’t expect you here.”

      “What the hell, you guys!” Iris yelled at the pair.

      “Surprise?”

      “Explain!”

      “Well, I started having these weird dreams a few weeks ago and when I told Zarina all about them, she said she’d been having some too. We compared notes and came to the only logical conclusion: we’re able to do magic. One of the things we both mentioned was feeling like there was something in the back of our minds calling to us, so we decided to investigate and here we are.”

      “That . . . that’s awesome!”

      “Yeah. We thought so too. I’m guessing you’ve already come to the same conclusion.”

      “Yup.”

      “So,” Zarina looked around the room. “Who do these doors belong to?”

      Iris gave them a tour of the Gallery and explained a little about her own experience and magic. She gave them the same warnings she’d given Violet and Cirrus about not using magic around people before asking if they’d tried using magic yet.

      “A little. I can pick up pens with my mind, but who needs a skill like that, am I right? I gotta figure out how to type mentally. That would be so much more useful.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that one. Good idea. Though, isn’t that the same as dictation?”

      “I guess so. But maybe not. Won’t know until I try it.”

      “Speaking of trying things, you mentioned you, Violet, and Cirrus meet to practice this stuff?” Zarina asked.

      “Yeah. Once or twice a week. We haven’t decided when our next training session will be, but I’m sure we’ll talk about it on Monday.”

      “Sounds good to me. Think we can join?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      Great! I think I’m going to go do a bit of practicing myself.”

      “Cool! Just remember—"

      “We know, no magic around other people even if the door is locked, and make requests, not demands. Got it!”

      “Perfect!”

      “See you Monday,” the pair said in unison.

      They disappeared and Iris was alone once more. She really wanted to tell Cirrus and Violet, but she thought it would be rude of her to ruin the surprise. She’d have to arrive on campus in time to witness it on Monday. If only Aerianna and Morrigan would figure it out. Then they could create a code and be able to talk about magic at school or when they got bored in class.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Iris found herself creating a magic curriculum. It was mostly reference words that no one else would be able to understand, but it worked for her. It helped streamline her thought process and allowed her to come up with what she thought was a good, standardized lesson plan. It also helped the time pass faster.

      On Monday she arrived early, but so did Morrigan, which meant there could be no discussion about magic practices. Roz and Zarina couldn’t reveal they were magic users, either. Instead, Iris went to the Gallery of Doors and asked the pair what they wanted to do. They said to wait until lunch and see if they could say something then, but time was once more not on their side.

      “Hey Aeri,” Iris called as Aerianna sat down between herself and Zarina just as Zarina was about to say something to Violet.

      “Hi,” she grumbled.

      “Not a good morning?” Zarina asked.

      “No, not really,” Aerianna sighed. “I forgot my AP bio homework. Mr. Buckley said I can bring it in tomorrow, but I never forget my homework. I had this weird dream last night and was distracted this morning while I was getting ready. The worst thing is I know exactly where it is. I left it sitting on the kitchen table where I was working on my homework over the break.”

      “Well, look at the positive side. He said he’ll accept it tomorrow, right?” Zarina asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s not like me,” Aerianna griped.

      “What’s not like you?” Rozlynd asked as she took a seat next to Zarina.

      Aerianna shook her head and took a bite of her sandwich instead.

      “She forgot her AP bio homework,” Iris supplied instead. “But Mr. Buckley is going to let her turn it in tomorrow.”

      “Oh, yeah, I knew that. We have class together,” Rozlynd replied with a short laugh.

      The conversation gave Morrigan time to sit down without drawing attention to herself. Iris waved at the newcomer and she winked back.

      Zarina didn’t notice Morrigan had sat down next to her until she asked Violet, “Where’s Cirrus?”

      “He’s having lunch with the guys on the soccer team. I think he feels like he’s been neglecting them, so he decided to have lunch with them a few times a week.” She shrugged. “I don’t really want him to be unhappy or to ditch his friends for me, so it’s cool.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Well, since he’s not here, I’ve been meaning to ask you guys,” Zarina said with excitement. “What do you all think about one last Disneyland trip before the end of senior year?” If she were standing, she’d be fully rocking on her toes in delight.

      “Yes!” was the overwhelming response she received.

      “Great! What about over Presidents’ weekend?”

      “Might be a little crowded,” Morrigan said.

      “True, but there really aren’t any other good times. Unless you all think your parents will let you ditch one day,” Rozlynd countered.

      “Not likely,” Aerianna grumbled.

      “I’ll look into hotel rooms if you all ask your parents,” Zarina said.

      “That’s awesome, thanks!” Iris’s excitement grew at the thought of a friends’ weekend. “Does anyone have a car that will seat all six of us?”

      “I’ll ask if I can borrow the minivan,” Rozlynd volunteered. “I’m sure my mom will be fine with it.”

      The rest of lunch was filled with conversations about Disneyland that Iris was too distracted to take much part in. She was busy trying to discern which of her friends was making the back of her neck tickle.

      A quick trip to the Gallery of Doors showed the carvings on Aerianna’s door had deepened, but not much. There was also a new light that had the distinct sensation of belonging to Morrigan. It looked like Iris had a few more people to teach how to use their powers. She wished they would’ve all figured it out at the same time. It would have been so much easier.

      Iris almost got her wish. That evening, Aerianna wandered into the Gallery of Doors the same way Rozlynd had. Though unlike with Roz, Iris hadn’t been in the Gallery when Aeri showed up.

      Hello? echoed so loud in Iris’s mind that she closed her eyes and screwed up her face involuntarily.

      “You all right, Iris?” her dad asked her across the dinner table.

      “Yeah. I just remembered a reading assignment I have to get done tonight. I’ve got time, so it’s not a problem.”

      “That’s good. Colleges can reject someone they’ve already accepted if their final semester grades don’t meet expectations.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I know."

      Hello? sounded even louder than the first time.

      “Can I be excused?”

      He nodded. Iris rose, dropped her dishes in the dishwasher, and went straight to her room. She was already through her internal maze before she locked the door behind her.

      “Hello!”

      “Shut up! Jesus! You’re giving me a headache,” Iris yelled at Aerianna.

      “Where did you come from?”

      “That door.” She pointed to her prominent door behind her.

      “And where are we?”

      Iris explained everything for the second time in less than forty-eight hours. After asking Aerianna a series of questions, Iris realized she hadn’t managed anything magic-related besides entering the Gallery, so she gave Aerianna a few pointers on feeling out and drawing the power flowing through the Earth into her body. Knowing full well that Aerianna would want to try something that night, Iris explained simple levitation and gave her friend several options for successful completion of the task. Iris hoped it would be enough to hold her over until they met for group training the next afternoon.

      “Hey Cirrus, Vi, Iris, wait up,” they heard a voice call from behind them. The three friends stopped and looked back to find Aerianna quickly walking to catch up to them. Her long strides made it an easy and quick process.

      “Morning,” Cirrus said as Aerianna joined them.

      Aerianna smiled at him briefly before asking Iris, “Did you tell them?” Iris shook her head and grinned back at Aerianna. “Cool. Let’s keep walking, shall we?”

      “So,” Cirrus said with a grin. “What’s this big news Iris was or wasn’t supposed to tell us?”

      “Jerk!”Aerianna said and punched him lightly on the shoulder. “You already know, don’t you? I can see it in that stupid smile of yours. Well fine then, I can use it too and Iris gave me a few tips, so I was able to practice on my own.”

      “That’s awesome, Aerianna!” Violet said excitedly. “You should join us this afternoon, then. We’re going to have another study session because we won’t have a whole lot of homework yet and it seems like a good way to start our last semester of high school; learning life skills that will actually benefit us.” She smiled at the three of them.

      “That would be awesome, if it’s cool with the jerk over there.” Aerianna motioned toward Cirrus. “I hear the studying takes place at his house, so I guess I have to ask him if I can come.”

      Cirrus did his best to look insulted and hurt but didn’t pull it off to well. “It’s fine with me, but you should ask Iris. She’s the teacher, so it’s up to her if she can handle teaching all of us at once.”

      “Me?” Iris asked, a little off guard.

      “Duh. You’re the one who figured it all out. Let it be known that I hereby dub you The First.”

      Iris crossed her arms and hunched her shoulders.

      “It’s a good thing Iris, a good thing. I’m not making fun of you, I swear.” Cirrus chuckled and shook his head at her. “What happened to all that self-confidence you were exuding before the break?”

      Iris shrugged and turned her head away from her three friends. Her eyes fluttered through several shades as she contemplated Cirrus’s new title for her. She was the first one to discover these new powers. The one who was able to figure out new tasks and teach them to everyone. She was confident in her powers and confident in her ability to teach everyone. Even her Little Self said she’d have confidence. The only thing keeping her from achieving true self-confidence was herself. And that wasn’t acceptable. Iris uncrossed her arms and consciously stood a little taller, determined to change.

      “So, meet you in the back parking lot this afternoon?” Aerianna asked as they parted ways when they made it to the main part of campus.

      “Yup,” Violet confirmed.

      Iris ended the day with thoughts of Why does school matter anymore? running through her mind. She could use magic now. Surely school was beneath magic users. There had to be some reason she and all her friends suddenly had this ability. What did it matter if they graduated high school or not? Maybe some catastrophic event was approaching and they had to stop it.

      Then again, maybe they had all been in some kind of freak accident. Like they’d been exposed to some experimental gas and were being transformed into superheroes. Or maybe she was in a coma from a car accident and she was imagining all of this.

      You are not becoming a superhero. And you most certainly are not in a coma. Her Little Self scoffed at her.

      “I know I’m not. Wait, you didn’t say anything about there not being a catastrophic event on the horizon.”

      Oh. Sorry. No. There’s not one of those either.

      “Your tone is less than believable. Are you serious?” Silence filled her head. “If you are, I’m not sure I want to do this anymore. Why should my friends and I risk our lives to save a bunch of assholes?”

      Because it’s your destiny . . .

      “Oh, don’t give me any of that destiny bullshit. It’s my life and I have a choice. I have been treated like crap for way too long to give a damn about the rest of humanity. Have you seen the shit they do? I think it’d be better if something wiped out the whole human race.”

      If you do nothing, you just may get your wish.

      Before Iris could respond, she felt her Little Self disappear and knew there was no point in continuing the argument.

      “Hey Iris, you all right?” Violet asked as she caught up to her in the parking lot.

      “No. I just found out something that doesn’t make me too happy.”

      “I can tell. Your eyes are a bit on the overcast-stormy-ocean side. Wanna talk about it?”

      “No. There’s nothing I can do about it now, so why dwell on it, right?”

      “Ah, my two favorite young ladies,” Cirrus called and joined them at Iris’s car.

      “Then what the hell am I?” Aeri growled a few steps behind him.

      “Uh, oh. What I meant to say . . .”

      “Save it! So, ready to head out?”

      “Hang on, I need to send a quick text.” Iris sent Cirrus’s address to Rozlynd so she and Zarina could surprise everyone. “Ready.” She climbed into the 4Runner and unlocked the front door for Aerianna. Teaching magic was the only thing that kept her from a long drive where she could contemplate her Little Self’s statements.

      Cirrus had just asked Aerianna if she wanted the grand tour of the house when the doorbell rang. He went to answer it and a shout of “surprise!” echoed down the hallway past him.

      “What are you guys doing here? And how do you know where I live?”

      “We’ve come to join you guys for practice. Iris sent me your address.” Roz announced.

      “What practice?”

      “Oh, knock it off, Cirrus. We just couldn’t find a time to tell everyone because Morrigan and Aeri were around at school.”

      “Hey Aeri! Didn’t expect to see you here.” Zarina grinned as she and Rozlynd followed Cirrus into the living room.

      “Ditto. I found out last night. You guys?”

      “We bumped into Iris in the Gallery Saturday evening.” Roz grinned.

      “That’s pretty awesome! What gallery? I didn’t know you guys were fans of art.”

      “No. Not an art gallery, the Gallery of Doors.”

      Aerianna finally caught on. “Oh! Right. The Gallery.”

      “So, I was going to start with a few warmup exercises and then move on from there. Does that sound good to everyone?”

      “Whatever you have planned is fine. It’s not like we know the order we should be learning this stuff in anyway,” Rozlynd told her.

      Iris nodded and pulled out her cryptic lesson plan for the day. Warm-up with connecting was written at the top of the page. Her stomach lurched. She squashed the doubts running through her head and squared her shoulders. When she looked up at her friends, she was ready to teach. For the next two and half hours, all five of her friends followed her instructions and suggestions. She answered questions and advised them on being more efficient. It added to her confidence.

      Iris was drained by the end of practice. The combination of using magic, keeping her focus in check for so long, and trying to act like the leader her friends expected her to be had sapped her of all energy. She put earbuds in when she got home, set an alarm, and fell into bed.
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      Time started to fly by. Iris split her afternoons and weekends between planning magic lessons, training, and school work. She was always exhausted, but happy. Her eyes stung less than usual. She guessed it had to do with her overwhelming sense of purpose and happiness. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone so long without dropping into depression or believing she didn’t belong. It was an odd sensation and one she welcomed. That was, until lessons stalled for everyone.

      At first, Iris thought it was because she wasn’t able to figure out how to put other theories into practice. Then she realized no one was progressing. Cirrus still had issues moving small items, Violet couldn’t draw in enough power to move items larger than a desk chair, Aerianna wasn’t able to complete anything smoothly, Rozlynd almost caught something on fire every time she tried to create a light source, and Zarina was inconsistent at everything. Add to that the fact that Morrigan’s door was forming at a glacial pace, and frustration became Iris’s constant companion.

      She would have called the next training session off to give everyone a break and chance to recharge, but it was the last session before their Disneyland trip and she didn’t feel that pissing everyone off before the trip was in her best interest. She tried to bolster herself, but her heart wasn’t in the lesson.

      There was too much frustration emanating throughout Cirrus’s living room and she wasn’t able to stem it. The desire to disappear and be alone caught Iris off guard. Especially in present company. She retreated into herself. Her shoulders hunched up and her eyes twinged. They’d be shifting toward shades of brown and grey. She needed a change of space. If the 4Runner was here she could step out for a drive, but it wasn’t.

      The image of her door in the Gallery filled her mind. Iris focused on the door. Imagined each detail of its delicately carved surface and frame in minutia. Placed the hardware precisely as it appeared in the Gallery. Brought it all to life. Willed it to form in the space in front of her. A shimmering appeared in the air. She wasn’t sure whether she was seeing things through unshed tears or the door was actually there.

      Iris couldn’t breathe. She stepped forward. Her hand alighted upon a cold wrought iron handle. She squeezed. The door opened and she stepped through. A thunk-click made her turn around. The door disappeared. A soft breeze ruffled her hair. Iris looked around and realized she was in the back corner of her backyard.

      “Ah, shit! I have no idea how I did that.”

      You really shouldn’t try new things when you’re that upset.

      “You think? Wanna help me get back? I’m going to need a ride from one of them to pick up the 4Runner.”

      Nope. You’re on your own. You got yourself into this mess, so you can get yourself out of it.

      “Bitch,” Iris grumbled as she drew on the stores of power surrounding her.

      It took a few tries, but Iris managed to recreate her doorway to open into Cirrus’s room. She had no idea what would happen if she accidentally formed the door too close to one of her friends and didn’t really feel like finding out. Or going to the emergency room and having to explain the injury.

      “Where the hell did you go?”

      “That was really cool!”

      “When were you going to show us that one?”

      Iris couldn’t distinguish the voices after she came downstairs. “I didn’t know I could do that.” She shrugged.

      “Well, it was really, really cool. You have to show us!” Aerianna told her.

      “How about tomorrow? I really need to go home and . . .”

      “Be alone?” Violet finished before Iris could complete the lie.

      She nodded. Bit her lower lip and tilted her head down.

      “Not gonna happen. Come here.”

      Violet held her arms out. Iris walked into them and accepted the hug. She was soon surrounded by all of her friends.

      “Group hug!” Rozlynd announced before four more pairs of arms encircled Iris.

      “Thanks guys,” Iris mumbled into Violet’s shoulder. “I needed that,” she added after they released her from their confines.

      “Sooo . . .” Aerianna prompted.

      “All right, all right, all right. First, I didn’t know I could do this. It just sort of happened. That was the first—and second through seventh—times I’ve ever tried recreating my Gallery Door and having it open somewhere else. I think I dreamed about something like this a few nights ago, but I didn’t realize it.” The more Iris spoke, the more her teaching persona came out. Five faces stared back at her, rapt with attention. She continued with the lesson, all desires to disappear forgotten.

      “I’m not sure if anyone was watching as I recreated my doorway, but it was a perfect replica of my door in the Gallery. In minute detail. That’s the first step. The second step was thinking about where I wanted the door to open. I was thinking about being outside and alone, so my backyard came to mind. Once I had both pieces, I funneled power into my request and stepped through.”

      “Sounds complicated,” Zarina said after everyone contemplated Iris’s newest lesson.

      “Yeah, like any part could go wrong,” Rozlynd added.

      “It was. And it could,” Iris agreed. “It took me several tries to get back here. You guys are welcome to try it, but we only have a few minutes before today’s training session must come to an end. Maybe it’s for the best. We’ll all get a break this weekend and have some fun. It may get our creative juices flowing again and allow us more success when we get back.”

      “Speak for yourselves. You’re all ditching me. At least my brother will be home to mock—I mean, entertain me.”

      “Have fun!” Aerianna laughed.

      Friday couldn’t end fast enough. Iris stared at the clock in her physics class and watched the seconds tick down. She was supposed to be getting a head start on her homework, but didn’t have the mental capacity to do anything, so she packed up early and tapped her foot. The second the bell rang, she slung her bag over her shoulder and was first out the door. She practically ran to the band room for her French horn, waved at Mr. H., who’d finished orchestra late, and reentered the halls as they flooded with students.

      Violet and Aerianna caught up with her on the way to the back parking lot. Roz, Zarina, and Morrigan were already waiting for them.

      “You can all toss your backpacks in the 4Runner if you want, since we have to drop it off at my place. You can grab them when we get back on Monday.”

      Iris had picked up Aerianna and Violet on her way to school that morning while Rozlynd picked up Morrigan and Zarina so they could get on the road as soon as possible. Once overnight bags were tossed in the minivan and the back of the 4Runner was full of backpacks and one French horn, they headed out. Rozlynd followed Iris as she headed home to drop off the 4Runner. Iris took a moment to take her horn inside before hopping in the back of the van.

      They managed to be on the road by three. Traffic was still a guarantee, but no one minded. They were all too excited. A buzz that had nothing to do with magic and everything to do with the fun-filled weekend ahead filled the minivan.

      “How’s magic training going at Cirrus’s?” Morrigan asked out of the blue a little after four.

      A stunned silence filled the van. Iris was glad she was in the back row. No one had a good view of the myriad of colors her eyes probably went through in the two minutes it took her to still her heart enough to find her voice. Rozlynd found hers first.

      “Rand al Thor is the Dragon Reborn,” she quoted from Robert Jordan’s epic fantasy series.

      “Yes, I know that. It’s not what I asked, though.”

      “We’ve stalled, as a matter of fact. How long have you known?” Iris asked. There seemed little point in lying.

      “I suspected something was going on after the New Year but didn’t put all the clues together until about a week ago. You guys aren’t nearly as secretive as you should be. I mean, having any conversation about magic while surrounded by so many people is really dumb. Especially since it seems like you’re not even trying to hide it.”

      “Morrigan . . .” Iris began but had no clue what to say.

      “No apology needed. I assume I’m not ready yet?”

      “You aren’t. Weren’t, I mean. Since you know, you must be ready now.”

      “How do you know when someone’s ready?”

      “Their door in the Gallery of Doors has fully formed.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “There’s this room that links all of our minds through intricately carved doors. I call it the Gallery of Doors. Last I checked, your door had only started to form. In fact, it still is forming,” Iris added after a quick sprint to the Gallery.

      “Does that mean I’m not ready to learn magic?”

      “I’m not sure, to be completely honest. For everyone else, it meant they weren’t ready to hear about magic, let alone have a calm conversation about it. Maybe you’re different. Maybe the door actually has nothing to do with it. Or maybe you don’t fully believe you’ll be able to do magic.”

      “No, I know I’ll be able to. I won’t be as strong as you guys, but I’ll be able to use magic.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Call it a hunch. I keep dreaming about these doors that I can open to anywhere in the world. Every time I go through one, I look back to see someone coming after me, and I have this sense that my life is in danger. I figure I’m fleeing from them because I can’t beat them.” Morrigan shrugged.

      “That sounds terrifying,” Zarina said.

      “No, not really. It’s more of an odd sensation for me. I’m the second-highest-ranking black belt at my dojo, so feeling like I’m in danger is weird. Anyway, each time I stepped through a door I knew I was going to be safe because I was going somewhere I knew I’d get help or had someone waiting for me.”

      “We’ll always be there for you, Morrigan,” Iris said with a smile. “No matter what.”

      “And I think that’s precisely why I’m not afraid. I know you guys are waiting for me. To help.”

      “So . . . do you want a lesson or something?”

      “No. You said I may not be ready yet, so I’ll wait. I would like to join you guys at your next practice so I can see what types of things you all can do.”

      “Of course you can! I know Cirrus won’t mind one bit,” Violet answered for the group.

      “What days do you practice?”

      “Usually Tuesdays and either Wednesday or Thursday.”

      “Can we keep it Tuesdays and Thursdays? I have aikido Monday, Wednesday, and some Friday evenings.”

      “Yeah, that should be fine, right guys?” Violet asked the group.

      Everyone agreed.

      “Then I only have one more question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Can we stop for food soon? I’m getting hungry.”

      The car was filled with chuckles and smiles. It broke the tension that still permeated the interior of the van.

      “Sure thing. Can someone see what’s around us right now?” Rozlynd asked from the driver’s seat.

      “I got it,” Zarina announced from where she rode shotgun.
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      They decided on fast food for dinner and were back on the freeway in less than thirty minutes. Since Morrigan knew about magic, their previous decision to not discuss it went out the window.

      “So, speaking of magic,” Rozlynd started, “can anyone else tell when someone is using magic nearby? When we get to Cirrus’s late and you guys have already started, I swear I can feel you guys doing magic. It’s like the pulsating of the power surrounding me intensifies.”

      “I never really thought about it, but now that you mention it, yeah, I can,” Aerianna agreed. “But I have to be really close to the person and they have to be using magic at the time.”

      “I can tell, and I think I can even discern who is doing what, but like Aeri said, I have to be really close to them to figure it out,” Zarina added. “What about you Iris? Is it any different for you?”

      “It is. I can tell when someone is doing magic and identify who it is. I can also tell what they’re doing as well as determine how strong they are magically. They don’t have to be nearby, but I can’t discern as much when I’m far away.”

      “Really? That’s cool. How come you never taught us how to figure that stuff out?”

      “I guess I assumed you guys were able to tell as well.”

      “Do you think you could teach it to us now?”

      “I dunno. We can give it a shot. Which part are you the most interested in?”

      “I wanna be able to judge if the person I’m up against is stronger than me,” Rozlynd said immediately.

      “Let’s start with that, then. I think it’ll be easier to accomplish while we’re all in a small space anyway. Vi and Zarina, can you both fill with power, please? Not until you’re bursting, but as much as you can comfortably hold. Thank you,” Iris added after both friends complied with her request. “Now, Roz and Aeri, concentrate on Vi and Zarina. Compare their aura—their essence—to one another and see if you can determine which is stronger.”

      “I don’t feel a difference,” Rozlynd said after a few minutes of concentrating. “Do you, Aeri?”

      “I can tell they’re both filled with power, but beyond that, no.”

      “Hmmm. Okay, let me add myself to the mix. See if anything changes.”

      “Yup. That’s obvious. You’re stronger. I have no idea how I know that. I just know you are,” Aeri announced after a few seconds. “But I don’t know how any of you compare to me. Just to each other.”

      “I’ll have to think on that one. What about you, Roz?”

      “I can’t tell if I’m stronger or they are. I can tell Iris is the strongest of the three of you, though. It’s almost like a higher frequency is surrounding her. At least, that’s what it feels like to me,” Roz offered.

      “I’m not getting that. It’s more like. . . like . . .” Aerianna couldn’t find the right descriptors.

      “Like her presence feels massive?”

      “That’s not very nice, Morrigan,” Iris admonished.

      “Nice or not, she nailed the description,” Aerianna agreed. “What does it feel like to you, Morrigan?”

      “More like a commanding presence. And confidence. Like the person knows how strong they are and that sense of strength manifests into a feeling that encompasses them before emanating outward.”

      “Interesting that you can feel we’re holding power. Maybe you’re more ready than your door indicates,” Iris told Morrigan.

      “Self-worth,” Zarina called from the front seat. “That makes sense. Can I give it a shot?”

      “Of course. If we all release what we’re holding and then Roz and Aeri fill up . . . Thank you both. Okay Zarina and Vi, give it a go.”

      “They feel pretty similar to me, but I think Roz is a little stronger. Could any of it have to do with the amount of time we’ve been using magic?” Zarina asked.

      “No. Vi, can you pull power into your being once more?”

      Violet did as Iris requested and Zarina saw why Iris said no so quickly. Even though Violet had been using magic the second longest, she wasn’t as strong as the other two girls.

      “As much as I’m enjoying this, I need you to direct me to the hotel, Zarina.” Roz brought the girls back to reality and the needs of the mundane.

      They continued trying to identify who was holding magic, what they were doing, and who was stronger for a bit in the hotel room that night, but no one was able to gather nearly as much information as Iris could. By the end of an hour, the best anyone could do was tell who was using magic, but not how much or what they were requesting. Once a request was made, a few of them could tell who’d requested what, but no one was one hundred percent at it. Iris finally put a stop to the impromptu training session in favor of discussing what they wanted to do in Disneyland and California Adventure over the next two and a half days.

      “Iris, you got us reservations for lunch today, right?” Rozlynd asked as they left the hotel room for the park the following morning.

      “It’s more of a linner reservation. Sorry. The only thing they had for six was at four p.m. Sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing. Thanks for getting the reservations in the first place. I’ve never eaten at the Blue Bayou, so I’m thrilled no matter what time.”

      Iris smiled. It was nice to feel appreciated. “If you guys give me your tickets once we get into the park, I’ll go get FastPasses for something.”

      “That’d be great!” All five girls chanted at once.

      “I’ve been dying to go on Pirates. Can we do that one first, please?” Violet almost begged.

      “I concur,” Morrigan said before anyone else could argue in favor of a different ride.

      “Cool. You guys want me to get FastPasses to Space or Indie or Star Tours or Haunted or—?”

      “Star Tours!”

      “Space Mountain.”

      “Indie!”

      “Haunted.”

      “Yes.”

      Iris received all five responses at once. She had no clue who said what.

      “I’ll check the app,” Zarina supplied. “Looks like the line for Pirates isn’t too long.”

      “Okay. Then I’ll have to get FastPasses to a ride that’s close-ish or not too far out of the way. That leaves Star Tours and Indie. And Haunted, I suppose. Though that’s a bit of backtracking. What are the return times?”

      “Good point. You should get one for Star Tours before they’re gone,” Roz said after consulting the app over Zarina’s shoulder.

      “Will do.”

      The girls handed Iris their tickets as soon as they entered the park and split up.

      “See you in a few!” Iris waved.

      She dodged strollers, children, and dozens of people who were fixated on only themselves, but managed to make it to the FastPass station for Star Tours with her frustration level on low. She tapped her foot as she waited for the machine to spit out one FastPass for each ticket and muttered “finally” when she had all six in hand. Iris went back into dodge-people mode as she crossed the park.

      When she made it to Jungle Cruise, she slapped a bug off the back of her neck. At Indiana Jones, she realized it wasn’t a bug. Iris stopped in the middle of the walkway like so many of the inconsiderate people around her. She managed to murmur an apology to the person who ran into her before moving out of the way.

      “You’re an idiot, Iris,” she thought. “Just keep walking. There is no way you felt another magic user. There are no other magic users.”

      And you know that to be a fact, how? her Little Self asked.

      “Seriously? You never thought to tell me there are other magic users? Hello?” But her Little Self was gone. “You suck, you know that, right?” she muttered out loud.

      “Who sucks?” Morrigan whispered as Iris slipped into line for Pirates.

      Iris shook her head. She refused to allow this weekend to be ruined by the stupidity of her Little Self. Thankfully it was Morrigan who’d heard her and not one of her other friends. It meant her comment went by unaddressed. Morrigan quietly accepted her ticket and FastPass, shrugged at Iris and refocused her attention on finding Hidden Mickeys.

      The morning continued in a fun-filled flurry as the six of them bounced from ride to ride in no particular order. The tickling sensation inserted itself here and there. Iris looked around for its owner, but she couldn’t do much without pulling power into her being. She wasn’t willing to give away her abilities to someone she didn’t know. Especially if they hadn’t identified her either.

      As the morning transitioned into the afternoon, Iris grew more tense. After the third ride in a row with the tickling sensation prominent, Iris was frustrated beyond belief. She was pretty sure the other magic user had identified her. Them, more likely. She wondered if the person could sense another magic user even when they weren’t holding onto any power. If that were the case, the six of them must feel like a homing beacon. It was enough for Iris to pull some power into her being.

      The tickling sensation intensified. The other person was holding onto some power. She focused her mind. Followed the power back toward its source as they made their way to the back corner of the park. Iris’s guard was up. She felt like they were heading into a trap. The magic user was close. Her eyes tried to scan the surrounding crowd, but she was too short to see over the milling bodies. She pulled more power into her being. The tickling sensation vanished. Iris grimaced.

      She was distracted as they got in line for Winnie the Pooh. The fun colors and song pulled her back into a good mood. It continued as they crossed the walkway to enter the FastPass line for Splash Mountain and peaked when they all laughed at how soaked they got on the steep drop into the briar patch. They got off Splash Mountain and went to look at the photo they’d staged of them playing poker.

      “This is great, guys! We should get some,” Violet called over her shoulder.

      “Yeah?” Rozlynd called back.

      Iris felt the telltale sign of someone using magic and glanced around. Rozlynd’s shoes were surrounded by a puddle of water and were now dry.

      “Really Rozlynd? We said no magic,” Iris mouthed the last two words as she walked closer to where Rozlynd sat.

      “No one saw. They’re all distracted by their own—"

      Their conversation was cut off as the pair of them felt the unmistakable whoosh of magical air pass between them. They shared a second of bewilderment before Rozlynd was on her feet. Both of them looked for the culprit. The problem was Rozlynd focused on their group of friends while Iris surveyed the surrounding crowds of people. She tried to see if anyone looked familiar from earlier that day.

      “All right, who did it?” Rozlynd asked in a hurried whisper after pulling the other four girls away from the photo sale booth.

      “Did what?” Violet asked.

      “What are you talking about?” demanded Aerianna.

      “I thought we agreed to no magic,” Zarina reminded them.

      “So I don’t like having wet feet, big deal. No one noticed, but that random wind gust? That was uncalled for.”

      “It wasn’t one of them,” Iris said. “There’s someone else in this park who can access the stores of power flowing through the Earth. We can either stay and be on our guard or leave the park early. What’ll it be?”

      “Why would we leave? There are five of you,” Morrigan said. Everyone else shrugged, so they got in line to purchase Splash Mountain pictures.

      Iris didn’t want to say it, but she had an uneasy feeling about this magic user. She was now positive the person could sense magic users the same way she could. Worse, whoever it was knew her and her friends, while Iris had no idea who to watch out for. She needed to get away from her friends to search out the person. She offered to go get FastPasses for Indiana Jones while everyone else purchased pictures. She’d meet up with them in line for Haunted Mansion.

      The prickling sensation at the back of her neck increased the further she traveled from her friends, but Iris kept on walking. She expelled a breath and cleared her mind. Focused her thoughts on the tickling sensation at the back of her neck. Pulled a trickle of power into her being. The person was behind her. Close. She made to move left so she could circle back around. Someone grabbed her arm and yanked her off the main path.
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      In a flash, a man drew Iris to a less traveled corner of the park next to the Haunted Mansion. “What the hell do you think you are playing at? You’re just a kid. You’re all just kids. How many of you can use it?” He demanded in a low whisper. Leaned toward and slightly over her.

      Iris wrenched her arm out of his grasp and glared at him. The fear from being grabbed was consumed by anger in an instant. Her eyes burned with a heat she’d never felt before. Her sunglasses would hide their assured shift to green. “Who the hell are you and why should I tell you anything about me or my friends?”

      “Don’t play with me girl. I’ve been doing this stuff for decades now. Do you really think you can outperform me?”

      “Yes,” Iris told him. Coals filled her stomach. They sparked and expanded outward to engulf her body in heat. She was done being the scared, fragile girl. She’d already judged how strong he was and she knew she was stronger than him. Disbelief flashed across his face as Iris drew upon the flows of power surrounding her.

      “Stop! You’ll draw attention to us.”

      Iris stopped pulling power into her being. She held it for a count of five before releasing it at a snail’s pace. She wasn’t in the mood to trust this guy. Having power easily accessible felt like the smarter idea.

      “You’re stronger than me, I’ll give you that,” the man admitted. “But I’ve been doing this much longer than you have. Probably longer than you’ve been alive.” He shook his head and stared at her for a few more moments. “If you have any sense, you will stop accessing that power and tell your friends to do the same. Nothing good can come of it.”

      “I don’t think I could stop if I wanted to,” Iris found herself admitting.

      “Then you’re already too deep. Balance has you in its clutches. You’ll stop sooner or later. I only hope you’re the one who makes that decision.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know.”

      The man’s eyes unfocused.

      Iris could tell he was thinking about something else.

      He shook his head, glared at Iris and left without another word.

      Iris turned to follow his progress, but he was gone. It took her a few moments to remember she was supposed to be getting FastPasses. She released all the power she held, but kept her body poised to pull it back in. She searched him out. He was nowhere to be found. Some of the joy of the day disappeared. She needed to find him again.

      After Haunted, they took a trip around the park on the train. Iris used the time to home in on the man from earlier. He was somewhere in Tomorrow Land. Iris suggested they get off there and go on a few rides before their late lunch. She claimed a need to refill her water bottle as everyone hopped in line for Autopia. Iris snagged the man’s arm the same way he had hers and dragged him off the main path.

      “Why did you search me out?” She demanded.

      He glared at her for a few moments. “I wanted to warn you. The first magic user I met warned me to stop. I didn’t listen. It cost me more than I care to think about. I felt it was my job to pass on his warning. I’d hoped—what with your age and all—that you weren’t too involved, but I’m obviously too late.” He paused as a few people passed them. “It seems the war between Balance and Chaos is gearing up for another round. If you stop now, you may survive. If you don’t . . . you won’t like the results.”

      His eyes unfocused. He shook his head. Came back to the present. “Do not search me out again. You’ll bring attention to me and I don’t want that.” He stepped around Iris and marched down the path into the mass of bodies flowing from one ride to the next.

      Iris turned to call after him, but the crowd engulfed his retreating back and she lost sight of him once more. She stood there for a few moments and contemplated his words before finding a drinking fountain. She muttered to herself the whole way there and ignored more than a few sideways glances.

      “Snap out of it, Iris. The guy was obviously crazy. I mean, who the hell was he talking about? Balance and Chaos? What kind of names are those, anyway? He could do magic, that was obvious, but so what? You were naive to think you and your friends were alone in that department. Now you have to figure out what you’re going to do about it.”

      Iris stopped talking to herself long enough to refill her water bottle. She was lost in her own thoughts when she joined her group of friends in line.

      A soft knock sounded in her mind before a door opened. You should really practice schooling your eyes and facial features more often, Violet had the decency to tell her in the Gallery of Doors.

      Iris stepped to the back of their group with Violet and sent half her mind to discuss the issue with her in private. That obvious?

      Yup! Wanna talk about it?

      Nope. Just gotta figure something out. This new knowledge about there being other magic users kind of changes everything.

      No, it doesn’t. I didn’t think we could be the only ones. I mean, I hoped, but it doesn’t make sense that we’re the only seven people who can do this in the world.

      Iris didn’t respond.

      Perhaps this was that person’s way of saying, ‘Hey, I’m in the park too.’ Or something along those lines.

      Something is right.

      You should let it go, let it go, Violet sang and grinned. There’s nothing we can do about it now. Besides, we’re in Disneyland. Let’s have fun!

      Iris nodded. Violet bumped shoulders with her and left the Gallery as they stepped up to cars. A drive was the precise thing Iris needed. Even if it was on a track. Violet was right, there was nothing she could do now, but it got Iris wondering if she should reconsider magic. Were there risks that outweighed the benefits? What if the guy had been inclined to fight? At minimum, Iris needed to work out methods for self-defense. She decided the first thing she was going to try when she had a moment alone was offensive and defensive strategies.

      The rest of the holiday weekend flew by. Iris didn’t search out the guy, but the tickling sensation cropped up on several occasions. When it intensified, she’d catch a glimpse of the man glaring at her from somewhere nearby. Her guard was up the whole time. She scanned crowds, assessed anyone who paid too much attention to them and was exhausted from staying constantly prepared to draw in power the whole weekend. The best thing was that Morrigan’s door finished forming and Iris gave her a quick lesson on drawing in and releasing power while they sat in the hotel room Sunday night. The rest of the girls helped her move small objects on their drive home Monday evening. Iris was too tired. Thoughts of whether or not she should keep using magic kept cropping up.
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      “Hey Iris, want a hand?” Cirrus called to her Tuesday morning. He jogged to catch up and grabbed her horn from her before she could respond.

      “Uh, sure, I guess.” She didn’t have the energy to fight with him.

      “Sounds like you guys had a pretty awesome weekend. And possibly an unwanted visitor?”

      “Yes to both.”

      “So next time you’ll invite me, right? It makes more sense to have a guy with you and—"

      “Excuse me? Just because I’m small and a chick doesn’t mean I can’t handle myself,” Iris snapped. “Not to mention, Morrigan was there. Don’t underestimate her black belt status or ability to turn anything into a bo or bokken. Besides, the guy was nowhere near as strong as me. He just had more guts than I did and was crazy.”

      “Wait!” Cirrus stopped Iris with his free hand. “What do you mean he was crazy? Did you talk to the guy?”

      Iris blushed. It was the only confirmation Cirrus needed.

      “Iris!” He stared at her for several long moments. “You didn’t tell anyone, did you?”

      “No. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t either.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s a nonissue. They all know there are other magic users out there. Why does it matter if this guy sought me out? I was fine. He wasn’t threatening, and if he had been, I could have protected myself and everyone else.”

      Cirrus released Iris’s arm. They started walking toward campus once more. “I believe you. Anyway, when Violet told me about the random gust of wind, it got me thinking more about doorways. Specifically about if you can create a doorway to any location. You know, if you needed to choose flight over fight?”

      “We talked about that one as well. It’s not a bad idea. I have to think about it more, though. I haven’t had a chance to work it out yet. We can give it a shot this afternoon. Sound good? Oh, and did Vi tell you about Morrigan?”

      Cirrus nodded. “I think we need to find a larger venue. My house is starting to feel a little cramped.

      “Agreed. Perhaps a doorway will lead us to an island oasis we can use for practices.”

      “Perhaps.” Cirrus was skeptical, but they didn’t exactly have any other options.
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      Iris’s mind was focused on creating doorways to unknown locations as she left campus, so she didn’t notice Cirrus until he took her horn from her for the second time that day.

      “Holy shit! You scared me. Umm, thanks, I think? Is something the matter?”

      “Sorry I scared you, and no. Check this out.”

      Iris waited for something, anything, to happen and was about to ask what he was on about when she felt Cirrus open himself to the power flowing beneath the Earth and expel the tiniest stream of power she’d ever felt him release. Following the trickle of magic, she looked to the hand Cirrus held her horn in and realized he wasn’t bearing any of its weight. Instead, he was levitating her instrument alongside him and had his hand wrapped around its handle as a facade.

      “Huh. That’s actually really cool. You do know we’re surrounded by people, though, and we recently had an incident at Disneyland, right?”

      “Yeah, I know. But, see,” he lowered his voice. “We can do magic around people and they’ll never know.”

      Iris looked around. He was right. Not one of their classmates were paying them even the slightest bit of attention. She’d never felt any other magic users on campus, so perhaps it was harmless. She also realized that what little she’d once had in common with the mob of students was gone. She wouldn’t go so far as to say they were beneath her notice, but it was close. She didn’t care where they went to college or what jobs they got or anything she’d previously judged her own life by. Her world had been turned upside down in more ways than one. It hit Iris for the first time—hard—that her life would never be the same.

      Some of what she was thinking must have shown on her face because Cirrus spoke up again. “You wanna talk about something?”

      “I dunno,” Iris sighed. “I just realized I can’t relate to any of our fellow Pacific schoolmates anymore.”

      “Wait, you thought you could relate to them at all?” Rozlynd asked from behind her. “Hey Cirrus, can you show me how to do that?” She added in a much softer voice. “By the way, didn’t you say we shouldn’t do this around other people? I mean, I could feel someone using magic half the campus away and I followed it like a homing beacon back to you two.”

      “Didn’t think about that one,” Cirrus mused and released the power he was holding before his arm was ready to accept the full weight of Iris’s horn.

      Iris watched as her very expensive instrument almost hit the pavement. She cringed. “I think I’ll take that back now.” She removed her horn from Cirrus’s grasp. “You were able to follow the power he was using?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t know I could do that. I was heading to my car when I felt this tingling sensation at the back of my neck. I concentrated on it and pulled a little power into my being without realizing it. Then I could tell someone was using magic and I followed this, well for lack of a better word, trail to you two. Once I got close enough I could tell it was Cirrus. There’s a different quality to his powers than yours.”

      “I’ve noticed that too. Everyone’s powers feel different to me. Like we all have a personal signature. We’ll have to try homing in on each other’s powers at training this week. Though, I’m not sure where we’re going to do that. We almost need a secluded island or glade at this point. Cirrus, you’re right. Seven of us at your place is a bit much.”

      “Agreed,” Rozlynd added. “Okay, I’m heading back to my car. I’m sure Zarina and Morrigan are waiting for me already. See you two in a few.”

      “See you in a few!” Iris and Cirrus waved at her.

      “Perhaps you can teach me how to move something smaller than your French horn case while we wait for them to arrive?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll break you of your inability to move that picture frame if it kills you.”

      “You mean ‘if it kills me,’ as in you, the teacher, right?”

      “Nope. I mean you.”

      “Is something the matter with you?”

      “Nope. Just coming out of my shell, I think.”

      “Keep doing it.” Cirrus grinned at her.

      They arrived at Cirrus’s place fifteen minutes later and Iris got straight to breaking Cirrus of his block against moving small objects.

      “Again! Now, not in five minutes. You’re not trying hard enough. No. That’s too much power. Take in less originally. There! That’s enough. Perfect, now form the request and release—no, slower. Better!”

      The picture frame drifted from where it lived on his desk to Cirrus’s outstretched hands where he sat on his bed.

      “See, you had no excuse,” Iris smiled at him. “All you needed to do was quit your bitching and do it. That was perfect, by the way.”

      “You’re only saying that to be nice. I know you could feel the wobbling and adjustments I made as if you were the one doing them,” he countered.

      “So what? You think I don’t have to make adjustments in the amount of power I’m using or that I don’t stumble occasionally with my requests and such? You should’ve seen the way my couch moved until I got the hang of it. All that matters is that you managed the request and have completed the task once.

      “I’m pretty sure half the process is forming the correct request and the other half is confidence in your ability to complete it,” Iris continued. “Now that you’ve moved the picture frame once, it should get easier. Especially because you knew how to adjust your request and the amount of power you were releasing. Your body has a memory of what it took to be successful, so you should be good to go from now on.”

      “Should being the operative word, right?”

      “Whatever. If you can’t do it again, then you’re not trying hard enough.”

      “Now you sound like my soccer coach. Where did that come from?”

      “Are you going to keep stalling by asking stupid questions, or are you going to give it another shot?”

      “I’ll give it another shot. Geez. Calm down. I think I liked the timid Iris better,” he attempted to add in an undertone.

      Iris’s eyes flared at the insult. “Well, she’s gone, so you better get used to this one.” Iris wasn’t sure what had gotten into her, but she was pretty sure this change came about because of the man at Disneyland. She needed to prepare her friends and herself for the unknown. It put a lot of pressure on her shoulders.

      Once the other three girls arrived, they went straight into working on doorways. It bypassed some of the basics for Morrigan, but Iris felt it was vital to their continued survival in the new world they were entering. Luckily, Morrigan picked up on doorways in a flash. Iris wondered if it was because she’d dreamt about them.

      It was while Iris watched Aerianna’s doorway form that she felt magic being used somewhere close by, but not close enough for it to be one of her friends. Remembering that Violet and Morrigan were still upstairs, Iris ignored the thought until she looked back to the kitchen and saw Violet entering it through the third doorway she’d formed that afternoon. Iris was even more puzzled when Morrigan stuck her head through after Violet.

      Iris closed her eyes and felt for the power each one of her friends was using. She could see Aerianna’s doorway and feel the formations of Cirrus and Zarina’s doorways. Rozlynd, Morrigan, and Violet were holding onto but not using any power whatsoever. It still felt like there was something else in the vicinity.

      Deciding to investigate, Iris pulled a little more power into herself. It enhanced her ability to sense all the magic being used around her. She rose from her seated position on the floor and wandered toward the extra source of power she felt. The sensation led her to the front door, where she paused, hand resting on the doorknob. Her heart pounded as a sickly sensation grew in the pit of her stomach. Should she open the door and see if anyone was outside or should she leave it alone and keep this to herself?

      Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the person’s location and felt as though she was being led outside. Without leaving her spot in the front entry, Iris drew in more power and followed the person’s aura down the street. It disappeared. The person must have stopped using magic.

      Iris bit her lower lip as she tried to make up her mind; tell her friends or don’t tell her friends. She didn’t want to alarm anyone, but she knew nothing about this person. There was a slight familiarity about the magic user, but it came with a bit of disdain.

      What do I do? Iris asked herself in consternation. She chewed on her lower lip. Do I tell them and hope they don’t freak out or do I keep it to myself and hope this other person decides to leave us alone since there are seven of us and only one of them?

      She continued to stand at the front door, hand lightly resting on the doorknob, until someone called her name from the other room. Iris flinched away from the door. Her teeth released her lower lip from their confines. She wouldn’t say anything. Not today, at least. There was no point in making them nervous or getting their guard up over something she may have imagined. If she hadn’t shared about the person in Disneyland who had physically approached her, there was no way she was going to share something that may not have even existed.
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      Taking a few calming breaths, Iris walked to the hall bathroom, flushed the toilet as if she’d used it, and splashed some cold water on her face. She dried her face and hands on the provided towel. Looked in the mirror to make sure no signs of trepidation showed on her face. Amber eyes stared back at her. Iris tried to swallow the lump in her throat. She failed and wandered back into the living room as she attempted to convince herself nothing was wrong.

      “Someone call my name?” She asked from the hallway. Iris leaned against the wall at the entrance to the living room, keeping her distance so no one would notice her eye color. She took deep, measured breaths as she tried to convince herself that there was nothing to worry about.

      “Yeah, but we figured it out, so never mind,” Violet answered.

      In an attempt to distract herself from the fact that there was a magic user close by, Iris asked Morrigan to relate her dreams about doorways while the others continued practicing.

      “Basically, I was walking around, and then I’d think of a location and walk through a door to it. Sometimes I looked at a map first. Nothing too detailed.”

      “So if I pulled up a map on my phone, do you think you could open a doorway to a place on it?”

      “Probably. It’d have to be a place you know so that you can check my work.”

      “No problem. How about here?” Iris showed Morrigan a map of Silver Lake East in the El Dorado National Forest.

      “Okay.” Morrigan cocked her head to the left, looked at the map once more, drew in and released power. Her wolf-carved door appeared in the middle of the living room. “Should be there. Open it up.”

      Iris did as suggested. A gust of cold air rushed into Cirrus’s living room.

      “What the hell? Close the door!” Cirrus yelled as snow blew onto the area rug.

      “Right. It’s winter. Forgot about that one. Let me see here . . .” She went back to her phone to search out another, less frigid location.

      “Iris?”

      She ignored Cirrus. “Try here,” she told Morrigan.

      “Hang on a moment,” Cirrus tried to plead with the pair.

      It was too late. Morrigan—who had already refilled with power—released it and her door of black palm materialized, bringing its wolf carving to life once more. Iris opened the door. Pale desert sands met her eyes. It looked like the Anza Borrego desert, but was it? She took a step through the door and looked around. The surrounding hills had the correct decaying look about them with their fingers of fishers cascading downward in V-like patterns.

      “How do I know it’s the right spot?” She asked Morrigan, who shrugged.

      “You should probably come back in now,” Zarina cautioned.

      “Yeah, what if there are people nearby?” Rozlynd asked.

      Iris didn’t listen. She needed to know if she was in the correct place. If Morrigan could truly open doors to anywhere in the world, then perhaps they could locate a deserted island or field to practice in.

      A familiar noise caught Iris’s ear.

      “Shit! Iris, inside. Now!” Cirrus hissed.

      Iris moved a few steps farther away. She peered around the door frame and saw a recognizable patch of palm trees and a small stream that kept the area in its vicinity green. An arm pulled her back inside and Morrigan’s door winked out. Iris smiled. She nodded to Morrigan who nodded back.

      “You all gotta go. Quick, out the garage!” Cirrus called from the front room. “My brother’s home.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Iris wondered, not for the first time, whether school was really worth it anymore. What could she possibly need with a high school diploma when she could, in essence, teleport to another location? She could make millions transporting people across the world in seconds—or she could wind up a science experiment and spend the rest of her life locked in some basement laboratory with tubes and wires connected to her body. Maybe homework and school were still important.

      As February turned abruptly into March, the only way Iris could keep her mind on track was through images of herself that reminded her of actors in comas on TV shows about hospitals—locked up, knocked out, and connected by dozens of tubes to monitors and scientific devices. She was probably being overdramatic, but the increase in movies and shows about people with special abilities running from governments and individuals who wanted to use the person’s abilities could not be a coincidence. It put her on her guard. So did the magic user’s statement from Disneyland about not wanting to draw attention.

      Iris pushed her friends during lessons. Gone was the supportive environment. It’d been replaced with a training regime that demanded and expected progress every day. It was proving effective. Her friends were not only learning more skills but also increasing their strength. On the side, she had everyone looking into deserted islands or wilderness areas so they could practice more destructive spells without destroying Cirrus’s house.

      She grew increasingly frustrated at their lack of ability to find such a location. Morrigan had already taken them to a dozen places they thought were perfect, only to find footprints, or a cruise ship within view, or trash left behind—which disgusted all of them. Iris began having nightly dreams of twin archways that led to large, deserted areas she knew couldn’t exist anywhere on the planet. Some looked vaguely familiar. Twice they faded into her mansion dream, but something was different from before.

      After three weeks of disappointments, they stumbled upon two potential candidates in one day. Rather than practicing, the seven friends scoured the tropical island and forest around the clearing Morrigan transported them to. Neither location showed any signs of human presence during their search. Even so, Iris made everyone check both locations at their next training session. To Iris’s delight, they were both as empty as they had been the first time.

      “So, now that we’ve found two places where we can try more offensive types of things, I’ve been working on using air in various forms since it exists everywhere. Thus far, I’ve figured out ways to whip up a powerful gust, use air to blow dust in a person’s face or to cover tracks, and even focus it into a pinpoint projectile. The hard part involves focusing enough to use only what you need rather than all the air surrounding you.

      “I’ve also worked on ways to alter the light source I taught you guys how to create and I’m pretty sure I can make a fireball. I haven’t tried it yet. I assume Roz will be rather successful with that one,” she added with a grin. “Violet was also telling me about how she can continually pull flows of power into her while releasing requests, so she has a never-ending supply of power that never gets close to her strength capacity. So, lots to try today. We’re going to start with continually pulling in power. That way we’ll never have to worry about not having enough power ready for a counterattack.”

      “Is this because of the magic user in Disneyland?” Aerianna called.

      “Yes. In part. I’ve also felt other magic users closer to home.” Iris debated saying how close to home or telling them the warning she’d received in Disneyland, but that would mean admitting that she’d kept that information from them for over a month. She’d also have to admit she felt they were all vulnerable and needed to have their guard up. But she didn’t want to scare her friends away from their dreams, so she didn’t elaborate. “Are there any other questions or can we get to the lesson?”

      No one responded, so Iris asked Violet to explain how she was able to continually pull in and expel power at the same time. Iris tried it out while listening to Violet’s explanation. It was such a simple concept, but a little difficult to master. Much like circular breathing while playing a wind instrument.

      Half the lesson time went by before Iris felt she had a handle on continual magic use. She could do it, but she couldn’t pull as much power into her being as she’d like to be able to. Deciding practice was probably all she needed, Iris switched her focus to what all her friends were doing.

      Violet had continual magic use down, of course, as did Rozlynd and Cirrus, surprisingly. Zarina was close, as were Aerianna and Morrigan. Since everyone had the gist, Iris decided to switch the lesson up and focus on a new skill of her own.

      “How’s it going? You guys ready to try something new?” Nods and murmurs of assent surrounded her. “How about working with air?”

      “How about making fireballs?” Rozlynd asked.

      “Yeah, that sounds way more interesting,” Morrigan agreed.

      “Sure. I think it may be easier anyway since it’s a similar process to making a light source. First, you want to think about the properties of fire. The heat. The flickering flames. The different colors and where they are in the flames. All the elements that make fire possible.” Iris pulled in power, opened her hand so it was palm up, and released her request. A small ball of fire floated above her palm. She rotated her wrist so her hand was palm down. The fire disappeared.

      “You don’t need to place the fire above your hand or use any wrist flicks, but they seem to help me. I think I’ve been reading too many books recently,” she grinned. “Anyways, give it a shot and I’ll move around and see how everyone is doing. Oh,” she added as an afterthought. “If you do request the fire to appear above your hand, make sure you place it on or in a containment field so it doesn’t burn you. Otherwise, you can think about it floating in the air in front of you.”

      Everyone moved away from each other so they had a little space to try this new, more than a little dangerous task. Iris wandered from friend to friend, felt their powers swell and then focus into a request. Based on the qualities of the flames—or lack thereof—she was able to add pointers where needed and coach entire attempts.

      Once she was satisfied everyone was getting the hang of the lesson and could continue independently, she decided it was time to try something new. Positioning herself a good twenty paces away from everyone, Iris drew in a great deal of power and focused it into the creation of a much larger ball of flames. She contemplated the lack of heat she felt from the almost basketball-sized orange blaze with its bright blue center before she raised her arm and threw the ball at the nearest tree.

      To her surprise, the ball actually flew from her hand and crashed into the tree. Flames spread out to engulf the trunk in an instant. They expanded upward and with a whoosh attacked the fronds. Before she could think about what she was doing, Iris pulled water from the ocean and sent a spray of water at the tree. It stilled the flames and suppressed the smoke before it could turn into a signal fire and alert others to their presence on the island.

      “Seriously, Iris?” Cirrus called from her left. “When the hell were you going to show us that one?”

      Iris stared at the blackened tree for a few more seconds before Cirrus’s question registered and she realized what she’d managed. “I’ve never tried it before. Well, how could I?” She said in earnest. “I was thinking about how I didn’t want the tree to smoke too much and alert someone else to our island. I don’t even remember forming a request to send water at the flames. I just did it.”

      “Well, whatever it was, I’d say you’re well on your way to being able to defend yourself against another person,” Zarina said.

      “Yeah, the water was cool,” Cirrus agreed, “but I was talking about the fireball.”

      “Oh, yeah. I haven’t tried that one before either. But it’s on the list. I think we need to find better targets before we all try it, though.”

      “That and show us the water spray for safety,” Zarina suggested.
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      It was the most grueling lesson Iris had taught yet. Both for her and for her friends. They found some rocks that made a better target than living things and drew targets on them with chalk Iris got from her house via a doorway. No one could make a fireball as large as Iris, but they each managed several before leaving. Morrigan’s were the smallest, but they were also the most accurate. Their pinpoint accuracy caused almost as much damage as Iris’s large fireballs. The practice also eliminated Iris’s need for linking her fireballs to any physical actions.

      “See you guys next week for practice!” Zarina called from across the parking lot once they all got back in their cars at Pacific.

      “What about Thursday?” Iris called back too late.

      “She has a date,” Rozlynd said in a voice that dripped with disgust.

      “I didn’t even know there was someone she liked,” Iris mused.

      “Yeah, well there is.”

      “Who?”

      “It’s this guy from her community concert band. He used to play clarinet with her, but he goes to Davis now. They’ve been talking more and more since January. She’s leaving Thursday after school to see the campus and stay with him for the weekend. They seem to have gotten serious.” Rozlynd grimaced.

      “Not a fan, huh?”

      “I don’t know him, that’s all. You know?”

      Iris didn’t know. Rozlynd and Zarina shared a special bond that Iris hoped she could have with another human being one day. “Well, is she happy?”

      “I think so.”

      “Will the guy hurt her?”

      “No. He seems to be genuine in his adoration for her,” Roz sighed.

      “Then maybe we should be happy for her.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” Rozlynd didn’t sound convinced.

      “Well, I hope I get to meet him sometime. What did you say his name is?”

      “I didn’t. It’s Jaden. Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Bye,” Iris waved.

      Iris made a mental note never to piss Rozlynd off unless it was absolutely necessary. Even then, she hoped Morrigan would be there to defend her with a katana. A few moments later, Iris realized Morrigan wouldn’t need her katana to defend herself anymore. The line of thought continued and she wondered if it would make sense to practice using physical weapons in conjunction with magic. But what would they need both for? In fact, what was there to be afraid of anymore?

      After their successful Tuesday practice, Iris was refreshed and ready for a second round of offensive magic practice on Thursday. Everyone advanced their skills, which sent Iris into the weekend in a great mood. It allowed her to come up with a lot of new ideas as well as master everything they’d been working on. She was particularly proud of being able to fill with power to capacity while using continual magic.

      Iris walked onto campus Monday morning with a new outlook on life. She felt fantastic. She held her head up and walked with a stride that spoke of a confidence she’d never exuded before. Nothing was going to bother her today. Her classes were going well, magic practice was great, and she was in the longest running streak of blue eyes she could remember having while in school.

      She looked down at her horn and decided Cirrus’s idea of carrying it with magic was a good one. With a continual draw in and release of a trickle of power, she carried her horn with no physical strength. It put a spring in her step that made her feel even better.

      Iris’s good mood was put to the test in second period when Brett leaned over and whispered, “Why are you so happy, freak?”

      She asked the front left leg of his desk to bend and smiled when he shifted in his seat to say something to her again. The whole desk pitched forward with him still in it.

      “Karma’s a bitch, isn’t she?” Iris said as he picked himself up off the ground. No one heard her over the laughter. “Perhaps you should try being nicer to people and maybe the universe won’t punish you as much.”

      “Whatever, freak,” he retorted.

      Iris requested his backpack fall over and its contents spill out. It complied. Her smile increased with his frustration. So did the mirth in her eyes.

      “You seem in a really good mood, Iris,” Zarina said as she bounded into her usual place.

      “I am.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      “I realized I don’t have to take any crap from these jerks.”

      “I never have.”

      “That’s because you’re five-nine and have been on the varsity swim team since freshman year, Roz. I’m a band geek who barely registers at five-one with a weird eye condition that none of these assholes understands, so they make my life a living hell!”

      “Tell us how you really feel,” Aerianna joined in the conversation.

      Iris opened her mouth to respond but Violet spoke first.

      “How about not. I think that may be safer. You’re starting to get yourself worked up and I like happy Iris, not pissed-at-the-world Iris.”

      “Yeah, looks like you already lost happy Iris, though,” Cirrus said as he bent down to look Iris full in the face.

      He was right. Her eyes finished their flare up. “What color are they?” she growled.

      “Not sure I want to answer that question,” Cirrus said as he stood up and took a half step back.

      Iris turned toward Violet.

      “Green. You should try thinking about what you’re going to teach us tomorrow.”

      “I just ruined a ten-day streak."

      “We know. Why do you think none of us have mentioned your eyes for a while? Months, even. They’ve been the most consistent I’ve ever seen,” Rozlynd told her. “Even when they do change, they’ve reverted to blue so fast that a few times I thought I’d only imagined them shifting colors.

      “So, Tuesday?” Morrigan changed the subject.

      “More practice with air and fire.”

      “Great! I still can’t manipulate air correctly, so I definitely need more of that,” Cirrus said.

      “Yeah, I don’t think any of us really has air manipulation down,” Rozlynd agreed.

      “Not with Iris hounding us. Did you know you can be mean?” Zarina teased.

      Iris blushed. She tried to hide a grin, but it crept out into the open.

      “Back to blue right in time for the bell,” Aerianna teased as the two of them headed to AP government.

      When they walked into class, there were pictures posted around the room. Iris groaned at the thought of having to complete another politician pop quiz. She dropped her bag off at her desk and pulled out pen and paper. After staring at the first picture for a full minute, Iris noticed a small piece of paper taped over the name. She thought about the paper being see-through, drew in a fingernail’s worth of power, and released it. The name shone through for a half-breath. Iris smiled and wrote it down.

      She moved to the next image. She knew this one as well as the following three. The sixth she had a thought, so she released the first few letters of the name rather than the whole thing. It was enough to spark her memory. Iris hummed to herself as she moved from picture to picture.

      “Two minutes left,” Ms. Wells called.

      There were ten images left. Iris went to the next one. Aerianna was there.

      “Cheating much?” she mumbled.

      Iris grinned sheepishly at her and shrugged. “Remind me why I need to care about these people again?”

      Aerianna shook her head in disgust. “You’re going to be most improved if you’re not careful.”

      “Good point,” Iris agreed. Of the final ten, she only knew two for sure. She guessed at the other eight and decided it was good enough. None of the ones she’d used her powers on were too obscure. Most of them had been topics of conversation in class recently and all of them had been plastered all over the news and on social media, so she felt it was fine. Iris recognized all of their faces, she just couldn’t remember their names.

      “What happened to all your warnings about not using it in public?” Aerianna asked as they left class forty minutes later.

      “I’ve never felt anyone else on campus able to use it and realized there are probably more of us than them anyway. Besides, what’s the point of being able to do things if we can’t use our abilities?”

      “I think this is a topic for discussion, Iris. Not something you can decide on your own. It’s not only your life that would be on the line. It’s all our lives.”

      “Aeri . . .”

      “Think about it, all right? I’ll see you at lunch.”

      Iris stood there for a few moments and watched Aerianna’s back as she headed to her fourth period class.

      “What is she on about?” Iris muttered to herself. “When did she become the magic police? I can handle myself. Besides, it’s not like what I’m doing is going to affect anyone’s lives. I made a little karma come to life and got a few reminders. No big deal.”

      Then why are you trying to convince yourself it was fine?

      “You can just shut up and shove it. You’ve been useless for the last several weeks. I’ve had to figure everything out on my own and I’ve done a fine job of it if I do say so myself.”

      That’s true, but you’re playing with fire. In more ways than one.

      Iris walked into fourth period, so she couldn’t respond. Her Little Self shut up and by the end of the period Iris had convinced herself she was in the right. Aerianna didn’t say anything about Iris’s use of magic in class, but she continually shot her looks. Iris ignored them. By the time Tuesday’s practice arrived, Aeri couldn’t keep quiet any longer.

      “Iris, you want to talk about AP gov on Monday, or do you want me to?”

      More than taken aback, Iris glared at Aerianna. She could feel her eyes burn as they changed color.

      “Does this have anything to do with why I thought I felt magic being used during second and third periods?” Zarina asked.

      “Second and third periods? Seriously, Iris? After all your talk about not using magic around people and such?” Cirrus demanded.

      “You’re one to talk,” Iris shot back at him.

      “Yes, but I stopped after Roz told me I was a homing beacon and you guys came back from Disneyland all freaked out.”

      “Fine. So I used magic a little. I’m fed up with people being jerks to me. And with having to know the names of stupid assholes who for some reason have all of our fates in their corrupt hands,” she added after a look from Aerianna.

      “Does this mean we can be more public with our magic use, then?” Zarina asked.

      “I say do what you want. But be prepared for any consequences.” Iris was flippant with her response.

      “Good, because I think Jaden can do magic and I kind of told him I can.”
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      “What?” Everyone yelled at once.

      “Yeah, well, we were hanging out and he knocked a glass over that was full, but nothing spilled and the glass righted itself. He didn’t think I saw, but I did. Then the next day, he was complaining about having dropped something in his car and it magically appeared on his seat. After that, I had to ask him. He denied it until I showed him I could do magic too. He says he and his best friend, Rowen, figured it out at the end of high school last year. They can’t do much and they’re really inconsistent, but they are magic users. I was hoping you guys would be cool with them coming to practice once or twice a week so that they can learn more stuff.”

      “Zarina . . .” Rozlynd tried to start, but Violet cut her off in excitement.

      “That would be great, wouldn’t it, guys? More people like us who can do magic! And they’re friends. And Cirrus wouldn’t be the only guy, and—"

      “But we don’t even know them,” Roz cut in when Vi stopped for a breath.

      “I know them,” Zarina said indignantly. She looked at Rozlynd in a way none of them had ever seen.

      “What do you say, Iris?” Rozlynd asked in an attempt to get Iris on her side.

      “Uh. I think I’d like to meet them first. You know, get to know them before I start teaching them how to throw fireballs and such. I’m sure they’re great guys, Zarina,” she added in a rush. “We don’t know them, that’s all.”

      “I agree with Iris,” Morrigan chimed in. “You don’t invite someone you’ve only met online straight over to your house. You meet in public first to make sure they aren’t stalkers or psychopaths.”

      “Or sociopaths,” Rozlynd added in a voice that plainly said exactly what she thought of Jaden.

      “What does everyone else think?” Zarina asked the group.

      “Why don’t we all meet for coffee or dinner or something and then move on to training? A day would be best. Half-day at least would be my vote,” Cirrus said.

      “But Jaden’s in Davis.”

      “Well, you’ve been to his room, right? Make a doorway when he’s free and we’ll go somewhere he shouldn’t be recognized. What about the other guy?” Iris asked.

      “Rowen is in San Diego, so he can drive up for an afternoon. If we can find a day that works for everyone.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Zarina, why don’t you talk to Jaden and Rowen about dates and let us know what they say.” Iris waited just long enough to receive a nod before jumping into the day’s lesson: review on all air-related offensives.

      The lesson was repeated again on Thursday, but Iris had a few new tricks to add, including using air to create trip wires and ropes. Though both required more concentration for any of them—including Iris—to use effectively, they were fun to implement.

      Thursday also brought an answer from Jaden and Rowen that they were free the coming Saturday or not until after Picnic Day—whatever that was. Several suggestions were made as to where to meet the two gentlemen. In the end, they went with Iris’s recommendation of miniature golf and laser tag at a local family fun center. Zarina’s parents were going to be out of town, so she could pick Jaden up through a doorway and then drive him to meet everyone. Rozlynd was going to borrow her parents’ minivan again to avoid the need for several cars.

      When Saturday came, Iris had mixed feelings. Something felt off to her. She would’ve normally stayed home, but this was too important. Instead, she put on a smile when she knocked on Roz’s front door. Unfortunately, her eyes gave her away.

      “I feel the same way,” Roz announced when she opened the door to let Iris in.

      “At least you can hide it.”

      “You can too. You have sunglasses and they don’t know your eyes can change color yet. Besides, why the hell should I hide my feelings? Zarina already knows how I feel. What’s the point in pretending?”

      “Trying to give him the benefit of the doubt?” Violet asked from where she and everyone else sat waiting in the living room.

      “I’m late again, aren’t I?”

      “A few minutes. No big deal. We should head out, though. Zarina already let me know she picked Jaden up. They’re on their way now. Let’s get this over with,” Rozlynd sighed.

      Less than twenty minutes later they piled out of the minivan and walked as a pride on the hunt through the parking lot. Everyone looked every which way as though they were going to see Zarina first and the hunt would be on.

      “You must be Zarina’s friends. Hi, I’m Rowen,” a young man said lightly as he joined the group.

      “Hi,” Rozlynd said and shook his hand.

      Iris tried to size him up quickly. She could feel he was capable of wielding the power flowing all around them, but something felt different. Similar to how it felt with Morrigan. Like he wasn’t fully in control of his powers. Or like they weren’t fully unlocked yet. He seemed nice. It put a true smile on Iris’s face and brightened her mood. Her eyes twitched for a few seconds and she knew they were back to blue. Which was good, because a few seconds later Zarina hailed them from where she and another guy stood. She positively beamed.

      Jaden’s powers were a bit stronger than Rowen’s. Almost as strong as Rozlynd’s, but they still lacked that polished sensation she felt with the rest of her friends. Niceties were exchanged at the entrance before everyone walked in together. By the time they all had clubs and matching golf balls, a tense silence had descended upon the group.

      “Well you guys are a really talkative group,” Rowen said after they moved toward the first hole. “Don’t worry, I can stay silent like the best of them.” He grinned.

      Cirrus chuckled. “You’re just new entities. No one’s ready to break free from the pack yet.”

      “I can see that. It’s not like we’re going to eat you or anything.”

      “I think they may be the ones planning to eat us, Rowen,” Jaden added to his friend.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. We got ourselves a pack of lionesses, don’t we?”

      “More or less,” Cirrus agreed. “I find keeping my mouth shut the best thing most of the time. Why—"

      “You? Keep your mouth shut? Please. You never shut up about anything you have an opinion on. And don’t try to argue with me. You know I’m right and they’ll all agree with me,” Iris added in mock disgust.

      Cirrus stared at her for a few moments. He opened and closed his mouth twice before conceding. “The First’s right, actually.”

      “The what?”

      “Oh. I call Iris The First because she figured out all this stuff and teaches us.”

      “What stuff?”

      Cirrus stopped. Iris wished he hadn’t been wearing his usual sunglasses so she could have seen his full expression.

      “I’m messing with you. Zarina figured out what Jaden can do and he told her about me, and she told him about you guys, and blah, blah, blah. It’s nice to have other people to talk to about it, I must say.”

      “It is,” Rozlynd agreed. She’d maneuvered her way back from where Jaden and Zarina were holding hands at the front of the group to join Rowen and Cirrus in conversation. There was something in the way Roz kept glancing at Rowen out of the corner of her eye that made Iris think Rozlynd was going to have fun today after all.

      “So, how long have you known Zarina?” Rowen asked.

      Cirrus made to answer, but Violet poked him in the ribs. He turned to her and she nodded away from Rozlynd and Rowen. Cirrus got the hint. He joined Vi and Iris in falling back even further to see where this conversation would go.

      By the end of the third hole, everyone had relaxed. By the end of the game—which took a long time with the nine of them—everyone was comfortable with one another. Rowen was quick to make fun of himself and was so easygoing that they all couldn’t help but enjoy his company. Jaden was much more reserved, but he was so sweet to Zarina that many of his minor faults were overlooked.

      Iris suggested they skip laser tag in favor of food. Everyone agreed. Rowen sat between Cirrus and Rozlynd and by the end of the meal he had Roz’s number and plans to see her the next day. Iris sent half her mind to the Gallery of Doors once she was back in the minivan. She wasn’t surprised to see two new doors fully formed and lit. One with an eastern dragon to rival Rozlynd’s western dragon and one with a centaur to go along with Zarina’s unicorn. It appeared the universe was telling her they were all right.
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      After Iris gave him an initial lesson the following Tuesday, Jaden was too busy to join any practices until late April. Rowen could only make it on Thursdays because of his work schedule. Zarina skipped out on the all-day training session during Pacific’s spring break in order to hang out with Jaden—though she told her parents she was hanging out with the rest of the group—as well as the last Thursday practice before Jaden was going to start coming consistently. Iris was less than impressed, but she promised to give a Saturday makeup lesson to anyone who needed it at the beginning of May.

      Of course, that meant she’d have less time to work on her senior project and study for her AP tests and finals, but what were friends for if not to be taken advantage of? As the date drew closer, Iris felt more and more cheated. She wasn’t the one who’d blown off practice for something else. Okay, Rowen did have work, but he was doing fine. And Morrigan could honestly use the practice. She wasn’t getting any stronger in any area. Zarina and Jaden were the ones falling behind, and it had been their decision to skip practices. Why should Iris have to suffer for it? She decided she shouldn’t have to.

      “Hey guys, so I know I promised a makeup session this weekend, but I don’t have the time. I’ve got way too much to work on before graduation. Sorry,” she apologized to the four of them after practice on Thursday.

      “Man, I was really looking forward to Saturday, but I totally understand. No worries, Iris,” Rowen told her.

      “Thanks Rowen.”

      “You got it, First.”

      “Please don’t call me that,” Iris groaned.

      “I should probably work on stuff too,” Morrigan agreed.

      “I rearranged my entire schedule to make room for Saturday’s practice,” Jaden said. “So, what, I’m supposed to play catch-up during the weekday lessons and hope that whatever we’re working on makes sense? That blows, you know?”

      “You did promise, Iris,” Zarina agreed with Jaden.

      Iris went from wanting to punch Jaden to feeling deflated at Zarina’s reminder.

      “Dude, don’t be a jerk,” Rowen told Jaden.

      The comment lifted Iris’s spirits once more. It gave her a little more confidence. She clenched her fists, lifted her head a few inches and looked from Jaden to Zarina. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. I still have to graduate and schoolwork takes precedence over all magic activities.”

      “But you already got into Davis. It’s not like they’ll take back your acceptance if you don’t get straight A’s this semester.” Jaden was still trying to get Iris to budge.

      “The answer is no,” Iris iterated one last time. “See you guys at training next week.”

      Jaden and Zarina walked away without a word, created a doorway to somewhere—Iris was too far away to see where it led when they opened the door—and disappeared.

      “See you tomorrow,” Morrigan waved. She was gone a moment later.

      Iris didn’t realize Rowen was still there until he spoke up.

      “Don’t worry about Jaden. He likes to be in control, that’s all. When there’s a last-minute change, it rocks his boat. He’ll get over it.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Sure. And Iris, keep standing up for yourself. It’s a good quality to have as a leader.”

      “I’m not a leader.”

      “You are, you just won’t let yourself believe it.”

      “I don’t think I know how to believe it,” she said truthfully.

      “Well, that’s not something I can help you with. It’s something you’ll have to figure out for yourself. Besides, there must be a reason you were woken first and not someone else. What else would it be besides the fact that you’re supposed to be the leader?”

      “Good question, but it still won’t compute for me.”

      “I think half of it is knowing that you can. So, on that note, I believe you can be a great leader and will follow you into battle. In a manner of speaking.”

      “Thanks, Rowen. If I get all my work done on Saturday, I can give you a short, private lesson.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll be fine. I’m gonna hang out with Roz. Maybe she’ll give me a few pointers.”

      Iris raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Bad idea. We’ll keep it to hanging out. See you next Thursday.”

      “See ya next Thursday,” Iris called with a wave.

      Rowen nodded and smiled at Iris before joining Rozlynd and Aerianna. Everyone else had already taken off. Iris didn’t feel like talking, but she had no choice since she still had to take Aerianna back to her car. And Rozlynd, since it seemed Zarina had ditched her. So she joined the other three before creating a doorway to Cirrus’s living room.

      Her drive back to campus and then the long way home gave Iris time to think over what Rowen said. She knew he was right. There had to be a reason she figured out how to use the power flowing through the Earth first. Why the Gallery of Doors was linked to her mind and not someone else’s. If it wasn’t so she could be the leader, then why? Simply to teach everyone? But that couldn’t be true. If she were only supposed to be the teacher, she shouldn’t still be the strongest. Shouldn’t be the one people deferred to.

      This thought made Iris analyze the last dozen training sessions. All of her friends were expecting her to teach them new things, which wasn’t a new development, but it did add to her confidence. It was more, though. They all asked her for feedback. Deferred to her lesson plans and ideas. Even Roz, Cirrus, and Aerianna asked her what was next instead of dictating.

      The more Iris scrutinized the last few months of her life, the more she realized her friends had started asking for and listening to her opinions outside of magic practice as well. It was subtle, but there. Asking Iris where they should go to lunch. Or about dorm assignments for the five of them going to Davis when it was obvious. They even asked her to make decisions on things like school project topics when pairs and teams were assigned. Not to mention all of them adjusting their schedules to fit hers for training purposes. They were all seeing her as a leader, but was she really behaving as one?

      It was a question Iris would have to contemplate later. Now, she needed to get to her homework and the mundanities of a high schooler’s life. By the end of the weekend, she was really glad she’d canceled the training session on Saturday. Even with staying up late Friday and Saturday nights to work on essays, study for tests, and create presentations, Iris barely managed to catch up on the workload she’d ignored in favor of magic. It was good she had, though, because it allowed her mind to relax Sunday evening and dream up a new magical feat: healing a small wound.

      Iris had a new pep in her step at school Monday morning. She felt the least stressed she had all year, which allowed her to feel buoyant. She let her persona as a teacher take over and her confidence shine through. Instead of keeping her head down and her mouth shut in class, she actually raised her hand and gave answers to questions she knew. Her eyes didn’t sting once on Monday or Tuesday, and by the time training came on Thursday, she’d perfected healing a minor cut and was ready to share this new ability with her friends.

      “So how did you practice this one?” Aerianna asked with more than a little apprehension.

      “Uh . . .” Iris wasn’t sure she really wanted to share.

      “You know, some people cut themselves for attention or because they’re suicidal. I’m not sure cutting yourself so you can see if you can heal yourself is any better.”

      “Yeah, I’m with Aeri on this one. It’s a bit messed up, Iris,” Rozlynd said.

      “No, guys, I didn’t cut myself or injure myself in any way. I swear,” she added in a rush at their looks of skepticism.

      “Then how did you practice?” Violet asked.

      “Okay, I did injure myself, but it was never on purpose. I got a paper cut on Monday morning, then I played with my cuticle so much on my left middle finger it started bleeding, so there were those two to practice on. I got a spider bite Tuesday evening but never could figure out how to heal that one, so I switched to healing other things.”

      “Like what?” Cirrus asked with true interest.

      “A dying plant, an old scar on my hand, oh, I stubbed my toe. Stuff like that.”

      “And you didn’t want to share all of this because, why?”

      “Because it’s a lot of different things to go over in one session. Even though they’re all healing, it’s difficult to find the right amount of power and to determine how to mend what’s broken. I thought you guys wouldn’t be able to get it all on day one, so I wanted to start with one today and go over the others next week.”

      “You know, we all realize you’re better at this stuff than we are—” Rowen began.

      “That’s your opinion.” Though Jaden mumbled, it was loud enough to be heard. He shut up at all the glares he received.

      “So it’s fine if you tell us everything and let us know we’re only going to work on one aspect of it during a lesson,” Rowen finished without acknowledging Jaden’s interruption.

      “Yeah, all right. I’ll remember for the future.” Iris’s eyes twitched a bit with her words.

      “And knock that melancholy shit off!” Aerianna added with a poke to Iris’s ribs.

      Anger flared in her cheeks and eyes before settling with a sigh at the mirth surrounding her. “All right, all right. I get it. You guys ready to try this stuff?”

      “Hell yeah!” Was the prevailing response. If there had been another one, Iris didn’t hear it.
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      As Iris allowed her teacher persona to take over more and more, her confidence in her abilities grew. She started trying things out while her family was home to see if anyone noticed anything. Nothing big. She treated it like a scientific experiment. If none of them knew how to use magic, then they’d never catch on to what she was doing.

      Phase one was using magic exclusively in her room with the door shut. After two days of no one saying anything, Iris moved on to phase two: using magic in her room with the door open. She even made things a bit more obvious by using her own light source rather than the lamps and ceiling light. No one noticed that her light switches were in the off position but there was light in her room.

      Before moving on to phase three—using magic around the house in stealthy ways—Iris created a list of things she thought would be worth trying. Things like holding the remote but changing the channel with magic and flipping pages in her textbook without her hands were easy to accomplish because someone would have to be looking at her hands at the precise moment she performed the task in order to realize something was different. She even thought her dad saw her turn a page without using her hands, but he didn’t say anything. Perhaps his brain added the missing pieces.

      Other tasks she assigned herself to try, including loading and unloading the dishwasher, meant she either needed to be alone in the kitchen, or her parent’s view would need to be blocked while she performed the task. After a week, she was really good at knowing when to use magic and how much. She even created doorways while her parents were in the backyard as a means to see if their ability to feel power was affected by the amount of power she used.

      Though she longed to try her experiment at school, Iris decided to discuss it with her friends first. Especially after her last attempt to use magic publicly. They did have a point: if something went wrong, they could be implicated as well. During the latter half of May, she did just that. There were only four weeks of school left, so if she was going to try something, she needed to act soon.

      “So, I’d like to run something by you guys . . .”

      “How many times do we have to tell you, you don’t need our permission to—"

      “No, no, no. I mean, yes, I know, but if this one goes south, I feel like you guys will be affected too. So I’ve been using magic at home while my parents are around in an attempt to see how much, if any, they noticed. It wound up being nothing. I created an experiment of sorts and started with small things in my room before trying things throughout the house, including creating doorways—not in the same room as them for that one, of course. Anyway, the point is, they didn’t notice anything and it got me thinking that maybe we can use magic in public with the right amount of caution.”

      “But we’ve already discussed this one. I thought we determined that it wasn’t safe,” Violet said.

      “I don’t know what you guys are so worried about. I’ve used magic on and off in public on multiple occasions and have never had any problems,” Jaden told them.

      “Yeah, well, that’s because you’re a moron and an ass. Did you ever consider what might happen if the wrong person saw you?” Rozlynd’s anger flared and the argument began.

      “You can’t tell me what I can and can’t do!”

      “The hell I can’t! Especially when I’m pretty sure you’d turn us over to save your own ass!”

      “Rozlynd! Jaden would do nothing of the sort,” Zarina was involved now.

      “Right, defend the boyfriend, not your best friend. When has he ever shown an ounce of self-restraint or concern for any of us? The self-centered prick.”

      “Woah, woah, woah, calm down baby doll,” Rowen jumped in. “Jaden, stop. Whatever you’re about to say, don’t, all right?”

      Jaden closed his mouth and expelled the air he’d drawn in for his next argument in a loud puff of air.

      “How about we take it down a notch, okay?” Rowen said. “Now, I don’t remember any explicit conversations about never using magic in public. Cautions against it, yes, but no outright no-can-do type directions. I’m pretty sure you guys have talked about using magic in public and that it was sort of a bad idea, and that you probably shouldn’t do it again, but it seemed more like a personal decision rather than a group decision. And just to be clear, Jaden isn’t the only one whose used magic with people around. I have too. So, if you’re going to be mad at him, you’re going to have to be mad at me.”

      Rozlynd and Jaden glared at each other, but their argument didn’t continue.

      “I think you’re right, Rowen,” Iris said. “I don’t think I ever told you two not to use magic in public. We’ve discussed it as a group and I thought it was a given, but I guess this is what happens when you assume things. Anyway, getting back to my idea of trying to use magic on campus in little spurts. Thoughts?”

      “I think it’s a bad idea. We aren’t positive there aren’t any other magic users at school and we already had that altercation with the person at Disneyland. There’s no point in having another. What if the next person who realizes what you can do works for the government or something? Or is looking for a fight?” Rozlynd announced.

      “Which is why I’m asking you guys first. While I’ve never felt another magic user at school, I can’t guarantee that I won’t be discovered.”

      “I’m all for it. I mean, we won’t know if there are any more of us out there if we don’t show ourselves in one way or another. But no more cheating, all right?” Zarina warned.

      “I don’t know—not about the no cheating thing, I totally agree with that. There are pros and cons to both sides. I think the bigger question is why? What do you expect to get out of this?” Aerianna asked.

      “To see if we can function using magic in everyday life. To see if we can be out in the open with it.”

      “And you want to start with our high school? You do realize it’s filled with a bunch of morons, right?” Morrigan asked.

      “Yes, which means they may be completely oblivious to it. Also, the number of students on campus would hopefully make it really hard for someone to determine who is using magic and would add to my safety net. I’m still the only one who can tell when someone is using magic when I’m not holding onto any myself, right?”

      “Yeah, but remember that time when Cirrus used magic and I knew it from several buildings away? I was almost able to follow a direct path to him.”

      “That’s true, but you were holding power in your being. I haven’t been able to recreate that one. Has anyone else?” Everyone shook their heads. “I wonder if you were only able to tell because of other circumstances. We’ll have to figure that one out later. I know Zarina could feel someone using magic on campus when I did that day during second and third periods, but you didn’t know it was me nor where I was when I was using magic, right?”

      “No, I didn’t,” Zarina agreed.

      “Were you holding any magic yourself? I never asked.”

      “I was.” Zarina averted her eyes for a moment. “When I get bored in class, I like to see how little I can pull into my being. It’s become a sort of game for me.”

      Iris nodded. She waited a few more moments before picking up the conversation once more. “So . . . are you guys all right with me trying this on Monday and Tuesday? I’ll report back on how everything goes when we meet for Tuesday afternoon’s practice.”

      “Only if you also promise to stop if it seems like someone is on to you,” Rozlynd grumbled.

      “Deal. And I need you guys to tell me if you can pinpoint where I am when I’m using magic or follow a trail to me.”

      That afternoon, Iris put together a short list of things she wanted to try and where she wanted to try them. She planned to repeat many of the experiments she’d run at home, plus a few new ones. Turning book pages, writing without using her hand but having her hand loosely around the pencil, carrying her French horn the way Cirrus had, and opening her lunch containers were a few subtle ways she thought she could use magic and not be seen.

      Monday came, and with it, the start of her experiment. The day went off without a hitch. Not one person noticed what she was doing. She decided to up her game and be a little less discrete on Tuesday. Iris was amazed at how oblivious her classmates were, but grateful at the same time. This meant they could use magic in their everyday lives, as long as they were cautious about it.

      “So, no problems whatsoever,” Iris concluded after sharing all of the ways she’d used magic while at school the last two days. “Was anyone able to determine where I was when I was using magic?”

      “Not a clue,” Rozlynd told Iris.

      “Yeah. I couldn’t even feel you using magic as often as you said you did,” Aerianna agreed. “In fact, the only time I could feel you using magic was when I pulled a little power into my being while we were in class together. I couldn’t feel you using anything when we weren’t in the same room.”

      “Great! I think we can move on to having more of us use magic on campus and see how that goes. In fact, I wanted to spend today working on how to be subtle and choose the right moments to perform magic without anyone being the wiser.”

      After two hours of going back to the basics and trying out different ways to be stealthy, Iris felt some of her friends were better at it than others. She wasn’t sure what the factors were in helping someone hide their magic use better than others, but she had a few theories; confidence and an ability to lie or tell half-truths were at the top. She wasn’t sure what her theories said about herself.

      “I’m not trying to be mean, but you really suck at this, Vi,” Iris told her best friend toward the end of training.

      “Yeah, you suck more than I do, babe,” Cirrus agreed.

      “I’m trying, but I can’t seem to keep a straight face, or not look guilty when trying to be stealthy.”

      “You should keep practicing before trying it at school. The last thing we need is to be discovered. Why don’t you try at home? In your room. Maybe with your door closed at first until you can handle that much.”

      “I will,” Violet mumbled to the ground.

      “Zarina, you had a few fumbles as well. And so did you, Cirrus. You still aren’t great at the small things. I think if you both practice some more tonight you might be fine tomorrow. How about you check in with us in the morning? I’ll make sure I’m at school on time so we can review anything you guys want to before first period.”

      Iris was true to her word. She arrived at campus a little groggy from having the mansion dream again but was there a whole twenty minutes before the first bell. Aerianna, Violet, and Cirrus joined her on the walk to their usual morning meeting spot. Zarina, Rozlynd, and Morrigan were already there. It looked like they were trying to hide something between the three of them, but they didn’t have enough body mass to accomplish the task.

      “Morning!” Iris called as the four of them approached their other three friends.

      “Hey! Excellent timing! I’ve been trying to help Zarina out with a few things, but the three of us can’t watch all directions at once. Come give us a hand.”

      “You mean a body-wall, don’t you?” Aerianna laughed.

      “That’d be even better!”

      “What are you trying?” Iris asked as she stepped into place next to Zarina.

      “Turning pages without anyone noticing. I think I’m getting nervous and I’m either using too much power and pages start to fly rather than turn or I use too little and it gets stuck half-way through the turn or turns as though it’s in slow-motion. Either way, it’s really obvious that I was not physically turning the page.”

      “Hmmm. Why don’t you try something else a few times and get yourself into the flow of using magic and then go back to trying to turn pages once more. I bet you have a few nerves you need to shake off, that’s all. How about you try getting things out of your backpack?”

      “Sure. I’ll give anything a shot right now,” Zarina said as she pulled her backpack around to her front and slung it over one shoulder.

      “So open your bag physically, then ask different items to come to your hand while you keep it at the opening. Exactly. That was fine. I don’t think anyone would’ve noticed anything. Once more. Good. Now try the book again. Great!” Iris added after Zarina accomplished the task a few times. “I’ve got nothing else to add. Anyone else want to practice anything?” After everyone shook their heads at Iris, she turned her attention to Violet. “How’d it go at home last night?”

      “I didn’t try anything,” Violet told the ground.

      “Why not?”

      “It feels like lying to my parents. Or like I’m trying to trick them or something. I couldn’t do it. Sorry.”

      “At least you know that about yourself. And I’m guessing you have no intention of trying it at school today? No? Good. Well everyone else, give it a shot first period and let’s report back at break.”
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      Conversation switched to the mundane, and then to prom. It was later in the season than normal because the senior class had been forced to find an alternate venue at the last minute. The Hotel Mar decided to begin ballroom renovations a month before their reserved date in order to be ready for the summer crowd.

      Iris originally had no intention of going, but Aerianna and Morrigan said they were going stag, so Iris decided to tag along. Vi was going with Cirrus, of course, Zarina with Jaden, and Rowen asked Rozlynd if he could take her. Iris even made an effort and booked a limo. Now she had to go through the whole obligatory prom process starting with dress and shoe shopping. Iris was not looking forward to it and was glad when the bell for first period rang and ended all planning.

      When the group met at morning break, everyone was excited to report that their magic use had gone off without a hitch. They spoke in hurried, lowered voices in an attempt to prevent others from hearing, which got Iris thinking about whether or not they could create some kind of barrier to contain sound. But then again, it might draw even more attention if they were all talking and no sound escaped their little corner of campus. Iris added it to her list of things to try.

      Lunch was the same as morning break, as was the following morning. By the time Thursday afternoon came and they were able to talk freely at magic practice, everyone except Violet had been successful in using magic in plain sight without being noticed. Even Jaden and Rowen talked about what they’d done.

      “So then, what does everyone think? Keep using magic in the open but be cautious about it, or switch to no magic in public no matter what?”

      “I think we’re good to go on using magic in public. Maybe keep it on campus and at home for another week and then let’s branch out into the greater community. If you’ve got it, use it, right?” Aerianna asked.

      “I think the saying is ‘if you’ve got it, flaunt it,’ and we don’t exactly want to be doing that,” Rozlynd corrected.

      “Yeah, we aren’t quite to the flaunting stage yet and will probably never get there. Unless people somehow become understanding and accepting of things they don’t understand or are different from them,” Rowen said.

      “So never,” Morrigan stated.

      “Bingo!”

      “Other votes?”

      Jaden and Zarina both cast their votes in favor of continuing.

      “Cirrus and Violet?”

      “I’m a yes.”

      “Me too. I may never use it, but I’m for it.”

      “Wonderful. Then let’s keep going. Keep it simple like you have the last few days and we’ll go from there. Anyone want any review on anything we’ve learned thus far? No? Great, then let’s get to something new: healing non-humans.”

      “Just say animals. It makes more sense,” Jaden advised.

      “Yes, but I want to go over plants as well. I can get a flower to bloom or repair a broken stem or even help roots grow so that an almost dead plant can basically come back to life.”

      “Is bringing something back from the dead possible?” Rowen asked.

      “No. I’ve tried bringing a fully dead plant back to life, but its essence was gone. All that remained was the same sensation of energy flows you’d find in a rock. I was able to move the plant and get it to wave its dead leaves about, but there wasn’t a single drop of essence—of life—left in it to bring the rest back.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve noticed a difference in essence between living and non-living things, to tell the truth,” Rozlynd announced.

      “Me neither,” Cirrus agreed.

      “All right. Then I guess we should start there.”

      "What if we already know how to recognize animate versus inanimate objects?” Aerianna asked.

      “Then find a plant that looks a little on the sickly side and see if you can rejuvenate it. Or try healing that tree I, uh, singed on the first day of fireball work,” Iris said. “I’ll come check on you guys in a few minutes.”

      The nine of them split into two groups. Aerianna, Violet, Zarina, and Rowen wandered away while Rozlynd, Morrigan, Cirrus, and Jaden stayed. Iris made a mental note to examine the differences between the two groups of magic users, but it would have to wait for after practice.

      “Shall we?” Iris moved toward a patch of grass and a few palm trees with some rocks nearby. “Everyone take a seat on the grass and start concentrating on a palm tree. Really focus on the tree’s essence. Think about how it compares to the essence of a person. If you aren’t sure, then focus on me and see how I feel different than the tree.”

      A moment later, three sets of magic delving flows sifted through her body. It was the oddest sensation and not one Iris enjoyed. Thankfully, it only lasted a few moments before the flows went back to focusing on the tree.

      “Once you have an idea of what the tree—and I—feel like, switch to some of the rock formations nearby. To me, the pulsating is almost nonexistent. It reminds me of a trickle of water rather than a strong river undulating over rocks. You could also describe it as a physical object versus a shadow. Whatever makes sense to you, go with it.”

      “I think I’ve got it,” Rozlynd said after a few minutes of silence.

      “Then try something smaller. Try the grass you’re sitting on versus a rock you can hold. Then switch to a single blade of grass versus a pebble or even a grain of sand. See if you can still determine the differences between them.”

      “I’ve got it down,” Morrigan grinned and stood up. “I never realized what I was feeling. Thanks for bringing it to my attention. Can I go join the others trying to heal things?”

      “Of course. I’ll be along in a few. Cirrus, Jaden, how’s it going for you two?”

      Jaden grunted in a noncommittal way.

      “I might know what you’re talking about, but I’m not positive,” said Cirrus.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      Iris opened herself to the power flowing all around her. Without thinking about it, she reached out to where Cirrus delved into a nearby rock and guided his power deeper into the center of the stone before magnifying what she was talking about.

      “Uh huh, okay . . . I think I feel it.”

      “Good, now follow me back to the tree.” Cirrus and Iris moved their delving powers to the closest palm tree and Iris guided him to the correct location once again. “Feel this?”

      “Yeah. That’s way different!”

      “Great! Now try it on smaller objects by yourself.”

      While Cirrus concentrated on grass and hand-sized rocks, Rozlynd rose, waved to Iris and wandered toward the other five already working on healing.

      “Jaden? Would you like any help?” Iris asked as she started reaching her own delving toward his.

      “Nope. I’m good. I think I’ve got it too.” He rose and walked away.

      “You’re welcome,” Iris mumbled sarcastically under her breath. “Cirrus, how’s it going?”

      “Good, actually. Here, am I in the right place?”

      “Iris followed him to the center of a grain of sand. “Yup, you’ve got it. Nice job.”

      “Thanks! Does Jaden actually have it?” he added in a whisper.

      “I have no idea. He says he does, but it didn’t feel like it to me. Then again, I only touched his delving of the rocks before he dropped all flows and got up. I can’t force him to accept my help.”

      “No, but you could tell him you won’t teach him anymore.”

      Iris frowned and looked at Cirrus. “I couldn’t do that to Zarina.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Let’s go find us some plants to heal, shall we?”

      By the time Iris and Cirrus rejoined the group, they were happily going from plant to plant, encouraging growth or healing. The faces Iris could see were all smiles. It brought a grin to her lips.

      “This is awesome!” Violet called.

      “Yeah. I think I like this a lot more than the offensive magic we were doing,” Zarina agreed.

      “I think it’s a waste of time and energy,” Jaden mumbled.

      “You’re welcome to leave. No one is forcing you to be here,” Iris snapped at him. Her good mood disappeared in a flash. So did Jaden.

      Saturday was taken over with dress shopping. It was really nice to have a girls’ day out. Though Iris expected the day to be drawn out and boring, she really enjoyed herself.  She didn’t even mind that it took her four stores and a dozen dresses before she found the perfect one. It was an obvious choice as soon as she looked in the mirror. Her eyes twinkled to sapphires that became even more brilliant when she stepped out of the dressing room to get her friends’ opinions.

      “Yes! That’s the one!” Violet called before Iris made it all the way to where they waited at the end of the dressing room.

      “Oh, yay! No kidding,” Aerianna agreed.

      “Hot mamma!” Rozlynd teased.

      Iris’s cheeks grew hot. A glance in the mirror showed her face reddening. Her delight was too great for it to affect her eye color.

      “Now all I need are shoes,” Iris said through a grin she couldn’t control.

      “And a matching clutch,” Zarina told her. “Like this one.” She handed Iris a sparkly silver bag.

      With a dress and  clutch in toe, shoe shopping was easy. Two stores and an hour later, they all had something to wear and smiles on their faces despite their fatigue. Iris was delighted. And really looking forward to prom now. Especially since they’d all managed to use magic in public with no problems to zip up the dresses they couldn’t quite get by themselves. Even spending all day Sunday on homework couldn’t dampen her good mood.

      By the time Tuesday afternoon’s practice rolled around, Iris was convinced they could all do magic in public and be just fine. The amount and frequency of magic on campus had increased so much that she had to seriously concentrate in order to distinguish who was doing what. She had to think about each person, the general area they should be on campus, and then focus her power on that location to determine what they were doing.

      “Is there anything else we can try in public? Everything seems to be going great at school, and Saturday was fine. Can we try new things?” Rozlynd asked once they’d all stepped through the doorway to their still-deserted island.

      “I’m sure we can. Anything in particular, or new stuff in general?”

      “New stuff in general.”

      “I’d say you guys should have a pretty good idea of what can and cannot be completed discreetly. You know, no fireballs or light balls. That sort of thing. Otherwise, use your best judgment and don’t get carried away.”

      “Sounds good. So, what’s on the docket for today?”

      “I thought we’d work a little more with locating and utilizing water. I believe I glossed over it when we were working on fireballs.”

      The group found getting water to follow their requests rather difficult. Add to that the brutal afternoon heat on their little island, and the group’s concentration was severely lacking.

      “Maybe we can try this one again on Thursday, but at the clearing in the forest instead?” Violet asked.

      “Yeah, that may be easier,” Cirrus agreed. “Actually, I vote we start having all practices in the forest. It’s too damn hot out here this time of day. Especially when there’s no breeze.”

      “Sure. Morrigan, think you can form a doorway there right now so we can make sure it’s still a viable practice location?”

      “No problem,” Morrigan said. She drew power into herself and expelled it into a perfect replica of her wolf-carved door from the Gallery.

      A few seconds later Iris had a gorgeous view of green grass surrounded by trees so dense it was hard to see farther than about three deep. Morrigan stepped through and Iris followed. They went in opposite directions and scouted out the small grove and tree line. There were no signs of people having ever disturbed the beauty of the grove, nor the glade it surrounded. Iris and Morrigan met back at her door ten minutes later.

      “All good?”

      Morrigan nodded. “After you,” she indicated Iris should head back through the door first. As Iris stepped through, a prickling sensation started at the back of her neck. She turned to look behind her, but there was nothing. The sensation deepened. Turned toward painful. Morrigan stepped back onto the island, closed her doorway and the prickling sensation was gone. Iris furrowed her brow and stared where the wolf’s eyes had been.

      “So?” Aerianna prompted with a poke to Iris’s side.

      “There was nothing,” Morrigan answered when Iris said nothing.

      “Yeah, nothing,” Iris agreed. Her voice sounded distant to her own ears. She shook her head and turned back to the group. “All clear. We’ll still check it on Thursday to be safe, but it seems like no one’s been there.”
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      Iris was full to bursting with power when she and Morrigan stepped through the doorway to the grove Thursday afternoon. It turned out there was no reason for her caution. She felt no other magic users and no prickling sensation at the back of her neck.

      “Bit overkill, don’t you think?” Cirrus whispered in her ear as he joined her among the tall grasses and wildflowers.

      Iris shrugged back.

      “Don’t give me that. You were worried about something, weren’t you?”

      “No. It’s just that we haven’t been here in a while and—"

      “Except you and Morrigan checked it out on Tuesday. Did you sense something then and try to hide it from us?”

      “No,” Iris said flatly. She kept her face neutral, but the tingling sensation in her eyes told her they were going to expose her lie.

      “Iris!” Violet called in excitement.

      Saved by the best friend, Iris held the sigh she wanted to release in check and turned toward where she’d heard her name called. “Yeah?”

      “Check this out!”

      As Iris moved closer to Violet, she could feel her friend fill with a small brook of power. She released it toward her textbook. Iris grinned as a single page turned in her book. “That’s great! Been practicing?”

      “Yeah. Cirrus has been helping a lot.”

      “Have you tried anything at home yet? I don’t remember you trying anything at school. Or if you did, you used so little power I couldn’t tell.”

      “No. Nothing at school or home yet, but I plan to try something tonight. In my room. With my door closed. You know, just to be safe.”

      Iris chuckled. “Safe is better than sorry. And appreciated. C’mon, let’s get to playing around with magic.”

      “Yay!”

      “So, manipulating water, let’s get to it,” Iris announced to her gathered friends.

      After giving a basic lesson overview and showing everyone how to find and gather water, Iris stood silently off to the side and watched them for several minutes. They all seemed to be getting the hang of it, so she wandered to the middle of the clearing. They could come find her if they needed some help. Once she was positioned in the sun, Iris sat down on the unmanicured grass and cocked her head to the left. She opened herself to the flows of power that were now a constant pulsating at the edge of her consciousness and formed the beginning of a request for water to gather.

      Iris’s request was different than the one her friends were using. She didn’t want to pull water into a ball, but rather keep it dispersed as a mist. The first attempt dropped a small burst of water on her head. Iris shook it off and used a second request to draw the water out of her clothes and hair. Her third request brought forth a cloud of fog that quickly dissipated in the sun, so she took a moment to really think about what she was doing and any adjustments she needed to make to her request.

      She decided the amount of power she was releasing was off, as was her request. Altering both, Iris released her fifth request and a coolness surrounded her. She half smiled and moved the mist up a bit so it could be touched by the sun. Her smile changed into a cheek-splitting grin as a rainbow formed in front of her eyes. She changed the shape of the mist cloud once more and the colors started dancing in front of her.

      Iris stood up. She released a new request for the water to condense into a ball in her hand, similar to her fireball. The pearlescent shimmering of light on water sat centimeters above her outstretched right hand. She bit her lower lip in anticipation and asked the ball of water to turn back into vapor and then rapidly cool into snow. In a matter of moments, she had a snowball in her hand. Not being one to waste such a golden opportunity, Iris turned and chucked the snowball at Cirrus. With the help of a little magic to guide its direction, the snowball hit Cirrus in the back of the head.

      “Ow! What the hell?” Cirrus yelled in surprise.

      Iris howled with laughter from where she stood in the middle of the clearing. Then Cirrus rushed her. Even knowing she’d never be able to outrun Cirrus, Iris took off. She was still laughing which made it difficult to breathe, but it was worth it. Figuring her only option to get away was with the help of magic, Iris created a doorway several yards in front of her, opened it magically, and ran through. She popped out on the opposite end of the clearing, laughing even harder than before.

      “That’s cheating!” Cirrus yelled from across the grass at her.

      “It’s not cheating if you can do it too,” Iris called back.

      A doorway started to form in front of Cirrus while a bright light filled the air a few feet to Iris’s left. Instead of running, Iris formed another request for a ball of vapor and then asked the vapor to freeze into snow. She didn’t need help from magic to assure a direct hit to Cirrus’s face when he stepped out of his door. This time, hers wasn’t the only voice filling the clearing with mirth.

      “Damn it, Iris! Will you stop that?”

      “No. It’s too easy and hilarious.”

      “Well then at least show me how to do that so we can have a fair fight.”

      “And why would I want that?”

      “Because if you don’t, we’re going to soak you with water,” Rozlynd said from behind her.

      Iris turned to see that all of her friends had mastered the ability to gather water—which was wonderful, except for the fact that they were all holding requests to launch the water they’d balled up at her. Rowen’s was twice the size of anyone else’s.

      “All right, I surrender,” Iris held her hands up, palms facing her friends. “I’ll show you, I’ll show you. Drop the flows and—you guys really, really suck, you know?”

      Laughter surrounded the field once more, but it was directed at Iris this time, not Cirrus. For the second time, Iris pulled on the flows surrounding her to help dry her off. She thought about using the same request they’d used on her on them but decided against it for now. She’d get them when they least expected it.

      Iris started using magic as much as possible during the following week. She could tell many of her friends were as well. It was even getting to the point where she could determine who was using magic and where they were no matter how many of them were using it at once. If they were close enough and Iris was holding onto some power, she could distinguish what they were doing; not precisely, but the general idea.

      When she was at home, she could feel magic being used around town. It was easiest to tell when Cirrus was using power as his felt a little different from everyone else’s—she still wasn’t sure why—and they had practiced magic at his house so often she almost felt a connection to the location.

      It was also easier to tell when Violet and Rozlynd were accessing and using the flows of power that coursed through the Earth. It was harder to feel Zarina, Aerianna, and Morrigan. Iris decided this was due to proximity. Vi and Roz lived the closest to her. It also explained why she could never feel Rowen or Jaden using magic; though she could tell when they were in town.

      Doorways took so much power to form, they caused an instant tingling at the nape of her neck. Every so often she felt like there was another magic user close to Cirrus, but every time she tried to focus on the source, Cirrus formed a doorway and the sensation was gone. On rare occasions, the tingling shifted and caused the hair on Iris’s arms to stand up.

      As she and her friends used varying amounts of power at Zarina’s house to get ready for prom, an uneasy sensation crept through Iris’s body. It culminated in less of a tickling and more of a painful pins-and-needles sensation that ran from her neck halfway down her back. She tried to keep her unease from showing, but it was a pointless effort.

      “What’s up?” Aerianna asked after Iris rubbed her neck for the fifth time. “Crick your neck?”

      “Yeah,” Iris lied and kept rubbing her neck.

      “It’s more than that, isn’t it?” Violet asked, brow furrowed in concern.

      Iris shook her head, then sighed. Everyone stared at her. Her eyes stung. She didn’t know what to tell them or how to describe what she was feeling, but she had to tell them something. “I don’t feel well, that’s all,” she lied. It was partially true. The pain extending down her neck sure as hell wasn’t comfortable.

      “Aw, does Iris have an upset tummy?” Cirrus called as he topped the stairs.

      “Ass,” Iris mumbled.

      “Be nice!” Violet reprimanded him with a soft backhand to the chest that stopped his chuckles short.

      “All right, I’m sorry. I wanted to let you all know that the limo should be here in fifteen to twenty, so hurry up if you want to take those stupid pictures.”

      “Draw the short straw?” Aerianna called to his retreating back.

      Cirrus stuck the middle finger of his right hand up as he went back downstairs at an uneven one-and pace.

      “I’d say that was a yes,” Morrigan grinned.

      Aerianna and Rozlynd laughed.

      Iris was glad for the change in topic and shift in her friends’ attention. She took a few deep breaths and tried to get her eyes to change back to blue before following everyone downstairs. It was unsuccessful. The needles in the back of her neck all gave a sharp stab at once.

      After half a dozen group pictures with muted brown eyes or sunglasses on, Iris was over it. She switched to taking the pictures so she wouldn’t have any more reminders of her mood in the future. Of course, that was when Cirrus started making an ass of himself. When Rowen joined in, Iris’s unease dissipated. She couldn’t help but laugh at the pair of them.

      Zarina’s dad came out and took a ton more pictures before the doorbell rang and they all piled into the limo. Dinner was a fun affair, if a little on the expensive side, but it was a seafood restaurant with a view, so they all knew what they were getting into. They asked the limo driver to take them to the beach near the prom site before heading into the dance. Pictures on the beach at sunset were too hard to pass up.

      Shoes were piled at the sand’s edge, but no one bothered to roll up their pants or hold their dresses up off the sand. When they left the beach for the boardwalk, every single one of her friends used magic to brush sand off hems and skin alike before putting shoes on. It made Iris think about magic lessons and the end of the school year.

      “Hey guys, before I forget again, I’d like to cancel all lessons from now until the end of the school year. I really want to end with the best GPA possible, so the less distracted I am from school work, the better.”

      “It’s probably for the best,” Zarina agreed. “I’d thought about telling you all I wasn’t going to make it to any practices for the next few weeks anyway.”

      “I had planned on going, but if The First wants to cancel, who am I to complain?” Cirrus asked.

      “Thanks, everyone,” Iris grinned as she finished putting her shoes back on.

      The tingling sensation at the back of her neck remained well after everyone around her had stemmed the flows they’d drawn upon. Something was off. Iris focused on the sensation. It reminded her of the pins and needles at Zarina’s, but lighter. More like a prickling. She kept her mouth shut and was thankful for the dark interior of the limo. She’d have to get it together in the five minutes it would take for them to be dropped off at the doors.
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      Iris’s guard was up from the moment she walked into the building. The prickling sensation at the back of her neck was a full-blown annoyance. She had to try very hard not to continually rub or scratch at it. Though she longed to pull some power into her being, something held her back. Iris concentrated on the prickling sensation. Someone was holding onto power close by.

      “Come dance with us, Iris!” Violet called.

      Iris put on a fake smile and joined her friends. She used the opportunity to move about and search the surrounding people for the magic user. It felt like they were circling around her. She tried to follow their movements from where she danced, but the edges of the room were too dark for her to see into. The movement stopped as the song transitioned into a new one. The pain at the back of her neck disappeared.

      An uneasiness filled her stomach. She wondered if the person could sense her and her friends or if they were reacting to the power the nine of them had used at the beach nearby. Maybe that was it. Perhaps if they didn’t use magic themselves, this unknown magic user wouldn’t be able to locate them. Iris held onto that thought as she danced. Each song brought more joy.

      A fifth song started. The pain at the back of her neck reappeared and intensified. Like the person was close to her. Iris’s eyes seared. Her mouth was dry. She frantically searched the other people on the dance floor. Familiar faces surrounded her. She’d never felt another magic user at Pacific. Had she been wrong? Her eyes slowed their search of the room. There were other faces here and there she didn’t recognize. Dates. Chaperones. Teachers she’d never had and their spouses. Any of them could be the magic user.

      Iris left the dance floor on the pretense of getting a drink. Purpose filled her. It stemmed her fears. The magic user was off to her right. She moved toward the spot, and it moved into a dense group of Pacific students. Iris continued past the students to a table with bottled water in buckets of ice. She grabbed a bottle and headed outside. The prickling sensation followed her to the door. Iris started to wonder if there were two magic users. She couldn’t tell.

      She found a small cluster of band friends and joined them so she could watch the door she’d exited. Though she analyzed every person who exited the door, none of them were magic users. When she lost all traces of the person once more, Iris went back inside. Either they knew she was a magic user and were trying to avoid her, or they had no clue. Their movements had been just erratic enough for her to remain undecided on the matter.

      She prepared herself mentally for an attack. There was something different about this person’s magic. It felt like they wanted to hurt someone with it. The prickling sensation came and went throughout the night. Sometimes it felt like the person was across the room from her. Other times she thought they were next to her. Iris almost hit Rowen when she turned around too fast in search of the magic user at one point. It felt as though they were inches from her. But the only people there were the nine friends she’d come to prom with.

      The night dragged on for Iris. The magic user disappeared and never resurfaced after she thought they were next to her. Though she was prepared for an attack, one didn’t come. Perhaps if any of her friends had used magic during the dance, they would have been attacked. She didn’t have nearly as much fun as she should have and was exhausted by the time she got home.

      Thoughts on the negative vibes she’d received from the new magic user consumed Iris from the moment she entered her room. She threw her clutch and shoes in a corner, unzipped her dress and let it crumple to the floor. She didn’t get to sleep until well after three in the morning, when the prickling finally disappeared. The mansion awaited. It led to an unrestful night’s sleep.

      Thankfully, her mom let her sleep in. Sleep did nothing for her worries or mood, though. Iris stayed in her room and distractedly worked on a few final homework assignments and projects that were due before graduation in a few weeks.

      Her mind strayed to the previous evening in between every problem. It crept in mid-sentence and she found her fingers typing the questions running through her mind rather than the second body paragraph of her final essay for English. Even a break for dinner and conversation with her parents couldn’t get her mind to shift away from her worries. Once back in her room, Iris stood in the doorway and stared at her dress, shoes, and clutch.

      She grabbed a hanger from her closet and picked her dress up off the floor. She re-zipped it and gave it a few shakes before placing it on the hanger and into her closet. The shoes went on her shoe rack after she made sure they truly were void of any sand. Iris opened her purse and poured its contents out onto her desk. A folded piece of paper joined the cash, driver’s license, spare lip gloss, and other assorted items.

      Iris stared at the piece of paper. She definitely had not folded up anything and shoved it in her purse the previous day or night. Something was wrong. She couldn’t face the paper. Didn’t want to unfold it to find something written on it. She attempted homework, but thoughts of the paper consumed her. Iris gave up on her homework and sent her mind to the Gallery of Doors where she could read the letter in private.

      I know who you are. I know what you are. You are a child playing at things you do not understand and you have no idea what this world holds for you. What this power can mean for you. You and your friends should join me. I can teach you everything you need to know and more. Join me and reach your full potential. Refuse me and face the consequences of a life you are too naive to understand.

      “Shit! What the hell have I gotten myself into? My friends into?” Iris asked the emptiness surrounding her.

      “You knew you weren’t the only magic users out there,” she countered herself.

      “But thus far, they’ve all been really nice people. Jaden, Rowen, even the guy in Disneyland was cautionary, not confrontational,” she was in full conversation mode with herself.

      “But he did warn you.”

      “He warned us not to continue with magic. Not about watching out for other people who are evil or something and leave threatening letters in purses.”

      “His warning was so much more than that and you know it. Why else would he tell you not to draw attention to him?”

      “Fine! It was, you’re right. There! Are you happy?” she demanded of herself.

      “No. I’m even more pissed off! Why the hell didn’t I listen to him? I thought about quitting magic. About telling everyone they had to stop. But I, I . . .”

      “Was too much of a coward to tell your friends they’d have to stop too?”

      “Bingo. Shit! What do I do now?” Iris pleaded of the silent room. She didn’t answer herself this time. She had no answer. Instead, she paced in a circle around the room before weaving between the doors like they were cones in a soccer practice drill she used to do as a kid.

      Iris was a wreck when she showed up to school Monday morning. Her eyes had settled on a twin-suns-as-seen-though-a-veil-of-wildfire-smoke coloration the previous night and hadn’t budged. She doubted they would change for a few days. Everyone in the group knew something was up, but Iris put off a heavy leave-me-the-f-alone vibe, so they did. Her sunglasses kept them from determining her mood.

      She kept her mouth shut and head down throughout the day. Tried and failed to focus on her work. Somehow she managed to make it at least look like she was taking notes and paying attention. If she hadn’t, one of her teachers would surely have spoken up. Especially since her moods had shifted so much toward the positive in the last two months.

      Tuesday was no better than Monday. Iris had lost her appetite. Her focus was shot. All she could do was think about magic and the person from prom. The sensation that they wanted to hurt someone. Iris had never experienced anything like it in her life. If they’d confronted her, she’d probably have wound up sobbing on the floor, or running away, or cowering in a corner begging for her life. That was no way to act as a leader.

      The thoughts consumed her throughout first and second periods. Before the bell rang for the beginning of break, Brett leaned over and asked, “What happened to all that bravado you suddenly found the last few weeks? Karma slap you in the face and you realize you’re nothing more than a scared little girl?” He laughed as she tilted her head down and looked away from him.

      Her eyes sank deeper into the brown and grey tones of depression and sadness. Who was she kidding? How did she ever think she could be a leader of anything? Brett was right. She’d been playing at having confidence and being a leader. It’d all been an act. This was who she really was. A nameless face in the crowd that was better off hiding than drawing attention to itself.

      She didn’t want to lead anyone, let alone fight anyone. She wasn’t strong enough to fight. Roz or Aeri or Cirrus or Morrigan. They were leaders. They’d been in competitive sports. They possessed that drive. Maybe not to fight per se, but definitely not to back down and cower in a corner in a ball of wailing sobs. It wasn’t worth it. Magic wasn’t worth losing her life over. She had to stop. Had to tell all of them to stop. Had to make her friends see reason. The dangers that they could face. Death was not an acceptable consequence.

      Iris had worked herself up to telling her friends everything when she arrived on campus Wednesday morning. She approached the group, thankful that everyone was there already so she wouldn’t have time to second-guess herself or need to repeat herself. She squared her shoulders, inserted herself into her circle of friends, and panicked. Her head dropped so her eyes stared at her feet. The all too familiar tightness in her throat and churning to her stomach were back. She couldn’t do it. The bell rang and she shuffled off to band without a word.

      Break came and went and still Iris didn’t say anything. Couldn’t say anything. What was wrong with her? How had she reverted to her pre-magic self so quickly? It was a horrible sensation. She was invisible to others on campus once more. Instead of joining her friends for lunch, she found a secluded corner of campus close to her fifth period class. A bite of sandwich and a cookie was as much as she could stomach.

      When the bell rang for fifth period, Iris wandered to class as if in a daze. She made sure to take a seat in a corner and was glad when other classmates filled in the surrounding chairs before Violet arrived.

      “Okay, what’s wrong?” Violet confronted Iris in her corner at the end of class. She sealed off any and all escape routes.

      Iris looked down and shook her head. Words wouldn’t form. Her eyes stung; not from their color changing, but from tears that formed. She did everything possible to keep them from falling. The last thing she needed was to break down while still on campus. After several swallows and a few fallen tears that she scrubbed away during fake sneezes, Iris had better control over herself and emotions. “I need to go,” she said with a slight quiver in her voice.

      “Sure. I’ll walk with you to the back parking lot.”

      Iris got the impression that even if she protested the offer, Violet was going to walk her anyway. By the time they reached her car, neither of them had said a word. Iris unlocked her car door, went to toss her backpack on the front passenger seat, and found it already occupied by Violet. Instead, she tossed her backpack on a rear seat and climbed into the car.

      “What is going on?” Violet demanded.

      “We can’t do magic anymore. It’s too dangerous.” The words tumbled from Iris’s mouth before she could think about them.

      “What do you mean, ‘it’s too dangerous’?”

      Iris squirmed in her seat. Rolled her shoulders. Looked anywhere but at Violet. “There was someone using magic at prom who gave off a weird vibe.”

      “So you’re saying we have to stop using magic because someone at prom gave you a weird vibe? That’s a pretty poor reason, Iris.”

      “It wasn’t just a weird vibe. It . . . it felt like they wanted to hurt someone. I’ve never felt that before.”

      “I’m sure it was nothing. Maybe someone was upset at having to chaperone prom. Hell, it may not have even been anyone close by, you know.”

      “But until then, I didn’t know people like that existed. People who wanted to injure others. Vi, I was scared all night. On edge that if any of you used magic there’d be a huge fight and someone would get hurt or worse. I can’t have that on my conscience. I’m not a fighter. I can’t . . . I couldn’t . . .” Iris broke off. Her throat wouldn’t let any more words leak out.

      “Who said anything about needing to fight? You’re imagining the worst-case scenario. I’m sure everything would have been just fine. Besides, there were nine of us. We could’ve handled anything.”

      All Iris could do was stare at Violet. She didn’t get it. Of course Vi didn’t get it. Iris hadn’t shared about the guy in Disneyland or the fact that she’d felt another magic user on Cirrus’s street, or the letter, or . . . That was it. No one would ever feel the same sense of foreboding because Iris was trying to keep all the bad things away from her friends. She’d have to keep trying to make them see without scaring them too much.

      After a few minutes of silence, Violet spoke up once more. “Feeling any better?”

      “Yeah,” Iris lied. “Still, I think we should use caution and maybe back off on how much magic we’re using in public.”

      “I’m sure everyone can agree to that. See you tomorrow!” With a wave and a smile, Violet let herself out of Iris’s car.

      Iris sat for a few more moments and thought about Violet’s comments. Somehow, she’d have to convince all of her friends to give up their newfound powers. And soon.
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      No brilliant ideas struck Iris on her drive home nor that evening, but she was determined to tell her friends to give magic a break for the next few weeks. She wrote and scribbled out hundreds of notes she made herself in Mr. Downs’s class the following morning. Unfortunately, he noticed. When the bell rang to signal the beginning of morning break, he asked her to stay behind for a minute.

      “Are you all right, Iris?”

      She nodded and stared at the floor.

      “I can’t assess your answer for truthfulness if you don’t look at me. Thank you.”

      He stared at Iris for several quiet moments. She was sure he’d never seen her eyes any shade of amber. He refrained from asking her what the color meant. She was grateful. It loosened the knot in her stomach. Her eyes twinged.

      “Now, what’s going on this week? I thought you’d finally come out of your shell in the last few months, but then Monday you were back to your zombielike self. Head down. Shoulders hunched. Mouth shut. What’s up?”

      Iris stared at Mr. Downs. She didn’t know how to bring up her problems without talking about magic.

      “If you don’t want to talk to me, I can give you some resources. I know high school isn’t easy and your experiences haven’t been the greatest, but it’s almost over. There is so much more out there beyond the stilted minds of teenagers. So many more experiences worth having.”

      “I know there are,” Iris finally found her voice. “And I’m pretty used to the assholes around here now.”

      “Then what has you in this funk?” Mr. Downs’s tone changed from quiet concern to avid interest.

      “I’ve kept a few things from my friends and I’m ashamed to tell them about now because it’s been so long. But I think I have to tell them.”

      “Iris, they’re your friends. They’ll forgive you. I promise.”

      “What if they don’t?”

      “Then maybe they aren’t the right friends for you. Wouldn’t you rather know the whole story than bits and pieces of it?”

      “Yeah,” Iris agreed with a few nods.

      “Then there’s your answer. Now, get out of here and enjoy your break. And I don’t want to see sad, mopey Iris in my classroom for the rest of the school year. Got it?”

      “Got it. Thanks, Mr. Downs.”

      Iris headed toward the usual morning break spot. As she walked, she thought about Mr. Downs’s advice. Even though he told her to tell her friends everything, she wasn’t sure the timing was right. Instead, she asked them all to lay off magic use as a precaution because she thought she felt another magic user at prom and wanted to see if she could locate the person. Something she would have a harder time accomplishing with all of her friends using magic. They were reluctant to do it, but they all agreed. Zarina and Roz said they’d pass the message on to Jaden and Rowen, but she doubted either one would heed it since they weren’t close to Pacific.

      It did, however, give Iris the opportunity to try to track down magic users beyond the city limits of Pacific. Not being able to focus on her high school friends anymore, Iris started with Rowen. She kept the smallest trickle of magic constantly flowing through her being and kept Rowen in the back of her mind that evening while working on homework, but there was nothing.

      Iris attempted the same task the following two nights as well. She was on the verge of giving up and going to bed when the faintest tickling sensation at the back of her neck gave her pause. She focused on the source. Drew in a little more power. The magic felt familiar. Iris closed her eyes to focus further and a dark room with a glowing light source flashed through her mind. Shock opened her eyes.

      Before closing them once more, Iris tried to analyze what she’d seen. She was sure it’d been a room—a bedroom to be more specific—and the person was using a light source. That was the magic she’d felt. The image of the room was rather vague and hazy, like she was looking through a thin layer of fog, or was underwater without goggles on. The magic felt like Rowen’s. As she thought about him once more, Iris could feel his presence grow stronger. She closed her eyes again and concentrated on Rowen and the magic he was using.

      Iris was back in the dark room with the light source. The room’s details sharpened a fraction but still remained hazy. Rowen lay on his bed, hovering a light source above his head. It changed colors. Contracted to a pinpoint, then expanded into a large blob that wavered on the edges. It looked as though the light were trying to break free of its confines.

      A large amount of power was released significantly closer to Iris. It almost pulled her mind away from where she was studying Rowen’s light source. A second ball of light appeared in the air. It expanded into a line that rotated and grew with each passing moment before solidifying into a doorway that Rozlynd stepped out of.

      “I thought you promised Iris you wouldn’t do magic,” Rowen said. His voice was a whisper compared to what she thought it should be.

      “You’re one to talk.”

      “I never promised. Besides, she said it was Pacific specific because she’s trying to see if there’s another magic user.”

      “I don’t think that’s why. I think she felt something at prom and is afraid we’ll freak out about it, so she’s keeping it to herself. She was like this for a few days after Disneyland too.” Rozlynd paused for a minute and thought about her own words. “There was another magic user in the park that day as well. I totally forgot about that. We split up a few times and when she came back, she was pale and quiet. I bet something happened then too.”

      “Sounds like she’s trying to protect everyone from something.”

      “From what? Life?” Rozlynd laughed. “I’m not stupid enough to think there won’t be consequences, are you?”

      “Naw. With great power . . .” Rowen didn’t finish the phrase. “But it does explain a lot. You think we should talk to her about it?”

      “No. Either she’ll get over it or she won’t. It’s up to her.” Rozlynd moved to join Rowen on the bed.

      Iris opened her eyes. They twinged and her cheeks were warm. She felt more than a little guilty for spying on her friends, but grateful to them at the same time. She decided this particular trick was one she’d have to work on a bit more. And one she wasn’t ready to share with anyone quite yet. She was exhausted. Though she’d only used a trickle of power the entire time, the concentration required was impressive.

      Even so, she forced her mind to think. Roz’s words resonated with her. Her friends knew what they were getting themselves into—in a way. No specifics, of course, but they knew there could be consequences in becoming magic users just as there were consequences in life. Just because you were a safe driver didn’t mean you’d never be in an accident.

      “You can’t control everything in life,” Iris told herself. “All you can do is your best and make sure your actions are in line with your morals.”

      Iris sighed. Her head throbbed. She’d have to leave more thoughts on the matter for the next morning. For the first time in over a week, Iris used her powers to turn the light switch in her room to the off position. It felt right. As she curled up under the covers, she thought about how much she was going to tell her friends.

      When she woke Sunday morning, Iris felt better than she had all week. She knew she’d have to apologize and talk to her friends soon, but she wasn’t sure she’d be up to it the following day. There was only one week of school left, followed by a week of finals-slash-graduation-prep, so she wasn’t sure adding to stress levels was the best idea. Perhaps she’d wait until after graduation.

      Instead of dreading the next phase in her life like she had the past week, Iris was optimistic that everything was going to work out somehow. She even started embracing the idea of being a true leader rather than the teacher and dictator she’d really been thus far.

      In between completing the homework assignments she’d been unable to focus on earlier in the week, Iris researched what it meant to be a leader. What their good qualities and traits were. She started a list that soon morphed into a spreadsheet with websites, titles, notes, examples, and more. If she was going to accept her role among her friends and they were all going to continue with using magic, she’d have to get her act together and become a leader, not simply have the title. She couldn’t implode again. That would only create panic or dishearten everyone from believing they could be successful in the face of adversity.

      Her eyes were a new shade when she looked in the mirror the following morning. An odd blue-grey stared back at her. Iris contemplated her mood. She was happy with her decision to talk to her friends about her concerns and explain her actions. She was even happier that she already knew a few of her friends agreed with her, but she was sad at the same time. Her childhood was coming to an end. While she didn’t want to be paranoid about the potential of crossing paths with a magic user who used magic for nefarious reasons, she knew this was a new part of her reality and she mourned the loss of her own innocence and naivety.

      “Have a good weekend?” Violet asked when she joined the group at morning break on Monday.

      “Yeah, actually, I did.”

      “Any developments thus far in Pacific?” Rozlynd asked.

      “Nothing so far. Still, I say let’s give it until graduation. It’ll allow us more time for our final high school assignments and assure us peace of mind. Sound fair?”

      “Does that mean we can’t have visitors or take trips?” Zarina asked cryptically.

      “No,” Iris waved her hand once in front of her face. “That’s fine. Try to keep the daily use to a minimum, though. We can resume practice sessions this summer. Honestly, I kind of like having the break right now; even if it is only a brief return to normalcy.”

      Nodding heads and murmurs of assent surrounded her. Conversation switched to mundane things, like topics for final reports. It brought a true smile to Iris’s lips and a brief burning sensation in her eyes. She knew if she looked in a mirror, they’d be blue again. It further solidified her good mood and reassured her she’d made the right decision.

      Throughout the following week, Iris felt her friends use magic here and there, but nothing for extended periods of time. She didn’t feel any unknown magic users and even had the opportunity to analyze how Jaden’s power felt when he used a doorway to visit Zarina the following weekend. Every time one of her friends used magic, Iris closed her eyes and tried to lock onto them the way she had with Rowen.

      No matter who she tried it with, she couldn’t recreate the ability to see what her friends were seeing. The best she managed was determining who was using magic, what they were doing, and their precise location. Even that skill wasn’t one hundred percent every time. She was successful in determining what Aerianna, Roz, Cirrus, Jaden, and Rowen were doing on a least one occasion, but was unable to acquire the same information from Zarina, Violet, or Morrigan.

      Iris’s only guess about what might be affecting her ability to determine what magic her friends were performing was their strength; especially since she’d proved distance was something she could overcome. Iris found herself thinking up lesson plans on how Zarina, Vi, and Morrigan could strengthen their abilities and even had to stop herself on more than one occasion from writing down specific notes. It made her own request to limit magic use and not have any lessons until after graduation that much more difficult. Finals and graduation prep helped keep her mind off magic.
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      Graduation day finally arrived. With it came the same pins-and-needles sensation at the nape of her neck from prom night. It put Iris on edge, but she was better at hiding her nerves this time. She’d accepted that there’d be other magic users throughout her life and all she could do was stay true to her beliefs and trust in her friends. Having an outdoor ceremony and being able to wear sunglasses made her mood easier to conceal.

      As the band began playing Pomp and Circumstance—something Iris was ecstatic she’d never have to play again—she drew in the smallest amount of power, closed her eyes, and tried to pin down where the magic user was. She’d managed to narrow down the sensation to the guest-side bleacher toward the north end of the field when Aerianna prodded her in the back. Iris opened her eyes and realized there was now a large gap in the line of graduates in front of her. It was a good thing they weren’t on the ramp into the football field yet, so she was able to catch up quickly.

      Not wanting to trip or fall on her face due to having her focus split as she entered the stadium, Iris released all traces of magic. She kept her mind and body ready to access the flows surrounding her in an instant if needed. It felt as though they were hovering an inch behind her. Waiting for her to summon them.

      She took her seat between Violet and Aerianna, stared straight ahead, and completely checked out from the ceremony. Her concentration was back on the magic user. Even though she wasn’t holding any magic in her being, she could feel the person almost as well as when she had been holding magic a few minutes earlier.

      Iris scanned the bleachers.

      “Looking for your family?” Aerianna asked with a grin.

      “Yeah,” Iris lied.

      “Isn’t that them over there?” Violet pointed to the northern half of the guest-side bleachers.

      Iris followed Violet’s finger about halfway up the bleachers. There they were. Her parents, sister, and grandparents, all sitting in front of a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark-chocolate brown hair, a close-cropped beard that emphasized his strong jawline, and dark sunglasses—the magic user she’d been looking for. It appeared he knew a lot more about her than she him.

      His face turned towards hers. If Iris didn’t know any better, she’d say he knew she’d been looking for him. A grin that held no warmth spread across his visage. Iris swallowed and turned to face the stage once more. A prickling sensation joined the pins and needles at the back of her neck. There was another magic user waiting to receive a diploma today. Taking a deep breath, Iris split her mind and sent her Little Self to the Gallery of Doors. She knocked on all of her friends’ doors. One by one, they opened and entered the Gallery. Several seemed confused.

      “Sorry, guys, but this is really important,” Iris began before the questions could start.

      Iris inhaled until her diaphragm could hold no more air, took in two more quick puffs and expelled it. She was ready to tell them everything.

      “So, I know I told you all to stop using magic and that you guys weren’t really satisfied with the reasons behind the request, so here’s the true reason. On prom night someone, possibly one of the chaperones, was able to use magic. I wasn’t able to pin down who it was, but there was nothing positive about the person’s aura. I’m pretty sure if any of us had used magic once we entered the building, we would have been exposed and maybe even attacked. At least, that’s the impression I got from him that night.”

      “Wait, him? I thought you said you didn’t know who it was,” Rozlynd noted Iris’s slip.

      “You’re right. I didn’t know who it was, but I do now. He’s sitting right behind my parents in the bleachers on the northern end of the visitor stands. Don’t go and look! For one, I’m not done and two, I don’t want him to know we can communicate this way. No one is allowed to look. Is that clear?” Iris demanded.

      She waited until everyone consented before continuing. “Good. So at some point on prom night, he slipped a piece of paper into my clutch that said he knows who I am, what I am capable of, and that if I knew what was good for me and my friends, we would all agree to join him to reach our full potential. If we refuse, we’ll face the consequences of a life we are too naive to comprehend. It wasn’t a direct threat, but combined with the negative vibes I got from him then—and I’m getting from him now—I’d say it is a true threat. One that I’m pretty sure he plans to make good on today.

      “I have no clue if he knows about all of you, but he definitely knows that some of you are magic users as well. On top of that, I can feel another magic user on the field with us. Turns out we weren’t the only magic users at Pacific this year. I wonder if the two are related to each other. Anyway, be on your guard and stay together. It’ll be our best chance at not causing a scene today and keeping our abilities to ourselves. Any questions or concerns?”

      “Besides those two, are there any other magic users around?” Cirrus asked.

      “Not that I can tell, but at this point, I’d say it’s safer to assume yes rather than no.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ve got your back,” Aerianna grinned at Iris.

      “It’s not only my back we have to worry about. It’s all our backs. Be on the lookout and be prepared, okay?” Everyone moved toward their door and Iris called after them. “And for Christ’s sake, please don’t be rash and fill yourselves with power now. It’ll only give you all away, got it?”

      Her friends agreed with nods or quick statements of understanding. They were more somber than they’d been when they arrived for graduation, but they were prepared. Knowing was better than not knowing, and being prepared could make all the difference in the world today. College was something she planned on finishing with all of her friends, not some of them.

      Iris waited until everyone else exited the Gallery of Doors before joining the two halves of her mind. It appeared the speeches were over. Students lined up by row to the left and right of the stage, waiting to be called to receive their “diplomas.” They were all empty folders. Diplomas wouldn’t be handed out until all grades were in and students survived Grad Nite appropriately. Iris took the time to look back to the stands. This time she made a point to wave and smile at her family even though her eyes were locked on the man behind them. She wasn’t sure now whether she was the prey or he was.

      The row in front of her stood, turned to the right and lined up. A few moments later, everyone in her row did the same. A joy Iris didn’t think she could experience welled in her chest. She felt light and happy. The smile splitting her cheeks was a genuine one. She even removed her sunglasses so her eyes would be visible in the picture being taken. They sparkled further when she realized Mr. H. was the one handing her the fake diploma.

      In less than ten minutes, the weight of keeping the secret about the asshole magic user from her friends was lifted. She was instead filled with a joy only friendship and happiness could provide. The six people standing around her and the two in the stands were more than her friends, they were her family. A family that would fight like hell to protect one another. Iris didn’t need to be sacred or full of anxiety when she had such amazing friends to put her trust and safety in.

      “Congratulations, Iris!”

      “Thank you so much, Mr. H!” Iris exclaimed as she shook his hand. Then she hugged him. “You’re the best!” She added in his ear.

      “I appreciate that more than you could ever know,” he smiled back at her.

      Iris left the stage, followed the line of graduates, and took her seat. There were only a dozen more rows of students before the ceremony was over. They were all about to embark on the next step in life: college.

      Fifteen minutes later, it was over. Someone introduced them as Pacific’s graduating class and they all transferred their tassels to the other side of their caps before a huge cheer rose up from the field and stands alike. High school was over! That was what Iris dwelled on. It was better than dwelling on the fact that her naive childhood and teenage years had ended, along with any remaining simplicities in life.

      “Get in here, Iris!” Violet called.

      Iris looked up to see her friends gathered together for a hug. With a grin, Iris joined in. They split into pairs and went to find their families before gathering back on the field for several group pictures. After a while, their families left for home and it was down to the nine of them. They happily chatted on the field and made dinner plans before Grad Nite. Iris turned away to head toward her car. Pain flared at the nape of her neck. Someone placed an arm around her shoulder and started walking with her.

      “You’re mine Iris Faye,” a male voice whispered in her ear.
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      Iris looked up and found Brett Moreno’s eyes boring into hers.

      “Now son, don’t be so overdramatic,” the magic user from the bleachers said. With father and son next to each other, the family resemblance was astounding. They had the similar skin, hair, and eye tones only separated by the speckled grey in Mr. Moreno’s hair and close-cropped beard. Both had an easy confidence about them. And an attractiveness that could quicken any girls’ heart with their closeness and friendly smiles.

      Iris ducked and tried to get out from under Brett’s arm. He held tight to her shoulder. Continued steering her away from the field and all of her friends. Iris’s heart raced. Not from attraction but from fear. She didn’t know what to do. Couldn’t think.

      “I did give her an option, you know. I couldn’t believe it when Brett told me there were other individuals who could access the flows of Gaia. In fact, I didn’t believe him. He’s never been able to suss out another’s abilities before. Claimed you broke his desk in math class. I told him he’d imagined it was you. But then prom came and I discovered he was right. I assume you found and read my note?”

      Iris found herself nodding in response.

      “Good. So, Iris, what will it be? Will you join us and see what it’s like to hold true power, or will you refuse and be obliterated?”

      She opened herself to pull power into her being but stopped. A shiver ran up her spine and settled at the nape of her neck, but it wasn’t from Mr. Moreno. It was from Brett. He was the other magic user. The one who’d been waiting to graduate. She hadn’t realized it until she readied to draw in flows. He pulled magic into his being faster than she imagined possible and was poised to release an attack. He’d be able to unleash it before she could draw in more than a trickle of power. Her blood froze.

      Brett grinned at her. Lifted her sunglasses to peer into her eyes. Chuckled at the amber shades of fear she knew they betrayed.

      “Finally realized you’re cornered, huh? Good. The second you pull power into yourself, I’ll unleash hell. I’ve had quite a lot of practice, I assure you.” He sniggered.

      “I’d rather avoid a fight, but if it is required for you to see my side of things, I’ll gladly comply,” Mr. Moreno told Iris.

      Iris tried to pull away again. They were nearing the edge of the football field. If she could get back to her friends, she—they—might all stand a chance. She tried to focus her mind. Determine how strong Brett and his dad were. It wasn’t working. Either she couldn’t get her brain to function or he was doing something to keep her from analyzing his abilities. Neither were pleasant thoughts. Iris started to panic. Her feet found the spongy texture of the track.

      “There a problem here?” Cirrus asked. He placed a stopping hand on Brett’s shoulder. It kept him from steering Iris into the mostly empty parking lot. She could see Rowen a few steps behind Cirrus.

      Iris tried to disengage herself from Brett in the brief second his concentration switched to Cirrus. He tightened his grip further. The tickling sensation at the back of her neck exploded into pain. Brett drew in more power. He was strong. Possibly stronger than she was. She needed to get free.

      “Another guy, huh? Well, this is more interesting. I thought it was just Iris, Cirrus, and the other girls. Well, all except Morrigan.” Brett half turned to face Cirrus.

      “Let Iris go,” Cirrus demanded.

      “I’ll let her go in a minute. We’re in the middle of a conversation. Excuse us.” Brett turned back toward the parking lot. Dug his fingers into Iris’s shoulder.

      “Yeah, not going to happen,” Rowen said from behind them.

      Iris could feel the power Rowen held. He made a half-request, half-demand and sent a dart of air at Brett. His had jerked away from Iris’s shoulder and he drew in a quick breath of air. Iris ducked and took four hurried steps to join Cirrus and Rowen before Brett could grab her again.

      Brett expelled all the air from his lungs. He glared at Rowen for a few seconds before his eyes roved about the area around Iris. He chuckled. “It seems I was wrong about how many of them there are, Dad. If Morrigan is capable—you are! My sincerest apologies. I didn’t think you were,” Brett added as Morrigan pulled power into her being.

      “That it does. Nine, huh?” Mr. Moreno said as his eyes surveyed the area behind and next to Iris.

      Iris hadn’t noticed her friends gathering, but she could feel them now. Several had hands on her shoulders. All of them were open to drawing in flows of power surrounding them, but none had pulled any into their being. Except for Rowen and Morrigan, who was now waiting for a sign or signal from Iris like everyone else.

      “Did you share my note with all of them? Have you had a chance to discuss it and come to a decision?”

      “My answer, our answer, is no. We will not be joining you. You reek of negativity and that isn’t something we care to have in our lives. We live for positive changes. To help. To make a difference. Not to threaten and belittle others.”

      “Is that your final answer?” Mr. Moreno asked. His jaw tightened.

      “It is,” Iris said calmly. She was poised to pull as much power into her being as it could hold. His sunglasses and calmness made it hard for her to read him.

      Mr. Moreno stared at her for several long moments. His face relaxed. “Very well. I guess we’ll have to settle this sometime in the future. Come on, Brett. We need to get something to eat before we head to Grad Nite. I suspect we’ll see you all there. Ta-ta for now.” He waved over his shoulder.

      Brett stood staring at the nine of them for a few more minutes. He backed away several steps, sneered, opened his mouth and decided to save it for later. He turned and walked away.

      “Well they’re peachy, aren’t they?” Rowen asked.

      It broke the tension that had built.

      “No kidding,” Cirrus agreed.

      Jaden shrugged.

      “Food? I’m starving!” Morrigan asked the group.

      Several laughs helped disperse the tension further. Iris still had her guard up. So did Cirrus, by the look of him. They made their way to the cars in small clusters and drove to their favorite local restaurant chain, Island’s. Iris ordered her usual Yaki tacos and a Roy Rodgers. She knew exactly what everyone else would order before they told the waiter.

      By the time food arrived, the remaining tension in Iris’s body was gone. Dinner was a blast, which was how it was supposed to be. After cramming food in their faces, they made quick trips home to change out of their formal graduation clothes and into jeans and t-shirts before heading to Grad Nite.

      Campus was covered in a variety of things to do. From casino games to a rock climbing wall, to funky hair designs, and more. They put their punch cards around their necks and went from station to station. Now that she knew what his magic felt like, Iris could feel Mr. Moreno close by. She tried to ignore him but the prickling sensation at the back of her neck made it a bit difficult to accomplish the task.

      Brett tried to make himself visible everywhere she went. After the fifth time, Cirrus disappeared for a few minutes and returned with several members of the varsity soccer team. They shuffled Brett away and Iris didn’t see him for the rest of the night. When she tried to ask Cirrus about it, he simply held his finger to his lips and winked at her. She mouthed thanks and gave him a one-armed hug around his waist.

      By the time the very long night came to an end and teachers and chaperones started telling the graduates to go home, they’d managed to try their hands at every option available to them. Iris yawned and waved goodbye to everyone before continuing to her car. She looked at the lightening sky and decided to head to the business park area to get a few good sunrise pics before heading home and falling into her bed. She had plans to sleep half the day away.

      “I said I’d see you soon,” Brett’s voice called from the shadows behind her 4Runner in the deserted parking lot.

      “You know, I’m rather bored of this. Why don’t you head home to your daddy and call it a night?”

      “Cute. I don’t need him to finish you off.”

      Iris felt him draw power into his being. She pulled on the flows surrounding her and was filled to bursting at the same time he was. Her head spun from the effort, but it was worth it. She was surprised at how powerful he was. And still wasn’t positive who was stronger. They were so close in abilities, but she thought he edged her out by a fraction.

      His eyes widened at the speed she was able to fill herself, form, and release her first request. It was nothing more than a whoosh of air past him. Her aim was off from the spinning sensation plaguing her. The power behind the blast was low. She’d meant it as a warning shot and a way to let him know she was as serious as he was.

      “Not as confident in your abilities now, are you? Let’s see who’s at their max, shall we?” His voice was thick with bravado.

      Iris lowered her head a few inches and let the left side of her mouth rise up into a smirk as she drew in two more puffs of power, much like she had air earlier. She held her ground and waited to see if he followed suit. He didn’t.

      “You’re a lot stronger than I would’ve given you credit for. I always thought it was Cirrus who was the strongest.”

      “Why’s that? Because you’re a sexist bastard like most guys in this world?”

      “No, because of the strong magical presence that emanates from his house on occasion. I live down the street from him. Didn’t you know?”

      Well, that explains that mystery, Iris thought to herself. “No. Should I have?” She didn’t want to let on that she could feel other magic users herself.

      “Pity. And I went to all that trouble trying to make my presence known. Well, I guess this will have to be my reward.”

      Brett grinned and released a battering ram of air at Iris. She formed a wall of air in front of her. The battering ram exploded on her shield less than a blink later. Powerful gusts of air flew in all directions. If it hadn’t been for her shield, Iris would have been knocked over like she was no more than paper. Brett’s grin turned into a smile. She imagined this was how a cat would look when cornering a mouse. If it could smile.

      “Like I said, you’re dead, Iris Faye.”

      Brett released another battering ram of air at her.

      Iris focused on strengthening her shield. It held. Then shattered when several dozen needle point blasts hit it. She altered her request. Was too late. She leaned forward, threw her hands in front of her face. A wall of air forced her back a few paces. Gusts of wind whipped around her new shield. She looked up. Brett was enjoying himself. It chilled her blood.

      She focused on his magic. Tried to determine his request before he released it.

      “Wall,” she muttered. Expanded her shield to cover more of the space in front of her. “Bullets.” She increased the thickness of her shield. Willed it to be impenetrable. It held this time. The blast that followed showed her how narrow a space in front of her she was protecting. “Needles. Shit!” Pinpoint holes allowed the next blast of air to reach her, but they were no more than quick puffs of air.

      Iris doubled her efforts. Drew in a continuous flow of power and expelled it into shield after shield as Brett sent more air weapons at her. He altered the amount, pressure, and type of attack each time. Was trying to break her concentration and cause her to slip up. Anger filled Iris.

      She continued requesting and forming shields of air, but she slowly split her concentration to go on the offensive. Breath was harder to draw in. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. When they started falling down her cheeks, she realized Brett’s attacks were no longer getting through. Iris increased her efforts. She needed to attack or she risked faltering due to exhaustion.

      After dozens of blocks, she released her request for a fireball and threw it at Brett’s face. He dodged it rather than blocked it. The flames hit the concrete support pillar to one of the parking lot lights and dissipated into nothing as she dismissed the request. Her chest heaved with her labored breathing.

      “That was interesting. I’ve never thought about using fire. Perhaps I should keep you around a little longer. Let’s see what you are truly capable of.”

      Brett readied what felt like the same attack. Iris grinned.

      “Without practice, that fireball will consume you before you even think about releasing your request.”

      “Request? I don’t make requests. I tell the power flowing around me what to do and it obeys.”

      “It won’t forever,” Iris said softly.

      “It will.” Brett cocked his head to the side as if listening to something. He stood up straight and dissipated the glow forming in his right hand. “Saved by curiosity. It seems we’ll have to finish this later. See you in the fall.” He grinned and pulled more power in.

      Iris readied for another attack. Darkness surrounded Brett and he was gone. If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he formed a doorway, but there was no sign of one. All that remained was a lingering sensation of two locations being joined for one moment. Iris squashed a desire to follow after him using the traces of magic.

      She stood there, breathing hard before she came to her senses. He’d said, See you in the fall. It couldn’t be. How had she not realized this? Iris scrambled to find her car keys and climbed into her too-tall car. She snatched the graduation booklet off the passenger seat and flipped to the M section. Her heart pounded as her finger scrolled down the pages of last names until it fell on Moreno, Brett. Next to it said UC Davis. It seemed Brett would be seeing her in the fall.

      Iris shook her head and sighed. There was nothing she could do now. She’d have to deal with him someday, but for now, she was going to enjoy summer break and get back to training harder in magic. She started the 4Runner, slipped the gear selector into first and pulled forward out of her parking space.

      She pulled the e-brake and slipped out of her car moments before the sun crested the hills to the east. Iris took a few quick pictures before basking in the growing warmth. She welcomed the next chapter of her life.

      “I won’t shy away from my responsibilities,” she whispered to the surrounding stillness. “Well, old friend,” she patted the hood of the 4Runner. “Ready for the next stage in life? I hope you are because I am!”

      Iris climbed back into her car and headed home with a smile. Though they’d meant to scare her, Brett and Mr. Moreno had managed to boost her confidence. She had eight friends who’d always stand up for her and she could hold her own magically against someone as strong as her. If she could tackle that, college would be a breeze.
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      CHAPTER 1

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hey, it’s Zarina. I can’t…” 

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

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

      “Sure.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Sure. Why not?” 

      “You really should learn to contain your enthusiasm.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Anwyn from Pacific?” Iris asked. 

      “Yup!” 

      “Another Pacific grad, huh? Name?” 

      “Faye, Iris Faye.”

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

      “Yes, please.”

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

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

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

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

      “Sure.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Pacific.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You’re from Pacific? That’s so cool. I’m from . . . hey, weren’t your eyes blue?” 
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      CHAPTER 2

      

      “They are blue,” Iris muttered and looked at the ground. Her eyes seared. Who knew what color they’d be now. There were too many conflicting emotions. Fear at being shunned like she’d been her whole life felt the strongest. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yeah, duh,” Ara agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No problem!”

      “Sure thing.”

      “You got it!” 

      Iris grinned. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The hot tub howled with laughter.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes,” she said with a sigh.

      “That’s a good one to know.”

      “Sometimes. Sometimes not. You can ask Zarina for some stories before you decide if knowing is best or not.”
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