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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jonathan

      

      

      Magical families only mixed with Dulls if they absolutely had to—or if there was a café in Lenox Hill that made custard tarts so good no conjuring could compete.

      Just about the only time I saw my Uncle Raymond look happy was when he was biting into one of those tarts. He’d plowed through three in the space of fifteen minutes, as if they were brôma theôn. My parents had shared one and now were sipping the last of their lattes. I’d defied tradition and selected a slice of blueberry pie.

      I was scraping up the last tartly sweet crumbs now, soaking in the atmosphere of the “ordinary” world. A new Eagles song was carrying over the murmur of voices around us. The man at the table next to us was gesticulating to his wife about some article in the newspaper he had propped against the table, President Carter’s solemn face staring up from the front page. The little boy beside them was driving a perfect replica of a Manhattan bus along the back of his chair.

      A man nearly as bulky as Uncle Raymond hustled through the tight space between the tables and knocked my mother’s arm just as she raised her mug to her lips. Coffee splashed on her shirt. The Dull man didn’t even appear to notice, already on his way.

      Uncle Raymond huffed under his breath. Mom looked at the splotch on her blue silk blouse and caught my father’s eye with a bemused look that then traveled to me. In solely magical company, she could have ‘chanted the stain out with a brief focusing of intent and a quick verse in Latin or ancient Greek. But the people around us were totally ignorant of the warble of magic that flowed through the air around us and them. She wasn’t going to break centuries of secrecy and the will of our ruling body over a little coffee.

      Even if she, Dad, and I thought those rules ought to be changed.

      For the moment, I had more immediate concerns too. I swallowed my last bite of pie and turned to Uncle Raymond before the atmosphere got to be too much for him. His appreciation for all things magicless—custard tarts aside—was approximately nil. I wanted to catch him while he was still in a good mood.

      “We just picked our courses for second year at the College,” I said. “I’ve been accepted onto the International Relations track.”

      Uncle Raymond’s eyes fixed on me with their usual sharpness, but I’d spent enough time in the company of the magicless to know how to talk around them without letting key details slip.

      “Not content with what you’ve got here on this side of the ocean, Jonathan?” he said.

      I shrugged. “I figure learning about the ways other people handle the issues we deal with here can only enhance our own practices.”

      “You sound like your father.” He shot a dour look at Dad—his younger brother. The remark wasn’t a compliment, but Dad smiled anyway.

      “I’m glad to know I’ve rubbed off on my son at least a little.”

      “Anyway,” I said, barreling onward, “I was hoping to get some direct experience in the field before I begin. Is there any chance you might put in a word with Grandfather about my getting a placement abroad for the summer?”

      I’d visited various countries around the world on our periodic family vacations , but to actually dig in with the local mages, see how they worked, how they made use of their magic around our society’s restrictions, how they interacted with the non-magical cultures… It would be fascinating. And meaningful.

      Much more so than any busy tasks the professors were likely to come up with for our summer projects. I’d already memorized enough of the Classic literature that was supposed to attune our minds to the rhythms of the magic to last me a lifetime.

      “Hmm,” Uncle Raymond said, equally dour. My Grandfather Lockwood was a member of the Circle that set the laws for all the mages in North America. He might be as much Dad’s father as Uncle Raymond’s, but Uncle Raymond was the one working toward taking that place in the Circle when Grandfather retired. Having him ask for special consideration was a much surer bet.

      But my uncle was already shaking his head. “Maybe next summer, when you’re eighteen. I don’t believe in rushing these responsibilities.”

      “I’m sure Jonathan would find his bearings quickly,” my mother put in with the tone she always used with Uncle Raymond, somehow gentle but firm at the same time.

      “That isn’t the only consideration,” he said to her, and looked at me again. “We’ll talk about it again next year. Right now, I think it’s about time we caught up with your Aunt Phyllis.” He pushed to his feet. My aunt had taken my little sister to Macy’s instead of joining us.

      “Next year,” I agreed. I knew when to back down, even if it was ridiculous. Sixteen was old enough to prove whether we deserved to hold onto our magical abilities at all, but seventeen was too young to work at a government office for a couple months? Zeus only knew how he justified that to himself.

      We wove through the tables and emerged out onto the sidewalk. It was a warm spring day, but Uncle Raymond wrinkled his nose at the passing pedestrians and the exhaust from the cars puttering by, as if the vehicles that belonged to the magicless were more offensive than his own.

      As he reached for the door of his sedan, tires screeched just down the street. My head whipped around with a lurch of my heart. A fleshy thud made my whole body tense up.

      A sports car had just jerked to a halt. A woman lay sprawled on the road beside it, her arm twisted at an unnatural angle. O gods, blood was already spreading across the middle of her bright yellow dress. Her shoulders twitched, and she let out a low moan.

      Chaos erupted around the scene. “What the hell were you doing?” a young guy yelled at the driver, his voice ragged. A woman on the other side of the street wrenched open the door of the nearest shop and hollered, “Call an ambulance! There’s been an accident.” A couple knelt down next to the woman who’d been hit, the man touching her forehead, the woman pressing her gauzy scarf to the worst of the wounds.

      My stomach churned with nausea. I braced my hand against the side of my uncle’s car. The way the woman was lying there so still… She could die. She could be almost dead already.

      My gaze slid to my mother’s face. Her lips were pressed tight, her face pale. Dad’s hands had clenched, but he stayed where he was.

      It was so stupid. We could help her. Maybe none of us was a professional magicmedic, but we could have done something more than any of the magicless could manage. A few lines from Homer or Virgil about binding together or easing pain…

      But we couldn’t without being close enough, without everyone seeing us work our powers. And so we wouldn’t, because we were so damned afraid of what the Dulls would do to us if they knew what we were capable of?

      So ridiculously, stupidly afraid. Even Dad, who’d been speaking up for open integration with the magicless for as long as I could remember, was just standing here. While a woman lay dying.

      I gritted my teeth. There had to be something— I could do it. I could walk right over there and say the words. Just a few steps…

      I shifted my weight, still grappling with the idea, and a meaty hand fell on my shoulder. I flinched and looked at Uncle Raymond. He shook his head in one brisk movement, his eyes flat and cold. “The Dulls are looking after their own.”

      “I know, Jonathan,” Dad said quietly at my other side. “I wish we could too. Maybe someday.”

      That was it? That was the best he could say?

      He opened the back door, nudging me into the car. Uncle Raymond hovered behind me.

      If I’d tried to run and help, they’d stop me. Frustration rippled through me—and a wash of relief.

      Relief.

      As I climbed into the car, a horrible weight settled in my chest. If Uncle Raymond hadn’t held me back, would I have dared to go to that woman and help her?

      Part of me was glad I hadn’t needed to find out. Because part of me knew I wouldn’t have.
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      I had a paper on the evolution of magical navigation techniques due tomorrow, but sitting at my desk with a stack of paper and my reference books, I kept staring at the pages blankly.

      Was that woman still lying on the street? Was she still alive?

      After several fruitless minutes, I got up and headed to our brownstone’s second-floor library. Maybe being surrounded by all those old tomes would get me in the right state of mind.

      As I slipped down the staircase, raised voices carried to my ears, muffled by the library door. Dad and Uncle Raymond were arguing again. About the car accident or one of the many other topics that often had them at each other’s throats?

      I paused outside, knowing the dispute would cease the second I opened the door, wanting to know whether Dad was as unsettled as I was.

      “If you’d just bring it to him alongside me,” Dad was saying. “He’ll listen to a united front.”

      “I’m not going to hassle our father or the rest of the Circle with a matter like this,” Uncle Raymond replied.

      Dad let out a rough breath. “But think of the lives that will be lost.”

      Lives? Plural? My mind shot back to that scene in the street, but he clearly didn’t mean that. I leaned closer, my hand coming to rest on the bronze door knob.

      “Those lives aren’t our responsibility,” Uncle Raymond said. “It’s up to the Dull scientists to monitor the warning signs in their Dull ways. If they chose to ignore them…”

      “You know our methods will predict the timing more accurately. We’ll detect sooner when the balance starts to shift.”

      Uncle Raymond muttered something I couldn’t hear.

      “After that last earthquake, I don’t think we can assume that,” Dad retorted.

      Earthquake. Some part of the world must be on the verge of an environmental catastrophe, one that Dad believed they weren’t properly prepared for.

      “Well, what do you suggest we do about it, Eddy?” Uncle Raymond demanded. “We can’t waltz into their offices brandishing reports we can’t explain.”

      Dad’s voice lowered. “You know what I’d suggest. The same thing I’ve been suggesting for the last twenty years.”

      Uncle Raymond’s chuckle was caustic. “You and your wide-eyed naivety. As if the Dulls would really welcome our help with open arms. All the magic in the world won’t help us against a billion foes who see us as nothing more than a threat. The second they found out we exist they’d be trying to stamp us out.”

      “It’s 1980, not the Dark Ages. If we approached it in the right manner—”

      “We’ve been down this path before, Edward. Let’s just leave it.”

      “Raymond…”

      This argument never changed much. Dad wanted us to integrate with non-magical society so we could support everyone more efficiently. Uncle Raymond thought he was delusional. Unfortunately, most of those in the other prominent mage families agreed with my uncle. Easier to keep doing things the same old way while the world falls apart around you than to take a risk to make a change for good, I’d heard Dad mutter more than once.

      I didn’t need to hear them hash all that out again. I wanted to know more about this looming catastrophe. I took a step back and then forward again as if I’d just come up to the door.

      Uncle Raymond was swinging his arm in a gesture of frustration when I walked into the library. He lowered his hand to his side, his mouth snapping shut. His broad face was flushed red. Dad’s leaner form was rigidly straight, but when his eyes met mine, his stance relaxed slightly.

      “Jonathan,” he said, running his hand through the light brown hair I’d inherited. “Did you need something?”

      “I thought I could use another book for my paper,” I said, ambling toward the shelves. My heart thudded. “I thought I heard you say something about an earthquake as I was coming down the stairs. Not around here, I hope?”

      “Nothing for you to concern yourself with,” Uncle Raymond said, of course.

      If I’d hoped Dad would offer more, I was left adrift. He grimaced. “Occasionally your uncle is right. We’ll sort the matter out. I promise there’s no need for you to worry.”

      Because it wasn’t going to hurt anyone around here—or at least not any of us mages? Was that supposed to comfort me?

      “I’m not worrying,” I said. “Only curious.”

      “It may all come to nothing anyway,” Uncle Raymond said brusquely.

      Dad gave me a thin smile that looked rather pained. “You’d better get on with that paper.”

      Right. I grabbed the first text that looked vaguely related and brandished it for my elders’ benefit. My father and his older brother stayed silent as I walked back out. Their voices picked up again the second the door clicked shut behind me—but quieter now. I couldn’t make out even a bit of what they were saying.

      My fingers tightened around the book as I headed upstairs.

      Nothing for me to concern myself with. Because it shouldn’t matter that a bunch of people somewhere might die, just as it hadn’t been supposed to matter what happened to that woman the car had struck? Or because Dad didn’t think a first-year student of the College could contribute anything useful?

      He wasn’t going to do anything other than more arguing behind closed doors, was he? It sounded like he didn’t even want to pitch his case to my grandfather without getting Uncle Raymond’s support. He’d just stand by, like he had outside the café. All talk and no action. After everything he’d taught me…

      I’d thought better of him than that.

      My throat tightened, but as I sat down at my desk, a quiver of resolution ran through me, as potent as the magic thrumming in the air around me. I might be only a first-year student, but my skills ranked at the top of my class. I was plenty old enough to care. Plenty old enough to act even if Dad wouldn’t.

      I had a few slivers of information. I could find out the rest on my own. And this time, I wouldn’t stand by.
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        Amy

      

      

      Squint at the glowing green text on the computer monitor. Tap, tap, tap the numbers from the paper in front of me. Repeat ad nauseam.

      I swear, you don’t know boredom until you’ve spent the better part of an hour doing data entry on the chemical compounds in soil samples. Why did I volunteer for this again?

      I set aside the file I’d just completed and glanced across the room toward my dad. His skinny frame was hunched over the spread of topographic maps on the table in front of him, his fingers spinning his pencil with a repetitive twitch, his eyes hazy with concentration behind his rectangular glasses. He only sat about ten feet away, but when he got into that zone, he might as well be on another planet.

      I’d thought working together might bring us closer together again—like those geological surveys I’d gone on with him before, tramping around some wild place collecting samples or setting down monitoring equipment, roughing it together. But that had been before Mom had taken off on us. Sometimes it seemed like a part of Dad—a part that had made him my dad—had left with her. And the rest of him didn’t know quite what to do with me anymore.

      So far I hadn’t figured out any way to fix that.

      Thinking about that sent an uncomfortable twinge through my gut. I slid another file folder in front of me and went back to my tap, tap, tapping.

      Cheryl, one of the other scientists on staff, checked out my pile of completed entries and patted me on the shoulder. “Good work, kid,” she said. “Keep it up and we might have to hire you on. You’re getting through those faster than most of the assistants we do hire.”

      “Glad I could help,” I said in my brightest voice. Cheryl was pretty nice, even if she believed in calling seventeen-year-olds “kid.” And one tiny bit of good I could do was making sure no one here realized I was bored out of my skull.

      Volunteering in the office lab wasn’t all that interesting for its own sake. Instead of wild landscapes, chittering birds, and fresh air, I got white walls and desks, the thin whine of tech equipment, and the smell of the tuna sandwich someone had brought for lunch. But I was here now. Quitting just three weeks in would only put more distance between me and Dad. Running away from commitments was a pretty sore spot for both of us right now.

      When I finished with my current stack of files, I carried them over to Dad’s table. If he wasn’t going to reach out to me, I’d just have to force a little interaction.

      “All done!” I said. “Hey, could we grab Chinese on the way home tonight? We haven’t done the ‘veg out in front of the TV’ thing in a while.”

      Dad patted the end of the table to show where to set down the files, with just a brief glance at me. His gaze slid right back to his work. He rubbed his temple where his red-blond hair was thinning. “Sorry, Ames. We’ve got a meeting after hours tonight. You order delivery for yourself if you want.” He reached for his wallet. “Are you ready to head out?”

      So much for that attempt. I fumbled for the right thing to say. “No, it’s okay. I can keep at it a little longer. Do you have anything else for me?”

      I got more of his attention then, but not with a smile or positive. He peered at me through his glasses. “Are you sure? It’ll be five soon. Most of the staff will be heading home too.”

      And most of them probably had family to keep them company when they did get home. I shrugged. “I don’t mind. It’s good experience for college applications, right?”

      Dad’s brow knit, but he nodded. “Well, here, I do have another set of soil sample data.”

      You asked for this, I reminded myself as I schlepped the new stack over to the computer desk.

      Diving in, I started to hum to myself—softly, but enough to drown out the electronic whine. My foot bobbed up and down in time. I’d just gotten into my own zone of concentration when the screen in front of me fritzed.

      The data fragmented into a spray of pixels. Crap. I grimaced at the monitor. When it came to electronic equipment, I seemed to be cursed. I was lucky this was the first time the computer had crashed on me today.

      At least I knew how to fix that on my own now. I followed the steps Cheryl had showed me when the same thing had happened on my first day: Turn it off, wait fifteen seconds, turn it back on again, wait for the hard drive to reboot.

      Once it was running again, it took me about a half hour to get through the rest of the reports. When I’d added the last to the finished pile, I leaned back and stretched my shoulders.

      “Dad,” I started, spinning my chair toward him.

      My mouth snapped shut. His chair was empty. Everyone who’d been in the lab was gone. Some must have left for the day, and Dad must have gone off with the others to that meeting he’d mentioned.

      He could at least have given me a heads-up.

      I set the files on his table with the others and went out to the office’s reception area to see if anyone had stuck around. Nope. The front desk was vacant, no one else in sight.

      I was about to call it a night when the door eased open.

      A guy stepped inside. He looked to be about my age, tall and lean but not skinny, wearing a dress shirt and slacks that made me wonder if he went to some kind of private school. His tawny hair was swept to one side over his high forehead, his posture straight and assured. Kind of a cute guy, if I was being honest.

      He flashed a smile at me, and I revised that opinion with a skip of my pulse. Really cute. What the heck was he doing here?

      “Oh, good. I’m not too late,” he said.

      I lifted my chin with what I hoped was a professional expression. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Yes, actually—this is the Bosworth Geological Center, isn’t it?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s what it says on the door,” I said automatically. Okay, there went professionalism out the window.

      The guy glanced at the door and chuckled to himself. “Never hurts to confirm. Ah, do you… work here?”

      A dip of his gaze took in my sweatshirt and jeans. His expression stayed mild, but a prickle of self-consciousness ran over my skin. The sweatshirt had a little glitter on it that fancied it up, but, let’s be real, it wasn’t the most business-like apparel ever. The way this guy was dressed, he looked more like he should be working here than I did.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m volunteering. My dad works here. He’s a geophysicist. If there’s something you need to know about the company, I can probably give you the answer. If it gets too technical, I can pass the question on to my dad.”

      How technical a geological question would some high school guy have anyway?

      The guy seemed to consider. “Well… I’m collecting information on any recent major earthquakes worldwide that have given cause for concern.”

      He didn’t have an accent exactly, but there was something about the way he talked—a slight affectation or the formal phrasing—that almost sounded like one. As if he’d stepped out of some alternate place or time. Weird. But it got me curious too. Enough that instead of letting him go and heading home myself, I kept talking.

      “I don’t remember any of the scientists mentioning a major earthquake since I started here a few weeks ago. But then, they mostly focus on this region of the US—not a whole lot of tectonic activity in New England, you know? If there’d been anything really big internationally, it’d have come up, though.”

      He frowned, as if he’d really wanted there to be some catastrophic earthquake for me to tell him about. “There must be something. Possibly it wasn’t that big?”

      I held up my hands. “Sorry, I’m not sure what to tell you. Why are you asking, anyway? Are you, like, a geological private eye or something?”

      It was kind of a lame joke, but it got me another smile. “Something like that,” he said with a mysterious air. It wasn’t just the weirdness—or the cuteness—that made me want to keep talking to him. He gave off an impression of total confidence, as if he didn’t even care that I probably thought he was weird. An unshakeable sense of purpose.

      I wished I had a little more of that.

      “Is there any way I could speak to one of the scientists?” he asked, still smiling. “I promise I’ll keep the interrogation quick.”

      I made a face. “They’re in a meeting right now. I can check when the best time for you to drop by again would be—I guess it’d have to be after school hours?”

      “Ideally after four-thirty. But I can work around that restriction if necessary.”

      He was going to skip classes just to get this question answered? Okay then. I leaned over the reception desk and scanned the agenda Brenda had left open there. My lips moved automatically, turning the days of the week into a halting song under my breath to settle the buzz in my nerves. He was just some guy. I probably wouldn’t even see him again.

      My fingers drummed the page. A second later, the phone beside me jangled. I jumped and then paused before reaching for it, waiting.

      It stayed quiet. With a roll of my eyes, I turned back to the agenda.

      “What happened there?” The guy was suddenly close, right at the other side of the desk. When I glanced up, his eyes—pure dark blue, I could see at this range—held mine intently. As if I was suddenly his purpose. For a second, with a thump of my heart, I wasn’t sure I minded.

      “I, um, pardon?” I said, scrambling for words.

      “With the phone.” He pointed, still looking at me. His voice was quiet but just as intense as his gaze. “It rang and then stopped.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I don’t know. It happens sometimes. Mechanical things like to act up when I’m around. I’m cursed or something.”

      I tried to grin at him, but he didn’t seem to find the idea of a curse funny. His eyes widened. “You—” He cut himself off. I could practically see him willing himself calmer, but a strange light had come into his face, even more determined than before. “What’s your name?”

      “Amy Sanders,” I said cautiously. This was getting a little too weird.

      “Sanders,” he repeated. “Hmm. Do you sing a lot?”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Just curiosity. You seem like an interesting person, Amy Sanders.”

      I had the feeling someone had just swapped the script for this conversation without telling me. But his smile had come back, as brilliant as before, and while he was weird, nothing about him made me actually nervous.

      Was I interesting? How so?

      “Sometimes,” I found myself answering. “It helps me focus.”

      “Could you do it again?”

      I blinked at him. “What, sing?”

      He made an apologetic gesture. “For experiment’s sake. I promise I’m a good listener.”

      Was I really going to do this? He was looking at me like I wasn’t just kind of interesting but… special somehow. I didn’t have that great a voice.

      But I kind of wanted him to keep looking at me like that.

      “Er, okay.” I dragged in a breath and gave him a couple lines from a song we’d been practicing in music class yesterday.

      “All right,” the guy said, sounding pleased, before I reached the chorus. “That’s good. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have put you on the spot. Thank you for indulging me.”

      I still had no idea what was going on here, but he sounded so pleased it was hard not to feel a little thrill. “Was there… I mean, did you still want me to find a time to speak with the scientists?” I gestured to the agenda.

      “Oh, yes. Yes, of course.”

      I ran my hand down the page. “It looks like Thursday late afternoon is open. I could write you in, with your phone number if they want to call and—”

      “No phone number,” he broke in. “You can just put down ‘Jonathan.’”

      Jonathan—research questions, I wrote into the four-thirty spot.

      “Thank you,” he said. He hesitated for a second, his gaze fixed on me. Then he gave me one last smile and turned himself toward the door.

      I watched him walk out with a jab of disappointment. Somehow I’d thought something more momentous was going to come out of all of that encounter. No such luck. I was back to heading home alone and digging out a frozen pizza—Dad hadn’t even ended up giving me the money for Chinese. I picked up my bag where I’d set it on the floor.

      With a squeak of the hinges, Jonathan pushed open the door again. His face was slightly flushed.

      “Amy,” he said. “I’d like to see you again. Is there some time I could, ah, take you out, or…”

      He didn’t seem to know how to finish that question, just trailed off looking hopeful.

      My mouth opened and closed and opened again. “Like a date?” I blurted out.

      My cheeks warmed too, but Jonathan didn’t look offended by the bluntness. “I suppose,” he said. “I’d just like to get to know you better.”

      Wasn’t this what I’d wanted? At least seeing him would be something—something different.

      With someone who saw something fascinating in me.

      “Okay,” I said. “Sure. I don’t have any plans after school tomorrow.”

      He outright beamed at me. “Then tomorrow it is.”
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        Jonathan

      

      

      The taxi driver gave me a bit of an odd look when I handed him his payment. I wasn’t sure if I’d accidentally tipped too much or too little. I had taken taxis around Manhattan before, even though Dad liked to drive and we had a chauffeur on call on top of that, because my parents believed in being familiar with the practical basics, but I hadn’t often enough that it was old hat.

      Before I could offer more, he bobbed his head with a “Thanks, kid,” and motioned me out. I supposed that meant I hadn’t done too badly.

      Amy’s high school, on the west side of the park from where I lived, was an unimposing brown brick building—Dull in every sense of the word. But as I stood at the edge front walk, waiting for classes to let out, a jitter of excitement ran through me.

      The girl I was waiting for was about as far from Dull as Odysseus had sailed from home. And she didn’t even know it.

      The doors parted to emit a stream of students. I stood to the side of the lawn as they poured past me. My gaze caught on Amy’s bright red hair a second before she split off from the crowd.

      She smiled when she saw me, her fingers curling around the strap of her backpack. I tapped my thumb against my thigh as she approached, casting a subtle rhythm into the air to judge her mood.

      Both excited and nervous. Hmm. I’d tried to hide my surprise yesterday, but perhaps I hadn’t managed well enough. Or possibly I’d made some magicless faux pas. It had probably been rather forward of me to suggest this meet-up at all. Hopefully I could convert a lot of her nervousness over to the excitement side of the equation.

      “Where are we off to?” Amy asked. Her cheeks had turned rosy under their smattering of freckles.

      “There’s a café a couple blocks over,” I said. I’d scouted the area from the window of the cab. “We could get a bite to eat.”

      “Sure.”

      She glanced over at me as we started walking. Her hazel eyes had looked brown yesterday, but today they seemed to have turned green to match her blouse. “So what do you do when you’re not playing geological detective?”

      “I’ll have you know there’s nothing playful about geological investigations,” I said in a mock-serious tone, and she laughed, but for a second my mind scrambled. I’d asked to see her to find out more about her, but of course she was curious about me too. Only there were restrictions on how much I could tell her yet. “Well, I go to school. See friends. Read books. The usual things.”

      Usual other than I meant a school of magic, mage friends, and, quite often, magical books. A little apprehension of my own tickled over me. I wasn’t sure how Dad would have reacted if he’d known what I was doing, but no doubt if I’d gone to him first, he’d have turned to higher authorities for approval of whatever happened next. And I didn’t trust mages like Uncle Raymond to consider what was best for anyone but themselves.

      I hadn’t even decided what exactly I was going to do here. I needed to know more first. And then… The rules about keeping our magic hidden shouldn’t apply around someone who could already hearken magic in her own right, really. If I told Amy, I wouldn’t be telling her about me, I’d be telling her about her. What was wrong with that? This situation was so rare I wasn’t aware of any explicit policies.

      On the other hand, I was relatively certain that if Uncle Raymond had known I was here, he’d have killed me.

      “And you like music,” Amy said with a slight arch of her eyebrow.

      I spread my hands. “Who doesn’t?”

      “Favorite band?”

      “Supertramp,” I said automatically, and then peeked sideways at her. Their last album had hit it off with some of my classmates, but I wasn’t sure whether it was what the magicless teens were listening to.

      Amy grinned. She was… awfully pretty when she grinned, I couldn’t help noticing. “Good choice. You must be all right.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “It’s hard to pick just one. I’ve been getting into Donna Summer. And Pink Floyd has some pretty cool stuff. And I like the stuff from musicals—Grease and Chicago and all those.”

      It made sense that she’d love music even if she didn’t realize how she could use it. I considered what to ask next as we arrived at the café. The spring day was warm enough for us to sit at one of the wrought-iron tables on the patio out front. Amy picked up the ribbon-bound menu as if she were afraid of getting fingerprints on it.

      “I, um, was assuming we’d just go to Dunkin’ Donuts or something.”

      She said it with a smile, but I didn’t need magic to read the anxiety underneath her remark. My mistake. I should have picked somewhere more casual. This was about as close to slumming it as my family got in the city, but obviously my norms weren’t hers.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Get whatever looks good to you. My treat.”

      I ordered a coffee and a slice of peach pie, and Amy, after a short deliberation that involved a significant amount of lip biting, asked for the same drink and a piece of raspberry cheesecake.

      “I feel like such a rebel,” she said, leaning her elbows on the table with a quirk of her lips. “My dad has a strict ‘no coffee until you’re eighteen’ rule. But I’m pretty sure one cup isn’t going to stunt my brain.”

      “I have about one a week and I don’t think it’s hurt mine any,” I said. “Although maybe I should let you judge that.”

      “So far so good. I take it your folks aren’t as uptight?”

      “No. At least not about my drinking habits.” I also had the occasional glass of wine when the moment fit. Not that I’d developed much of a taste for the stuff. But it wasn’t me we were meant to be talking about. “Your school is pretty close to your dad’s office. Do you live around here too?”

      She nodded. “Our apartment is just south of here. It’s not the nicest place ever, but my dad kind of had to scramble when he got the job offer. Maybe after we’ve been here a whole year we’ll move. At least it’s not as scary as some of the areas past the park.”

      So she was new in town. “Where did you move from?” I asked. I’d checked to make sure there weren’t any Sanderses I hadn’t thought of in the network of mages, but there could have been a name change along the way. Location would help me double-check.

      “Cincinnati,” Amy said. “I grew up there.” Her eyes clouded for a moment.

      I hesitated, wondering if it was a good idea to pursue this line of inquiry. “It must have been hard moving, in that case. Leaving behind friends and all. I’ve lived here all my life, so I can’t really imagine it.” And even if I did move somewhere else permanently, there’d always be the tight-knit community of mages there to welcome me.

      “Yeah, you know, it was pretty hard. The idea was to get a change in scenery.” Amy’s mouth slanted. “See… my parents got divorced last year. Mom met some guy who was only, like, five years older than me and decided she needed to ‘find herself’ by taking off to Honduras or Ecuador or someplace. It really shook up my dad, of course. So maybe it was better getting away from all the memories there.”

      She rattled off that account matter-of-factly, but the tensing of her jaw told me a different story. Losing her mom had shaken her up plenty too. Sympathy resonated inside me.

      “That sucks,” I said. Not the most elegant way of putting it, but it felt honest.

      The corner of her mouth twitched upward again. “It does. But we’re moving forward. Anyway, I shouldn’t be laying all my family’s dirty laundry on you.” A glint lit in her eyes. “I think you’d better tell me some of yours. Just so I feel better about it, you know.”

      The waitress came by with our food. Amy let out a pleased sound and dug in. I couldn’t help smiling as I reached for my fork.

      I’d never really talked to anyone like her before. None of my classmates would have dared to reveal that much about their family’s troubles in casual conversation. Or chattered so easily about her feelings about the neighborhood. A lot of them were so doggedly focused on their studies they barely mentioned anything outside that, and the others were busy making sure no one forgot their family’s status. And with my grandfather being in the Circle, they were especially careful how they acted around me.

      When was the last time I’d sat down with someone around my age and just chatted without it feeling like some kind of exam? Someone who meant what they said instead of picking every word with extreme care? I hadn’t really thought of myself as being lonely before, but a strange little ache bit into my chest now.

      I felt more at ease, more like I could be myself, with this girl I’d only met yesterday than with the fellow mages I’d seen nearly every day for years.

      “Let’s see,” I said, coming back to her nudge about “dirty laundry.” I could have made up something salacious, but in the face of her honesty, the idea made me feel rather ill. “There’s not a lot to tell. My parents are still together. I’ve got a little sister—eight years old. My dad and my uncle make something of a sport of being at each other’s throats, so there’s that.”

      “And you live in the city, I guess?”

      “Upper East Side.”

      “That figures.” She grinned, obviously more relaxed than when she’d first met up with me. Seeing that, I relaxed a little more myself.

      “Are you going to explain what’s up with this earthquake obsession?” she asked, digging back into her cheesecake.

      “It’s just for… sort of a family project,” I improvised. “My parents come up with subjects they want me to research.” Although my actual research hadn’t gotten very far yet. I’d stumbled on this more immediate “project” along the way.

      “Like college prep,” Amy said. “I can see that.”

      I couldn’t tell her I was already in the closest thing I had to her sort of college. Not yet.

      She hummed happily as she rolled her last bite of cake around in her mouth, the sound falling into a faint melody. The thrum of magic in the air around us responded immediately. Not powerfully, because she wasn’t directing it at all, but with a faint rippling any mage paying attention could have sensed.

      The numbers jumped and blinked on the digital watch of a man walking by. Electronic devices were always especially sensitive to magical fluctuations. “A curse,” Amy had called it when she’d talked about the phone’s random ring. But it wasn’t.

      It was a gift. A gift she’d been denied her whole life so far.

      I swallowed a sticky sweet bite of my peach pie. My heart started beating faster, even though I hadn’t said anything that crossed the line yet.

      She deserved it, didn’t she? This open, straight-forward girl who’d been abandoned by her mother, set adrift in an entirely new city… There was a whole world she could belong to, one she’d never have to leave once she’d gained admittance. And I could lead her there.

      People like my uncle would have said to just leave it—like that woman bleeding on the street. Let the Dulls take care of their own. If she hadn’t figured out her powers without help, why help her?

      Because it was the right thing to do. Because now that I knew, I owed it to her.

      And maybe just a little because if I didn’t, I couldn’t justify getting to know her any better than I already had. The thought of simply walking away from her warmth and her smile made the ache inside spread deeper.

      I was going to do this. All I had to do was bring her talent out a little, teach her to work with it in the simplest ways. Then I could bring her to the Circle, and they’d have to admit her for full training.

      When Amy set down her fork, I motioned to the waitress for the check. “Amy,” I said, weighing my words, “there’s something I’d like to show you. Are you up for a walk in the park?” That seemed the best possibility. We could find a quiet spot out of view. I’d rather have had someplace away from Dulls completely, but I didn’t know her that well that I expected she’d respond well to the proposition.

      “Show me?” Amy repeated, her eyebrows jumping up. Evidently I’d already somewhat put my foot in it.

      “Nothing, er… Nothing unsavory,” I said, my face heating. “It’s just hard to explain.”

      She paused and then shrugged. “All right. You’ve got me curious.”

      Lots of people had decided to visit Central Park on this picturesque spring day. I scanned the grounds as we ambled down the path and finally spotted a cluster of trees and shrubs where our activities could go unseen. Motioning for Amy to follow me, I veered across the grass.

      She came, her head cocked, but she balked at the little grove. “You know, you’re really kind of weird. What’s going on?”

      I laughed. “I suppose I am, and I’m sorry, but I really have to show you for you to understand. Trust me.”

      She studied me for a moment. “Okay. But if you do anything really crazy, there are dozens of people around who can come running if I yell.”

      She was only partly joking, but that was all right. I sat on the ground in the shelter of the grove, and she hunkered down across from me, leaving a couple of feet between us. “So…?”

      If I’d thought my pulse had been quick before, now it was racing at a sprint. My mouth had gone dry. I swallowed and smiled.

      This was the right thing. Someday soon hopefully we’d be revealing our talents to everyone, people of all sorts. She ought to know.

      I needed her to see the power coming from her. Not part of my weirdness, but something from inside her. Something that belonged to her.

      “Think of a song you like,” I said. It wouldn’t be as effective as the classic verses I’d memorized at the Academy during the first twelve years of my education, but any melody could conduct magic at least a little. “One that has lyrics about floating, or flying—something along those lines.”

      She gave me another arch of her eyebrows, but then her lips pursed in concentration. “Okay,” she said. “I’ve got one. Now what?”

      I plucked a leaf off the sapling next to me. “Hold out your hands?” When she did, palms up, I set the leaf on them. “Now sing that song. Quietly, so we don’t get people coming over to see what’s happening. And think about lifting up into the air while you’re doing it.”

      She still looked bemused, but she played along. Probably expecting to laugh when nothing happened. She drew in a breath and started singing in a lilting murmur, so quiet even I couldn’t make out most of the words.

      It didn’t matter. The magic heard her. It might not have responded as intensely as if she’d been able to use the ancient rhythms of the Classic languages, but the tremor in the air around us shifted, vibrating alongside her intent. She raised her voice a little louder as she built up to the song’s chorus—and the leaf lifted up over her hands.

      It glided on that invisible force up in front of her face. Amy’s eyes widened. Her mouth snapped shut, and the leaf fell with the cessation of the music.

      A rush of triumph ran through me. “There,” I said. “That’s what I wanted to show you.”

      She stared at the leaf in her hands and then at me. “What the hell was that?”

      “That was you,” I said. “You’re magic.”
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      “Magic,” I repeated. I dropped the leaf, lowering my hands to brace them against the grassy ground, cool in the shadowy space of the grove. A giggle worked its way up my throat. “You’re crazy. Was that some kind of magic trick?”

      Jonathan looked at me, his expression totally serious. How could he be so freaking serious about this?

      “It wasn’t a trick,” he said. “You made the leaf float with your own power. There’s magic all around us, and you have the talent to conduct it.”

      Right. I was supposed to just believe that? I shook my head, pushing myself to my feet. “This is ridiculous. If there was magic, real magic, there’s no way the whole world wouldn’t know about—”

      Jonathan jumped up after me. He glanced around the park with a snap of his head and then pointed to a statue just beyond the bushes that had hidden us. A towering marble statue that had to weigh ten times more than I did, at least.

      A rhythmic phrase slipped from Jonathan’s mouth, words in a language I didn’t recognize, and the statue… swayed up into the air. High enough that I could see the bare, flattened earth where it had been resting.

      It lowered just as quickly and touched the ground with a soft thump. The whole demonstration had happened so quickly none of the people strolling through the park had noticed.

      I turned to Jonathan and found I couldn’t speak. My jaw was slack.

      “The entire world doesn’t know because we don’t tell them,” he said, holding my gaze. “And hardly anyone comes into magic who doesn’t have it running through their family. But you did, somehow. It’s why you make electronic devices act up. It’s why you’re drawn to music. There’s a whole other part of the world that belongs to you, that you can reach now—if you let me help you.”

      “So you’re trying to tell me that making computers fritz and phones ring is a magical power?” I said.

      He smiled. “You can do a lot more than that. Weren’t you watching?”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Now that the statue was back on the ground, it was hard to believe it’d been hovering up in the air a minute ago. But I had seen the leaf… I’d felt a strange tingling, faint but there, moving through my body as I’d focused on it. Right before it had risen above my palms.

      Wouldn’t it be nice to just believe Jonathan? But I knew how to think like a scientist. The simplest explanation was usually the correct one.

      “How do I know you didn’t set this up?” I asked. “You picked this spot. You told me what to do. Maybe there’s some kind of trick with the statue too.”

      Jonathan spread his hands in an appeal. “All right. You pick the place and the test then. Do you want to try your own powers again? It’s up to you.”

      The memory of that eerie tingling made my nerves quiver in a way that wasn’t entirely pleasant. “No,” I said. “If it doesn’t work, you could just say it’s because I’m new at it. You’re the one with all this experience, right? You show me what you can do.”

      “Like I said, it’s up to you,” he said calmly.

      I started toward the path, and Jonathan matched my pace. Scanning the park as we meandered on, I tried to think the problem through logically. Magic. What would be good enough proof?

      We reached the courtyard with the fountain, and I came to a stop.

      “I can ask you to do anything?” I said.

      “Well, I’m quite skilled for the level of experience I do have, but I do have a few limitations,” Jonathan said. “I’m not omnipotent. And it was to be something the rest of these people won’t notice.”

      So something small, but undeniable. My gaze fell on the cement rim around the fountain. I strode up to it.

      Someone had splashed a puddle of water onto the smooth gray surface. If we stood close, no one else would be able to see it.

      Jonathan joined me. I motioned to the puddle. “Can you make that disappear?”

      “Sure.” He rubbed his hands together and murmured another lilting line in that unfamiliar language.

      The splotch of water shimmered and shrank. In just a few seconds, it’d completely vanished, as if absorbed into the air. My heart thudded harder. I bent down to touch the concrete. The hard surface felt dry against my fingers.

      “How did you— Right. Magic.” The word didn’t sound any less ridiculous than it had before.

      I spun around, searching for another possibility. There were too many people around the fountain. I set off down one of the narrower paths and then wandered off it to weave through the scattered trees.

      Scraps of a leaf some kid must have ripped up were scattered across the grass. Small but definitely not simple. I pointed. “Can you put that leaf back together?”

      Jonathan cocked his head. “To some extent. It’s hard to determine if all the pieces are still here.”

      “Well, give it your best shot.”

      He flashed me that confident smile of his and knelt so he could hold his hands about a foot above the bits of leaf. I crouched down across from him.

      The phrase Jonathan rolled off his tongue this time he stretched longer, in a rising melody. The fragments of leaf trembled under his hands. They drifted across the grass to meet each other, rotating and flipping so their edges matched up. The seams met and melted together. My mouth fell open.

      Jonathan let out his breath and grinned wider. He picked up the leaf that was now whole except for a bit near one tip that must have blown away, and offered it to me.

      I ran my thumb over the fragile veins. I couldn’t even see where the fibers had been broken. No Frankenstein job here. The leaf looked as if it’d only just fallen from the tree.

      “No,” I said. “It’s impossible.”

      “Not impossible,” Jonathan said quietly. “Just magic. Although not even every mage could manage that. You found a challenging test.”

      Had I? I couldn’t deny what I was seeing, but my body balked anyway. My head was spinning. How could magic be real?

      An idea hit me so abruptly my pulse hiccupped. I spun around and spotted a stick lying a few feet away.

      “Still not enough?” Jonathan said.

      “No. I want you to—”

      I marched over and grabbed the stick. With one end pressed against the ground, I snapped it in half. The tip of the half I held jutted in a sharp point. Exactly what I needed.

      The only sure thing I had here, the only thing I knew no one could have transformed through some trick, was me.

      I flipped my hand over and brought the jagged tip of the stick to my palm. Bracing myself, I jerked it across my skin. Jonathan let out a yelp.

      Pain stung my palm as a line of blood welled up. I’d drawn a thin scratch about an inch long. I dropped the stick and held my hand out to Jonathan.

      “Can you fix that?”

      “Amy.” He took my hand in both of his, but his gaze stayed on my face. Searching my expression, his own… puzzled. And concerned. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know. I just… I need to know.”

      His fingers rested against mine gently, his skin warm. We were standing so close to each other now that it suddenly felt hard to catch my breath.

      “I’m not trained in any high level medical work,” he said. “I can seal the skin and numb the pain for now, but it’ll hurt again when that ‘chantment wears off.”

      “That’s good enough.”

      Jonathan lowered his head to consider my palm. He skimmed his thumb above the cut without touching the raw skin. A melodic verse fell from his lips—more of those unfamiliar words.

      My palm itched. Before my eyes, the skin knit itself back together. The pain prickled and then faded away with a tickle of cold.

      Jonathan hadn’t let go of my hand. My fingers curled around his, confirming that my palm was really sealed—confirming that he was really there, solid and real. I met his eyes, that deep dark blue, watching me as intently as yesterday.

      Like I was something special.

      “You really are magic,” I said.

      He smiled again. “And so are you. Everything I just did, you could too, once you learn how to control your talent. Just think—what would you do with that kind of power?”

      A jolt of exhilaration raced through me. I knelt again, snapping off a blade of grass and setting it on my hand. With conscious intent this time, I stared at it and sang that lyric about flying away, willing the green blade to rise.

      The tingle rippled through me. A faint murmur in the air seemed to ripple with it. And the blade of grass drifted up above my hand just like the leaf had.

      I laughed, abruptly giddy. Power. I had power. What would I do with it?

      My first crazy thought was of Mom. Of reaching out to her and dragging her back somehow, forcing our family back into the cohesive unit it used to be.

      But that wouldn’t really work, would it? I wouldn’t want a mother who was only here compelled by some external force, if it was even possible.

      There had to be other things, though. Other ways I could make life better. I could be so much more than some uncertain girl discarded by her mother, watching her dad slip away in his pain, helpless to change anything. Once I learned how.

      I glanced up at Jonathan. If I was magical, the only reason I knew it was because of him.

      “I still don’t understand,” I said. “How is this even possible? How does it work?”

      “There’s a lot I can’t tell you yet,” Jonathan said. “Not until you’re approved for a full mage’s education. But there are lots of others like us, people who’ll teach you once you reach that point. I can give you the initial grounding, help you learn the basics, and then we can show them together you’re ready. If you’re on board?”

      I held his gaze, a smile of my own stretching across my face. In that instant, I felt as if I could fly if I really wanted to.

      “Yeah. Hell, yeah. Can we start now?”
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      From my limited understanding of the traditions in non-magical society, it was relatively odd for a teenager to get a drive from their parents to school. But the main office building owned by the North American Confederation of Mages stood right around the corner from the College, so pretty much every College-going mage who didn’t have their own car ended up dropped off by one parent or the other—or a chauffeur driving the whole bunch—on the way to work.

      Usually Dad filled the short trip with energetic talk about the latest goings-on in the judicial department and questions about my current studies. Today he was unusually subdued. His eyes focused straight ahead as if he were watching the Fifth Avenue traffic, but the furrow in his brow suggested his mind was elsewhere. He rubbed his mouth when we stopped at a red light.

      “Has it gotten worse?” I asked.

      His gaze jerked to me. “What?”

      “The possible disaster you were concerned about. The earthquake…”

      I’d kept quiet about it for a week. Maybe now, without Uncle Raymond around to glare, he’d share a little more.

      Dad sighed. “The earthquakes aren’t the real problem. It’s the volcano.”

      “The volcano—oh.” The pieces clicked together in my head with a rush of understanding. Mount St. Helens. The long-dormant volcano out by the west coast that had been stirring for the last several weeks. There had been tremors out there, but it’d been so long since I’d heard anything new about it, I hadn’t connected it to Dad’s urgent talk about an “earthquake.”

      To be honest, I hadn’t thought about it much at all. While Dad picked up local newspapers from time to time, no mage I knew paid that much attention to the affairs of the magicless. Many magical families didn’t even own a TV. We got news that concerned us through the Confed’s publications and by word of mouth.

      I studied Dad’s expression. “Is the threat much larger than the Dull news was reporting?”

      He looked away again, his jaw tightening. “It’s a nasty situation. But as I told you before, it’s not for you to worry about. Technically it’s not even for me to worry about. Environmental concerns aren’t the domain of the Judiciary.”

      “Are you going to let that stop you from speaking up?” I said.

      The corner of his mouth twitched upward. “No. I haven’t ever let it stop me so far. I’m putting whatever pressure on the Environmental department that I can, believe me. They’re the ones who’d need to make an appeal to the Circle.” He reached over to clap me on the shoulder. “Leave it to me. You’ll have plenty of time to crusade once you’ve established yourself, don’t you worry.”

      But it didn’t sound as if his pressure had worked yet. Was he really doing everything he could? By Hades, we were a Circle family. If more lives were at stake than the magicless officials realized… I’d have to talk to Amy about that the next time I saw her. Her dad would have his own connections, people not afraid of speaking up.

      That secret, my own private crusade, burned at the base of my throat. I’d once been in the habit of talking through pretty much everything on my mind with Dad. He could hardly blame me for keeping this one—albeit rather large—thing to myself when he was being so reticent with me, could he? As soon as Amy was ready and more secure in her talent, I’d be bringing her to him to discuss how we could best ease the rest of her transition into mage society.

      And maybe I didn’t see any huge rush to share her anyway. The memory of her beaming at me after she’d accepted her magic that first day sent a heady quiver through my chest.

      I did know when I could use a little outside guidance in a general way, though. As I went from lecture to workshop to discussion session that day, I considered each of my professors in turn. Every mage employed in North America reported to the Circle. Which meant if I was going to nudge on any touchy subjects, I wanted someone who wouldn’t be inclined to mention my unusual new interest to my uncle or my grandfather before I was ready for it. But thankfully Dad wasn’t alone in his sentiments, especially among the College faculty.

      As my International Magical Practice seminar filed out at the end of class, I settled on Prof. Kaneko. She’d come to some of my parents’ social gatherings before I’d started at the College. I’d heard her discussing the possibilities of integration with my parents. She clearly had an open mind when it came to non-magical society.

      “Professor, could I speak to you for a moment?” I said, coming to a stop by her desk. The old wooden floorboards creaked under my feet, emitting a waxy tang from a recent polish.

      Prof. Kaneko tucked her wavy black hair behind her ears and gave me a smile. “I’ve got an appointment to get to, but you’re welcome to talk while I get my things together, Jonathan.”

      I’d prepared my story carefully. “I came across a mention in one of my texts about a mage being born into a non-magical family. I don’t think I’ve ever heard any direct accounts of that happening in recent years. It must be a fairly rare situation, I take it?”

      Professor Kaneko nodded as she sorted through the notes she’d laid out on her desk for the class with a rustle of paper. “Quite. The capacity for conducting magic appears to be largely hereditary. Which many view as a good thing, since it’d be a lot harder for us to keep our abilities hidden from the general public otherwise.” The dry note in her voice confirmed that she didn’t totally agree with that stance herself. “But there are quirks of genetics, and aptitudes can spring up somewhat out of the blue.”

      “How are cases like that handled? With the non-magical relatives to consider and so on.”

      “Well, it used to be in a lot of countries that if a child started showing undeniable magical ability, the local mages would sweep in and essentially kidnap that child to be fostered by their own.”

      She paused at my grimace. “I agree it’s a painful solution. But they weren’t being completely cruel. At many times in many places, non-magical families would have seen that kid as cursed or possessed. They’d be shunned or even abused. It wasn’t a good situation all around.”

      “And these days?” I asked. “Or if an adult started showing a talent?”

      “If the magical affinity is going to be strong enough to show itself in a meaningful way, we’d see it early on,” Prof. Kaneko said. “So your second question isn’t really an issue. When it comes to the children… The good news is most mage leaderships extend more rights to non-magical families these days. The bad news is that often means a child displaying a talent will be quietly burned out to avoid any conflicts.”

      A clammy sensation crept over my skin. Burned out. That procedure, which only a select few highly trained mages were capable of conducting, deafened the part of the brain that hearkened magic—permanently.

      “So they’re made Dull,” I said, trying to suppress my horror. I shouldn’t have been surprised. The magical leaderships always had strict policies when it came to the magicless. I just hadn’t ever had reason to think through how that would extend to actual mages who just happened to be born into the wrong family. No one among the mage families faced burning out unless they’d committed some severe crime.

      “There are situations where the Confederation is able to bring one of those rare children into the fold.” Prof. Kaneko shoved a few books into one of the desk drawers. “The rest of the time, it’s presented as for the greater good. You and I might want to argue that, but until we’ve established some sort of accord with the magicless… It’s a tricky balance.”

      My mind clung to her first comment. I was on the right track, then. Amy would be able to show she’d kept the secret from her family and everyone else around her—that she was prepared to continue keeping that secret.

      She could switch from her current school to private tutorials at the College without much trouble. Get a mage’s job, make mage friends. It wouldn’t take long before everything that mattered in her life was magical other than her father. Her circumstances were totally different from some toddler spewing out conjurings with no self-awareness.

      “You seem pretty concerned about this subject,” Prof. Kaneko said.

      My skin prickled as she considered me. I couldn’t risk anyone finding out about Amy yet, not before she was fully prepared. Not after what I’d just heard.

      “Just curious,” I said, as breezily as I could manage, but my hands clenched where I’d tucked them behind my back.

      Fates help me, no way would I let the Circle take away Amy’s talent now that she’d found it.
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      For once in my life, I was glad Dad was a packrat. An entire month’s worth of the New York Times Science section was stacked beside the living room bookcase for his possible—but unlikely—re-reading. I grabbed the top half of the pile and carried it into my bedroom.

      Not all of the papers had an article on Mount St. Helens. It’d been acting up for long enough without any startling developments that I guessed just reporting that it was doing the same old thing didn’t qualify as news.

      So far there’d been lots of little earthquakes. A couple minor landslides caused by larger ones. Periodic explosions of steam and ash, but nothing that had really threatened anyone. Plus this weird bulge was growing on the north face. No one felt great about that.

      But I didn’t see anything that suggested the kind of destruction Jonathan had been worried about the last time we’d met up. He’d said his father had felt there was a huge risk of lives being lost, but it sounded like loads of scientists were monitoring the site. The governor had declared a red zone around the volcano where no one was allowed to go, for safety’s sake. Shouldn’t that be enough?

      Mount St. Helens hadn’t erupted in over a century. I guessed it was hard to know what to expect. Would Jonathan’s “mage” community get involved if the situation got bad enough? He hadn’t seemed all that sure about them.

      I tapped my newspaper-ink-stained fingers against the paper in a habitual beat. The air around me shifted, and my breath caught. I could sense it now, almost without trying—that magical energy Jonathan talked about. Or “hearken” it, like he would say. You don’t really hear it or feel it or use any of your regular sense at all. It’s somewhere in between them. That’s why most people never notice it. That’s what makes you special.

      A jitter of my excitement shot through the energy just as my fingers stilled. The pages ruffled. I hadn’t even meant to do that.

      But I had. I could make things move without even touching them. Because I had magic.

      The practice exercises Jonathan had led me through were clearly having an effect. I turned back to the articles. Maybe soon I’d be able to ask what I could do to tackle the volcano’s threat. With power like this, I didn’t have to sit back and hope someone else would figure it all out, did I?

      A key clicked in the front door. Dad was home. A moment later, he knocked on my bedroom door.

      “You home, Ames?”

      “Yep.”

      Dad eased the door open. “I was thinking—” He paused as he took in the newspapers scattered across my bed. “What have you been up to?”

      “Oh, I…” There wasn’t any point in lying. He could probably see the photos where I’d left the papers open. “I was just wondering about Mount St. Helens. It seems like it’s been stewing a long time. I can’t help being a little worried about the people out there.”

      Dad made a humming sound and came over beside the bed. He checked out the articles I’d been reading.

      “I’m worried too,” he said. “When you have a background on the subject, it’s hard not to be concerned.”

      “Do you think they’re doing enough to protect people?”

      His mouth twisted. “It’s tricky to say. There are commercial interests—logging companies—in the area that are pushing back against what the scientists are saying. Claiming their suggested precautions are going overboard. And money sways politicians more than I’d like. I’d feel better if the red zone was larger, for example, even if it turns out to be unnecessary.”

      “That makes sense,” I said, and waved toward the papers. “It’s hard to tell exactly what’s going on from these. How far can lava travel anyway?”

      Dad sat down on the edge of the bed. “Well, not all the way out here, so we’re perfectly safe,” he said with a lightly teasing smile. His expression turned more solemn as he looked at the newspapers again. “It’s not so much lava that’s the problem as the hot ash that’ll pour out into the air. That can travel so fast even a car will have trouble staying ahead of it if it spreads into inhabited areas. We can’t know exactly how much the volcano will expel or how quickly.”

      He hesitated, peering at me through his rectangular glasses. “Do you want to go through some of these articles with me? I’d be happy to give you the full scientific perspective. If you’re interested.”

      My heart leapt. He was volunteering to spend time with me—and not just for a perfunctory meal. He actually sounded enthusiastic about it.

      “Yeah, that would be great, actually,” I said.

      I shuffled some of the papers to the side to make more room for him. Dad picked up one of the most recent ones and smoothed it flat on his lap. But then his gaze slipped upward to one of the framed photos sitting on my desk.

      I wasn’t totally sure why I’d kept that one. Most of the time, it made my stomach knot seeing that image of Mom and Dad and me, our arms around each other, on the beach during our Florida vacation when I’d been nine. The sun made Mom’s hair flare like a flame. The scent of all the sunscreen she’d slathered on both our pale skin trickled up through my memories.

      No wonder Dad seemed like he could hardly bear to look at me half the time. I was the spitting image of her.

      “The move’s been hard on you, hasn’t it?” he said now, his eyes coming back to meet mine.

      I shrugged. “It’s not so bad. I like the new school all right. I’ve got friends there now.” No one as close as the ones I’d had back in Cincinnati, but maybe we’d get there, with enough time.

      “I mean—” He grimaced. “I know I’ve really thrown myself into the new job. I haven’t been as… available as I probably should have been. I don’t want you to think I’m shutting you out, all right? If you need anything, any time, you can always come to me.”

      My throat tightened. I could only guess how hard things had been on him. But it seemed weird to say that. So instead I just said, “Thanks. I’m glad you’re here.”

      Dad smiled at me, and right then it felt like everything really was all right. Like we were finding our way back to being a happy family, even without Mom.

      “Now about the fracture system they’re talking about here,” he started, tapping the page in front of him, and I leaned in to absorb whatever he had to share.
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      The Saturday sunshine was so bright it glittered off the water in the Central Park fountain. I spotted Jonathan in the courtyard and waved as I hurried to join him. We’d made the park our usual meet-up spot, finding each other there for an hour or two most of the days when I wasn’t volunteering after school so I could pick up magic as quickly as possible.

      Of course, at this point I couldn’t say that was the only reason I wanted to see him so often. Jonathan’s grin in greeting set off a fluttery sensation in my stomach. He hadn’t made any kind of move that was more than friendly, but I had to admit that some nights, when my mind had tripped back through the day’s events, I’d wondered what it’d be like if he did. He hadn’t stopped being as cute or confident or just plain intriguing as he’d been that first evening at the office.

      “It wasn’t hard to get away?” he said as we headed to the more secluded area of the park where we usually ran through my magical exercises.

      I shook my head. “I just told my dad I was meeting a friend. No big deal.” It hadn’t even really been a lie, even if it’d given me a bit of a twinge. Dad had really made an effort to take time to chat with me over the last few days about the latest news—not that there was much—about Mount St. Helens and about what I was up to otherwise, so leaving out this major development in my life had started to feel like a sort-of lie in itself.

      “Has he seen any additional reasons for concern with the volcano?” Jonathan asked.

      “No. He seems to think the threat level hasn’t changed much, just that it’d be better if the politicians were being a little more cautious. But nothing major has happened out there recently.”

      “All right. I’ll keep listening to see if I can find out anything more specific about what my people have detected.” His smile came back as he shifted gears. “And have you been practicing?”

      “Of course, teacher,” I said, rolling my eyes, but at the same time I had an urge to impress him. My gaze skimmed the ground ahead of us and settled on a scrap of paper someone had dropped. No one else was that close to us, and the breeze was tossing it around a bit. I could do this.

      Jonathan had told me that the magic responded best to the old Greek and Latin phrases he’d learned in his magical schooling, but for now I was sticking to songs I could actually understand. Ultimately, according to him, it was mainly the rhythm of the words we used that allowed us to conduct the magic to our will.

      I murmured a quiet line, the same one I’d used with the leaf that first day here, and focused my attention on the scrap of paper. It bobbed up into the air, swaying back and forth for a second. Then it flicked through the air into my waiting hand. My fingers closed around it with a rush of triumph.

      “Nice,” Jonathan murmured, leaning close, and a flush spread rose in my face. He was so sure not just of himself but of me and what I could do… It was kind of addictive.

      I wanted to think he liked more about me than just my magic. I liked more than that about him: his formal but often wry way of speaking, his patience that I so often needed during the exercises, his wonder at the little non-magical parts of life that had seemed totally normal to me. He wouldn’t be spending this much time helping me if he didn’t care, right?

      “I hope you don’t mind if I hold onto that record you lent me until next time,” he said, bumping my elbow playfully as we walked on. “You were right—Pink Floyd is absolutely up my alley.”

      Somehow it gave me almost as much of a thrill to have impressed him with my taste in music as with my magical powers. I nudged him back. “Wait ‘til you hear their earlier albums. Crazy stuff.”

      A yelp jerked my attention away from Jonathan. A boy in the open field near the trees we were headed for had been flying a big striped kite. The breeze had just whipped it right out of his hands. He snatched after the string but missed. His lower lip trembled as the wind tossed the kite even higher. The poor kid.

      Jonathan glanced at me, paused, and then said, “We could help him, you know. That might be a good bit of practice.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t have enough control to grab a whole kite yet.”

      “You wouldn’t be doing it by yourself,” he said. “There are ways mages can channel magic from one to another to combine their skills. I can show you.”

      He held out his hand. My heart beat a little faster as I curled my fingers around his, which were warm and dry.

      “You know that song we used the other day, ‘Coming back to earth’?” he said. “Sing it with me, nice and slow.”

      I let the lyric roll over my lips in time with him. The magic I felt—that I hearkened—around me rose to a thrum against my skin. It coiled around our joined hands, flowing between us, although mostly from him to me.

      There was so much of it. I’d never felt it like this before, resonating all through the air and inside me. I really could do anything when I could reach all of that power on my own.

      But right now we simply wanted to help a kid get his kite back. Jonathan tipped his head toward the sky, and we sang the lyric together again. I felt his intent stream through the magic alongside mine: up, up, up, wrapping that energy around the kite, easing it back down as if the breeze had merely faltered.

      It dipped low enough that the string drifted back to the boy’s outstretched hands. He snatched it with a sigh of relief. I let my concentration slip from the kite, back to Jonathan, a smile stretching across my face. The magic’s energy was still resonating through me in a giddy dance.

      Jonathan glanced around us as if to double-check that we hadn’t attracted the notice of any witnesses. “What did you think of that?” he asked me.

      “That was… That was amazing.” A laugh bubbled out of me. “Thank you. Now I just want to do it again.”

      His face brightened. “I actually, ah—my parents are away for the weekend, and my little sister is at my aunt and uncle’s place. I was thinking it might be nice to have a completely private place to practice for once, especially if we’re going to try more complicated castings like that. Would you like to come over?”

      To his house? My pulse skipped. He’d kind of been to mine, but only to walk with me home a couple times, never right up to the apartment. I’d gotten the feeling from the way he’d taken the neighborhood in that it wasn’t his usual domain, but like usual he’d seemed curious, not judgy. What was his place on the Upper East Side like?

      “Yeah,” I said, in what I hoped was a casual tone. “Why not?”

      We kept walking in the same direction, through the trees and along another path to the sidewalk bordering the park. Jonathan’s fingers were still wrapped around mine. He led the way down one of the streets beyond, lined with tall immaculate brownstones I had to restrain myself from staring at. Then he opened the front door of one about halfway down the block. I stepped inside and couldn’t stop my jaw from dropping.

      “Holy cow,” I said, my legs jarring. My feet braced against a hardwood floor so shiny I was pretty sure you could skate on it. An enormous crystal chandelier dangled several feet above my head. Beyond it, a spiral staircase wound up toward the brownstone’s second floor. “You live here?”

      Jonathan laughed. “I certainly hope so, or I’ve been making a terrible mistake for the last seventeen years.”

      I followed him up the stairs, nibbling at my lower lip. For one heart-lurching second I thought we might end up in Jonathan’s bedroom. Setting foot in there would probably have sent my nerves through the roof.

      To my relief, he pushed open a door just off the second-floor hall and said, “This is our library.”

      The smell of leather and old paper filled my nose as I walked in after him. Wow. It was a library all right. Floor to ceiling shelves lined every wall, all of them packed with books. A huge Persian rug with a pile so thick my feet sank right into it covered most of the floor. The chairs and couch set on it looked like antiques from Victorian times, maintained well enough they could have been in a museum.

      “The shared magical libraries have many more texts than this,” Jonathan was saying, as if he thought I’d be disappointed by the selection here. “You’ll have access to those as soon as we get permission for you to start your proper studies.”

      “And you still think your parents will help with that?” I said, still gazing around the room and trying not to gape any more than I already had.

      “I’m sure they will. As soon as they see how quickly your talent is coming along—as soon as you feel confident about casting a few ‘chantments or conjurings in front of them—we’ll talk to them.” He shot me a smile. “You just let me know when you’re ready.”

      “Definitely not yet,” I said. “Which means we should probably get back to you teaching me.” I hesitated. “So can we try that combining magic thing again?”

      “Of course.” He motioned me over to the sofa. I sat beside him on the firm cushion, about a couple feet between us like usual. When he took my hand again, my pulse thumped.

      “What would you like to make happen this time?” he asked.

      “I… don’t know. What could we do?”

      He laughed. “Just about anything, I suppose, as long as we don’t get too ambitious. Why don’t you spend a little more time simply getting used to the feeling of the magic. When I conduct more of it to you, it should heighten your awareness and give you a better sense of the ways you can conduct and shape it. If an idea comes to you, you can try casting then.”

      He looked down at our joined hands and started to chant a lyric in Latin at a slow, steady rhythm. The energy in the air hummed louder again, tingling through my hand and up my arm to my chest, taking my breath away. A heady stream of it quivered into my mouth as my lips parted.

      God, I really could do just about anything with all of this, couldn’t I? In that instant, I felt as if I could have built a mansion to rival the one I was sitting in. I glanced at Jonathan, who was still focused on our hands, and a swell of affection and gratitude rang through me alongside the magic’s thrum.

      Could I conjure some of that feeling and send it back to him? Show him how much it meant to me that he’d taken me into his world like this?

      A line from a song rose up my throat, something about thankfulness and connection. I hardly paid attention to the words, all my attention on Jonathan. On his face and all the earnest confidence it showed for me. On the awe racing through me at everything he’d offered me. I balled the sensation inside me and pictured the glow of it passing through me to him.

      Jonathan’s gaze jerked up. His dark blue eyes met mine, widening a little. He held his own chant until my singing faltered. Then his voice fell too. The magic still hummed around me, louder now than I’d hearkened it ever before. He gripped my hand tighter.

      Without a word, he leaned in to kiss me.

      It was both a total surprise and exactly what I’d been waiting for. His lips brushed mine, and I kissed him back, hoping it wasn’t obvious I didn’t exactly have a whole lot of practice in that area any more than I did with magic—and then forgetting that worry as his free hand rose up to trace his fingers into my hair. His touch sent sparks shooting over my skin. His mouth moved against mine, hot but gentle.

      This, this was magic. Even better than the stuff we’d generated between us before.

      Jonathan eased back, only halfway to where he’d started. His hand slid down to my shoulder. For the first time since I’d met him, he looked abruptly, adorably shy.

      “Was that all right?” he said. “I mean…”

      He didn’t seem to know how to continue, so I helped him out. “Completely okay. Very, very good, in fact.” Maybe I shouldn’t have been quite that emphatic, but I was also grinning like a maniac, so it wasn’t like he could miss how much I’d enjoyed the kiss.

      Jonathan’s eyes brightened, his usual assurance returning. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “In that case, maybe we could do it again?”

      I didn’t bother answering that question with words. I scooted over on the sofa and touched his cheek to draw his lips back to mine.

      My sense of time got a little hazy after that. We were just in the middle of our fourteenth kiss—or maybe it was our fifteenth—oh, who knows, I stopped keeping track—when a low growl of a voice carried from the direction of the doorway.

      “Jonathan!”
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      If I were to make a list of the absolute worse times to be interrupted by my least-favorite relative, making out with a girl I very much liked on the library sofa would have to take the top spot.

      I flinched back from Amy before I’d even consciously registered who’d called my name, but my whole body had already tensed when I looked up and saw him. It wasn’t as if Uncle Raymond had a particularly forgettable voice.

      He stalked in from the doorway, his gaze set on full glower. I leapt up, pulling Amy with me with my hand clamped tight around hers.

      “Uncle Raymond,” I said, with a voice so steady I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d managed it. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “Clearly,” he said, his own tone dry and dark. “There were a few volumes I wanted to borrow from your father.”

      And naturally he’d had to arrive right now.

      “Hi,” Amy said with a hesitant wave. My uncle’s gaze shifted to her. Oh, no. We were not doing this right now. Not with him of all people.

      “Well,” I said before he had a chance to speak, “I’m sure you can find those books without any trouble. My friend really has to get going as it is. I’ll see her out.”

      I hustled her past him, hoping he’d take my haste for embarrassment because of what he’d seen us doing and not because of who—or what—she was.

      “Jonathan, hold on,” Uncle Raymond said, swinging around, but I didn’t stop. I didn’t even ease up my grip on Amy’s hand.

      “Just a moment,” I called back. “I wouldn’t want to make her late.”

      He could have stopped me, of course, with a few well-harmonized words. But Uncle Raymond was nothing if not aware of appearances, and even he couldn’t fail to realize that a leading member of the Confederation restraining his nephew for no apparently urgent reason might look rather inappropriate to this unknown witness.

      I was in for a Tartarus-level talking to in the next ten minutes, though.

      I kept hurrying Amy on, all the way to the door and out onto the front step. As soon as the door had thumped shut behind us, I let out my breath, but I wouldn’t put it past Uncle Raymond to chase after us out here if he were puzzled enough.

      “I guess I’d better take off, huh?” Amy said. Her face had flushed pink. “Is that the uncle your dad is always arguing with?”

      “Yeah,” I said, running a hand awkwardly through my hair. I couldn’t tell her that a guy like him might have wanted to destroy her magic if he’d known what else we were doing besides making out. What would she think of the mage community then? “I didn’t mention I was going to have anyone over, and he’s a lot more strict about stuff like that than my parents are,” I settled on. “No need for you to be around while he reminds me of that.”

      “Oh. Sorry if you’re going to get in trouble over…” She gestured vaguely toward the house, her blush deepening, but her lips quirked into a wry smile at the same time. Uncle Raymond hadn’t fazed her that much.

      Her smile made me want to kiss her all over again, but this really wasn’t the time for that.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “He won’t go on too long. But yes, I think we should table this, ah, discussion until a more convenient time. You can find your way from here?”

      “I can handle it.” She gave my hand a quick squeeze and set off down the street, the breeze tossing her bright hair.

      I made myself turn back to the house.

      Uncle Raymond was waiting at the top of the staircase. I trudged up to meet him. Might as well get the interrogation over with. My mind was already scrambling through potential explanations.

      He wasn’t much of one for preambles. “Who was that girl?” he said. “I don’t remember seeing her before—here or at the College.”

      There wasn’t any point in trying to convince him that Amy was from a New York magical family—Uncle Raymond knew all of those. I grasped onto what seemed like the safest story. “She isn’t old enough for the College yet. Sixteen last fall. Her family was visiting the city and we happened to run into each other.”

      The fewer details I gave, fewer points he had to pick apart. I’d have to deal with the fallout from this lie when I brought Amy forward, but at least any punishment would only come down on me.

      “Visiting from where?” Uncle Raymond said, his voice almost a growl. “What’s her name?”

      “Oh, I don’t remember exactly. California, I think? Somewhere on the west coast. And her name is Amy.”

      “Amy…?”

      “I don’t think we ever exchanged last names.” I forced a laugh. “We just got talking and hit it off and, well…” I motioned toward the library. “It was a spur of the moment thing. I didn’t know we’d be in anyone’s way.”

      Uncle Raymond considered me for a long moment. My skin prickled, but I held my smile in place. I hadn’t exactly been in the habit of bringing a lot of girls around, but how was he to know whether I had regular flings or what have you? I was a careless teenager in his eyes. And it wasn’t as if the truth of the matter was likely to even cross through his mind as a possibility.

      “Don’t get too attached,” was all he said, finally. “Remember, at this stage for all you know she could end up Dampered.”

      When novices were assessed the summer after we turned sixteen, a few who’d particularly struggled with their studies had the majority of their magical ability removed, leaving them with just a shred, not enough to really get them into trouble if they lost control in the wrong company. My gut twisted. If he’d known Amy came from a non-magical family, he’d have been threatening even worse.

      “Thank you for your advice,” I said.

      I kept my tone even, but my uncle’s eyes narrowed. Then he sighed and turned toward the door to Dad’s study.

      I started to bristle. “Where are you going?” I’d never seen anyone go into that room when Dad wasn’t here. It was sacrosanct, his private space.

      “I couldn’t find one of the books I was looking for,” Uncle Raymond said, shifting the two volumes already under his arm. “Seems likely he’s got it in there. Don’t worry, I won’t touch anything your father wouldn’t want me to.”

      He walked right in without another word.

      I wavered in the hall, unsure of what to do with myself. Feeling as if maybe I should be keeping watch, as if me standing outside the door had any effect on what Uncle Raymond did in there.

      And at the same time feeling as if he’d just opened the door to me.

      If my uncle could waltz into Dad’s study as casual as that… why shouldn’t I? Anything Dad knew about the volcano, any reports that had worried him, that was the place he’d be keeping his notes at least. Maybe there wasn’t anything to worry about after all, but how could I know when he wouldn’t tell me any details?

      When I couldn’t trust that he would act to protect the lives that might be on the line without the Circle’s go-ahead first.

      I ducked back into the library until I heard Uncle Raymond leaving. When the front door had shut with a solid thunk, I slipped out and stopped in front of the study door. My hand instinctively balled to knock against it the way I would have any other time I’d been seeking entrance from my father.

      But he wasn’t here. He wasn’t letting me in, in all sorts of ways. He should have remembered his Ovid before he’d tried to put me off: Nitimur in vetitum.

      I let my fingers drop to the knob and twisted.

      The door sighed open with a graver sound than I remembered from the past. Possibly because the room within was so quiet. Dad had left the curtains drawn over the tall windows at the other end. Only a thin glow seeped around them to catch on the outlines of the two armchairs by the fireplace, the bookcases along the walls, and the massive desk in the center of the room.

      I flicked on the overhead light and ventured farther, from the polished hardwood onto the thin but densely woven rug. A hint of wood smoke from the last time Dad had lit a fire lingered in the air.

      Where to start? His desk seemed my best chance. I sat down gingerly on his leather work chair and started opening the drawers down the sides.

      This intrusion had felt so momentous, but the actual search was easier than I would have expected. The third drawer held a folder labeled MSH. Mount St. Helens? I flipped the cover open and found an article about the volcano staring back at me.

      I set the folder on the desk and paged through its contents. The clippings and documents where arranged in chronological order, I realized quickly, from earliest to latest. I skipped right to the end. And there it was—a report from the Confederation’s Environmental department, several pages stapled together, with their prediction based on their magical readings printed in bold in the middle of the first page.

      Blast inevitable. Signs indicate no later than May 25. Estimated lives lost with current local measures: 50-500.

      My hand stilled against the desk, my chest clenching. If that prediction was right… We had less than two weeks to save as many as five hundred lives.

      Who had sent this report to Dad? He obviously had some friends inside the Environmental department. Had they finally brought this information to the Circle?

      I sifted through the stack of papers again. Sticky notes were mingled here and there with the articles and pages of notes. Some of the notations didn’t mean much to me, but one of them caught my eye. Check with Carl T about possible circumventions.

      Right. Carlton Tamsin, one of my parents’ closest friends. He’d only been moved to the Environmental department last year—I’d forgotten. Before then he’d been in International Relations. I’d spent quite a few hours at my parents’ dinners and wine parties chatting with him about cultural variations in magical communities and the like.

      Maybe he’d tell me something Dad wouldn’t.

      The spark of rebellion flared hotter inside me. I tugged the phone on Dad’s desk toward me and flipped through his agenda to the contacts section. With a little luck, Carl would be home right now…

      “Hello?” a familiar mellow voice answered after two rings.

      I smiled, my shoulders coming down even as the rest of my body tensed in anticipation. “Carl? It’s Jonathan Lockwood.”

      “Oh, hey, Jon,” Carl said. He was the only one who ever called me by that nickname, which I didn’t really like but somehow didn’t mind when he used it. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Keeping up with your studies, I hope?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I, ah— I’m calling about something a little different. About your work in the Environmental department. You’ve talked with my dad about Mount St. Helens.”

      His jovial tone faded. “I have. That’s a rough situation.”

      “I know. That’s why I was wondering—I hope you don’t mind me asking—have you been able to speak to the Circle about intervening? I have to think there’s some way we can help mitigate the damage, or at least—”

      “Jonathan,” Carl broke in. I fell silent. He dragged in a breath. “We’re still debating whether there’s an effective way to make a difference without being too overt. No one wants to go to the Circle without a clear proposal.”

      O gods, the damned bureaucracy of the Confederation. I’d heard Dad complain more than once about how many people needed to sign off on any decision. “Or we could just do something without worrying about whether we revealed ourselves,” I couldn’t help saying.

      “I wish it were that simple. I’m trying my best to push, but it’s a delicate subject for a lot of people.”

      My free hand balled in frustration. “Can’t you just go to the Circle yourself, whatever the rest of them think?”

      “You know it doesn’t work like that. I’ll only reflect badly on myself if I go against the majority of my team. I’m the newbie in the department too. I promise you, like I promised your dad, I’m doing everything I can. If it isn’t this one, maybe the next one we’ll get ahead of.”

      The next natural disaster? Combating it wouldn’t matter to the 50-500 people who died from this one.

      “There’s got to be something,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

      “I know how you’re feeling, Jon,” Carl said. “You’re just like your dad when he was your age. Raring to go at any challenge.”

      A few weeks ago, that comment would have been a compliment. Now, it stung. Dad might be raring, but he wasn’t doing anything. I didn’t want to be like him when it came to this. When so many people could die if we didn’t act.

      But Carl was clearly of the same mindset as him. I groped for some benefit I could get from this connection.

      “Yeah,” I said. “And I get it. I just— If the situation changes, if you realize the volcano is about to blow or another important development happens… I’d really like to hear about it, as soon as you can tell me. Dad’s being kind of closed-lipped about the whole thing. I just don’t like being in the dark.”

      Carl was silent for a moment. “I think that’s something you need to work out with him,” he said.

      “I’m trying,” I said. “But in the meantime, could you just, I don’t know, give me a nudge so I know to call you if something major comes up, as soon as it happens? Please?”

      There was a rustle as he shifted. He sighed. “All right. If it means that much to you. If it’s something I can share. I know you mean well, Jon.”

      I more than meant well, I thought as I hung up, a heavy weight settling on my gut. I was going to do well. That was what really mattered.
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      The lock on the office door stuck for a moment before it turned over. That was all it took to get my pulse thumping harder. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this sneaky subterfuge stuff. But we were here. I pushed open the door to my dad’s workplace.

      The reception room was dark except for the light from the streetlamps that streaked in through the window. I didn’t want to turn the main lights on, though, in case someone came by and wondered why anyone was working here in the middle of the night.

      “Come on,” I whispered to Jonathan. He scooted in behind me. I shut the door and pocketed the key I’d “borrowed” from Dad’s keyring after he’d gone to bed.

      Guilt pinched my stomach. Before that, we’d had a really nice “family” dinner, the two of us. Dad had fried steaks and I’d put together a salad, and we’d shared theories about a TV show we used to watch that we’d finally picked back up again. It had felt so normal… And sneaking around like this, stealing from him, didn’t feel normal at all.

      But how could I have told Jonathan no, when all those people might die if we did nothing?

      The two of us crept through the reception room to the hall that led into the work rooms. The office was even darker over there. I should have thought to bring a flashlight or something.

      No, that would have looked even more suspicious if anyone glanced through the window.

      “I’m sure they’ve got some kind of directory with contact info for the different government departments and so on,” I said, turning toward the room where I usually did my volunteer work. The blinds in there were shut over the one small window that I knew only looked onto the alley. I hesitated and then turned the light on. It didn’t do us any good being here if I couldn’t see anything to find it.

      “What should I be looking for?” Jonathan asked.

      “Why don’t you just let me. It’s probably around my dad’s station somewhere.” I went to his work table. Oh, right there on the corner of his desk—a rolodex. “Here we go,” I said, grabbing it. “But what are we even going to tell them?”

      “That’s the tricky part.” Jonathan frowned. “The data in the reports my father had, it’s based on magical assessments of the volcano’s structure and activity that go beyond what regular scientific equipment could pick up.”

      “But they’ve got no reason to believe us if we just say they have to take our word for it.”

      “Exactly. I think, from my readings, there’s some intersection with the readings they’d have available. We can say we’ve done a close analysis of the quake frequencies and the content of the gas emissions, the patterns between them, and we believe the threat is greater than currently estimated. That’ll at least get them thinking.”

      I nodded. “My dad says there are already scientists who feel the government isn’t being cautious enough. They’ll want to find any evidence they can to support that position. If those magical measures have some way of finding connections they wouldn’t think of right away…”

      “We’ve got to at least try,” Jonathan said when I couldn’t figure out how to continue.

      “Yeah.”

      He sat down at one of the desks. I pulled up a chair, keeping a little distance so I didn’t accidentally affect the phone there. I’d been sending out tiny twitches of energy here and there over the last couple days, completely by accident. Just needed more practice at control now that my sense of the magic around me had risen to a faint but continual murmur, I guessed.

      I flipped through the cards in the rolodex, each printed with a different contact’s name, address, and phone number. “It’s late even on the west coast right now, you know,” I said. “I don’t know if anyone will be at the phones.”

      “They should have answering machines, though, right?”

      I nodded, and Jonathan reached for the phone. “It’ll be better for us to leave messages anyway,” he said. “If they start questioning us about our credentials or what have you, it’s not as if we’ll be able to tell them anything. We just want to point them in the right direction.”

      “Are you going to get in trouble with your parents for doing this?” I asked.

      “I’m not planning on telling them I did it.” He paused, catching my gaze. “Are you going to get in trouble?”

      I didn’t think so, not if I returned the key before Dad knew it’d ever been gone. But that wasn’t the point. I grasped onto the resolve I’d summoned when I’d talked with Jonathan after school today. “Probably not. But even if I was, I think saving all those people’s lives matters more than whether I get grounded.”

      The corner of his mouth curled up. “Two mages, saving the world with a telephone. Not quite how the stories usually go.”

      I laughed. “We’re not exactly saving the world. And I’m not exactly a mage yet.”

      “Of course you are,” he said, with so much certainty a warm glow spread through my chest. We might not be going to save the world, but I felt more alive than I had since… since Mom left, let’s be real.

      Maybe I couldn’t make her come back, if I’d have even wanted to, but I might be able to stop a whole lot more people from losing someone they cared about.

      Knowing that was so much better than the helpless feeling that had been hanging over me since the day I’d come home from school to see Dad sitting at the kitchen table with a stunned expression and a note clenched in his hand. The feeling that had only gotten worse with the few stupid postcards she occasionally remembered to send—the only way I’d even heard from her in the last ten months.

      I shook those memories away. “Okay,” I said. “Figure out what you’re going to say and I’ll give you the numbers. You’ll sound more professional than me anyway.”

      Jonathan grabbed a slip of paper and a pencil and jotted down a few lines, stopping to press the eraser against his lips a couple times. “All right. I’m ready.”

      I peered at the rolodex card I’d stopped on. “First up we have the Association for Geophysics of the Pacific Northwest.”

      The whole process went faster than I’d been imagining. I rattled off each number while Jonathan turned the dial. He waited for the machine to pick up on the other end and recited his quick but urgent message while I flipped to the next entry that looked like a good bet. Lather, rinse, repeat.

      We were on our sixth or maybe our seventh attempt when Jonathan went rigid, his grip on the phone tightening. “Oh, hello,” he said. “I, ah, wanted to pass on a message based on our analysis of the data from Mount St. Helens.”

      Crap. Someone had been working late in Seattle. I tensed in my chair as Jonathan rushed through his spiel. “Just an independent party going over the reports,” he added quickly. “Well, I— Why don’t I get back to you with that information tomorrow?”

      He smacked the receiver back into its cradle and made a face at me. “That didn’t go so smoothly.”

      “Oh, well, at least you still gave them the message,” I said.

      Only a few more contacts looked like places worth contacting. When we’d finished those, Jonathan tucked the paper he’d written his message on into his pocket, and I set the rolodex back on Dad’s desk. We done everything we meant to, in theory, but for some reason I felt kind of deflated. Like we hadn’t done much of anything at all.

      “If it doesn’t work,” I said. “If they don’t listen to us—or the people who make the decisions won’t listen to them… your people could still help, right?”

      “I don’t think there’s any power in the world that could stop a volcano from erupting when it’s ready,” Jonathan said. “But we should be able to protect people from the results.” He hesitated, as if there was more he could say, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      “Don’t worry about that side of things,” he said before I could push for more. “I’m handling that end. How’s your practice been coming along?”

      “I’m at it every second I can.” Dragging in a breath, I raised my hand toward the pencil still lying on the desk. “Rise up, rise up,” I sang under my breath, aiming all my focus at it. Willing the magic to wrap around it and propel it upward.

      The pencil floated up about a foot off the desk. The same old trick Jonathan had seen before. But I’d worked a little more into it. I smiled and switched to one of Dad’s favorite songs. “Turn, turn, turn…”

      The pencil bobbed at the dip between the lyrics, but then it started to spin in a slow circle. The energy jittered against my throat. I lost the rhythm, and the pencil fell, bouncing on the desk with a patter.

      “Nice!” Jonathan said.

      “I can do better. I kept it going for a whole five minutes yesterday,” I said, my cheeks warming. “I also tried… Obviously it’s just an illusion, and I haven’t figured out how to get it to stick after I stop singing, but…”

      I rolled out another quiet lyric from a song I’d had stuck in my head after hearing it on the radio, picturing my reflection the way I’d seen it in front of the mirror this morning. How was it Jonathan always put it? Conducting the magic, into a bright green sheen that covered my inconsistent hazel eyes.

      I let the illusion drop. Jonathan smiled at me, softer than his usual grin. “I could show you how to make the effect, ah, stick, as you put it, for longer. But maybe not the wisest when you might get some very puzzled questions from friends and family?”

      “Good point.”

      He cocked his head. “Would you really want your eyes to be that color? They’re very nice the way they are. In my opinion, anyway.”

      When he was gazing into them like that, it was kind of difficult to argue. “I don’t know. It’d be nice to have a change sometimes, I guess.”

      “When you’ve completely come into your powers, you’ll be able to change things up as much as you like.” He touched the side of my face, his thumb resting just beyond the corner of my eye. “But I hope you’ll keep coming back to this.”

      “Don’t get too attached,” I managed to tease despite the breathless feeling that had come over me at his touch. “You never know. I might go for a whole magical makeover.”

      He laughed, a glint dancing in those deep blue eyes. His feet shifted against the floor. “I suppose we should head out,” he said, but he didn’t actually move to get up. His hand stayed against my face.

      “Yeah,” I said. My body leaned forward of its own accord. And then we were kissing, which wasn’t getting us any closer to the door, but I couldn’t say I minded. When I was with Jonathan like this, it was hard to mind anything. Whether I tucked Dad’s key back into place in a half hour or an hour didn’t make a difference, really, did it?
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      I knew I was in for some sort of awkward conversation when my mother insisted on driving a half hour out of her way to chauffeur me to school.

      “Your father had to head in early,” she said as she came into the hall where I usually met him on the way out. “I’ll drop you at the College.”

      Her office was farther uptown, in a newer building the Confederation had purchased when the main center had run out of neighboring buildings to annex. And it wasn’t as if I hadn’t made my way to school on my own before.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll take a taxi. Practice my ‘real world skills.’”

      I grinned at her. If she’d realized just how many taxis I’d taken, and where to, in the last two weeks, she probably wouldn’t have smiled back at me with quite that much amusement.

      “You can practice them another time,” she said, sweeping her dark brown hair back into her usual loose ponytail. “I feel like I don’t get enough time with my son these days.”

      That comment should have been a warning sign. Possibly I was a little distracted.

      Mom’s Lexus smelled like the light, crisply floral perfume she’d worn since I was a little kid. Breathing it in always made me feel almost as if I were a little kid again.

      She didn’t say anything until she’d pulled onto Madison Avenue. “We really haven’t been seeing a lot of you lately. Never home until just before dinner, rushing off to your room the moment you’re done eating.” She shot me a glance that asked a silent question.

      “I’ve been doing some extra studying and applied practice to make sure I come out as well as possible in the end-of-year exams,” I said, which wasn’t entirely untrue. It just wasn’t the whole truth.

      I waited for her to bring up the girl Uncle Raymond had caught me with, but she just hummed to herself thoughtfully. Hadn’t he reported my dalliance to my parents? Maybe he was capable of a tiny bit of human sympathy after all.

      Or maybe he didn’t want me mentioning his intrusion into Dad’s office in turn.

      “You have seemed as if your mind is elsewhere,” she said. “Your father said you were asking him about the Confederation’s approach to Mount St. Helens.”

      “I was,” I said. “Not that he told me anything.”

      The words came out a little more brusquely than I intended. Mom gave me another of those questioning glances. “You’re upset about that.”

      Had she done some sort of casting to read my mood or was that just motherly awareness? I supposed it didn’t matter. “I’m not a child. I’m attending the College now. I’ve earned my magic. I don’t like being kept in the dark as if these things are beyond my understanding.”

      “Oh, Jonathan, it’s not that,” Mom said. “We both know how capable you are. It’s been wonderful seeing your talents progress so quickly, both magical and otherwise. Your father isn’t thinking you can’t handle the responsibility. We’d just like to spare you the stress that comes with that responsibility for a little longer, if we can.”

      I couldn’t be angry at her, especially when she put it like that. But Dad… A sharper heat than I’d known I had in me seared up my throat. “Or maybe Dad doesn’t want to admit how much he’s shirking his responsibilities.”

      Mom’s eyebrows rose. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean, is he going to actually step up and take a real stand about this? Insist that someone listen instead of waiting politely for everyone to agree? People could die. Lots of them. If the magicless authorities aren’t able to do enough on their own… He’s always said that’s why we need to integrate, so that we can help them in situations like this. Well, now a situation is imminent. I know you’ve got friends who support the idea. Isn’t it time to really push for it?”

      “What makes you think he isn’t doing enough?” Mom asked.

      The words caught in my throat for a second before they spilled out. “That’s all I’ve seen. He talks and he talks about how we should be there for the rest of humankind, but then—but then even when someone’s dying right in front of him he won’t raise a finger to help. Because he’s so worried what someone like Uncle Raymond might think.”

      Mom’s mouth pulled tight. The engine rumbled as we turned a corner. “You mean the accident the other weekend.”

      I’d buried the shame of that moment, but it was still there, twisted around my chest. “We were right there. If there were any time to follow those principles he talks about…”

      “She had help. People were calling for an ambulance. Someone was giving first aid.”

      “But she still might have died. Maybe she did. And even if she didn’t, what if there hadn’t been anyone to help her?”

      “Then there wouldn’t have been anyone to see us casting, so we could have stepped in,” Mom said. Her voice was far too even and reasonable. As if we weren’t talking about a life or death scenario.

      “But that’s what any mage would do. He always says we should do more.”

      Mom nodded. “And we’re trying to convince our entire community of that. But progress comes slowly, Jonathan. Many people in the Confederation weigh the risks differently than he or I or our friends would. And another of your father’s principles is fairness. Would it be fair for him to force exposure on every mage just because he believes it’s right, whether they agree or not?”

      I hadn’t looked at it quite that way before. I crossed my arms, holding in the anger and a squeeze of something that felt more like guilt. That principle wasn’t something I’d taken into consideration when I’d decided to introduce Amy to mage society either.

      But I hadn’t hurt anyone by doing that. I hadn’t exposed anyone, not really. And I would have been hurting Amy if I’d left her unaware of the power she could wield, the world she was meant to be a part of, wouldn’t I?

      “I don’t know,” I said to Mom.

      Mom pulled the car up outside the College. “Well, you have plenty of time to gather experiences and to come to your own conclusions. But believe me, whatever your father does or doesn’t do when it comes to the lives of the magicless, he doesn’t make that decision lightly. When you’re on a crusade, you have to be able to tell the difference between doing what would simply make you feel proud of yourself and what is truly best for everyone.”
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      My professors had given us the afternoon for independent study, so I studied the inside of a taxi independently all the way to the west side of the park. I’d promise Amy I’d meet her during her lunch hour to check the results of our late-night expedition.

      A few bits of litter floated across the sidewalk as I waited outside: a plastic bag, a chocolate bar wrapper, a tissue. The school building itself looked even more shabby than when I’d first seen it in comparison with the one I’d just left.

      She did deserve better than this. She did. Of course I’d come to her because it was the best for everyone. How could this be just for me?

      Amy slipped out a moment later. She tucked her hand around mine as she joined me so easily a pleased shiver ran through my chest. I tipped my head to give her a quick kiss. Her cheeks flushed that pretty shade of pink, her eyes bright.

      Yes, this was definitely right.

      “So how do we collect these newspapers?” I asked as we started to stroll down the street.

      She gave me an amused look. “I think there’s a newsstand over by the park. I guess you don’t pick up the morning paper all that often, huh?”

      “Ah, no. My dad gets the weekend Times delivered. That’s about the extent of my experience.”

      “Then I get to teach you something new today.” She caught and tugged my arm. “Come on.”

      There wasn’t much to teach once we came up on the storefront with the rack of newspapers. I must have passed these in the car a hundred times or more in the past, but I’d never paid enough attention to realize just how many Dull papers there were. I blinked at the vast spread. “Which ones should we get?”

      “I guess the ones most likely to have national news, not just local…” Amy cocked her head and started plucking them out of the rack.

      We bought a stack of five different papers and carried them over to a bench in the park. No need to be quite so secretive about our non-magical activities. Amy grabbed one and I grabbed another, and we flipped through them, searching for articles on the volcano. We’d just gotten started when Amy’s head twitched up.

      “Are you okay?” I said.

      “Yeah. Yeah, it’s nothing.” She rubbed her ear. “I’m still just getting used to feeling—hearkening—the magic, like, constantly. It’s a little weird.”

      She didn’t sound completely happy about it. The hum of magic in the air around us was comforting, if anything, to me. I frowned. “Is it bothering you?” Had I made some misstep in the way I’d introduced her to it?

      “Not really,” she said. “I’m adjusting.” She smiled again and nudged my shoulder with hers. “Let’s get down to research.”

      I watched her for a moment longer as she bent over her paper, an uneasy prickling running through my gut. It wasn’t as if I had training in this kind of tutoring. I just hadn’t thought developing an awareness to magic could be anything but exhilarating.

      She did seem fine, though. It’d just been a little twitch. I shook off the worry and got to work.

      My newspaper had two relevant articles: one simply recounting what I already knew—the situation appeared to be stabilizing, authorities called for calm, etc. etc.—and the other commentary from a geophysicist explaining why the side of the volcano would have bulged and why he felt it was a good sign that the growth had stopped.

      Amy sighed. “Nothing about any new scientific reports here. How about you?”

      I shook my head. “There’s no indication they’ve reconsidered their approach or their safety methods.”

      We each reached for another of the papers she’d gathered. The articles in my second one said much the same things in somewhat different words. I frowned. “It didn’t make any difference. The factors we told them to look into…”

      “The scientists could be working on things they just haven’t let the reporters in on,” Amy suggested, but she didn’t sound very hopeful.

      “Even if they are, they’re moving too slow. The report I read predicted full eruption within the next ten days. And they weren’t sure it wouldn’t be sooner.”

      “It was kind of a vague message we left.”

      “I told them everything I could that they’d understand. What else do they need?”

      “Maybe there’s some other way we can reach out to someone.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      She worried her lower lip. “I don’t know. My dad did say there are companies putting a lot of pressure on the politicians. I’m not sure there’s any way we could override that.”

      No. Maybe we weren’t kids, but that’s how the authorities would see us. And we didn’t have any other information they didn’t know, not that we could prove through non-magical means.

      My gaze dropped back to the article I’d been skimming. As I read further, I gritted my teeth. “Zeus help me, do you know people are out there demanding they be allowed back into the danger zone to clean out their cottages? Don’t they understand that they could die? Just because they’re Dulls doesn’t mean they have to be idiots.”

      Amy stiffened beside me. “What did you just call them?”

      I glanced at her, puzzled. “I guess I called them idiots. I think that’s fair for anyone who wants to go wandering around on a steaming volcano.”

      “No,” she said. “The other thing. Dulls?”

      Oh. Dad didn’t like that term, so I didn’t use it that often either. This must be the first time she’d heard me say it.

      I dropped my voice. No one in the park was that close to us right now, but this wasn’t a conversation I wanted overheard. “It’s just… a word we use, to describe people with no magic. Who can’t hearken it. It’s all dullness to them.”

      Amy’s lips pursed. “It sounds like an insult.”

      She had a point. That was exactly why Dad didn’t like it. A word like that conveys a certain disdain that I don’t think it’s wise for us to cultivate. “Dull” certainly wasn’t a compliment.

      But, gods, in this particular instance I was pretty certain the term applied.

      “It’s just a way of talking,” I said.

      “Of talking about people like me as if we’re something less than you.”

      I blinked at her. “Not like you. You’re not Dull.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Then people like my parents. People like my friends. People like practically everyone I know. Is that how you think about them? Like they’re dull and stupid?” Her voice was starting to rise.

      “No,” I protested, struggling to keep mine quiet. “I mean… They are Dull. That’s what it means: having no magic.”. There was an entire vibrant facet to the world that they couldn’t even conceive of. “But it’s not as if I think it’s their fault or—”

      She was staring at me as if I’d slapped her. “I can’t believe you really think that way.”

      What did she mean? I didn’t think less of people like her father, exactly. But I didn’t know how to explain that without her maybe getting even more upset. I wasn’t entirely sure why she was upset now. I hadn’t been talking about anyone she knew when I’d said the word.

      “This isn’t a good place to have this conversation,” I said.

      “Right,” Amy said, studying me. “Because we’re surrounded by Dulls?” When I couldn’t argue that point, she got up from the bench, tossing the newspaper down where she’d been sitting. “You wouldn’t ever have talked to me for anything more than the information you needed if you’d kept thinking I was Dull, would you?”

      “There wouldn’t have been any reason to,” I started, but apparently that was the wrong thing to say too.

      “Sure,” she said. “Like there’s no reason for any of you to use all that super special power of yours to help anyone other than yourselves. I would have still been the same person, Jonathan. Making a pencil float didn’t change that much. I’d better get back to school before my next class starts.”

      “Amy,” I said, but she was already stalking away.
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      “Oh my God, I want this so bad.” Lori gazed at the record of Blondie’s “Call Me” she’d just pulled out of the rack. “But my summer job money is almost all gone and I’ve still got a month and a half to go before I can get more.”

      Denise trailed her fingers over the records as she ambled down the store aisle. “It’s on the radio all the time. It’s not like you don’t get to hear it.”

      “But not whenever I want.” Lori crinkled her nose like she always did when she was trying to decide something. “What do you think, Amy?”

      “Hmm?” I jerked myself out of my daze.

      Normally I’d have loved browsing a record store with friends, but under the Elton John track playing on the store’s sound system, the hum of the yellow lights was prickling at my thoughts. The whole mall had that tinny hum. It made the murmur of magic quiver around me at a weird erratic frequency, even more intrusive than it’d been since Jonathan had heightened my awareness of it.

      “Earth to Amy,” Denise said, laughing. It wasn’t a mean laugh—Denise always paired her ribbing with a warm smile—but her teasing made me even more edgy. She and Lori had been hanging out together since the beginning of high school, and I’d just dropped in at the beginning of junior year. I liked them and I thought we were on our way to being close, but I didn’t feel quite as comfortable as I had with my old friends back home yet.

      I ran back through the conversation I’d only been half listening to. “Um, I think if you still want it after it’s been on the radio so much, you should get it. It’s not that much money for a single.”

      “True.” Lori tilted the record in her hands as if that would help her decide.

      The magic jittered against my skin. Was the hum getting louder? I stepped away from my friends, hoping Lori made up her mind quickly. Between the music overhead and the lights and my sensitivity that seemed to be growing by the minute—

      My fingers fidgeted, tapping a random rhythm against my thigh as if that would drown out the other sensations. The magic around me twitched and jolted. A kid farther down of the aisle flinched.

      “Ow!” he said, pulling his arm to his chest. A red mark was forming just below his elbow as if someone had smacked him there.

      My heart lurched. Had I done that? I hadn’t even meant to— But there was no one close enough to have actually smacked him.

      A wash of chilly nausea swept through me. For a second I felt too dizzy to move. Then I bolted for the store entrance.

      Lori and Denise caught up with me in the mall promenade. I’d sat down on a bench, my head leaned into my hands. The nausea had faded, but my shakiness hadn’t.

      “Hey,” Denise said. “Are you okay? You went, like, completely white.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m fine. Just felt really sick for a second, but now that I’d sat down for a minute, I’m sure I’ll be okay.”

      I smiled at them, but I was lying. The lights out here were still humming with their dim yellow glow, and a shiver of magic was still niggling at my skin. Plus there was the twist of guilt in my chest when I glanced through the record store window and saw the kid I’d accidentally hit still rubbing his forearm.

      How could I tell Lori and Denise any of that? I couldn’t. Well, I just started learning magic and now I don’t totally know how to shut it off, and maybe I’m even a little bit dangerous…

      Ha ha, no. They wouldn’t believe me. They couldn’t feel it. They’d never feel the magic, right? They were the kind of people Jonathan had called Dulls.

      Everyone in my life except him was.

      I pushed myself to my feet and meandered with my friends past a few more stores, but their chatter passed right by me. Was I going to have to just fake everything with everyone for the rest of my life? The twist in my chest dug deeper. I’d been looking forward to this get-together all week, but the way I felt right now, they were going to think I couldn’t stand them.

      “You know, this really sucks, but I think I should head home,” I said, as apologetically as I could. “I must be coming down with something.”

      Lori’s eyes went wide. “Are you going to be okay? Do you need help getting home?”

      Her concern made me feel even more guilty. I waved her off. What I needed right now was a little distance… so I could stop being reminded of the distance that had suddenly formed between us without them even noticing. “It’s not that bad. I can handle the bus.”

      “Okay. Hope you’re feeling better soon. See you on Monday!”

      I forced some cheer. “I’ll be there!”

      I did feel a little better once I got outside. The murmur of the magic calmed down, present but not irritatingly so. The sun was bright and the air warm enough that I didn’t mind the smells of gasoline and cooking grease as I headed to the nearest stop.

      All I was thinking about when I reached my street was going up to the apartment and flopping down on my bed for an hour or two. This morning, Dad had warned me with a flustered expression that he was going to be working most of the weekend. This once I was glad that I’d have the apartment to myself. I could turn on the TV and zone out of reality for a little bit.

      I’d just reached the bakery my apartment sat on top of when a guy stepped out to meet me. The sun glinted off Jonathan’s tawny hair. He had a record sleeve tucked under one arm. Like usual, he was dressed up a little more than would have been normal for any normal teenager on a Saturday afternoon: a short-sleeved button-down and gray slacks. Like he didn’t belong here.

      But if he didn’t belong, then what about me?

      The annoying thing was, even though I was still kind of pissed off about the casual way he’d dismissed the majority of the human race, my spirits leapt at the sight of him. By the time I’d made it back to school the other day, part of me had started to worry I might not see him again. No more magic lessons.

      No more kissing.

      My cheeks heated a little. It was a good thing being a mage didn’t give him the ability to read my mind.

      I stopped a few feet away from him and folded my arms over my chest. “Hey,” I said hesitantly. “What are you doing here?”

      Jonathan rubbed the back of his neck, looking sheepish. “I realized I never did get your phone number. So there wasn’t any way to talk to you other than just showing up. It’s been a couple days… I didn’t want to leave things any longer. If you’re still upset with me, maybe we can talk about it? I am sorry about the other day. I handled the whole thing badly. And… I did promise to get your record back to you.” He gave me a half smile, as if he wasn’t sure I’d take a whole one.

      His apology had sounded genuine. I guessed I had to give him points for coming down here among all the “Dulls” just to say it.

      And the thought of telling him to go away made my heart squeeze uncomfortably tight.

      “All right,” I said. “You’d better come in. We can’t really talk out here. But don’t expect my apartment to look anything like your house.”

      He nodded with that crooked smile. “No expectations.”

      As I ushered him to the stairwell that led up to the second floor over the bakery, his expression turned serious again. “Will I be meeting your father? I’m not sure—”

      “He’s out,” I said. “And if he gets back while you’re here, it’s fine. I can just say you’re a friend from school.”

      “Right,” Jonathan said with a little chuckle. How had he explained my presence of his uncle the other day?

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what lies he’d felt he needed to tell to cover my Dull background.

      Our apartment was decent as apartments went, I thought. It was just awfully humble compared to the place where Jonathan lived. The beige corduroy sofa and birch coffee table looked more drab than usual as I led him into the living room. A faint whirring passed through the wall from our neighbors running their window air conditioner at full blast, as if it were July and not just a warm day in May.

      I turned on the TV to drown that out. It was on the news channel I’d been watching this morning before I’d gone out, hoping to see something had changed out in Washington. Right now they were talking about the traffic.

      “So what exactly are you sorry about?” I asked Jonathan, sitting down.

      He set my record on the coffee table and lowered himself onto the other end of the sofa. “The way I was talking,” he said. “I… I suppose it’s hard not to see people outside the magical community as something separate from us, when we live so differently, but that’s not an excuse for putting them down. I don’t think anything less of your family or your friends—I wouldn’t think anything less of you if you didn’t have magic.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that. “But you still wouldn’t have wanted to see me again.”

      “Well.” He looked at his hands and then back at me. “We can’t ever really get close with the magicless. Not while we’re keeping such an important part of ourselves secret. If you hadn’t had magic, getting to know you would have meant constantly lying about myself. So no, I wouldn’t have considered it. But it isn’t about thinking you’d be unworthy or anything like that.”

      “Oh.” That did make sense. I hadn’t really looked at it from his point of view. I bit my lip. “I see what you’re saying. I’m—I’m sorry I got so upset at you out of the blue. I guess I was just tense with the whole…” I waved toward the news broadcast, even though they were doing some story about turtles right now and not the volcano. “Not being able to do anything more.”

      “Yeah. I know what you mean there.” He reached across the sofa and took my hand. “Are we all right?”

      His touch still sent a flutter through my chest. “I think so,” I said. “Just—you won’t call them ‘Dulls’ anymore, right?”

      He shook his head. “I really shouldn’t have in the first place.”

      I scooted a little closer to him. He looped his arm right around mine. The steadiness of his presence made any remaining jitters fade away. Jonathan knew what he was doing when it came to magic. Anything I was having trouble with, he’d help me figure it out. I’d go to that college of his and learn all about controlling it…

      Something he’d said came back to me with a pinch to my gut. We can’t ever really get close with the magicless. A ghost of the feeling I’d had walking through that mall with Lori and Denise, beside them but far away at the same time, came back to me.

      “Jonathan,” I said. “After I’m really a mage, after we get everything sorted out there… With my dad, or my friends—will I ever be able to tell them the truth? Or will I have to hide everything from them?”

      His thumb stilled where it’d been tracing over my knuckles. “Well… My parents and many other mages in the community have been pressing for us to reveal ourselves to non-magical society. If we can convince everyone that’s best for all of us, there’d be no need to hide anymore.”

      “But you don’t know when that will happen.”

      “No,” he said. “I wish it already had.”

      “And until then…”

      “It wouldn’t be that bad,” he said quickly. “You’d make plenty of new friends at the College who you wouldn’t need to keep secrets from. And you’d just edit out the magical references when you’re talking with your dad, the way we all do when we’re talking in public. After a little while you’d get used to it.”

      The pinch in my gut dug deeper. Get used to lying. Get used to putting on an act every time I was with Dad. I’d be the one putting distance between us then, completely on purpose.

      An image of Mount St. Helens appeared on the television screen—a welcome distraction from the discomfort I didn’t know how to resolve. I leaned over the coffee table to twist the volume control a little louder.

      “—have stated that the situation here is stable for the time being,” the reporter was saying. The image shifted to a live view of the mountain slope. “There have been no visible eruptions in two days. Today, those with property within the red zone were allowed to return to their homes and cabins to collect their belongings. More are scheduled to make the trip tomorrow morning.”

      “Geez,” I said. “I hope the officials do know what they’re doing.”

      “At least it looks as if we have more time to come up with another plan,” Jonathan said. “I was thinking perhaps—”

      He froze, knitting his brow. The magic shifted just beyond my awareness—I hearkened a dip in its murmur, but only vaguely. “What’s going on?” I said.

      “Someone’s reaching out to me—magically,” he said. “A family friend who might have information on the volcano. I asked him to contact me if there were any important developments. I should find out what he has to say right away.” He got up. “It’s hard to send much information this way, at this distance. I think I can give him the impression I’m in the park—meet him halfway.”

      He intoned a lyric in Latin under his breath, his face tight with concentration. After a moment, he nodded. “All right. I’m sorry, I’d better see what’s going on right away.”

      “Hey,” I said, getting to my feet. “Don’t think you’re leaving me behind.”

      Jonathan opened his mouth as if to protest, but the look on my face must have stopped him. He grimaced but motioned for me to come. “You’ll have to hang back if we don’t want to end up having a completely different conversation.”

      “Got it. I know.” After what had happened in the mall today, I wasn’t in any rush to have the higher magical authorities judging me just yet.

      We hustled down the stairs and along the street to the park. Jonathan paused for a moment to get his bearings with the person he was meeting and then set off at a brisk clip down one of the paths. He veered off it partway along and stopped near a few close-spaced trees. He didn’t need to tell me I should duck behind those. I sat down on the grass, leaning against the trunk, like I was just soaking in the May sunshine.

      Footsteps rustled across the lawn a few minutes later. “Carl,” Jonathan said. “Thank you for reaching out.”

      The man responded in a rich baritone voice that might have sounded warmer if it hadn’t been a little ragged. “You were a little tricky to find, Jon. But I thought it’d be better you heard it from me than be taken by surprise.”

      Jonathan’s voice tightened in turn. “Heard what?”

      “I can’t get into the details—too many of them are restricted to our department. But we’re sure now the volcano is about to blow—less than twenty-four hours.”

      Less than twenty-four hours? I tensed against the tree, and the murmur of magic warbled around me. I clenched my fingers before they could twitch anxiously against my leg, provoking who knew what effect I didn’t mean to create.

      “What?” Jonathan said. “So what are you going to do about it? We have to get in there—”

      The other guy cut him off. “It’s too late. I did my best, but there’s no chance of us pushing through that kind of motion in time now. I’m sorry, Jon. I really am. But I’ve got to get back. Technically I shouldn’t have told you even this much.”

      “Carl—”

      The footsteps hurried away. Jonathan exhaled sharply. He strode between the trees I’d been hiding behind. I stared up at him, my stomach twisted into a hundred knots, and he gazed down at me. The color had drained from his face.

      “They’re not going to do anything?” I said, my voice wavering.

      “They have to,” he said. “They—” His jaw clenched. “I’ve got to go. I’ll make them listen. I promise.”

      He dropped his hand to my shoulder with a hasty squeeze and dashed off before I could find the words to answer.
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      The Circle met in their chambers in the main Confederation building every Saturday afternoon to discuss that week’s business. It was only just after three. I didn’t think I’d be too late.

      “Hey!” the cab driver shouted as I leapt out. I paused, fishing out my wallet to pay him as quickly as I could. Then I dashed for the main door of the historic office building adjacent to the College.

      My shoes rapped against the wooden floors as I hurried down the hall. The Circle’s chambers were deep within the center of the building—the safest location if some external threat emerged. A holdover from the days when they might have feared inquisitions and burning at the stake, I supposed.

      The building around me was quiet, the air cool and still. A few mages might be at work on the weekend alongside our leaders, but most would be home with their families. As if nothing in the world were all that wrong. As if who knew how many other families might not be decimated by an eruption in the next twenty-four hours.

      I turned a corner in the halls and there they were: the grand mahogany-framed double doors that led to the literal inner circle of mages. A violet tassel hung over the knobs, indicating a meeting was in session. Indicating they weren’t to be disturbed.

      I gazed at it, my heart hammering in my chest. My grandfather was in there, along with the nine other of the most prominent experienced mages in the continent. I’d never set foot past those doors in my life. No one did except the members of the Circle and their assistants.

      What did the rules matter? It was following rules that had left all those people around Mount St. Helens heading back to their mountainside cottages assuming all was well for the time being. It was following rules that had left me with a hollow stomach when Amy had said, sounding so hopeless, They’re not going to do anything?

      My father had waffled, the mages in the Environmental Department had waffled, and now they were going to throw up their hands and say it was too late to appeal to the Circle anyway. But the Circle could act swiftly if they wished to. If someone convinced them there was reason to.

      I’d thought in the ride here of all the magical options open to us with enough mages at work: illusions to frighten those near the volcano farther away, mass adjustments of the scientific equipment, a false news bulletin—nothing anyone could trace directly to us. Nothing anyone would realize had anything to do with magic, since secrecy was still so terribly important to the figures in that room.

      Just marching in there to confront them would have to get their attention. I’d needed my conviction and my ideas to do the rest.

      And if they punished me for the intrusion, so be it. At least I really would have done everything I could, unlike others who claimed the same.

      I dragged in a breath and strode up to the doors. With the words already bubbling at the base of my throat, I tossed the tassel aside and threw open the doors.

      My grand entrance didn’t have quite the desired effect. All that lay on the other side of that entrance was a short velvet-carpeted hall. A woman I recognized from some function at Uncle Raymond’s house startled where she’d been standing by the wood-paneled wall, looking over a notepad.

      “What are you— Jonathan Lockwood?” she said, stepping forward as she stared at me. “You can’t go—”

      A jolt of determination and fear pushed me onward. I sprang for the door just beyond her that I dearly hoped opened into the main chambers.

      “Stop!” she shouted. I’d already shoved past that door and barged out into the rounded room on the other side.

      Ten gray- and white-haired mages sat around two arcing tables like crescent moons that formed a split circle in the middle of the room. A huge silver chandelier poured light over the windowless space. The man who’d been standing, speaking to his colleagues, cut himself off to blink at me. My grandfather Lockwood, sitting at the far end, made a noise of consternated surprise. My chest tightened. I summoned my voice.

      “I—”

      That was all I got out. With a spat-out singsong phrase in Latin, a blast of magic walloped me from behind and froze me in place—including my mouth.

      “I’m sorry for the interruption, your Eminences,” the woman who’d been waiting in the hall said. “I should have caught him before he made it this far. It’s been so long since anyone’s tried to breech the chambers…” She let out a soft chuckle.

      I flexed my muscles, but all I accomplished was a prickling of magic digging into my body. A figure was striding from the darker edges of the room, beyond the ring of the Circle and the glow of the chandelier. My uncle came into view with a glower and a scowl on his face, both of which he aimed at me.

      “I’ll take care of my nephew from here, Melissa,” he said. “Thank you.”

      He gripped my shoulder and muttered a lyric of his own. The prickling squeeze of the magic released, everywhere except my mouth. My lips just held there slightly parted. I glared back at Uncle Raymond.

      He swung me around and propelled me toward the door. I could have fought him, but that wouldn’t exactly impress the Circle with my maturity and self-discipline. So I let him escort me out into the main hall and then down it.

      “Keep your voice down or I’ll stop you speaking again,” Uncle Raymond said, his hand still clamped on my shoulder. He murmured a few more words, and the vice on my jaw fell away. “What in Hades’s name was that ridiculous display about?”

      “The Environmental department has determined the volcano will erupt any moment now,” I said quietly but quickly. I wasn’t going to throw Carl to the wolves by telling my uncle how I’d found that out. “There are people up on the mountain right now. More going tomorrow. If the Circle acts quickly enough—we have to do something.”

      “The Circle prefers to follow proper procedure,” Uncle Raymond said with a hint of a sneer. “And they’re not cowed by over-passionate teenagers. You’re too old for these kinds of melodramatics, Jonathan. If the mages actually in the Environmental department felt they could present an appropriate plan of action, they would have.”

      My hands clenched at my sides. “Not when they’re too afraid to present anything even the slightest bit risky. Isn’t it worth at least a little risk when there are that many lives at stake? Why are so many of you so stuck in the same old ways you can’t see that?”

      “It’s easy to say that with the shine of youth in your eyes.” He stopped and turned me toward him. His dark eyes peered into mine. “If I tell you to go home and forget about this, you’re not going to do that, are you.”

      It wasn’t even a question, but I’m not sure I could have pretended anyway. I just stared defiantly back at him. He sighed.

      “Well, your father is on his way. Until then, to make sure there’s no trouble, since I need to get back to your grandfather—”

      My father? He must have sent some sort of magical call, like Carl had to me.

      Uncle Raymond nudged me toward a narrow door set deep in the wall. It opened to a small room with gray walls and a padded chair. A small circle of light gleamed on the ceiling. He motioned me in. As I crossed the threshold, a strangely intense silence settled around me.

      “What—” I started to ask, but Uncle Raymond was already shutting the door on me. The lock clicked over.

      All right then. It wasn’t as if a lock could stop a mage. I sank into the chair to give him time to leave so my way would be clear. The chair’s legs stuck to the floor when I tried to adjust its position. Bolted down, I realized. That was a little bizarre.

      The silence pressed even more heavily on me. I focused on the rhythm of my breath. After a few minutes, I stood up again and stalked right up to the door. I inhaled slowly, meaning to collect the thrum of magic around me into the intent of my words—

      There was no thrum. There was no magic. My lungs constricted as the realization hit me. The room felt so horribly silent because it was. Not only couldn’t I hear anything, I couldn’t hearken anything either.

      A cold jolt of panic shot through my veins. I swallowed thickly, my hands opening and closing at my sides.

      I’d never not had the magic before. It had always been right there with me, ready to work with my will, for as long as I could remember. But no matter how I grasped for it now, there was nothing there to reach.

      It was this room. Something about it—of course the Confederation would need holding rooms, spaces where they could ensure a mage wouldn’t cast any magic, for times… well, for times like this. When they had a mage they didn’t quite trust but weren’t quite ready to send straight to a Dampering or burning out.

      Was this how it felt to be Dull? Surrounded by this awful quiet for eternity?

      My feet carried me of their own accord, pacing from the door to the opposite wall and back again. It was a short trip. Not enough of a distraction to ease my discomfort. My pulse was thumping hard and fast, but that rhythm hardly seemed to penetrate the magicless silence.

      I had to think. I couldn't let Uncle Raymond’s gambit distract me from my purpose. This torture would only last until Dad got here. What was I going to do then?

      I couldn't get to the Circle. Who else could I reach who'd make a difference? If Dad had been going to do anything, he would have already. Carl hadn’t been prepared to act, and he’d been my best chance within the Environmental department.

      A different sort of stillness settled inside me like a rock sinking in my chest. What if the only one who could make a difference now... was me?

      The lock clicked over. The door opened to reveal my father's grim but not entirely unamused face.

      "Jonathan," he said. "This wasn't a call I expected to have to answer. Come on. I'm sure you're ready enough to be out of there."

      O gods, was I. I practically bolted for the hall.

      The magic's hum wrapped around me in a welcoming embrace, and the tension in my chest released. I sucked it in with a gulp of air—and finally had the wherewithal to be embarrassed that I was being collected and escorted home by my father.

      "I wouldn't have come here if it hadn't been so important," I said as he ushered me down the hall. I picked up my pace so I could walk a beat ahead of him instead of feeling as If he were leading me along. "We can't just stand by while all those people don't even realize the danger. Any sanctions The Circle lays on me—"

      "Oh," Dad said. "Those won't come down on you."

      The Circle would be angry with him? As if he were my keeper and not just a parent. But guilt bit into my stomach all the same.

      “That wasn’t my intention.”

      “I know.”

      “But nothing’s changed, has it? You’re all just going to let the eruption happen.”

      “I spoke with your grandfather on my own a few nights ago,” Dad said, opening the front door for me. His car was waiting by the curb. “He said he would take my opinions under advisement, but that without an official proposal with security for the Confederation, it would be difficult to form a plan.”

      I knew that tired note in his voice. Those were a lot of words that simply meant he’d gotten nowhere.

      I stopped beside the car and spun to face him. "Tell me, truthfully, that you believe there’s any chance of someone in the Confed taking action to protect those people."

      “Jonathan…” His eyes twitched away from mine. Just for an instant, but that was enough of an answer. A tight, wrenching fury tore up through me.

      He tried. To be sure, he tried. But he clearly had never gone far enough.

      "We can talk about this further at home," Dad said, reaching for the car door. As if talking had solved anything so far. It was time for more than that. My jaw set. Possunt quia posse videntur.

      "Maybe tomorrow," I said.

      Dad turned with a frown, but a verse in ancient Greek was already spilling from my mouth. A chariot racing toward victory. The words spilled out as fast as and forceful as I could summon the energy for this casting while keeping the melody.

      The magic whipped around me in a whirlwind. I focused all my attention on my memory of the fountain in Central Park—far enough that he couldn't quickly follow, near enough that I wouldn’t exhaust myself—and ‘chanted myself away from him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amy

      

      

      My nerves jangled all the way home from the park. The way Jonathan had just taken off—what was he going to do?

      What could he do, if the volcano was going to erupt now and none of the leaders of his magical community were willing to even try to help? But all of those people on and near Mount St. Helens right now, or who might be when it erupted…

      My hand twitched against my hip, a rhythmic gesture that might have once calmed my nerves. My fingers had only been moving for a few seconds when the windshield wiper on a car I was passing jumped an inch, squeaking against the dry glass. I flinched.

      Crap. I had to watch myself more carefully.

      The murmur of magic around me sounded almost ominous as I hurried back up the stairs to my apartment. I could turn on the news to see if anything had happened yet… How much good was that going to do me, though? Did I really want to watch a tragedy on that scale in real time?

      I yanked open the apartment door and halted. Dad was standing in the front hall, his hand over the phone. He pulled it back when he saw me, his expression going tight. A queasy feeling filled my gut.

      I stepped inside and shut the door behind me. “Hi, Dad,” I said. “You got out early after all?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “But— I saw you coming out onto the street with a boy just as my taxi was pulling up. He was up in the apartment with you?”

      Double crap. I’d told Jonathan everything would be fine if he were around when my dad showed up, but somehow it suddenly felt very, very not okay. Maybe because Dad was still giving me that vaguely pained look.

      “He’s just a friend,” I blurted out, so fast I’d bet it was obvious I wasn’t being totally truthful. “He came over to go over some stuff from school. We weren’t sneaking around or anything. I didn’t know when you’d be back.”

      “Is this the ‘friend’ you’ve been visiting some of the times you’ve been out the last few weeks? You didn’t mention he was a boy.”

      “I didn’t think it was important,” I said. Dad’s expression turned slightly incredulous. “Dad. I know all the stuff about being careful. I promise all we did today was sit and talk and watch TV.”

      That much was true. I said it so emphatically that Dad seemed to believe it. His shoulders came down a bit. But he still looked stressed.

      “I’d rather you weren’t alone in the apartment with any boys until I’ve at least met them,” he said. “And… Did you and this boy make some phone calls from my office the other night?”

      My body stiffened. The question was so unexpected that I didn’t even have time to control my reaction. Dad’s eyebrows rose.

      “Amy, I would have thought you’d know better than to be playing around with anything at my workplace. I’m afraid I won’t be able to let you volunteer anymore. What in the world were you thinking, leaving all those messages?”

      A flush burned across my cheeks. “I didn’t think anyone would know they were from your office. We just—Jonathan knew more about the volcano than was in the official reports—we had to tell people.”

      “I got a few calls in the last couple of days,” Dad said. “Some of the organizations you called were concerned enough that they had the phone company do a trace on the calls, which of course pointed back to the office. Stirring up all that confusion was incredibly irresponsible, Amy. I’m disappointed in you.”

      The bottom of my stomach dropped to my feet. After all the progress we’d made getting back to how things used to be… Now I was the one who’d broken his trust. What if I’d ruined everything?

      “We were just trying to help,” I said.

      “And this boy—Jonathan—he told you he had some secret inside information?”

      Geez, when he said it like that, it did sound like I’d been duped by some con artist. I rubbed my mouth. What could I tell him? If I tried to explain about Jonathan’s magic, the ways he and his people had of deciphering these things, Dad would just think I was even more crazy.

      I had the sudden urge to try to prove it to him—to levitate a pencil or something. But I wasn’t sure I could pull off anything big enough to convince him I wasn’t just playing tricks. It’d taken more than that for Jonathan to convince me. Dad would probably think it was more nonsense, be even more angry.

      And what would Jonathan think if I took the real secret he’d entrusted me with, the one I’d promised was safe with me, and betrayed him by telling other people.

      By telling Dulls.

      All at once, my chest felt even more empty. Ten times worse than when I’d sensed myself drifting away from Lori and Denise before.

      I’d just lost Mom. I’d lost my old friends. Having magic in my life could mean gaining so much… but did it mean I was going to lose Dad too?

      “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I didn’t know it was going to make any trouble for you.”

      Dad raked a hand through his pale hair. “I’ve dealt with it. I don’t have time to hash this out with you now. But I do want to meet this Jonathan before you see him again, anywhere. No contact with him at all until I get back. Do you understand?”

      I nodded automatically, frowning. “Get back from where?”

      He brushed past the couch on his way to his bedroom. “I’m flying over to Washington State to confer with some colleagues about Mount St. Helens. I don’t know if we can make much difference, but… I know it’s been bothering you, and I’d feel better if I at least got a closer read on the situation.”

      My stomach flipped right over. “What? No. Dad, you can’t go out there.” What if he got too close when the whole thing burst?

      His suitcase thumped on the bed, and hangers rattled in his closet. “The volcano has been stable for the last few days, and I expect to keep a safe distance anyway. You don’t have to worry.”

      He had no idea. “You can’t know that,” I protested, going to his bedroom door. “Please. I am going to be worried. Can you—can you at least wait a few days to make sure it’s completely stable?” Just don’t go right now. Just stay here until the danger’s over.

      He marched out of the bedroom with his hastily packed suitcase and ducked into the bathroom. “This is the only chance I’m going to get around the work I get paid for. I promise I won’t be gone long—I should be back tomorrow evening. There are TV dinners in the freezer for tonight.”

      Right. As if my main concern was what I’d get to have for dinner. “Dad…”

      But what could I say? “My magical friend says the volcano will definitely erupt in the next day, even though your scientific friends haven’t seen a hint of it”? I bit my lip.

      Dad stopped by the door and looked at me, half firm, half pleading. “Be smart when I’m gone. Remember what I told you. We can talk more about everything else when I get back.”

      About the ways I’d let him down. “Okay,” I said, my throat tight. “Promise me you’ll stay far away from the volcano.”

      “I’ll be careful,” he said, which wasn’t the same thing. He hesitated, and for a second I thought he was going to open his arms and offer a hug. Maybe he would have if I hadn’t just screwed everything up.

      His hands stayed at his sides. “And I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ve got to go, or I’ll miss my flight.”

      I watched the door for a minute after he’d left, as if he might come back and add something. My chin wobbled. We had been connecting, finding our way back to being some kind of family, but now… Was there any magic that could possibly fix this? This time the trouble actually was my fault, and I couldn’t even explain why.

      I went to my bedroom and put on one of my Donna Summers records to try to take my mind off all the worries crowding in. It was on the sixth track when the apartment door rattled with a hasty knocking.

      Who the heck could that be? I trudged to the door and opened it a few inches to find Jonathan standing outside.

      He was dressed the same as he’d been when he’d left, but his collar was askew and his eyes wild. His gaze flicked across the room behind me and settled back on my face.

      “I’m doing it,” he said, sounding like he’d run all the way here from wherever he’d been. “I’m going out there. If they’re not going to help, at least I will, however I can on my own.”

      I blinked at him. “What? You’re going—” The pieces clicked together. “You’re going to Mount St. Helens.” Him too?

      But at least Jonathan had a better chance of defending himself. At least he knew the full danger.

      He nodded. “I tried talking to the—the mages who run things. They’re no use. So I’ll just have to show them… I’ll just have to show them how much of a difference even one mage who’s willing to step up can make.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “What are you going to do?”

      “I have a few ideas. Things that won’t work as well without a large group of mages working together… I’ll have to do some more thinking on the way about what I can do most effectively on a small scale.” His gaze turned even more intent. “You’ve been in this with me from the start, Amy. Do you want to come? Even a little bit more magic could mean saving a few more people.”

      My heart thumped. Yes. Yes, I wanted to. It wasn’t just a bunch of strangers whose lives were on the line—now it was Dad too.

      Dad had just finished chastising me for the seemingly crazy schemes I’d already gotten into with this guy. Dad had ordered me not to even see Jonathan again. I’d be breaking his trust all over again, even worse than before. But…

      Jonathan held out his hand. The magic in the air tingled around me. My fingers curled into my palms.

      Was I really going to stand back and not at least try to help prevent this disaster just to stop Dad from being a little more upset? He wasn’t going to feel anything if he died out there.

      I grasped Jonathan’s hand, and he gave me that brilliant smile. Then he leaned in and kissed me, quick but hard.

      “How are we going to get to Washington?” I asked as he pulled me into the hall. “We’re just going to hop on a plane?”

      “Simple as that,” he said. “And if anyone tries to stop us…” He snapped his fingers with a flare of magical light. And right then, despite everything that had just happened and the crazy thing we were about to do, I thought it might really be that simple.
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      The squeal of a magical alarm I’d set to go off pierced through my hazy sleep. I jerked awake in the back seat of the sedan Amy and I had rented. A thin light was just starting to color the sky beyond the windows.

      Amy stirred in the driver’s seat, which she’d tipped back as far as it would go. Thank the gods for her learner’s permit. I’d temporarily ‘chanted it to look like a proper driver’s license—and her to look old enough for the airport rental car attendant to give us one of his vehicles.

      It’d only been an hour’s drive from Portland to the vicinity of Mount St. Helens, but by the time we’d gotten out here it’d been midnight. There hadn’t been much to see. The volcano was still holding steady, but when I focused my attention on it through the magic in the air, a terse, uneasy energy vibrated off of it. I didn’t need any special magical readings to know it was on the verge of the tipping point.

      No one was heading up the mountain in the middle of the night, anyway. After scouting out the area as well as we could in the dark, we’d parked on the shoulder of the road well outside the danger zone and settled in to get a little sleep. We weren’t going to be able to conduct enough magic to help even a little if we were completely exhausted. I’d cast a different ‘chantment to alert me if the ground started to shake with an earthquake, but it hadn’t gone off.

      Amy pulled her seat up and switched on the radio as I clambered back into the front passenger seat. The local news was discussing some upcoming music festival. She shook her head, her mouth tight. “They’ve got no idea today is going to be the day,” she said. “How does it look to you?”

      We both peered at the volcano through the windshield. In the dawn light, the mountain looked almost peaceful with its forested base and snowy peak. But I could hearken that tension in it down to the base of my teeth.

      “The eruption is close,” I said. “I can’t tell exactly how soon. Let’s head for the highway blockade now. We don’t know how early people might be gathering there.”

      A new group of property owners were scheduled to be given access to their mountain cabins and the like this morning. In our furtive discussions on the plane, Amy and I had decided that was where we could make the most impact, since this rescue effort was limited to the two of us. It was where there’d be the most people all in one spot close to the volcano—and aiming to get closer.

      Amy rubbed her eyes. “You’ll show me what to do, right? I don’t know… Doing magic focused on other people… I’m a little more comfortable with pencils and leaves.”

      “You’ll be fine,” I said. “You can just help channel the magic toward them, and I’ll do the more focused casting.” A sense of fear and dread strong enough to convince those people they really didn’t want to go up the mountain today after all.

      We could cast from the car without anyone noticing. So what if someone thought it was a little odd, everyone changing their minds all of a sudden? Once the volcano erupted, they’d be plenty distracted. They’d call it human intuition or all the other excuses the magicless were so good at coming up with for things they didn’t understand. No harm done, so much good accomplished.

      The Circle would never have approved of this plan. The effect wouldn’t be as subtle as they’d have liked, and there wouldn’t have been time to put together the proposals and get wide enough approval by the time we’d even known about the scheduled trips to the mountain properties. But once I pulled this off, once I could show that magic had saved dozens of lives without hurting the mage community at all, maybe they’d shift their views a little.

      And even if they still brushed it off, I’d know we’d saved those dozens of lives.

      Amy turned the key in the ignition. “I still feel pretty weird just about this,” she said, gripping the steering wheel. “I’ve never driven on my own before. At least the roads are pretty clear.”

      “You’ve been doing great,” I said.

      She flashed a smile at me. But as she pressed the gas and the car pulled back onto the road, the smile faltered. We drove in silence for a few minutes, scanning the roads. Her knuckles started to blanch.

      “Which turn do we take here again?” she asked as we came up to a crossroad.

      I dug the map I’d bought in the airport out of the glove compartment. “Let’s see. Left, and then about a mile down the road we need to take a right.”

      She turned the wheel, biting her lip, and I set the map on the dashboard. My gaze slid back to the window. When I fixed my attention on the dark slope looming over the treetops, another discordant tremor passed through the magic into me.

      Amy shifted her hands on the wheel. Her fingers fidgeted, tapping out a soft but frenetic beat—and the map leapt off the dashboard to smack the windshield.

      My pulse jumped, and Amy startled. Her foot slammed on the gas. We jerked to a halt in the middle of the road.

      Amy blinked at the map, which had fallen back down, and let out a ragged breath. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to do that.” She eased up on the brake to let the car creep forward again.

      I looked from the map to her, my forehead furrowing. “You cast at it?”

      “No. Not exactly. I just— Now that I can hearken the magic better, sometimes I seem to… I don’t know… rub it the wrong way? Or it rubs me the wrong way. Or maybe both. As long as I’m not too twitchy it’s fine.”

      Oh. “You must be hearkening the volcano,” I said. No wonder she looked so anxious. My own nerves were on edge with the sense of impending doom. “Environmental disruptions, especially big ones, always affect the magic in the area. Any strong force can distort the regular rhythms of its energy.”

      “That makes sense,” she said. “But it’s been happening for a little while now. Like, since before we came here.”

      I frowned. “You said the magic felt a little weird, but not that bad. Was it bothering you like this back in New York? Were you casting without meaning to?”

      Amy grimaced. “It was only really bad yesterday, and we didn’t really have time to talk about it then. It wasn’t anything that big. I don’t even know how to explain it. Hearkening the magic just starts to get to me, and then if I start drumming my fingers or anything, I set things off without meaning to.”

      A pool of cold formed in the pit of my stomach. That kind of erratic connection was the sort of thing that would get even a novice from an established mage family Dampered. Too big a risk of them accidentally revealing their powers—or causing tangible damage.

      But that was when evaluating someone with years and years of practice. Probably it was normal to have trouble adjusting when hearkening was so new to you. With a little more practice, the right exercises…

      I just wasn’t completely sure what the right exercises to combat that problem would be.

      Amy leaned forward to peer at another crossroad. “Is this where we take that right?”

      I glanced at the sign. “Yes, this is it.”

      As she followed that road, I watched her. Her knuckles were still white where she clutched the wheel. The set of her mouth showed strain. We’d only gotten a few hours of sleep, and she still looked worn out.

      I’d made the right decision coming out here—I was sure of that. But had bringing Amy along been the best idea? In the moment, it had seemed necessary, but… Was the little magic she could contribute really worth putting her through the ringer like this?

      Mom’s comment the other day came back to me. Had I thought it was important for Amy to be here to help… or had I mostly wanted her here to show off how heroic I could be?

      The cold spot in my gut burrowed deeper. I swallowed hard. She was here now. I’d protect her just like I planned to protect as many other people near the mountain as I could.

      The road we’d turned onto rose and fell with the rolling hills. At the peak of one, several cars had clustered on an overlook. People who’d driven out to take an early look at the mountain were leaning out of the windows or sitting on the hoods, chatting with each other.

      On the other side of the road, a trailer was parked next to a couple of tents. A tall antenna poked up from the top of the trailer, and the woman sitting outside it was fiddling with a mechanical device on the ground.

      “Looks like some kind of scientific post,” Amy said. Her eyes lingered on the camp setup. I raised my hand to the woman, and she returned my acknowledgment with a brisk nod.

      No one gave the two of us a second glance, even though the ‘chantment I’d put on Amy to make her look older had long since worn off. I supposed they all had bigger things on their mind than whether we were a little too young to be off in a rental car on our own.

      A few minutes later, we reached the blocked road that led up the mountain. A couple of men I took to be some kind of security were standing by the pylons, looking grim and tired. Their expressions turned even grimmer when they saw our car. Otherwise, the road was empty. No one lining up yet.

      I motioned for Amy to stop and rolled down my window. “Excuse me,” I said in my most gracious voice. “Would you mind letting us know when the blockade will be opened today?”

      The guy nearest us raised his eyebrows. “You’re not going up there. It’s for property owners only.”

      Even ignoring our age, the rental car would be a dead giveaway that we weren’t local. “Just out of curiosity,” I said.

      My amiable tone and smile had no effect. The man huffed and made a shooing motion. “Find somewhere else to get your kicks, kids.”

      Amy grimaced and pressed the gas. “I guess we can’t stick close to there for very long.”

      “No.” I could have hidden the car magically, but to sustain that kind of ‘chantment potentially for hours would drain energy I wanted to hold onto for the more important casting. “It is still very early, and a Sunday. How are we doing for gas?”

      “Half full.”

      “All right.” I opened up the map again. “Why don’t we swing back around and park where those other spectators were? We’ll be close enough to get here fast if we need to, and that’s one of the few roads leading out this way. We should notice when people start heading to the blockade. Maybe one of those spectators will even know when it’s due to open.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” She swung the car in a U-turn and gunned the engine.

      “Getting a little more confident behind the wheel?” I teased.

      A more relaxed smile crossed her lips as we raced back toward the hill at up. “Like I said, with the roads this empty, it’s hard to be—”

      The ground lurched beneath the car. My body slammed against my seatbelt. The tires screeched as Amy hit the brakes, the sedan veering to the side, turning us so we faced the mountain. A warbling rumble filled my ears.

      The mountain… was falling apart. Half of it was simply crumbling away into a massive landslide. My jaw dropped.

      The snowy peak burst with a gush of thick black ash. As we gaped, the massive cloud started to spill up into the air and down over the crumpled slope. Down over the slope and toward the forest between us and the volcano, swift and intent.

      My heart leapt to my throat. “Keep going!” I said hoarsely. “The people up at the overlook—we have to at least help them.”

      Amy’s hands were shaking, but she grabbed the wheel. The tires screeched against the road. We roared the rest of the way to the crest of the hill.

      The spectators were scrambling to get back into their cars. The woman by the trailer and a couple of her colleagues were dashing around, one of them shouting into a handheld radio. But the billowing ash was rushing toward us—rushing far too quickly. None of us were going to be able to outrun it. The volcano had given us no warning at all.

      Amy jerked the car to a stop at the edge of the overlook. I was already shoving open the door, my mouth dry. I had to do something. I had to do something or we’d all be dead anyway.

      There were at least a couple dozen people up here on this hill. I’d come out here to save someone. Now I’d better damn well do it.

      I raised my voice over the rising rumble and crash of falling rocks and trees. “Stay where you are! Stay here and we can all stay safe!”

      A couple of the figures turned and stared at us. One of the cars took off down the road. My chest clenched. The wind was already whipping toward us, carrying heat, flecks of ash, and an acrid burning smell. The plume over the volcano was filling the entire sky.

      I heaved myself onto the hood of the car and then to the roof. “Amy!”

      She scrambled after me, her eyes wide. “What do we—”

      “Just sing!” I shouted. “Sing anything! Call the magic to you. I’ll handle the rest.” I wasn’t even sure I could do enough with all the talent I had in me—but I had to try.

      Amy’s mouth trembled, but she grasped my hand and started pelting out a melody. The wind was roaring so loudly I could hardly make out the words, but a tingle of gathered magic started to stream from her into me. I gathered it and everything I could reach all around me and threw my voice out to join hers.

      “Atque altae moenia Romae…”

      I called out the words from the Latin poem slow and measured and building in rhythm like the walls they spoke of had been built. Summoning the magic around us and what Amy was lending to me, dragging it through me as quickly and forcefully as I could. With each lilt of my voice, I conducted it into a solid barrier. My lungs heaved, and I pushed that impenetrable bubble out and up, stretching to encase the top of the hill and all the people with us.

      The barrier wasn’t entirely impenetrable. The torrent of ash collided with the invisible wall, making it and me shudder. A squeak slipped from Amy’s lips.

      Most of the black cloud billowed around our pocket of safety as if it had hit a glass jar, churning streaks of darkness streaming across that invisible surface, but gusts of wind and trickles of ash seeped through here and there. Our jar was pricked with pinholes.

      The heat rose around us. My throat straining, I added a line about chilly snow to ease the worst of it. My skin prickled as if I’d stepped too close to a fire. I couldn’t let my attention waver of an instant. Couldn’t think of anything but Amy’s hand clutched tight in mine and reinforcing that barrier over and over as the ash cloud assaulted it.

      Smoke tickled my throat. The heat seared my mouth, and sweat slid down my back. I repeated the lines for the hundredth time, ignoring the stinging of my vocal chords.

      “Hey!” a voice shouted from beside the car, barely audible over the wind. “Hey, what the hell are you kids doing? You have to—”

      A smaller quake rocked the car. Amy and I stumbled together and fell on our bottoms against the windshield. My voice stuttered. The barrier shook with the careening wind, and a bigger swath of ash rushed in.

      I braced myself against the glass and hollered out the verses again. Build the wall. Cool the air. Push it away.

      The incoming rush of ash cut off, the wave that had broken through dissipating throughout our bubble. My eyes stung, but I caught a glimpse of the man who’d tried to talk to us. His jaw went slack as he looked from us to the invisible barrier just ahead of us that the churning clouds were still rippling past.

      They hadn’t realized. They hadn’t realized we were making this happen. But now anyone who was paying any attention at all must know.

      It didn’t matter. We couldn’t falter, not as long as I was keeping us alive. Even if the effort almost killed me anyway.

      It felt like hours had passed when I let myself close my eyes. My lungs and my throat were aching, a sharp stab of pain now splitting my skull, but I kept singing. On and on, pushing more and more magic to reinforce that barrier.

      Amy’s hand gave mine a sudden squeeze. My eyelids popped open. She pointed to the view.

      Ash still swirled around our bubble, but it was starting to thin. The gleam of the sun penetrated the clouds above us just slightly. I could see through the haze to the battered trees and blackened grass all around our small pocket of shelter. The heat was easing off. A shiver of triumph raced through me even as I sang on, conjuring another layer and another to ensure the barrier held as long as we needed it to.

      It looked like the worst was over. Amy and I had done it. We’d survived. And we’d kept everyone with us who would have been swallowed by the eruption alive too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amy

      

      

      My head throbbed and my ears rang. I could hardly even feel the rest of my body anymore. My voice had gone ragged, barely carrying words now. The thin stream of magic I’d been calling up and channeling to Jonathan in my clumsy way faltered and fell away completely. But I kept holding his hand, as if just that would support him through the massive casting he was conducting.

      Every breath filled my lungs with the stink of scorched wood and ashy smoke. Outside the invisible shell Jonathan had created around our hilltop perch, the rushing clouds that had battered that shell had slowed. They drifted rather than streaked past the sides of the barrier now, dissipating more and more into a grayish haze. The warble of the wind had faded.

      The forest down the hill was a ruin of snapped branches and burnt trunks, ash coating the charred bark like toxic snow. Drifts of that ash smeared the grass and the road around our car, but we had a little island of green stillness here in the middle of the wreckage.

      Jonathan let his hoarse voice peter out. He rubbed his forehead as he took in the space he’d protected, but his face split with a grin at the same time. He turned to beam at me. I smiled back in spite of all my body’s aches.

      Beyond him, the other people who’d been gathered on the hilltop were starting to move around again. A few of the cars had started to make a run for it after the first two I’d seen fleeing, but they’d stopped near the edge of the magical barrier. Realizing they really were safer staying here once they’d seen the destruction passing us by, I guessed.

      The passengers had climbed out. They were staring at us. All of the people around us were staring at us, most of them outright gawking.

      My pulse hiccupped. Of course they were staring. We’d just conjured a shield against the eruption out of thin air. We’d made a huge display of magic in front of people who’d had no idea magic even existed.

      We must seem as alien to them as the warped landscape around the hilltop.

      A chill ran down my back, breaking me out of my exhausted daze. They didn’t look just shocked, but also… horrified? Was that only because of the carnage we’d survived or was some part of them afraid of me and Jonathan too? Of what we were capable of. Of what we were.

      “Amy?”

      My gaze jerked to a figure who’d stepped closer out of the cluster near the trailer. My mouth fell open with a sharper lurch of my heart.

      Dad was gaping back at me, his face gone sallow. I should have felt relieved. He was here, at this little science outpost—he was safe. I’d helped keep him safe, in some small way.

      But the way he’d said my name, so hesitantly... The way he was looking at me now, blinking hard, his whole body tensed…

      Like he wasn’t sure he even knew me. Like I wasn’t his daughter but something totally unknown.

      The chill seeped right down to my bones. My fingers clamped hard around Jonathan’s hand. “I—I…” I didn’t know what to say.

      Dad shook his head as if trying to clear it. “This isn’t possible,” he muttered. “It can’t… It can’t be.”

      More of the people we’d saved were starting to approach us. “What the hell was that?” someone demanded. “What did you even do?”

      Jonathan’s head twitched around, taking in the whole hilltop. His shoulders went rigid. “We need to go,” he murmured.

      He didn’t need to say anything else. I dove for the car door when he did.

      “Hey!” someone hollered,” and someone else shouted, “Wait a minute!” but the panic blaring in my head drowned out the rest. Just get out of here. Just get away, where we didn’t have to answer those questions, face those stares.

      Get out of here. Get out of here. Now.

      I hadn’t bothered taking the key out of the ignition. I twisted it and slammed on the gas pedal the second I heard the engine’s growl.

      We tore down the road into the haze beyond the invisible barrier. It was thin enough for me to see the road ahead now. Debris scattered the asphalt—bits of rock and twigs and here and there an entire branch. The tires bumped over those. I jerked the steering wheel hard to avoid one of the larger branches.

      “It’ll be fine,” Jonathan said, sounding like he was talking to himself as well as to me. “They’re mostly just glad they’re still alive. They don’t know who we are. It’ll just be—it’ll just be a story of something fantastic that happened.”

      A chunk of splintered boards and ragged shingles that looked like it’d used to be part of someone’s roof lay across the road up ahead. “I don’t know if I can make it all the way back to the city with the road this bad,” I said, my voice coming out shaky.

      Jonathan’s attention snapped back to the car. He rubbed his temple again. “That casting took a lot out of me, but I think I can handle this much.”

      He muttered a quick rhythmic line. The hunk of roof heaved a few feet over, clearing enough space for us to drive past.

      A thicker column of ash still hung in the sky above the volcano. My whole mouth tasted like smoke. That maelstrom we’d fended off—well, mostly Jonathan had fended off—must have swept across miles all around the mountain.

      “How far do you think it went?” I ventured. “There must have been other people…”

      “At least it happened before the property owners showed up,” Jonathan said. “We didn’t see anyone else out when we were driving around. The impact had already started to ease off when that cloud hit us—no way could I have stopped it if we’d been right at the base. Anyone who was much farther away was probably okay.”

      He sounded as if he knew that wasn’t an entirely comforting thought. “We saved everyone we could,” he added.

      “Yeah.” We’d saved my dad. But even that thought didn’t dislodge the awful twist in my gut at the memory of Dad’s stare. The tremble when he’d said my name.

      I tried to shake that thought away and nodded to the gush of ash. “How are we going to get home? The planes won’t be flying through that.”

      Jonathan let out his breath. “I’m afraid I couldn’t teleport either of us anywhere close to New York even totally fresh. Let’s get back to the airport and see what they can tell us there. We’ll get home, one way or another. As quickly as I can get us there.”
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      There was a bus and another bus and a plane and finally the train back into Manhattan. It was late in the evening by then, and our exhaustion had taken totally over. Jonathan and I found a pair of seats at the back of one car and cuddled up there together, my head on Jonathan’s shoulder, his arm around me. But I was too wound up to sleep.

      “You were great, you know,” he said, tracing his thumb back and forth over the curve of my shoulder. “I couldn’t have asked for anyone better to be standing beside me.”

      “You did pretty much everything,” I had to point out.

      “You helped more than you realize. In that first moment when I had to get the barrier up quickly—I needed every bit of magic possible at my disposal. If it weren’t for you, I might not have been able to make the shield quite strong enough in time.”

      Did he mean that, or did he just think I needed to hear it? My head was too muddy to scrutinize his tone. I snuggled closer to him, wishing he didn’t smell as much like ash as I did. He kissed my forehead.

      The rumble of the train over the tracks was probably enough to stop anyone from overhearing us, but I dropped my voice anyway. “Do you think it’ll change anything? What we did, for the mages—how they think about helping people?”

      Jonathan paused. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’d like to think so. Two of us managed to save maybe twenty lives. If we’d all worked together out there, we might have saved anyone from getting hurt at all. That’s something for them to chew on.”

      The question that had been niggling at me since we’d roared away from the hilltop worked its way up my throat. “Will I be able to talk to my dad about what I can do, about the whole community…? I’m going to have to tell him something.”

      Jonathan’s arm tightened around me. “You can’t say anything yet. Not until we know how we’re going to handle revealing the community in general… if this is even enough to convince the ruling mages that we should, finally. For now, we’ll have to wait and see.”

      “So what do I do for now?”

      His pause then was even longer. “Go home,” he said. “Let me talk to my parents first, get a sense of the general feeling. If your dad gets home before we talk next, can you act confused? He’ll hardly believe what he saw at all, so you might be able to convince him it wasn’t really you.”

      I didn’t know about that. He’d said my name. He’d looked right at me.

      “I’ll meet you after you’re finished with school tomorrow, and we’ll go talk to someone in charge,” Jonathan said. “I’ll have an answer sorted out by then, I promise. Then we can move forward.”

      Into the magical world, not in the one I’d been living in for the last seventeen years? How long would I have to keep telling Dad ridiculous lies? And even if that changed…

      I listened to the hum and rattle of the train for a long moment. Then I couldn’t help asking, “Do you think, if the mages do go public about what they can do—what we can do—that all the ‘Dulls’ will accept us?”

      “I doubt it,” Jonathan said. No hesitation in answering that question. “There’ll always be some who are afraid of what they find difficult to understand. Look at how many conflicts they still have just over what country someone was born in. But we’ll make the best of the situation. It can’t get better if we don’t give it a chance to.”

      There’ll always be some who are afraid. I closed my eyes, and the image of Dad’s face swam up again. A burn of tears formed behind my eyelids.

      What if he couldn’t ever look at me the same way again?
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      The taxi Jonathan paid for dropped me off right outside my apartment. I lingered there on the sidewalk outside the bakery in the warm night air. The streetlamps hummed overhead.

      I didn’t like being out here alone after dark, but the thought of going up to the apartment, where Dad might already be waiting, made me even more edgy. That burnt smell was still wafting off of my clothes. I’d have to throw this outfit in the trash, I’d bet. As if losing my second-favorite pair of jeans was my biggest problem.

      The jabbing of my headache had eased off. I considered trying to ‘chant the smell right off of me, but the second I focused on the magic around me, my nerves skittered.

      It was too much, too there, tickling at me even worse than it had in the mall. Impossible to ignore. What if it got even louder when I tried to direct it?

      Instead, I walked to the convenience store on the corner, bought a bag of chips, and walked back without opening the bag. Just to have something in my hands.

      I had to go up. I dragged in a breath, turned toward the stairwell—and noticed a figure ambling toward me on the sidewalk.

      A familiar figure. I’d only met Jonathan’s uncle once and for barely any time at all, but it’d be hard to forget that burly frame topped by that square-jawed face with an expression I was going to guess was perpetually stern.

      I stiffened, but surprisingly the man’s face softened as he reached me. He stopped a few feet away, just enough space that I didn’t feel threatened, and folded his hands in front of him.

      “Miss Amy Sanders,” he said in an even voice that sounded gracious enough.

      “You’re Jonathan’s uncle,” I said. As I tried to figure out what he could be doing here, a thought struck me. “Are you… Did he ask you to come get me?” Had Jonathan told his family that quickly? Was it happening already, my induction into this mage society?

      My heart flipped over. No.

      I wasn’t ready. Not at all.

      The towering man made a reassuring gesture. “You don’t have to go anywhere, Amy. I came to find out if there’s anything I can do for you.”

      “For me?” I repeated. “I, um…” I was too tired to think of an articulate response. “Why would you do that?”

      “I serve the entire community of mages,” he said with a small smile. “And that includes you. But I gather you’ve only just found out about your magic. It’s a little frightening, isn’t it?”

      Some part of me unclenched at those words—at the idea that someone actually understood. I’d been lying not just to my dad but to Jonathan too, hadn’t I? Pretending I only felt good about this whole magic thing, not wanting to see how he’d look at me if I’d admitted just how much it was starting to unnerve me.

      But his uncle already knew. He made it sound as if those feelings were normal.

      “Yes,” I said, fighting to keep my voice from wavering. “Actually it is kind of scary.”

      Jonathan’s uncle nodded. “I’m not surprised. I can only imagine how overwhelming all of this must be for you. But I might be able to help.”

      “Help like how?”

      He motioned to a dark green car parked near the other end of the block. “If you would come with me, just for a moment, there’s something we could do right away that will help you control your power. Give you a little relief from the stress you’ve been dealing with. If you’d like that.”

      Relief rushed through me so fast it took my breath away. Oh, hell, yes, I would like that. “That would be wonderful,” I said. “But—it’s not just me. My dad saw me today. He knows… something. I don’t even know how to start explaining any of it to him.”

      Jonathan’s uncle nodded again, as if he understood all my worries there too. “I can approach him as well. Smooth things over. What if I told you everything in your life could go back to how it used to be?”

      A lump rose in my throat. “I wish it could. But, I mean, how normal can it get, with… everything?”

      “Magic can sort out just about any problem if you find the right angle, Amy,” he said wryly. “Why don’t I show you? It won’t take that long, but the sooner we get this sorted out, the sooner you can get on with your life as intended.”

      My legs balked, but just for a second. What was there for me to be afraid of? This man was part of Jonathan’s family. Jonathan had always said they’d advocate for me once they’d seen what I could do. Why wouldn’t his uncle want to ‘smooth’ things over, or however he wanted to put it?

      I hugged my arms around myself and followed him to the car. My life, back to normal. No more accidental castings? No more magic pressing in on me like this? No need to scramble for an explanation with my dad?

      I didn’t really believe it was possible, but my hopes had lifted anyway. Wouldn’t all that be a miracle?

      There wasn’t anything I’d want more.
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      Sometimes you didn’t have a choice in your course of action. There was only one acceptable path to take. You just had to grab that option with both hands and dive in, and hope to the gods on high you could make it work.

      I told myself that, but my stomach still felt heavy as I waited outside Amy’s school. Mom and Dad had been meeting with the Circle and many of the mage families today to decide what to do about me. And maybe what to do about Amy too. So I’d broken one more rule, one promise I hadn’t meant even while I was making it, and come here to get her.

      They shouldn’t make any decisions until they’d met her. Once they did, once they saw how much she’d already come into her talent, they’d have to accept her as a mage. I’d fight them until they did.

      My gaze fell on a newspaper box at the edge of the sidewalk. A photo of ash billowing over Mount St. Helens filled the front page of the New York Times. But I already knew that inside, on page four, there was a shorter article about a small group of people who’d claimed they’d been saved by “something like” magic.

      I’d seen a few of those people interviewed on the TV this morning too. I don’t know who they were or how they did it, one woman had said breathlessly, but all I can say is thank you. It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.

      She’d been the most effusive of the bunch, but all of them had been grateful and awed even in their confusion. No pitchforks, no exclamations of horror. Not even the strictest mage could have claimed their reaction to that minor reveal was anything but positive.

      The bell chimed distantly from inside the school building, and my attention jerked back to the present. A moment later, students began streaming out. I bobbed on my feet, watching for that first glimpse of Amy’s bright red hair.

      There. She was ambling out, looking totally relaxed, with a couple of girls I’d seen her walking with before. I relaxed a little, just seeing her smiling. If she’d talked to her dad, that conversation couldn’t have gone too badly.

      She didn’t look up as the trio meandered down the walk. I’d told her I’d meet her here after classes, hadn’t I? I’d been so worn out by the end of the day that I supposed I might have just thought it and not actually said it out loud.

      “Amy!” I called.

      Her head jerked up. She scanned the crowd around her, her gaze skimming right over me without stopping. “Amy!” I said again, raising my hand.

      Her eyes found me this time. Her forehead furrowed. One of her friends nudged her, and Amy turned to the other girl with a shake of her head and a laugh.

      I stepped over to meet her at the edge of the sidewalk. She hesitated there, frowning.

      “You wanted to talk to me?” she said.

      What in Hades’s name was going on? Was she putting on an act for some reason?

      “Of course,” I said. “I came to get you. I thought I told you I’d come by today.”

      “Get me?” she repeated, her expression only turning more puzzled. “I’m sorry, I have no clue how you know my name, but I don’t think I know you at all.”

      No. This couldn’t be happening. But she was looking at me so blankly, so innocently, as if she really had no idea at all who I could be. “Amy…” I said, as if repeating her name would be enough to snap her out of it. “It’s me. It’s—”

      Her fingers tightened where she was gripping the straps of her backpack. I realized with a jab to my gut that she was nervous. Nervous of me.

      Of some strange guy she didn’t recognize who knew her name and was trying to talk to her as if he expected something from her.

      I couldn’t keep pushing when she looked like that. When she was looking at me like that. It was obvious she honestly didn’t know what was going on.

      “Sorry,” I said, backing up a step. “Never mind.”

      She frowned at me for a moment longer before drifting after her friends. My gaze followed her down the sidewalk, my mind reeling. Then my body stiffened.

      A black limo was parked across the street half a block down. A black limo exactly like the ones the Circle members used when they ventured out into the city. And Uncle Raymond was leaning against the trunk. He met my gaze and folded his arms over his chest.

      My hands balled at my sides. I crossed the street and marched over, so much anger surging up inside me that it was a wonder I managed to hold my tongue until I was close enough to speak sotto voce.

      “What did you do to her?” I said. “She doesn’t recognize me. She was— You took everything away.”

      Uncle Raymond looked at me with narrowed eyes. “I thought you’d turn up here. And I didn’t take everything. I didn’t take anything. A magicmedic specializing in mental processes removed all memory of you and her interactions with the magic from her mind. From her father’s too. You should thank me.”

      “Thank you?” I sputtered. “She has magic. She has the right to use it. You can’t just—”

      “I cleaned up the mess you made,” my uncle said as if I hadn’t spoken. “You couldn’t even see how the poor girl was falling apart under the pressure, could you? You had no right trying to bring her into a world she wasn’t remotely prepared for. Although that’s not the worse of your recent transgressions.”

      He glowered at me, and I glowered right back. Falling apart? Maybe Amy had been a little disoriented, but we’d been figuring things out together. He’d barely given me—or her—a chance. “If she still has her magic, then we could still—”

      “If you approach her again, try to contact her in any way, the Circle will have her burned out. And believe me, they’ll be watching. Is that what you want for her?”

      The steely glint in his eyes told me he meant it. My stomach flipped over. “No. Don’t do that.” As long as she had some connection, there was always a chance she’d discover what she was meant for later. With or without me.

      That last thought wrenched at me even harder than I’d expected. I hadn’t even known Amy for a whole month. But she’d worked her way into so many of my thoughts since then. I’d cared about her, more than I’d ever felt for any other girl. I’d wanted to see her come into her powers, prove herself—

      I gritted my teeth against the ache in my throat. It was because I cared about her that I’d have to bow to Uncle Raymond’s threat. That was why the Circle hadn’t had her burned out already, wasn’t it? So they still had an additional threat to curb my behavior.

      For now.

      “I want to talk to my father,” I said. If I could convince him, if we could form a combined front, maybe we could sway that ruling.

      To my surprise, my uncle immediately reached for the limo’s back door. “By all means,” he said. “In you go. We ought to be getting you home anyway.”

      I clambered in to find my father sitting by the far window. I settled into the seat across from him, a flush washing over me. He was the one I’d made my promise to—the promise I’d broken coming here. And last night’s talking to was still fresh in my mind.

      Dad gave me a tight smile, his gaze steady but mild, as Uncle Raymond took the seat beside him. “I trust I don’t have to worry about you casting yourself away from this conversation?” he said in an even voice.

      The flush burned a little hotter with Uncle Raymond looking on. “I did what I needed to do then,” I said. And right now I needed to keep hold of my anger. They couldn’t take that away from me.

      “Do you really agree with them wiping her memory?” I demanded as the limo pulled away from the curb. “She was learning. She barely needed to learn anything to start casting on her own. She should be a mage.”

      “Jonathan,” Dad said in the same even voice, “I’m not going to argue that with you. In an ideal world, she’d be a mage.” Uncle Raymond gave a huff at that, but Dad ignored him. “But we don’t live in an ideal world, and we have to make accommodations for the world we do live in.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped. “You might as well be saying, ‘Who cares about principles if they happen to become inconvenient for us?’”

      He exhaled slowly. “We just have to decide which principles take priority depending on the situation. I’m not happy with the way magical society functions right now, but it’s not going to change in an instant, no matter what any of us does. When and if we do start to integrate with the magicless, it’s going to be a long, slow process. We can’t do right by someone like Amy when we haven’t even begun that transition yet. She has a whole life, people she loves, that’s completely disconnected from her magic.”

      Amy’s question about telling her dad came back to me. The way she’d gotten upset about how I’d talked about the magicless. Of course she was tied to that life. It was all she’d known.

      “There must be some way we could find a balance,” I said.

      “We’re not equipped to do it well right now,” Dad said. “There would have been a lot of pain all around. And a high chance she’d have ended up feeling alienated from both her societies. Is that what you would have wanted for her?”

      I would have been there for her, I wanted to say. But what if she’d decided she didn’t want me anymore. Who would she have had to turn to, really?

      She’d have been stuck, looked down on by one side, bewildering the other…

      I didn’t want to believe it would have turned out like that, but deep inside, the flaring of my anger started to falter. She’d looked so happy when she’d come out of the school just now. When was the last time I’d seen her quite that relaxed around me?

      If I kept fighting, would it really be for her, because I was absolutely sure of what would be best for her… or would it be for my own pride?

      “No,” I said quietly. “It’s not what I would have wanted. It’s not what she deserves.”

      “There,” Uncle Raymond put in. “You can stew on that while you’re waiting for your hearing. Because believe me, after this weekend, the Circle intends to have you face one.”

      I didn’t have anything else to say, especially in front of him. I kept my mouth shut the rest of the way home. Thankfully my uncle stayed in the limo as Dad and I got out. Dad gave him a nod, and Uncle Raymond responded with a grimace. Then we were walking into the house just the two of us.

      I turned toward the stairs to head to my room, but Dad caught me by the shoulder.

      “Jonathan,” he said, his gaze intent when I met his eyes, “I want you to know I’m proud of what you did this weekend.”

      “What?” I burst out. “Then why did you— You’ve tried to stop me this entire time. Even there, with Uncle Raymond—”

      “I meant what I said in the car,” he cut in. “We’re not ready to start transitioning in mages who’ve lived in non-magical society as long as your friend has. But going out to Washington, helping those people with your magic—you took a major gamble. I can respect what you were trying to do, and that you managed to do it by calling attention only to yourself.”

      I remembered what Mom had said about him worrying about exposing the whole community before they were ready. “I wasn’t planning to do something even that obvious. It was just… It was the only thing I could do when I had to act. I had to save me and Amy—and I couldn’t let the rest of those people die just to protect our secret.”

      “Because that’s who you are,” Dad said. “I know you’ve been frustrated with me, for what I have and haven’t done… I’m starting to think maybe my best accomplishment in this life has been how I’ve raised my children, to see things even more clearly than I do.” He gave me a crooked smile. “Many people are angry about what you did, but it’s opened up a lot of discussion too. Seeing a clear example of how beneficial sharing our magic could be has stirred up people who were content to sit on the sidelines before.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Stirred them up to say we should try to integrate?”

      “Yes. Change this immense doesn’t happen quickly, but it can come. You may have set in motion the conversation that will pave the way for a world where people like your Amy could be brought into magical society with far fewer consequences.”

      A rush of hope rose up in my chest, but it was blunted by one thought. “Where does that leave Amy in the meantime?”

      Dad sighed. “For now, I want you to accept that she’s best off living the life she did before. Being a little offbeat, but nothing startling. Nothing magical. Content because she doesn’t know.”

      “And if we do start to integrate?”

      “Then we’ll see.” His grip on my shoulder tightened. “I understand that she means a lot to you. But even if you don’t totally believe this is what’s best for her, you need to think about what’s best for everyone. People will be watching you to decide whether your example is worth following.”

      I didn’t need him to go on. Focusing my energy on the rights of one girl would make me look like a love-addled teenager, not a wise revolutionary. I rubbed my face. Which principles take priority. What mattered more—Amy being able to throw around a bit of magic right now, or building a world where anyone like her could without losing part of their life?

      “All right,” I said. “Do I need to worry about this hearing?”

      “I’ll be there with you,” Dad said. “We’ll see this through together. All the way to the end.” His smile grew a little. “Now come with me. I think you should be part of the conversation you’ve started.”

      He directed me down the hall to the sitting room at the back of the house. The sitting room from which a murmur of conversation was already carrying.

      My feet stalled on the threshold. Some twenty faces turned toward us. My mother was there, and Carl Tamsin, and Prof. Kaneko. Several others I recognized more vaguely. And two I couldn’t stop myself from staring at.

      My grandfather was sitting in the armchair directly across from me like a king holding court, with a white-haired woman I recognized as another member of the Circle at his right hand.

      “Jonathan,” he said in his low, gravelly voice. “I’m glad you could join us. Perhaps your recent experiences can provide us with some insight I’m realizing is much needed within the Confederation.”

      For a second my voice caught in my throat. Then I regained my words. “I hope that’s the case,” I said. “Especially if it means taking the first steps toward proper integration with the magicless.”

      The corner of my grandfather’s mouth quirked up slightly. “I believe you’ve already taken that first step, young man. But we’re interested in discussing the next ones. If you’re ready for that.”

      Resolve settled, hard but sure, in the pit of my stomach. “Absolutely,” I said, taking one of the free chairs.

      The risks I’d taken, the time I’d spent with Amy—it wouldn’t be for nothing. I’d make the world she needed. Whatever else happened, I was going to finish what I’d started, all the way to the end.
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      In the contest to keep their magic, the only options may be die... or kill.

      

      Each year, the North American Confederation of Mages assesses every sixteen-year-old novice. Some will be chosen. The rest must undergo a procedure to destroy their magical ability unless they prove themselves in the mysterious and brutal Mages' Exam.

      Disadvantaged by her parents' low standing, Rocío Lopez has dedicated herself to expanding her considerable talent to earn a place in the Confederation. Their rejection leaves her reeling—and determined to fight to keep her magic.

      Long ashamed of his mediocre abilities, Finn Lockwood knows the Confederation accepted him only because of his prominent family. Declaring for the Exam instead means a chance to confirm his true worth.

      Thrown into the testing with little preparation, Rocío and Finn find themselves becoming unlikely allies—and possibly more. But the Exam holds secrets more horrifying than either could have imagined. What are the examiners really testing them for? And as the trials become increasingly vicious, how much are they willing to sacrifice to win?
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        Finn

      

      

      When I’d rehearsed this conversation with my father in my head, I’d been a shining example of wit, passion, and the famous Lockwood composure. Unfortunately, my imagination had lied. I was on the verge of pacing a hole in his study’s Persian rug, and I appeared to have lost my ability to string more than three words together. All of which was extremely bad timing, given that the course of my future as a mage might be decided in the next half hour.

      I managed to partly untangle my tongue. “What I mean is, no official decisions have been made yet. For what track I’ll be put on at the college. Right?”

      Dad nodded. He’d shut his laptop after he’d welcomed me in, and now he stood by his broad mahogany desk. Behind him, the drapes were pulled back from the tall windows. The warm sunlight pouring in caught on the distinguished sprinkling of silver in his light brown hair.

      “The placement committee won’t meet until the letters have all been sent and the acceptances received,” he said.

      I drew in a breath. The smells of Dad’s study were a mix of intimidating and comforting: all those ancient leather-bound magical texts on the shelves at my left, the lingering hint of woodsmoke from the fireplace at my right. “And Granduncle Raymond will have some say in my placement. That’s what he’s coming to talk to you about.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      Dad sounded calm enough, but that impression wasn’t the whole story. My right thumb spun in a rhythmic circle against my fingertips—a simple casting I’d used so often it’d become automatic. A dissonant ripple of tension sharpened amid the ever-present whisper of magic against my skin. Dad didn’t think Granduncle Raymond was going to have anything inspiring to say about my abilities either. It was scarcely a secret that I was the least favorite grandnephew.

      “You will be Chosen, Finn,” Dad added. “There’s no doubt about that.”

      “I know.” The fact of it didn’t settle my nerves. It was one small certainty leading to a vast unknown.

      “Of course you’d like to have some say in your career. I’ll try to see that you’re offered a few options.”

      My throat constricted. What I’d like was to be able to conduct the magic around us as easily as I could breathe—to conjure and ’chant so well that the College of the North American Confederation of Mages would be begging for my attendance rather than squeezing me in as a token to appease my family.

      I’d tried. O gods, how I’d tried. I’d memorized so much ancient Greek and Latin I dreamed in it. I’d pored over texts on technique until my eyes felt ready to bleed, and I’d performed the scales until my voice was hoarse. I’d spent years practicing the meditations and calculations that were supposed to hone the mind and attune it to the magic. So what if none of it had been quite enough? I would keep trying, all the way through college and every day after.

      “I’m aware I’m barely ranking above the bottom quarter of my class,” I said—flippantly, to offset the uncomfortable twist in my gut at the admission. “I realize I won’t end up as advisor to the Director of the Joint Staff like Margo or as chief whatever-it-is-he-does-in-that-penthouse-office like Hugh. I just want to be doing something real. Something useful.”

      As Dad had done when he was little older than me, campaigning for mages to finally step out of the shadows and fully contribute to society. We have a gift, he often said. It gives us a responsibility to help everyone, not just the magical.

      “I want to get on track to enter the National Defense division,” I went on.

      Dad’s eyebrows rose slightly. “That work requires a significant measure of applied magic.”

      “Yes, and I know I’d have to settle for a minor position because of that. But I’d rather be doing what I can to preserve the country than be head inputter of tax records or secretary of office supplies.”

      “I don’t have any direct sway. It’s your granduncle who’ll make the recommendation.”

      “Right. So I thought, when he arrives, I could perform a demonstration. Show him how I’ve advanced my skills in a relevant area. To help... inform his recommendation.”

      “Hmmm.” Dad rubbed his jaw. “What sort of demonstration are you planning?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I was hoping you could advise. I’m reasonably competent at locating and tracing, though I still need to work on my range. I’ve been building my shielding abilities, and I think I’ve found an enhancement to standard practice that might be useful in certain scenarios. And—”

      Interest lit Dad’s face. He leaned back against his desk, his hand resting beside the obsidian paperweight I’d made him when I was seven. He’d kept the damned thing all this time even though the ’chantment on it was so weak that disturbed papers would merely coast more slowly rather than holding in place—unless they were actually beneath the weight, which defeated the purpose of having ’chanted it. I could do a proper job of it now, but it seemed embarrassingly childish to offer.

      “Let’s see this shield of yours,” Dad said. “Innovation counts for a lot.”

      I straightened the collar of my linen button-down, willing away my nerves. Then I inhaled deeply. The quiver of magical energy tickled over my tongue. If time hadn’t been of the essence, I might have reveled in it for a moment.

      With every thought trained on my intent, I rolled the words over my lips at a lilting cadence: “Qua requieverit herba, moenia...” The magic trembled through my muscles and bones as the rhythm of my voice twined with the energy’s innate melody. Some shuddered away from me, as always, but I felt a significant portion resonate in harmony.

      Modulating my poetic phrase at a steady volume, I directed the rising hum of magic into a shimmering barrier between Dad and me. My hands lifted with it, guiding my focus. I had to pitch the vibration perfectly so that any offensive casting would bounce off rather than shatter the shield. When I’d asked Prisha to test my last attempt, my construction had held up to a good battering.

      I slid into a new phrase, calling a glinting play of light into the shield’s surface—a pattern to soothe the minds of anyone observing it. The effect wasn’t entirely my own invention, but I hadn’t read about it being put to this use before. In the midst of an attack or a bomb scare, presumably reducing panic would be a valuable feature.

      My view of Dad had blurred. A smile crossed his lips. He was impressed.

      I sang the poetic lines again in a crescendo and pushed the conjured shield up to the ceiling and out to the walls. The energy raced through me, piercing the roots of my teeth and the bases of my fingernails, but I could carry it farther. I’d never cast a barrier much bigger than myself before, but protecting only one person was hardly the scale National Defense required. I should at least—

      I pushed a little too hard, too fast, and the magic I’d managed to bend stretched too thin. A tear opened in the shield. It gaped wide before I could catch it, as swiftly as the bag of winds loosed by Odysseus’s sailors. A groan escaped my mouth.

      The glittering mass crashed to the floor and shivered away into the air.

      Dad’s face fell with it. His shoulders drooped for an instant before he suppressed his immediate reaction.

      A hot burn formed behind my eyes. I blinked quickly. The only thing that could make this disaster worse was him witnessing me break into tears.

      “Well…” I began. My voice came out a croak. I cleared my throat, my thoughts darting to Granduncle Raymond’s periodic reminiscences of the city’s “golden days.” “Perhaps a cabaret show instead?”

      Dad’s lips twitched with amusement: a tiny consolation for my crushing failure.

      “I’ll do what I can,” he said. “I know how hard you’ve worked.” He rested his hand on my shoulder with a reassuring squeeze. The gesture only twisted me up more.

      Before I could hit on some way to salvage the situation, the doorbell chimed. Granduncle Raymond had arrived early. I trailed after Dad into the hall, but I didn’t quite trust my composure enough to follow him downstairs.

      Dad’s smooth tenor and my granduncle’s dry, gravelly bass carried up the stairwell. As always, Granduncle Raymond got straight to the point.

      “It’s time we talked about Finnegan.”

      “He’s right upstairs—”

      “Just the two of us.”

      Dad couldn’t argue with that laying-down-the-law tone, not when Granduncle Raymond literally did lay down the laws across all the Confederation with the other nine members of the inner Circle. There were some lines even family didn’t cross.

      Their footsteps approached, along with the intermittent tap of Granduncle Raymond’s walking stick. Just for show—the old man’s stout frame still carried him without a hitch. To spare myself being dismissed directly, I ducked into the adjoining guest room.

      At the click of the study door shutting, an impulse struck me. It would be a simple thing even for me to ’chant the plaster a touch thinner, temporarily, so the voices would travel through. Normally I wouldn’t have considered listening in on a private conversation, but it was my life they were hashing out.

      I sat on the bed’s goose-down duvet and pressed my pale hands to the maroon wall. After riffling through my mental compendium of memorized verses, I settled on a line from a Greek play. I murmured it to send the magic wriggling through the particles of plaster beneath the wallpaper. A chalky taste crept into my mouth.

      Granduncle Raymond’s voice filtered through the wall. “...certain expectations of magical performance. We don’t want to put him in a position where he’ll cause us embarrassment.”

      I winced.

      “I don’t believe that will be a problem,” Dad said tightly.

      “He’s your son. I understand. But we need to be realistic. The committee will examine his Academy records and propose a career based on those, within my guidelines. And I expect that proposal to go unchallenged.”

      “There isn’t any chance we could arrange a special curriculum for him, to see if his abilities could be further extended?”

      Granduncle Raymond guffawed. “Have you denied him any opportunity in the last sixteen years? He’s had his chance to shine if he were going to.”

      I closed my eyes as hot shame washed through me. Dad’s reply was too quiet for me to distinguish the words.

      “Keep in mind we have a delicate situation to maintain,” Granduncle Raymond said. “The mage-averse factions within the Dull leadership are making noise again. We haven’t brought any decisive victories abroad in too long. It’s vital that the Confederation as a whole, and the families in the Circle in particular, appear competent to anyone looking on. Before this... intermingling, a more flexible solution might have been possible.”

      “We failed society much more often when we were working in secret,” Dad said with the flatness of an argument he’d made too many times before.

      “But at least then the Dulls couldn’t hold our failures against us. Or attack us for faults they merely imagine. Your father...”

      I pushed off the bed before Granduncle Raymond could finish his sentence. My grandfather was his trump card in any political argument with my father. Shortly after the Unveiling, Granduncle Raymond’s younger brother Edward had been killed at a public conference turned anti-magic riot.

      Dad spoke of him as a hero. Granduncle Raymond made him sound like a victim of misguided principles.

      As I wandered across the room, a flash of unnatural color outside the guest bedroom window caught my eye. Frowning, I stepped up to the glass.

      Partly hidden by the branches of the elm outside, a spiral of colorful sparkles gleamed against the muted blue of the sky. The image was clearly magical.

      I didn’t recall hearing plans for an official display. Technically, all noncommercial magic usage was legal as long as it didn’t break any other laws, but large-scale, amateur public conjurings were rare. What was this?

      Any excuse to leave Granduncle Raymond and his disparaging remarks behind seemed like a good one. I hurried down to the front door and out into the August heat. The intersection where 81st Street opened up to Madison Avenue would give me the best view.

      I stopped on the corner amid the acrid tang of car exhaust and craned my neck. My jaw went slack, and the twisted feeling inside me was swept off by a wave of awe.

      The unwinding spiral I’d observed from the window was merely the tail—the tail of an immense serpentine dragon soaring across the sky. The rich green-and-blue speckles of its scales darkened to violet along its belly and blazed orange at the tips of its wings and the crest of its head. The illusion swerved around a puff of cloud, and the hues shifted as if reflecting the sunlight.

      The vibrations of the magic tingled in my ears, on my tongue, and over my skin, pulsing in time with the dragon’s dance. The sensation drew an ache like homesickness into my chest.

      Such a conjuring required not only power but meticulously controlled skill. Hearkening the magic, I knew I’d never cast anything even half that potent.

      The Madison Avenue traffic had slowed. Astonished faces peered through windshields at the sky. If I found the dragon impressive, I couldn’t imagine how it struck the magicless.

      None of their heads turned at the flit of a smaller conjuring that streaked past me: someone’s letter of evaluation. A shiver of anticipation shot down my spine, but there was no telling whom it was meant for. This segment of the Upper East Side had been an enclave for mages since well before the Unveiling, and all of us who’d turned sixteen in the last school year would receive our letter today.

      After Granduncle Raymond’s comments about what awaited me once I received mine, I’d rather look at the dragon.

      A bright voice rang out behind me. “There you are!” Prisha slung a slim brown arm over my shoulders. “Gawping at the sky?”

      I elbowed my best friend lightly. “I’d say that’s worth gawping at.”

      Prisha tilted her head to contemplate the dragon. “Ah, I could pull that off if I really wanted to.”

      “I’d like to see that,” I said, keeping my tone light. Prisha liked to act as if she didn’t attempt major castings because she simply didn’t care to, so I might have been the only person who knew she cared very much—about how people saw her, about their expectations of her. Although the Mathurs were old money, they were the newest of new magic. Prisha was the first to show any talent. Everyone else in our year at the Academy had magic intertwined through their ancestry, like I did.

      Better to do a lot of little things very well, Prisha had told me in one of her rawer moments, than to try something big and bungle it and watch them sneer as if they knew all along that I’d never measure up. Given the number of textbooks I’d smuggled out of the Academy library to page through in secret in my bedroom—because everyone at the Academy expected a Lockwood to come by his talent effortlessly—I had no trouble sympathizing.

      “Probably a Chosen, right?” I said with a nod to the sky. “That’d be one way to celebrate.”

      “I could think of a few better,” Prisha said.

      At the slight edge in her voice, I glanced over to search her face. Was she worried? She ranked in the upper half of all our classes, even if not by a large margin. The college accepted a varied number of novices each summer, but they always took about two thirds of any academy year. She was a shoo-in.

      Before I could say as much, Callum Geary stalked out of the building opposite us. Long skinny legs holding up a stout torso balancing a boxy head topped with a sprinkling of russet hair—a haphazard figure that matched his erratic temperament.

      “What’s the big deal out here?” he demanded.

      He must have noticed us from the window. The Gearys had money but not as much as some. They owned only the second floor of that divided townhouse. He wouldn’t have been able to make out the dragon itself from there.

      I motioned wordlessly. It was my policy not to speak to Callum unless absolutely necessary. That was easier than you might expect, considering we were classmates and near neighbors, because Callum rarely cared what anyone except him had to say about anything.

      He ambled across the street toward us, crossed his arms, and purposefully-by-accident smacked his elbow into my ribs. Squinting up at the dragon, he let out a snort. “How pretty,” he said. “It must be a girl conjuring that—or a fruit, I suppose.”

      Prisha’s arm tensed against my shoulders. Did Callum even know he’d just insulted her twice in one go?

      “Thanks for weighing in,” I said, dry as dust, and remembered why I had policies about Callum when he trained his narrow stare on me. What talent he lacked in casting, he made up for with inventiveness of other sorts. The last time he’d given me that stare was in seventh year, shortly after which his hand had “slipped” to staple my sweater sleeve to the back of my hand.

      I suspected he’d been restraining himself at least a little all this time, hoping that if he wasn’t too blatant of a bully, he’d still be Chosen despite his terrible grades. If he was Dampered after today, which he almost certainly would be, he wouldn’t have even that small motive to rein himself in.

      But it was still today, the Day of Letters, so Callum had larger concerns than me. He swung around with a ram of his heel that would have broken toes if I hadn’t yanked my foot out of the way, and sauntered back into his house. The door thudded shut behind him.

      “Thank the Fates we won’t have to deal with him at the college,” I said under my breath. After the procedure was complete, the Dampered took on apprenticeships tailored to their remaining fragment of magical ability.

      “Indeed.” Prisha ruffled my hair and then started to pull me back toward my house. “Your bangs have gotten all floppy again, Finn. You need an occasional haircut if you’re going to look civilized, you know.”

      “And trick people into believing I am civilized?” I said. “That seems unfair.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Please. You’re the least boorish person I know. When was the last time you even inconvenienced anyone?”

      My thoughts hurtled back to the conversation I’d overheard a half hour ago—to the inconvenience I was to my entire family. As we paused by my front door, I took minor comfort in seeing my granduncle’s Lexus had departed.

      “Whatever,” I said shortly. Prisha gave me a questioning look. I might have told her about the epic failure of my conjured shield and the comments I’d overheard, but not now, not here on the street. I grasped at a change of subject. “How was the club last night?”

      “The usual,” she said with a shrug. “Drinks and music and lots of pretty girls. Some of them are straight, by the way. Next time I’ll drag you along.” Her eyes glinted with mischief. We both knew my coordination on a dance floor resembled a drunken antelope.

      “Then I couldn’t be your cover story for your parents.”

      “Oh, I’m sure we could—”

      She cut herself off as a bright beam flitted into view. It hit my door and transformed into a small ivory envelope.

      The twisting in my gut returned. I detached my letter of evaluation and ran my finger over the sealed flap.

      “Well, open it!” Prisha said. “I know you’re in.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Because I’m a Lockwood.”

      “No. Because even the Confed has to know that stubborn determination is at least as good a superpower as flashy wand-waving.”

      She spoke with such assurance the clenching inside me relaxed. We were going to take on all of it—the college, whatever careers they threw at us—the two of us, together, as always.

      I tore open the envelope and pulled out the crisp paper inside. My gaze dropped straight to the stark black lettering halfway down the page.

      We are pleased to announce that Finnegan Lockwood has been chosen for admission to the College of the North American Confederation of Mages.

      “Congrats,” Prisha said, clapping me on the back. “All in the world is as it should be.”

      “Yes.” I’d expected a rush of emotion reading the words, but all I felt was dull discomfort.

      It occurred to me then that Prisha had never said why she’d come looking for me. “Shouldn’t you be at home, waiting for your letter?”

      “Ah, well.” The grin she offered me faltered.

      “Pree?” A chill jabbed through my stomach.

      “I just wanted to make sure you’d gotten yours,” she said. “And it arrived with good timing, because it appears my visit is over.”

      “Prisha!” her eldest brother called, coming into view on the other side of the street. He strode across to us. “I’m glad you’re predictable. No phone again?”

      Prisha made a not-entirely-believable gesture of apology. One of the advantages of being born into a family of Dulls, she’d said to me more than once. Leave my phone at home, and they can’t harass me.

      “Father wants to discuss preparations with you,” Amardeep said. “You’ve had time to tell Finn by now, haven’t you?”

      “Tell me what?” If she’d already gotten her letter, she’d have been waving it in my face. Unless...

      “It doesn’t make a difference,” Prisha told me. “I’m not going to be Dampered. I’m taking the Exam.”

      “What?” She turned to go, but I grabbed her wrist, waiting until she looked at me. “If you weren’t Chosen, you’ve got to appeal. The Confed makes mistakes. This has to be a mistake.”

      She’d ranked higher than me in all our classes. She’d done everything anyone could have asked.

      “An appeal will take weeks. And if I lose, then the Exam will be over and I won’t have any choice in the matter,” Prisha said. Then, more softly, she added, “I’ve already declared, Finn.”

      “Let’s go, Prisha,” Amardeep said. “There’s a lot to cover.”

      Preparations, he’d said. How could she prepare? No one who hadn’t gone through the Mages’ Exam knew what the trials entailed, other than that the Confed made them brutally hard to ensure those vying for a second chance at the college deserved their spots.

      The handful who made Champion each year got an excellent deal, set up with a prominent mage as a mentor to help them catch up with their Chosen peers. However, where they succeeded, dozens didn’t. The penalty for rejecting the Circle’s judgment unwisely was harsh. Those who failed had their magical ability not Dampered but utterly burned out of them. A few examinees didn’t just fail but died during each year’s Exam.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Prisha said in her more usual brisk way. “I’m sure the Exam isn’t half as hard as the stories make out. I’ll see you soon.”

      Her hug was so swift I didn’t have time to return it before she hurried after her brother.

      But, Pree, I thought, dread gripping me. It didn’t make sense.

      My hand closed around my letter, creasing the paper. I shoved it into my pocket and pushed open my front door.

      The sight of the foyer with its antique furniture and molded ceiling sent acid into the back of my mouth. In that moment, I hated the house and all the old-magic history it represented. No matter what Prisha said, she knew as well as I did that the Circle’s decision for me hadn’t been about “determination.”

      “Finn?” Dad came around the curve in the staircase and halted when he saw me. “It arrived?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Chosen, of course. But Prisha wasn’t. She’s... she’s going to take the Exam.”

      Dad’s expression flickered. I thought I saw relief there alongside concern—and a certain resignation. “I’m sorry,” he said, walking the rest of the way down. “But if that’s what she wishes to do, it’s her choice.”

      “She shouldn’t have had to make it,” I said. “She should have been Chosen! She had the talent. What in Hades’s name is the point of Dampering if we’re going to lose mages like her to it?”

      “The Circle has always needed to make difficult decisions about who and how many they can keep proper order with,” Dad said. “And now... just one generous ruling resulting in a mage gone off the rails could undo the harmony we’ve managed to achieve since the Unveiling.”

      “No one could think Prisha is going to become some sort of criminal.”

      “New-magic candidates have no established family record of behavior or loyalty. The Circle has higher requirements for skill to overcome that basic concern. If there’s anything worrisome in the family history, they take that into account as well. Which isn’t to say I agree with all of their reasoning—”

      Normally Dad’s calm, measured way of speaking comforted me. Now I only felt ill. “That isn’t reasoning. That’s... that’s just prejudice.”

      “I understand why you’re upset, but this could be a good chance for her, Finn. If she makes Champion, she’ll have the opportunity to improve her abilities through individual guidance, with all the avenues that will open up for her.”

      She should have had that opportunity without risking all her magic. If anyone should have had to fight for it...

      It should have been me.

      “I want to give her my spot,” I said abruptly.

      Dad’s eyebrows rose. “You know it doesn’t work that way. What the Circle decided for Prisha is completely independent from who was Chosen.”

      I did know that, but how could I support it? I’d realized I hadn’t fully earned my acceptance into the college, but at least my gain hadn’t hurt anyone.

      My heart started thudding. I’d been ready to challenge my career placement. Maybe what I ought to challenge was the foundation on which it was based. I couldn’t give Prisha my spot, but I could at least show the Circle I knew what they were doing wasn’t right.

      “Have you accepted yet?” Dad asked, and I shook my head. “Well, don’t leave them waiting. Then we should call your mother at the office. She wanted to hear as soon as the letter came.”

      He motioned for me to follow him down the hall, but my feet had melded to the floor.

      Was I mage enough to meet the Exam’s ordeals? I’d wanted to prove I was worthy of more than being shunted into a convenient spot that needed filling. I should have to prove myself.

      Prisha shouldn’t have to face the Circle’s judgment alone.

      “Finn?” Dad said.

      I fumbled in my pocket for the slip of paper. As I raised the letter to my lips, my pulse beat hot and heavy in my head. My mouth opened.

      “Finnegan Lockwood declares for the Mages’ Exam.”
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