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1


“They’re like locusts, aren’t they?”

I elbow Blake’s side and hold a finger to my lips. There could be other Mentalists working for the Benefactors besides Jace. I’m not willing to take the chance of someone hearing us, even if we are using Elm’s invisibility devices. Supposedly we’re the only ones who can hear and see each other while we’re invisible, but how infallible is this illusion?

Blake is right, though. Compared to last time, there must be at least twice as many Benefactors around Prism’s grounds, and they’re certainly plaguing us. How many of them are aware of what they’re doing?

A chilled breeze breathes down my arms and stirs the dead leaves at our feet. Every move we make could be betrayed by the crunching of those leaves. Thanks to Jace’s cowardice, the Benefactors still don’t know about the secret entrance to the school through the oak tree—the last thing Jace would want is to reveal his one escape route if things went south. But getting to it unnoticed with so many Benefactors is another story. We weren’t prepared to circumvent this many people.

I scan the area, knowing I’m looking out not just for myself, but also for those with me. Besides Blake, our group has four other former Prism students present: Blanca Valencia, Kaito Hayashi, Sarah Fischer, and Jazz Robinson. This visit is especially important to Jazz—we’re here to get his little sister. He twitches and fidgets, eyes darting in every direction. I haven’t ever seen him this jittery. Bringing him might have been a mistake.

Then again, we all look pretty bad, resembling wide-eyed statues as we strive to remain undetected. Nobody questions the importance of getting Jazz’s sister out of Prism, but we all wonder when our luck will run out. When we might trust the wrong person. When somebody won’t come home.

No time for wondering about that right now, though. Right now the only thing we need is a diversion. Something to clear the area around the oak.

In the fading light, a squirrel scratches its way up a tree a few yards to my left. Would an erratic woodland creature catch their attention? Maybe not, since the animals have been a bit jumpy lately anyway, but it’s worth a shot. I focus on the squirrel, remembering what Elm taught me. I imagine myself flowing into the mind of the squirrel. Merging our wills together . . .

The eyes of my companions turn to me, darting between me and the squirrel and waiting for some kind of direction or clue as to what I’m doing next. But the squirrel continues to make its way up the tree and out onto a limb, its mind still its own. Shoot. I don’t have that skill down yet.

CRACK.

The squirrel goes flying—branch and all—right over the heads of a cluster of Benefactors. That wasn’t me, was it? I make eye contact with Kaito, whose face relaxes out of his state of concentration from moving the branch. He gives a sheepish smirk and shrugs. Well, I guess there’s more than one way to move a squirrel. Nice job, Shaper.

The Benefactors jump, eyes wide and fearful, then rib each other and laugh with relief when they see the squirrel, now grounded and scrambling wildly away. They are human, after all, some of them not much older than we are. It must feel good to have a moment to laugh about something ridiculous.

I motion everyone forward as the Benefactors wave their friends over to share their hilarious squirrel anecdote. One crank of the right branch on the oak tree opens the secret entrance, and I wait, allowing everyone else to slide in before me. I pause as a stunning red butterfly lands on the bark of the tree, hesitantly fluttering its wings.

What are you doing out so late, little butterfly? I wonder as I follow my friends inside. It’s as out of place as we are.

Being inside the chamber doesn’t placate me at all. The air is cold and musty, and my eyes fixate on the device that held Elm captive for so many years. The unforgiving gurney with yellow stone shackles. I’m glad he isn’t here now for the painful reminder. How did he survive this place? Thankfully, one of my fears hasn’t been realized, at least for now. Selene hasn’t restrained a new prisoner in Elm’s place, and if I have any say in the matter, she never will.

“You okay?” Blake asks quietly. As always, he notices everything I’m feeling.

“I’ll be better once we get out of here.”

“Well, let’s get to it, then.”

I amplify my voice just enough to make sure everyone can hear. “Jazz, Kaito, and Sarah will go get Brie. Blake and Blanca will come with me to the cafeteria storage.” While getting Brie is our main purpose, there are now 37 of us living in the cave—38 once we rescue Brie. It’s getting harder to feed everyone. Elm has been working on maximizing his garden space, but of course that takes time.

We huddle around the door that leads into the main corridor. Kaito pulls out a flat, circular piece of brassy metal with a blue stone in the center and a tiny lens just above the stone. He presses the device against the door. We wait. A projection flits to life, showing various blue and red dots, some still, some moving. There are far more of them than I would like. There is also one orange dot.

“Guess you and Elm have been busy,” Blanca says to Kaito. “What’s all this stuff?”

“It detects people by sensing their magic,” Kaito says. “The dot projections represent people within a 30-yard radius.” In the hallway on the other side of the door, five dots—most likely Benefactors—keep a close eye on the faculty hallways.

“How do we know where everyone is?” asks Sarah.

Kaito produces a sketch pad and pencil from the bag he wears over his shoulder, and we huddle around him, the dots in the projection moving as we do.

“This weird little orange dot is Ava,” he says, giving me a slight grin. “So here’s where we are.” He holds the paper beneath the projection and sketches out an approximation of the room. He glances at the door and holds up two fingers on either side of it, then scales them down and starts sketching on the paper again. He scribbles out a map of the L-shaped faculty hallways and holds it so that all the dots lie on top of it.

“This should be about where everyone is.”

Nobody has to say it—we all know it’s going to be impossible to open the door of this room without those Benefactors noticing.

“There has to be a way to do this,” Jazz’s anxious voice breaks through the heavy silence. “We have to get my sister out of this place.”

“We’ll get Brie. Don’t panic.” I speak with confidence, though it’s all bluffing. I’m not sure how we can pull this off. But we can’t have come this far just to get set back by something as minor as opening a door.

We stare at the dots, as though watching them long enough will make our options clear. Odd, though . . . the room to the left of us currently has no dots inside.

“Does anyone know whose office that is?” I ask.

Kaito’s eyes widen. “Oh, actually, I do. That’s my mentor’s office. Well, former mentor.”

“Students move in and out of this area all the time,” Blake muses.

“And,” Jazz adds, “the Benefactors probably don’t know who everyone mentors. So if we can get into that office from here . . .”

“How would we get in there without going through the door?” Sarah wants to know.

Blanca grins and grabs Kaito’s pencil. She smashes it down into the sketch of the wall between our room and the office next door.

Kaito sighs. “Please stop breaking my pencils.” He pulls a spare from his bag.

“Relax. I’ll swipe you another one.” Blanca laughs, tossing back her dark ringlets.

I redirect to the task at hand. “Okay, we break through the wall. But how do we do that without alerting every Benefactor in the area?”

“I don’t think we can,” Sarah says with a frown. “It would just be too loud.”

Blanca is noticeably disappointed. The pencil remnants in her hand take the weight of her frustration and are now merely dust.

“Could we cut into it?” asks Jazz. “It would take longer, but wouldn’t be as loud as breaking through.”

Blake shakes his head. “Getting the tool through the wall to start with would still require a pretty loud hit.”

We fall silent once again. We should have come in the daytime. We thought it might be easier to get around in the evening with fewer students wandering about, but it also means unusual noises are a lot more noticeable.

“If we just had one loud moment to get a good hit in . . .” I murmur.

Jazz suddenly perks up. “I have an idea. The last time we were here scoping things out, we noticed a bell signaling the Benefactors’ shift change. If we can get a hit on the wall right during the signal, it might go unnoticed.”

“When does the shift change?” I ask.

“Seven p.m.”

I check my watch. “So we have around 20 minutes.”

“Can I be the one to hit the wall? Please?” Blanca begs.

Everyone looks to me, waiting for an affirmation. “It’s risky,” I say finally, “but it’s the only chance we have right now. Blanca, make sure you’re ready to go so you can land that hit exactly when the bell goes off.”

“Piece of cake!” She grins.

Every ounce of her is Red to the core. “Everyone else, be on alert. Watch those dots on Kaito’s map. We need to scramble if they start moving this way.”

Kaito closes his eyes for a moment, visualizing. He points to his diagram again. “If I’m remembering correctly, I think there’s a rolling bookcase right here. If we make the hole there, we can keep the case in front to cover our tracks.”

“I’m still not exactly sure what we’re doing once we’re in there,” Sarah says hesitantly.

“If Kaito pretends he’s meeting with his mentor, he can open the door while the rest of us sneak by invisible.”

“Won’t they recognize him?”

“I doubt every single Benefactor is keeping track of each student that left,” Kaito tells her.

“We should disguise you a little,” Blanca announces. “Ooo! There’s something I’ve always wanted to do to you. Come here!” She yanks Kaito over forcefully, spits in her hand, and ruffles his mop of dark hair, attempting to spike it in the front.

“Gross,” he sputters.

[image: * * *]

We spend the remaining time before the shift change going over the specifics of our plan and nervously watching the dots to be sure nobody approaches our room. I twist Elm’s silver locket around in my hands, grateful for the modifications he made. Now it simply cloaks me, as everyone else’s devices do. This mission would be a lot more difficult if I was still running around in that ridiculous yellow dress. Today I’m wearing a much more practical green button-up shirt and black jeans. It still feels odd to wear my favorite color instead of the red that would be expected from an Augmentor. Strange that such a small thing would feel so rebellious.

“Thirty seconds,” Sarah says.

Blanca positions herself, and we all brace in case something goes wrong. Beads of sweat shimmer on Jazz’s brow.

“It’s for Brie,” he says to himself over and over. “For Brie.” He’s definitely not the combative type.

“This is it,” says Blake, and Blanca pulls her fist back. “Three, two, on—”

The bell shrieks through the air, making us all jump, except for Blanca, who delivers a punch to the X Kaito drew on the wall. Her fist goes through the drywall as easily as if it were an eggshell. Her aim and force were perfect, making a hole straight through without going too far.

“All yours, Blakey Boo,” she says, batting her brown eyes at Blake and stepping aside.

Blake smiles nervously and steadies himself in front of the hole. He concentrates, and we all watch in awe as the hole expands, bits of drywall crumbling and flaking off in the process. Now, the hole is plenty big enough for a person to crawl through.

Kaito was right about the rolling bookcase. Jazz pushes it aside, and one by one, we work our way into the office. We do some quick cleanup and move the bookcase back where it belongs.

“Go-time, Kaito,” says Blanca. “I hope you’re a good actor.”

“Remember,” I warn, “we only have 25 minutes of invisibility left. Get Brie and go. If we’re cutting it close on time, just leave, even if we’re not all back.” Please, let everyone make it back.

We use our devices, and Kaito approaches the door. He takes a deep breath, then opens it and steps out. We quickly follow. Once in the hallway, he turns back and says loudly, “Thank you, Mr. Miley. I promise I’ll submit the makeup work on time.” He closes the door and moves down the hallway as we tiptoe behind. So far, so good. The Benefactors look bored.

“Hey,” one of the Benefactors says suddenly. We freeze, but Kaito manages to maintain his composure.

He looks at the Benefactor squarely. “Yes?”

To my surprise, the Benefactor smiles. “I just wanted to say hang in there. I struggled, too, but I made it.”

Kaito flashes a wide, appreciative smile. “Thanks. I’m working hard!”

As soon as we hit a gap in Benefactors, Kaito becomes invisible. We split up from there, Jazz, Sarah, and Kaito going to get Brie, and Blake, Blanca, and me in charge of food. We each came armed with two large duffle bags, waiting to be stuffed with pilfered goods.

The cafeteria seems eerie now that the lights are off and the people are gone. This used to be a spot students gathered to unwind after classes. A place to laugh and socialize. But everything at Prism has been altered in my eyes. Colored ugly with secrets and deception. Now, it feels more like a haunted house with the potential of a new horror hiding in every shadow. Except anyone that finds us in this haunted house could actually do us harm.

We listen to the bouncing echo of our footsteps as we make our way to the back of the room, where large double doors lead to the storage area. The doors screech like crows as we open them, and we collectively wince at the sound. Fortunately the area is empty, dinner preparation having ended hours ago.

“Probably okay to turn invisibility off,” Blake says. “We should save it in case we need it to get away.”

I don’t fully trust my Mentalist abilities enough to recharge my locket on command yet, so I go visible along with everyone else. Now is not the time to be overconfident.

Blanca quickly identifies large sacks of dried essentials—beans, rice, and lentils—stacked against one of the walls. She hefts two of them on her back and one in each of her arms, using a strengthening spell to help with the weight. “These should last us awhile.”

We stuff our duffel bags with anything that looks like it could feed a large group without spoiling: pasta, dried fruit, oatmeal, flour. My mouth waters at the sight of a crate full of fresh strawberries, but we need things we can store at length.

Blanca and I are burdened by our bags while Blake uses a spell to float his. I frown, noting Blanca carries a much heavier load than me, with two bags of grain on her back in addition to the duffel bags.

I could carry more. I should carry more. “You guys go ahead.”

“What’s wrong?” Blake asks.

“I want to go back for a couple more things. I can lift more, and we should get as much as we can while we’re here.”

“We’ll all go,” Blanca says, taking a step that way, but I quickly stop her.

“No, we risk drawing more attention if we all go. I’ll just be a minute.”

I return with haste and sling a few more bags on my back. I test the weight. Still doing fine. This is probably enough.

By the time I hear the noise, it’s already too late.

Someone moves in front of me, blocking my exit. In the dim light my eyes register a long dark braid and glasses. Dr. Iris? I step to the side to try and dodge around her, but she moves with me. Drat! I never reactivated my invisibility. How could I make such a careless mistake? A sharp pain slashes across my left upper arm, and I gasp. Everything I’m carrying falls to the ground as blood rushes from the wound.

What? Dr. Iris knows the body tearing spell? How can someone who spent her whole life healing others—including me—use a spell that can do so much damage? Dr. Iris, who showed me such kindness on so many occasions, especially when Selene took my magic.

She moves close to me as blood continues gushing from my arm. As I strengthen myself in preparation to fight, she presses her hand into the injury. Hard. I scream, and my spell cuts off as I lose focus.

“I’m sorry,” she says. I feel a flash of heat through my arm, and she retreats, the double doors flapping from her rapid exit.

I lay stunned for a moment on the ground. She healed my arm. What just happened? Did she have an immediate change of heart when she hurt me? I shake away my muddled thoughts and quickly load up the supplies again, turn invisible, and move as fast as I can back to our meeting spot.

The alarms are sounding.
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When I enter the hallway, it’s immediately obvious what gave us away: giant sacks of floating food. We may be invisible, but anything we aren’t touching isn’t. Blake may not even realize it.

Blanca must have escaped, because I don’t see her, but Blake is surrounded with Benefactors darting wildly about to try and find the invisible intruders. A few of the Shaper Benefactors use their powers to send chains through the air, ready to wrap around anything in their path. It’s only a matter of time before one of them finds their mark.

“Leave the food!” I scream.

Blake turns and sees me, relief in his eyes, but Benefactors are running toward us, eyes fierce and feet flying. Blake sends sacks of food plowing into them, and I force my way past. Even using a strengthening spell, I can’t move easily under the burden of what I’m carrying. Reluctantly I fling another bag into an oncoming Benefactor to lighten my load.

Blake looks over his shoulder as we run. “I could probably carry—”

“Forget it!” I breathe quickly. “We just need to get out.”

We retreat back to Kaito’s mentor’s office. The bookshelf has already been moved to uncover the hole in the wall, which I hope means our friends are there. I shove my remaining duffel bags through and hoist myself in after. Blake follows.

Once in the room, my heart stops. Blanca’s sacks of food are there, but no Blanca.

“Do you think she got out?” Blake asks.

“I don’t know. I don’t know!” My frustration spills over. In spite of telling everyone else to go ahead no matter what, it feels impossible to leave her behind. But there’s no way of knowing if she’s even still in the school.

“We can’t let the Benefactors find this spot,” Blake reminds me.

I know he’s right. Everyone who came knew this was a risk. If our entrance is discovered, we lose our most accessible way into Prism, not to mention the danger we could be in if discovered. We’ll lose a lot more people than Blanca. I know she would hate me for that.

“Close it off,” I relent.

Blake uses a movement spell to slide the bookcase into its original place, and we scramble back up the tunnel of the tree. Blake is cursing softly, and angry tears sting my eyes.

Our one saving grace is that there are fewer Benefactors in the woods outside the school now since many of them went toward Prism when the alarms sounded. Blake uses a spell to take on one of my bags since he had to abandon his. We then run wildly.

We make it hardly a hundred yards into the forest when I feel warm arms enclose me. In the height of fearful adrenaline, I almost shove them away, but when I catch the familiar scent, I lean into the embrace.

“Thank goodness you’re alright,” Elm says.

“Keep moving, please!” Blake growls. “Some of us have to worry about our visibility.”

Elm grabs my free hand as we hurry on.

“I told you not to come this close to the school,” I scold, panting from constant running. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

I see the twinkle in his sideways glance. “Apparently you don’t know me very well, Miss Ava.”

“Have you seen anyone else?” Blake asks him.

“Kaito, Jazz, and his sister passed me.”

“And Blanca? Sarah?” I think I already know the answer, but I have to ask anyway.

Elm slows his pace for a split second. “I haven’t seen them.”

We run in silence the rest of the way.
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Blake and I exhale as we let our stash of food fall to the ground. The sound of the bags hitting unforgiving stone echoes through the cave.

“You should have let me take one,” Elm chides.

I heave in a few breaths of cool air before responding. “You know it’s easier for me.”

“Could have used Shaper abilities, though, right?” Blake says. “Oh wait,” he holds up a hand, “I forgot. You don’t know how yet.”

The hand suddenly raises higher and flicks Blake on the nose. “Ow!”

“Whoopsie,” Elm says. I glare at him, and his smug look dissolves. “Apologies, Miss Ava.”

“Don’t apologize to me.”

He gives a dramatic eye roll. “My apologies, Blake, that you lack the power to resist my control.”

Elm is spared from Blake’s retort by a relieved shout.

“You made it back!” Nikki rushes toward us, accompanied by Kaito. “I’m so glad you’re safe.” She hugs me, then glances at Blake, who shrinks a bit under her pretty smile. “Thanks for looking out for her.”

Nikki and I had bonded quickly, largely due to the fact that she’s the vivacious type who makes friends easily. I’m still trying to take her lead on forming friendships, though I’m not sure I’ll ever reach her level.

Kaito scans the space behind Elm, Blake, and me. His face falls as the realization hits. “Blanca and Sarah weren’t with you?”

Well, there goes the shred of hope I had that they somehow got back unseen before us. “I really hoped they would be with you.” My voice cracks. I shouldn’t have left. I should have sent Blake back here and stayed at the oak until I knew everyone had made it.

“I’m going back.” Kaito pushes past us, but Blake grabs his arm. Kaito shoves him away and stares at him, challenging. He’s two years younger than Blake and not usually hot-headed, so this has us all staring.

“I get how you feel,” Blake says, remaining calm. “But we can’t just charge right in without a plan. We didn’t expect so many Benefactors this time, and there are probably even more after what we just did. We can’t lose anyone else.”

Kaito tightens his fists. “Who knows what could happen to them while we wait.”

“Probably nothing, because those Benefactors are nitwits.”

We whirl toward the voice. A smug-faced Blanca and a sheepish-looking Sarah enter the cave.

“What happened?” I ask after we happily greet each other. “We saw you left your food bundles behind but couldn’t find you.”

Blanca tips her head toward Sarah with a grin. “That’s because she had an idea for something even better.”

Blanca and Sarah step aside, and I notice for the first time an object on the ground behind them: Prism’s copy machine.

We won’t have to worry about food anymore.
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The atmosphere in the cave is much lighter with Sarah and Blanca’s return, or perhaps it’s just that my own mind is now at ease. As we head deeper into the cave to find Jazz, we listen as the pair (well, mostly Blanca) recounts their tale of going back for the copy machine.

“Sarah was waiting in the tree room when I got there. I was pretty proud of the food I had secured, but thinking of all the people we needed to feed, it suddenly didn’t feel like enough. The alarms were going off, and it was kind of chaotic.”

Sarah nods. “I thought since they already knew we were here, we might as well make the most out of the visit. It made more sense to get something we could create more food with so we wouldn’t have to keep putting ourselves in danger.”

“So then,” Blanca says, “Sarah made a bunch of noise down one hallway while I busted into the supply room to grab the copier. She freaked me out, though, getting back to the room almost five minutes later than I did. I almost had to book it.”

“Navigating the hall with all those Benefactors was a lot harder than I expected,” Sarah admits with a short laugh.

We approach the small group gathered around Brie and Jazz. It’s easy to pick Jazz’s sister out of the bunch. She and Jazz share the exact same shade of dark-brown skin and black hair. However, whereas Jazz’s eyes are gray and thoughtful, Brie’s brown eyes are bright and full of mischief.

Jazz’s face washes with relief as he sees us nearing. “You made it! I was starting to worry.”

“And we’re glad you made it here together.” I share in his relief and smile at his sister. “Nice to finally meet you, Brie. Your big brother obviously loves you.”

“Hey, why isn’t she in quarantine yet?” Blanca interrupts before Brie replies.

“I was just getting to that.” Jazz’s discomfort is obvious, and I wonder if he’s concerned about how his sister will respond.

When someone new comes to the cave, we take them to one of the caverns. There, they remain under round-the-clock surveillance for 72 hours to make sure the effects of the Benefactor’s mind control have worn completely off. We can’t risk bringing someone here only to have them turn on us.

“We do it to everyone,” Jazz tells Brie. “It’s for the good of—”

“I get it,” Brie stops him, rolling her eyes. “It’s no big deal. Let’s just get this isolation stuff over with.”

She and Jazz are definitely different from each other, I think, bemused.
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The isolation chamber is a pit about fifteen feet deep into the floor of the cave. It’s not meant to be a prison, so we’ve done what we could to make it more tolerable. Furniture, courtesy of Elm, books for entertainment, and of course, one of Elm’s light spheres. Already waiting is Garren, who will be taking first watch. Garren is only a first-year student, but he’s massive. His size combined with his Augmentor capabilities make him a natural choice for guard work, although his mellow personality makes me think he’d rather make friends than be a watchdog.

He brushes his mop of blond hair out of his eyes, then extends a mighty hand to Brie as we approach. “I’m Garren. I’ll be looking after you for now.”

“Cool. Thanks, Garren.”

Jazz looks first at Brie, then down into the pit. “Does she really have to go in there?”

“You know she does. It’s only three days. She’ll be safe, I promise. And it’s not like you won’t be able to see her. You can come and talk to her as often as you want.”

“Can’t I just go with her?”

“No, because if I’m corrupted, I might hurt you.” Brie rolls her eyes. “What are you thinking? It’s all right.”

We unroll the rope ladder that’s secured at the top of the pit and throw it down. If I’m being honest, it does feel wrong putting people there, but fortunately everyone understands the reasons for it. Nobody wants to put our little pack in jeopardy.

“See you in three days!” Brie gives a jaunty salute and climbs down the ladder, the rope swinging with her weight. She immediately checks out her new surroundings and sorts through the books, examining the covers with curious interest. I know she’s going to be fine.
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“What a day,” I sigh, picking up a watering can to help Elm with his garden. After all the fuss, all I want now is to relax, but my mind can’t stop spinning. “So we’ll need to find a place for Brie. I guess that won’t be hard because she’ll want to be with Jazz. But we’ll need you to make another bed for her. I hope that’s okay. I feel bad that you’re the only one who can—”

Elm clasps his hands over mine and gently tilts the watering can up so I won’t drown the carrots. “Breathe.”

I inhale. Exhale. Then I turn around to face him.

He smiles and runs his fingertips up my shoulders and neck until he holds my face in his hands. “I am so glad you made it back safely, Miss Ava.”

“Me too.” My cheeks warm against his touch, and I lean into his hands, inhaling his familiar cedarwood and orange-blossom scent. A heaviness descends on my mood. Some of us almost didn’t make it back today. And I still haven’t mentioned my odd encounter with Dr. Iris.

I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him. He seems surprised at first, but quickly reciprocates. A sudden sense of urgency sets in—how much time do any of us really have? What if I didn’t make it back? What if something happened to Elm while he came to look for me? We were safe today, but what happens tomorrow?

I pull away and stare into Elm’s eyes, a question breaking free from my lips before I can stop it. “Do you love me?”

He furrows his brow. “What is this about all of a sudden?”

“Do you?”

“I would have thought the answer to that was obvious . . .”

“I just need to hear it.”

He opens his mouth but then stops himself. He’s choosing his next words carefully. “I think perhaps . . . now isn’t the best time for this. When emotions are so high.”

I gaze at him, perplexed. “Did . . . did I do something wrong?”

“Oh, no.” He smiles warmly. “You do everything exceptionally well, Miss Ava.”

“Then why are you . . . rejecting me?” I blurt, suddenly embarrassed.

He shakes his head. “Not rejecting. I simply think this specific moment is likely not the best time for . . . well, it’s complicated, I suppose.”

I set the watering can down, not looking him in the eye. “Oh. Well, goodnight, then.” I hurry away from the garden, a jumble of emotions. Mortified. Hurt. A little angry. Back in the chamber I share with Nikki, I’m grateful she hasn’t yet returned for the evening. I inhale the cool, damp cavern air, but it doesn’t clear my mind the way it usually does. The stony cave walls seem especially frigid and the drip, drip, drip of water in one corner of the room grates against my ears like the buzz of an insect.

Why did he have to put me off like that? How hard is it to just say, “I love you”? I know he does. The things he’s risked for me . . . who does that if they don’t care about someone?

So then why do I need him to say it? Why are the actual words so important?

They’re not, are they?

Demanding that he say it, when he’s demonstrated it so fully must have been . . . insulting. And besides, I haven’t said it to him yet either. So what right do I have to be mad?

Stupid Ava! The anger abates and shame pummels me full force. How could I not even consider how Elm might feel? Flustered, I hide my face in my pillow. I hear Nikki come inside a moment later, and I pretend I’m already asleep.
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The air is delicious. I never knew anything could feel so wonderful. The first time Elm brought me to this clearing with the horses felt like my first taste of freedom, but somehow this is a thousand times sweeter. The sun cascades over my skin, warming every part of me. The sharp scent of pine trees invites me to take another breath. This is different from lifeless cavern walls. This is refreshing. Renewing.

I know even while I’m invisible it’s dangerous to be out here in the open, but I had to get away. I spent all night stewing in my thoughts and wishing I had played things out differently. What was I thinking trying to force a verbal confession out of him after a dangerous mission in which he was obviously concerned about me?

Practicing illusions is a good diversion. I’m still shaky in my Yellow magic use, and it’s harder to practice in the cave with everyone else around. I feel self-conscious and trapped there, and I’m always worried about something going wrong. I know I should feel more concerned about the eyes that might find me here, but I’m not.

Another one of those stunning crimson butterflies drifts lazily overhead, and I watch it disappear on the breeze before returning to my task. My Mentalist work is still sloppy, and I can only do the basics, but I’m improving little by little. I focus on the grass in front of me, staring hard and imagining the vision: a perfect white daisy.

Slowly, a shape forms in the green blades, soft petals growing steadily whiter and blooming into floral perfection. I can’t suppress the feeling of pride as I inspect my creation. It’s too bad nobody else is here to witness it. I’m only recently learning to create illusions that others can see, and the novelty hasn’t worn off.

“I had a feeling I would find you here.”

I jump, and then mutter as I turn to find Elm standing right beside me. “You’re way too good at sneaking up on people.”

“And you’re far too skilled at sneaking out.” He nudges me lightly, wearing a slight frown.

“Sorry,” I turn from him, rubbing my arm. “I needed some air.”

“A fair enough desire,” he agrees. “But I really wish you would let me accompany you. Nobody is safe out here alone.”

He doesn’t seem mad or uncomfortable. I, on the other hand, can’t even look him in the eye.

“Practicing?” He gestures toward the daisy.

I nod. Are we not going to talk about this? Maybe I prefer it that way.

“Hey,” he says, gently tipping my chin and enticing me to look at him. He gives a wry smile. “I could possibly control your thoughts if I wanted to, Miss Ava, but I certainly can’t read them.”

I avoid his eyes. “It’s just . . . last night. I shouldn’t have pressured you. I’m sorry.”

He pulls me close. “So am I. It wasn’t my intention to hurt you.”

“Mine either.” Some stupid part of me still hopes that now that he isn’t surprised, he’ll say the words I want him to say.

“Well, let’s pretend it never happened,” he says, simultaneously dashing my hopes and bringing relief. “Now, why don’t you show me another illusion? Something moving, perhaps?”

If he’s not worried about it, I’ll try not to worry either. I know he’s attempting to take my mind off it.

“Okay,” I say. “Watch this.”

I turn toward the forest and concentrate on the image I want to project, outlining the details in my mind. Elm waits patiently, observing the direction I’m facing. Finally, a slight movement stirs in the forest, and a creature emerges. Bloated and disproportionate, it floats eerily out of the cover of the trees. It has three legs that stretch too long and one that is far too short. Its color is a strange brownish mauve.

Elm raises his eyebrows at the deformed creature. “What is that?”

A flustered heat rises to my cheeks. Ducking my head slightly, I mumble, “It was supposed to be a horse.”

His mouth twitches. “Oh . . . it’s . . . it’s a very good effort.” His voice strains as he attempts to keep his composure.

“Oh, hush.” I grimace as the creature’s head flops back and forth lazily. It looks boneless and unsettling.

“What?” Elm grins. “I didn’t say anything bad.”

Just then a beautiful white stallion bursts out of the trees. It rears up on its hind legs, whinnying loudly. It gallops with majesty around my sad imitation, tossing a perfect, glossy mane as it goes.

“Thanks for rubbing it in.” I glower at him and his horse.

“Don’t fret; I know you’ll get better with time. You simply need more practice.”

I poke him lightly in the side. “And what about you? How are you doing with your newfound abilities?”

The expression on his face tells me I’ve caught him off guard. He stares pointedly at my abomination of a horse. “Perhaps we should get rid of that thing. It might frighten someone.”

“You’ll never get the hang of it if you don’t try, you know.” I persist. He isn’t likely to budge. For whatever reason, he hasn’t embraced his dual magic in the way that I have. For me, it has been exciting to have the potential to expand my skills and learn something new. But he resists the change.

“I seem to have managed just fine until now.”

“But you could get even better and have more control over it. Blake is a natural. I’m sure he’d help you learn if we asked.”

“I’m not like him,” Elm states.

Now I think I’m starting to understand. Elm doesn’t want to be thought of as a Shaper because he doesn’t want to be compared to Blake. It seems so childish, and yet in a twisted way it makes sense. The two of them haven’t exactly bonded.

I reach for a lone flower in the grass, but the petals all puff away when I pick it. It’s getting too cold for flowers. “Well then,” I say, brushing a few stray white petals from my fingers, “if you won’t be taught, maybe you’d be more comfortable teaching me?”

“I’m at your disposal. Except for the one subject you no doubt are about to inquire after.”

I hesitate, then toss the flower stem away. I’ve been caught. “Dream hopping could be useful. You did it all the time.” This isn’t the first time we’ve had this discussion. And it never ends well for me.

“But I was already strong in my Mentalist abilities. Therein lies the difference. It’s not a beginner’s sport.”

We both still at the crack of a branch. A horse, real this time, grazes a few paces off. We breathe again.

“Come along,” Elm says, glancing around. “We really shouldn’t stay here any longer.”

[image: * * *]

It’s immediately evident something in the cave changed while we were away. The normal hustle and bustle of everyday life has been replaced with anxious chatter. Elm and I share a worried glance and pick up our pace.

“You don’t think it could be Brie, do you?” I can only imagine how Jazz would feel if Brie’s quarantine didn’t go well.

“I suspect not, but we’re about to find out.”

We move toward the voices, and I notice the tension in Elm’s movements. He walks just ahead of me, his stance protective.

As we reach the main chamber of the cave, which is packed with tense bodies, I hear a girlish voice call out, “Would you all relax? I just need to see Elm. I’m not gonna hurt anyone.” The shrill voice echoes through the chambers and sends a chill through me.

Someone here to see Elm? Friend or enemy? I can’t risk it being the latter. I’ll never let him suffer the way he did at the hands of the Benefactors again. I break away from Elm and hurry forward.

“Miss Ava!” His voice is sharp, and he tries to catch me, but it’s easier for me to move through the crowd than it is for him.

I soon identify the source of the stranger’s voice, a lanky young woman with porcelain skin and canary-yellow hair that falls in waves just past her chin. Her hair is slightly frizzy from being dyed a few too many times. She wears a yellow outfit with a tutu-style skirt and stands elevated above everyone else on a small rock shelf of the cave. All that yellow . . . where did she come from?

Elm pushes through to the front, looking frazzled. But the second his eyes land on the girl, a light goes on in them.

“Sammy!” he cries in delight.

Sammy?

“Elm!” The visitor’s face glows with a wide smile, and she jumps down from her perch and flings herself into Elm’s arms.

A raging heat explodes through me without warning. I grab the girl’s arm and pull her sharply away. She looks at me with defiance and commandeers Elm’s hand, locking her fingers tightly with his.

“Who are you?” I demand. I want to break her hand.

“It’s alright, Miss Ava,” Elm says, still smiling. He then looks around the room and raises his voice to address the worried faces of our group. “This is Sammy—Samantha, rather. She is a dear friend from my childhood. She’s perfectly safe.”

The doubt in the air is thick, and Elm’s declaration doesn’t make me feel any better. In this world—where anyone could be in with the Benefactors—a childhood friend is no guarantee of safety. Not even another Mentalist holds the promise of being on our side—just look at Jace. Aside from that, the possessive way Samantha holds Elm’s hand has me reeling. She seems to just be really noticing me for the first time. She looks me over and narrows her eyes.

“Who is she?” she whispers loudly to Elm, as though I’m not there.

“Sammy, this is Miss Ava. She is exquisitely important to me.”

I can tell
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