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      I’m hauling my luggage out of the school van when I see the elf squad heading my way. They aren’t crossing the wide gravel drive in front of the farmhouse to welcome me. More like they want to sneer down their long noses at me and savor passing me over.

      I’m told every magic school has them, the wannabe elves. It’s more a fashion choice than anything else, but elves are known for their fondness for beauty. They’re supposedly into black and white and ruffles and lace and all sorts of jewelry, so the elf squad has more than their share of all that. I know a total of one elf, by the way, and he does fit that pattern. I still suspect it’s a stereotype. But I guess when you’ve finally escaped Oklahoma public schools, you can dress however you want, so I don’t really blame them.

      Still, it seems like a lot of work, all those braids and jewelry. Plus, it’s a million degrees out, and they’re wearing black. In August. In Oklahoma.

      Okay, so am I, but they just take it too far.

      Jason Brown angles toward me, a little off the group’s apparent trajectory, so I know it’s intentional. He’s the only one of the elf squad who really ever deigns to talk to me. His leather jacket is open, showing off a blindingly white T-shirt and, I kid you not, black jeans and black biker boots. His white hair is showing dark at the roots, as if he hasn’t had time to bleach it over the summer. Maybe he hasn’t—unlike most of the elf squad, Brown has a summer job.

      When he’s within a few feet, he says, “Quirk.”

      Just that. My name. Not Hello, not How was your Summer? We’re not friends, exactly, but he does sometimes speak to me . . . mostly because I tutor him in math.

      “Brown,” I say back, raising my voice to be heard over a sudden blast of hot wind.

      “Aoidh.” He eyes me for a second, one brown brow quirking up in a halfhearted Spock imitation. It needs work. “Still can’t say it?”

      Magic families like to give their kids names that mean white or bright or light. It’s a bit like darkside-proofing your kid at birth by naming them Luke Skywalker. Kids who don’t get those names that prophesy awesomeness? A lot of the time they adopt one, like Jason Brown has. Why he picked an obscure Irish name that’s hard to pronounce—Aoidh—I don’t know. I try to respect his choice, though, since I know all about choosing my own name. Still, the instructors all call him Brown, so I call him that too, like he calls me Quirk.

      The elf squad has followed him over, the remaining two guys and four girls eyeing my pathetic choice of luggage. Or my not-aesthetically-frayed jeans. Or the scuffs on my trusty secondhand Doc Martens. Maybe my done-at-home haircut. Not all magic families are wealthy.

      But most of them are. I may not own expensive clothes, but I know quality when I see it. It takes money to carry off the elf squad look.

      The two guys who join Brown are either way overcommitted to the look . . . or they might actually be part elf. I’ve heard they’re cousins, and they look enough alike that I buy the story.

      The taller and leaner of the two has gone full magical elf. He’s got gold eyes, and I’ve never asked if they were contact lenses. He wears a circlet of metal coins and pearls about his forehead, gold cords woven into his handful of artfully arranged braids, and other things strategically nestled into the rest of his long white hair. There’s a tiny gold ball at his neck with tracings of circles about it, and he’s wearing a white flowy shirt over his black leather pants. He’s the smartest of the bunch. Not just because he’s not wearing a jacket out in this heat. He gets top marks on everything—except math.

      His cousin—whom I secretly call the drow—is the group’s ascetic. Today he’s wearing a short black jacket with the hood up, his long white hair spilling out one side. No jewelry, no frills, nothing of that sort. He’s got violet eyes and is very pretty to look at, though, so he fits in.

      A drow is a “dark elf”, by the way, although I looked it up over the summer and read that drows are evil and have black skin, so that part’s wrong. Sue me. I only played Dungeons and Dragons once. I set the DM’s notes on fire—not intentionally—so I was never asked to come back after that. Not a big surprise, there.

      But don’t think the elf squad are all pale hair and delicate fragility; Sharma is dark skinned with long black hair and about fifty piercings along one ear. She favors leather and combat boots. Segreti is running with a renaissance Italian vibe and always wears something long, feminine, and flowing. Whitehorse is doing the magical elf look but weirdly trying to keep her native heritage at the same time. The only one of the girls with white hair is Jones, and she’s a weird hybrid of tough and tattooed . . . and fragile. They’re all gorgeous, and somehow make it look effortless.

      I just feel tired and dusty as I turn back to Brown. Now you know he’s the most normal of the guys, even with the white hair and black leather. “I’ll say it if you carry in one of my bags,” I offer.

      He actually eyes my bags for a second, like he might do it.

      The school’s van picked me up at the rest stop off I-35, where I got to say my weepy goodbyes to Mom out of view of all the other P2 students. We’d waited for a couple more students—both cadets who didn’t talk with me—then drove here. The farmhouse is out somewhere near Marshall . . . which means it’s north of Guthrie, which is north of Edmond, which is north of Oklahoma City. Nowhere.

      And we don’t have valet service here, so I’m on my own to lug all this stuff up to our floor. A little help would be nice.

      But Segreti comes and artfully drapes herself over Brown’s arm. “Stop wasting time, caro mio,” she purrs. “We have better things to do.”

      If I roll my eyes right now, I’ll pay for it later. Bianca Segreti is the vindictive one of the bunch. “Don’t worry,” I say. “I can get my own bags.”

      I start gathering them up on top of the big old rolling bag like an unattractive jenga tower as the elf squad turns to glide away toward the side of the farmhouse. They’re going to go smoke or take selfies or do something else forbidden. The last to move on, the drow brushes my arm as he passes and whispers, “Gothling.”

      Startled, I lose my grip on my bag and the duffel balanced atop it slides off. Like a thing possessed, it swivels around, somehow clocks me in the back of the legs and then drops on my feet. Because I’m wearing boots, it doesn’t hurt much more than my pride, but the drow goes on his way with a secretive little smile.

      We’re not supposed to do magic out here. Technically none of us potentials are supposed to do magic at all. I have my suspicions about him anyway. My fingers itch with the urge to zap him. Just a little sizzle, maybe singe off the ends of his pretty hair.

      But no, I’d probably screw it up and fry his eyebrows off or set his jacket on fire. Control is not one of my finer points.

      I sigh and sarcastically hope the elf squad has fun out there among all that decrepit old farm equipment. Maybe Bianca will trip over that nasty-looking thing with the big circular blades.

      No, I shouldn’t wish bad things on anyone. That was how the DM’s notes caught on fire that one night. So after reminding myself to be good, I finally get my four bags balanced and start trundling toward the illusive farmhouse.

      And I do mean illusive, not elusive—I know the difference. The farmhouse is not what it seems.

      How do you hide something in rural Oklahoma? Pretty obvious. You make it look like a farm.

      Most farms I’ve seen have an old house sitting in the middle of a sea of crappy-looking tractors, tractor parts, and broken-down tanks and stuff. There’s usually a tired-looking barn somewhere that may or may not be missing part of its roof. This is storm-chaser paradise, after all. By June, every building out here is missing part of its roof.

      And this farmhouse is nothing out of the ordinary. It looks newer than some of the ones I saw on the drive here. The wood is still brownish, not that grayed out stuff that you see on seriously old barns. It’s one storey, newer than those we see in the Land Rush documentaries we have to watch here.

      I finally manage to wrangle my bags up onto the wide porch without any of them falling again. A gust of wind blows black hair across my face, but I push on. I want to get out of this sweaty heat. Fortunately, the door opens before I even have to knock. One of the cadets is coming back outside to pick up a piece of luggage from the large pile to the left of the door.

      As he holds the door open for me, he glances down and says, “P-wing is still closed. They’ll make you wait.”

      And then he’s gone, taking his dreamy eyes with him. I think his name is Lucas, and he’s a third- or fourth-year cadet. We’re nothing to them, us P-levels.

      I stop inside the doorway, which is a typical Oklahoma farm front-room—at least what I think one should look like. There are a couple of stuffed deer heads up on the wallpapered walls, with crocheted doilies on the backs of the overstuffed armchairs and the arms of the hideous brown floral-pattern couch. A fine coat of red clay dust lies over everything. I can hear someone humming in the next room, so I head across groaning floors toward the sound.

      The farmer’s wife, Mrs. Hargraves, stands in a kitchen in colors of brown and hideous gold that could use some serious updating. She’s rolling out dough on a huge wooden table, and whatever’s in the oven smells wonderful, although I can’t quite pin down what I’m smelling. Cookies?

      It’s not real anyway. This is all a seeming, a long lasting and complicated illusion. This is the kind of magic I’d love to be able to create some day, the type that involves several magic users pooling their skills. This is why bickering among the students is discouraged here, because the best magics require cooperation.

      “Quirk,” I announce. “Mary Quirk, P2.”

      Mrs. Hargraves glances up and wipes a large, floury hand across her forehead, leaving a very realistic smudge of flour paste behind. “Do you want a biscuit?”

      If biscuit is the new password, I haven’t heard about it. “Um, no, ma’am. I’ll wait for dinner.”

      “That’s a good girl,” she says, and gestures toward the kitchen’s side door. It opens on its own and I head that way, cherishing the faint cool breeze coming in that way.

      “And don’t forget to drop the contraband, dearie!” she calls after me.

      This year I know what she’s talking about. Last year I didn’t and was sent a note from the porters about it. So I pull out my cellphone, text one last note to my mom—At the school!—then I pick up one of the padded envelopes sitting in a basket on the kitchen counter next to the door. I write my name on it, put my phone in, and seal it. I open the dishwasher and drop the envelope onto the top rack where half a dozen other envelopes wait.

      Then, with my bags in tow, I walk up to the threshold between the kitchen and what lies beyond—the very realistic pantry. A bare light bulb with a string illuminates neat rows of canned food on the upper shelves, big bins for potatoes and onions, and a wedding-planner’s truckload of mason jars full of what I hope is fruit of some sort and not small pickled animals.

      But the lovely soft breeze is coming from the other side of that threshold, so I cross over it and step into the damp coolness of Umbrum Hall.
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      Hours’ worth of sweat dries on my skin, my clothes. I’m comfortable for the first time since I got into Mom’s car in OKC. It’s amazing, every time I cross that threshold.

      Other students complain about the crossing. Even my roommate, who claims it’s hard work to get through, like walking through a wall of mud. For me, it’s a light caress, followed by stepping into the cooler world . . . or whatever Umbrum Hall really is.

      When we were P1s, we used to debate about where Umbrum Hall actually exists in space and time. There were the proponents of the Dr. Who answer who believe that we’re still in the pantry of the farmhouse, but it’s just far larger on the inside than the outside. A few kids argue that this is the same location in an alternate universe, but I can’t believe in a reality where even an alternate Oklahoma isn’t hot and gross this time of year. And the elf squad holds forth that we’ve simply stepped into a fairy realm. The instructors promise that we’ll learn all about it when we’re cadets, in a couple more years.

      Me, I stopped caring about two weeks into the argument. I’ve got better things to do with my time. I’m here to learn, so I lug my baggage on through the colonnade of the cloister.

      You always land in the colonnade of the cloister. A door is there that I assume leads back to the farmhouse entry, but I’ve never opened it. A big wooden door with an arch at the top, it has elaborate ironwork extending out from the hinges, like metal vines growing across the door. I suspect if I do open it, I would just see a fancy broom closet, just how I see a pantry when I look over the threshold in the farmhouse. A seeming.

      But I move on. The cloister is an old stone courtyard with ivy growing along the arches. The sun is obscured by thin clouds, making it bright in the courtyard, but not stinging hot like outside the farmhouse. In the center of the courtyard, there’s a little fountain that makes a tinkling sound joined by the music of wind chimes that I have never seen. The smell of spring water wafts out from the fountain. Butterflies flit around the various white flowers planted in the court, and bees buzz. A couple of times, I’ve seen ducks. Right now, though, we’re sadly duck-free.

      I’m told that this part of the hall is meant to look like old English universities: Cambridge and Oxford all tumbled together into courtyards, arches, and spires we can see from the courts. I have to admit, it does look a lot like those movies about the fake magic school that we try to avoid talking about—the H Place. That’s why this part is called the English Hall. The cadets have their own hall—the Portuguese Hall—modeled on buildings or schools there, I assume. The two wings are attached at a covered commons area in the middle, one we have to cross anytime we go from one hall to the other. Together, the two wings are called Umbrum Hall.

      But because I want to ditch my bags more than I want to admire the architecture, I trundle down to the end of the colonnade, through another door, and into the main body of the hall itself. To the left there’s a small reception area where the porters work. This is one of their bumper times of year, because everyone tips them to get their bags taken up to their rooms. I wheel my mismatched bags up to their counter.

      “Mary Quirk, P2,” I tell Mr. Frank, the head porter. I slide the envelope my mom gave me across the countertop.

      The grizzled old bear of a man slips the envelope into a pocket without checking inside. “How’s your mom doing these days, Quirk?”

      It’s weird to think that my mom came to school here. There’s nothing magical about her, but every time I run across one of the older people working here, they always ask after her. “Doing pretty well,” I answer, rote by now. “Excited ’bout the new school year.”

      That last part is a lie. My mom always says summer isn’t long enough. She teaches in Oklahoma City—well, it’s a smaller school district inside Oklahoma City—and every year she sighs a lot before school starts again. She loves teaching, she says, but there are a lot of other parts of the job that aren’t fun.

      Frank leans over his counter and whispers, “Any word on your brother?”

      Is that why his name is Frank? Because he doesn’t pull his punches? “No, nothing, sir.”

      My brother is gone, has been since I was twelve. Four years ago—no, almost five—Daniel was off hiking in the mountains in Oregon, off to see Multnomah Falls. He just disappeared. No one wants to say it aloud, but everyone’s pretty sure he’s dead.

      I’m pretty sure. The way I see it, if he was coming back, he would have, a long time ago.

      “Well, I would love to hear if he came back,” Mr. Frank adds. “Had a lot of potential, that one.”

      Yep, everyone loved Daniel. I’m chopped liver by comparison. I lift my duffel bag over the counter and scoot the wheelie bag around the side. “I’ll be sure to tell you, Mr. Frank.”

      “The P residential wing will be closed until 4:30,” Mr. Frank adds before I can escape. “Fog. You’ll need to stay out here.”

      The Mystical Fog is the one thing that keeps this place from descending into filthy chaos. You get together a hundred or so potentials and they can create a huge mess. I’m told some of the cadet wings are worse, even though there are far fewer cadets, but some of them are older than twenty-one, so maybe alcohol is involved.

      You know how you never see anyone cleaning their rooms at the H Place? That’s not the case here. We clean our rooms. But the day-to-day grime? The spray from people’s sneezes? The oily handprints on the walls, the dirt tracked in from the greenhouses? The Mystical Fog eats that, leaving behind a surface that I’m told is clean enough to eat off.

      My mom claims the fog also eats cell phones and cigarettes, but that sounds iffy to me. What I do know—from my roommate—is that the fog can really do damage to a human who gets caught in it. That’s why we’re warned every time it’s deployed. As far as I know, none of the potentials have been stupid enough to test their luck.

      So I can wait. This part of the hall has the common area for the potentials. We can all cram into this hall, but we don’t do that often. The comparisons to famous fictional schools of magic are pretty obvious, but at one point last year all the P1s—that’s us P2s now—decided we would no longer refer to the H Place. Not aloud, at least. So . . . yes, there’s a big hall with long tables and high arches overhead, but there aren’t any fancy banners, and we don’t eat magically appearing meals. The school has staff for that, and we potentials mostly eat in the smaller dining hall near the kitchens.

      Currently there’s a batch of P1s gathering in the commons, and I try to give them a cheerful wave as I walk past, just wanting to get out of there before anyone asks me to answer questions. They look so young, even though I’m only a year older. I slide out the back door and into another cloister, heading toward the heart of Umbrum Hall. And at the end of the colonnade, there it is—the greenhouse.

      That should probably be The Greenhouse. Or even better, The Greenhouses.

      There are a pair of glass doors with green dividers between the panes. I open one door and step inside. The air is even more humid than outside the farmhouse, but it’s shady. The smell of plants and damp earth surrounds me. All along the central gravel walkway, greenery grows up the room’s columns, in beds and pots on either side. All beautiful, I guess, but this isn’t really my thing.

      This room has ferns, hostas, white nodding anemones, and a thousand other plants that love the shade. There are other parts of the greenhouse with soaring glass ceilings that house trees and vines and flowers that love the sun. The only way I know what the various plants are called is that my roommate, Isla Rivera, told me. That’s who I’m hunting down.

      I make my way through the shade rooms and cross through another doorway into a sunnier part of the greenhouses. There I spot Isla to one side of the hall, reeling out a sounding line into the main cistern that waters all the trees and greenery. Like me, Isla is on the short side, and we can borrow each other’s clothes, which is kinda nice. She also has dark hair, but while I possess the pasty paleness of my Scottish, English, and French ancestors, Isla’s mostly Hispanic with some Native American in there, more than enough to keep her family registered as part of the Muskogee tribe.

      As I approach, Isla starts reeling the sounding line back in. Once she gets to the wet part, she makes a note of the depth in a notebook that’s sitting on the reddish ceramic body of the cistern. This is some sort of science project she started last year. She actually stayed here over the summer to work on it. I haven’t decided what the point is, and she’s been keeping that to herself.

      She glances up from her notebook, spots me coming along the path, and waves her ring-encrusted hand. “QP!”

      I will burn the fingers off anyone else who calls me that. It comes out sounding like Kewpie, one of those weird, round-faced dolls. I don’t need the nickname to remind others that my face is round. But Isla calls me that because my name—my full name—is Mary Rose Quirk-Portillon. QP.

      After my dad left, I asked my mother if she would mind if I used her maiden name. Just Quirk, not Quirk-Portillon. There were a lot of reasons for that, but mostly I didn’t want to start at a high school where everyone would know me as a Portillon. I would be Daniel Portillon’s little sister, Mr. and Mrs. Portillon’s daughter. And that name change does work most of the time. Isla’s the only student here who knows that I’m a Portillon, and I can deal with the occasional staff member or teacher who wants to ask me questions about my perfect older brother.

      But Isla knows my full name because she saw it on the door of our room before I arrived last year. She’s never once given me away. This is because she’s the most awesome person I know.

      She comes away from the cistern to give me a hug, then steps back, looks at me, and says, “Still rocking the dog collar?”

      I sigh. “Not gonna change.”

      Way back in junior high, I decided to sport a goth look. I have white skin and black hair, so it’s natural for me. I meant it ironically, like a joke, only . . . no one ever picked up on the irony. So much for expecting sophistication from the junior high crowd. The weird part is that, after a while, I discovered I liked it. I like my black fingernails, I love my spiked dog collar, and it also makes it easy to decide what to wear every morning. Black T-shirt, jeans, boots. No fuss.

      Isla got it right away, too—that it’s ironic, but also sort of not ironic. That is one of my favorite things about her.

      Today Isla is wearing one of her vast selection of T-shirts that say things. Today’s is Sleep well, I’ll most likely kill you in the morning, one of her dozen or so Princess Bride shirts. She always wears fifteen rings on various spots on her fingers, each one—she’s told me—blessed by her mother and her abuela. Her family’s close, even if she didn’t go home to see them this summer. They write a lot of letters.

      We end up sitting on a bench built around the trunk of the jacaranda tree. This one has delicate fringy leaves, but in spring it drops purple flowers everywhere. We chat for a while about my non-exciting summer—I worked at a grocery store—and then we talk about hers.

      Her adventures sound way better than checking out a million health food enthusiasts per day, because between experiments, Isla secured Professor Simonsson’s permission to explore the school. She went all through the various greenhouses, down to see the underground water supply, and got to know every courtyard here. All in interest of learning more about the plants, of course.

      The thing about potentials is that most of us arrive here with some idea what our talents are. I found out early via the D&D incident: I can set things on fire. And put out the fire, too, which is good.

      But Isla knew for years before she got here. It runs in her family—she’s an earth witch. Isla’s in touch with all the plants and soil around her. She understands their interactions and can use her power to make them work better together. Not surprisingly, her family owns a small organic farm outside Tulsa where fancy restaurants come to get their magically awesome produce.

      That’s why any moment she’s not studying, Isla’s here in the greenhouses. And old Professor Simonsson is thrilled to have her, so Isla gets to do whatever she wants here.

      “But I want you to come see it,” Isla says, grabbing my arm like it’s important.

      Admittedly, my mind wandered when she started talking about the cisterns. “Uh, fine.”

      She bounces on the bench. “Good! We can go this weekend, explore a few.”

      What have I gotten myself into? But clearly, she’s excited, so I’ll play along. “Sure thing.”
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      I’m in Calculus 1 this year, thanks to Professor Nomen putting in a good word for me. Because it’s an advanced class, it’s in the cadet wing, so I have to hustle to get over there. The cadet wing is joined to the potentials’ wing by a common area, so I cross that and head into the Portuguese hall. It doesn’t have that Englishy look here. Instead the walls have ornate masonry in a style that emphasizes ropes and knots. Nautical themes everywhere, most of which are simply mystifying to me; Oklahoma isn’t known for its ocean views.

      Because I stop to stare at an archway, I arrive at the classroom later than I like and end up in a seat halfway back.

      It’s not a large class, only about fifteen from what I see. Most everyone here is either a P3 or a cadet, but I’m not alone; the drow is in this class, too. Not a surprise, since we had Trigonometry together last year. When he comes in, he drifts to the back row and settles into a seat behind me where I can’t see him.

      Math has always been an easy subject for me. It helps that Mom teaches math, but I never needed much tutoring from her. Math is logical. It makes sense. So I’m looking forward to getting this class under my belt. Chemistry? Not so much.

      You would think that at a magic school, we’d learn magic, right?

      Not exactly. Potentials won’t be taught serious magic until the instructors and professors decide we’ve reached some plateau of awesomeness that signifies our worthiness. Not that they don’t think we can do magic. Most of us have native skills like my ability to set things on fire, and we meet regularly with advisors to help train those native skills. In any case, the more complicated magics are taught after age eighteen, which smacks of legal concerns. And apparently they don’t think we’re ready to learn the big stuff until we have Advanced Biology, Geopolitics, and Statistics under our belts.

      The bad part? About half of us won’t make it that far. Two of the P1 class from last year didn’t return—one because of his grades and one because he was a jerk—leaving only nineteen of us to become P2s. Getting from P2 to P3 is even harder, I hear, so this will be another year of keeping my head down and working to keep up with the smart kids.

      Just as I think that, Professor Nomen strides into the classroom, and everyone stops talking to stare at him. Okay, it’s rude, but it’s hard to help it when Nomen walks into a room.

      Nomen’s an elf. The real thing.

      First things first, though. Nomen doesn’t have pointy ears.

      I’m nosy, so I asked Professor Nomen myself. He says that elves find that particular human misconception inexplicable. No one’s really sure where the idea that elves had pointy ears came from. Me, I blame Peter Jackson.

      Anyhow, with that exception, he definitely fits the bill. He’s tall with white hair and white skin and predictably dresses in black. The elf squad has to get these ideas from somewhere, right? Today, Nomen is wearing a black lace-trimmed shirt along with surprisingly tame black pants and high-heeled boots that make him even taller. His hair is as long as the drow’s but falls in loose curls over one shoulder. With his long nails painted black and tasteful pale makeup, he gives off a serious femme goth vibe.

      Supposedly, it’s a cultural thing: elves like their fancy clothes. That doesn’t matter to me. Nomen’s a fantastic math teacher and advisor, and that’s what’s important.

      “Now,” he begins, “open your books to Chapter One.”

      I’m only too happy to do that.

      After an interesting class where we discussed the normal starting day stuff—syllabus, grading, the textbook, and of course, our first homework assignment—I waited until everyone cleared out before I go up to talk to Nomen.

      “Ah, Quirk,” he says with a dry smile. “How was your summer?” He has packed his case and gestures for me to exit through the door in front of him.

      So I tell him about working at a grocery store as we walk down the hallway, up the steps, and along another hall toward his own office. It’s surprisingly small, with only his desk, and a chair for a student. The desk is set in front of a large window that looks down over the courtyard formed by the angles of the Portuguese hall. There are no bookshelves, which I’ve always found odd, but whenever he seems to need a book, he tugs it out of a coat pocket or from one of his more voluminous robes. I wonder if he’s got an expanding library tucked into a pocket. Maybe he can just wish books into existence.

      Anyway, he gestures for me to sit, and makes his way around his desk, pausing to peer down through the windows. Then he faces me and settles down, long fingers steepled in front of him. “So . . . do you have anything you want to talk to me about?”

      Nomen is my faculty advisor. Not only does he have some say in what classes I take, he also works with me on my gift—controlling fire. It’s a bit unusual for him to do so, since most of his student group are force-users. Most elementals—Fire, Earth, Water, and Air—are placed with Professor Simonsson. I think I’m the only fire witch Nomen has.

      I have to admit, he always seems underwhelmed by my work. My magic, not my math.

      And, being really honest here, I’m not that impressive. My control is iffy, and my talent is one that can be replaced by a match or a lighter. So I don’t blame him for doubting me.

      Do I have anything I want to talk about? He asks me this all the time, like he’s waiting for me to confess a big secret. I keep wondering if one day I’ll come up with an interesting answer. Not so far. “No, sir.”

      His long nails click together. “Hmmm. May I assume you practiced your control skills this summer?”

      He knows I’m a good student, which is why he can assume. “Yes, sir.”

      “Then, let’s begin with a small flame, moderate heat.”

      I’ve already set down my book bag, so I settle my butt more firmly on the chair, cup my hands together, and concentrate, eyes closing. I feel the fire in the air all around me, tiny degrees of heat coalescing together at my mental urging. I drag them all closer and closer with gentle touches, not wanting to blow anything astray, and enough heat gathers to spark into a flame.

      I open my eyes and there, in the hollow of my cupped hands, flickers a small flame. It’s far enough from my skin that it doesn’t burn me.

      And that’s it. That’s my magic.

      It is not impressive, but it’s mine.

      We go through the practice session, and I demonstrate what I’ve practiced over the summer. I can make it flare brighter. I can toss it a few feet. I can make it disappear. I can even, when I try super hard, put out small fires. If they’re already guttering.

      I think that Nomen knows who my family is. And that’s why he’s always a little disappointed in my work. Places like this have records, so I’m sure he wants me to be a fantastic magic user like Daniel.

      And I’m not. I don’t think I ever will be.
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      Chemistry 1 is one of my greater worries this semester. My mom claims that calculus is an art, but chemistry is an exact science. Exact is not my strong point. Fortunately, this class is only the P2s, so we’ll all struggle together.

      Instructor Emden is nearly as tall as Nomen but without the high heels, and she wears her crinkly gray hair shorn very short. Her eyes are sharp as a hawk’s. She acts all no-nonsense, but she’s kind enough to put me and Isla in the same work group. Unfortunately, we share our lab table with Brown and the drow, who just gives me the eyebrow again. Isla rolls her eyes and starts taking notes.

      Brown is taking notes on his computer, which seems like a good idea. I type faster than I write, too, but I’m worried that chemistry will be like calculus—too many symbols that aren’t on the keyboard. I drag a fresh notebook out of my bag instead and start taking notes about proper procedures for the chemistry lab.

      “There is to be no use of magic in this room,” Emden says firmly, walking out from behind her big lab table. “Until you understand the nature of chemical reactions, we’re not going to risk your catalyzing anything. Staff gets upset when we blow things up. Anyone tries that, they’ll find themselves in front of a tribunal.”

      And then being kicked out. We all know that without it being said. Our teachers last year hammered that into our brains.

      “Chemistry is different from your other P-level courses because we have additional safety rules that don’t apply to your history class. Your choice of garments, for example.” Emden happens to be standing next to Bianca Segreti now, whose flowy top also bares her shoulders and quite a bit of her chest. “If a beaker of a caustic substance were to be dropped, the resulting spray might come into contact with all-too-fragile human flesh. Therefore, get used to it now. No sandals, no bare arms or legs.”

      I write it down. Hopefully Segreti got the message. I sneak a peak, and she’s scowling but writing. Maybe she’ll live through the semester after all.
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      Isla and I share a room on the third floor of the P-wing. The wide stone stairwell comes up at the center of our floor, with the girls’ rooms on the left and the guys’ on the right. The middle is taken up by the showers and bathrooms
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