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      You need to stop letting your mom drive your decisions. –Jess

      Yeah, the note’s right. I know that, no matter how much I want to crumble it into a ball and flick it across the universe. If there’s one person at Umbrum Hall who knows me that well, it’s Jesus Vaquero.

      Well, my grandparents know me well, too. But my mother? No, she has no clue who I am, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t care. Never will.

      So much of my life has been spent fighting my mother. I wouldn’t use the name she wants me to, Nat; I used Tash, for Natasha. I learned to curse and cuss and call her names. I dressed like a tomboy and picked the most expensive things out of stores for her to buy for me. I stopped letting her dye my hair black—it’s naturally gray—and wore it in a dozen ways she doesn’t like. She always wanted me to have a sleek bobbed haircut. Can you believe that? Me, with a short bob? Nope. If nothing else, my hair simply grows too fast. Instead, I let it go wild.

      Nothing I did fazed her. None of that got her attention.

      So then I just stopped talking to her. That seems to suit her just fine. After hanging on to me for years, she signed the custody papers handing me over to my dad and wrote me out of her life like I was an error that needed to be edited out of this new draft of her existence. With me gone, it’s as if her marriage to my dad and her past here at Umbrum never happened. She can go out and party as much as she wants and forget any higher calling.

      My talents that I worked so hard to develop? My brains? Nothing impresses her. I don’t matter to her.

      And damn, that stings.

      I may or may not have talked with Dr. Holmes, Umbrum Hall’s therapist, about this. Maybe more than once. And she does help, but I wish I could talk to Jess about it instead. He knows my grandparents and he’s met my mom, so… he understands. Really understands.

      All we can do right now, though, is pass notes back and forth via the cat.

      Yes, there’s a cat in Umbrum, and this evening, Señor Fluffypants came by my dorm room to pass off a note—carefully tied to his red collar—by somehow traversing magical pathways between the Cadet dorm halls in the Portuguese Hall and the Potential dorm inside the English Hall. No one ever sees SF coming and going, so that’s how I know he’s using the fog tunnels instead of just walking across the conjoined commons area between the two halls. Also, he always smells a little damp when he shows up in my room.

      In any case, Señor Fluffypants is apparently bored with my sitting and moping and, most importantly, not petting him. He smacks me across the face with his poofy gray tail. He’s a smallish cat, so it doesn’t hurt. It’s just a reminder of what I’m supposed to be doing. I dutifully snag the cat brush out of my desk drawer and start grooming him. He purrs with satisfaction now that I’m fulfilling my purpose for existence.

      Señor Fluffypants is Jess Vaquero’s Helper Animal. No, really. It’s not just a title. He’s great at fetching and carrying things. You might think a cat wouldn’t be good at that, but he and Jess work well as a team. On Jess’ fifteenth birthday, SF’s very-pregnant mother was brought into the vet’s office run by Jess’ dad. She’d been hit by a car out on Darrington Road, and Dr. Vaquero had only been able to save one of the kittens. Jess bottle-fed that kitten and raised him, and now Señor Fluffypants takes care of him. They’re pretty tight.

      I should tell here you that Jess is a Doctor Dolittle. We always call it that, even though the proper term is Zoolinguist. Basically, he talks to animals in his mind, and they talk to him. Not exactly words, Jess says, but ideas and images. That rare talent runs in his family. His dad is the same, which is why Dr. Vaquero’s such a great veterinarian.

      And just so you know, it’s not all sunshine, being able to communicate with animals. Jess is what we call an Inner, which means that his talent isn’t visibly manifested outside his brain—just like the Empaths, the Truth Readers, and those with Second Sight. It makes them all vulnerable. How? For Jess, every nearby animal that’s in pain or scared or panicking—he knows about it. He shares that pain and fear.

      When El Paso Cerrado Hall—another magic school like Umbrum Hall—fell, there was no way to get every living thing out in time. Mary and I arrived too late. And although Mary managed to grab one fox, every other animal in that realm perished that day. You think they weren’t terrified? You think they didn’t know something was terribly wrong as the wards between the school’s shards imploded? The birds, the rabbits, the bees, and… every other critter that lived in Paso Cerrado had to be in a state of panic, and Jess would have shared every frightened cry.

      His friends Billy and Reuben—two other guys from Horizon City—got Jess out of Paso Cerrado, halfway carrying him through Mary’s gate to Umbrum that day. I suspect Jess was suffering. Imagine what it’s like to hear others crying out in fear and not being able to do anything. He doesn’t talk about that day because it was so awful.

      Jess has worked with his dad for years to get his talent under control, so most of the time, he’s okay. But don’t think that being a Zoolinguist is all cute furry animals in hats riding in a hot air balloon.

      Me? I inherited talents from both parents, but never bloomed into a full Telekinetic like my mother. I’ve got more of my dad’s ability to manipulate aether, so I use that to defend myself or build wards or do a handful of other things that are useful in a place like Umbrum Hall. Unlike Mom, I want to do something with my life, to use my talents to help others.

      The cat thwaps me with his tail again, so I get back to brushing.

      I usually leave my door open, something I would never have done during the brief time I was a student at Paso Cerrado, and a knock at the door frame warns me right before Emma Jones steps into the room.

      Emma is tall like me, but broader through the shoulder and, well, generally everywhere. I’m pretty much shaped like a two-by-four, another trait I got from my dad. I may be a little jealous of Emma’s figure. I didn’t know her before The Incident where she ended up in a coma, so I never really knew model-thin Emma. This is Strong Emma instead, and I can’t help thinking that’s better. Doesn’t hurt that she’s gorgeous, with wavy blonde hair and supermodel features.

      Tattoos run up from her wrists to past her elbows, colorful floral designs that I also admire. She’s from Oklahoma, and minors there have to have a parent’s permission to get tatts, so that’s not a rebellion thing. No, her tattoos camouflage cutting scars she’s hidden under long sleeves since she was a kid.

      She flashes her amazing smile. “Well, Natasha, are you ready to do this?”

      I take a deep breath. All my life, I refused to be called Natasha, but when I consider it now, I actually like Natasha. My dad calls me that and hearing it from him makes it more comfortable. Like it’s really who I am. I like being his Natasha, not Mom’s Natasha. Absolutely not Nat.

      That distinction sounds stupid, I know, but there it is.

      Dr. Holmes has encouraged me to try it out. Fortunately for me, my classmates have been willing to play along for the last few months. Since Christmas, actually. It’s February now and… I’m almost used to hearing it.

      I give Señor Fluffypants a gentle push, and he jumps to my desk and settles there, levelling his side-eye at me. “Ready. What do we do first?”

      Emma has a cool plan for her life; she wants to help people feel better about themselves, no matter where their body is health-wise. It’s exactly what an Empath would be great at. She and Ken, her boyfriend, are both interested in rehab. They spend a lot of time mulling over how to help people get past health crises: loss or gain of weight, loss of hair, loss of a limb, using a a wheelchair. That’s their higher calling. For Emma, today’s exercise is about working with someone unhappy with their look, practice for the real thing.

      To be honest, she may be a little more eager than I am. But I’m going to do this. I’m ready to be made over.

      When she opens my over-stuffed armoire, Emma gives me the side-eye. Not quite as epic as SF’s. “There’s way too much clothing in here, Natasha.”

      Yeah, that’s one of my weaknesses. Too much baggage—literally.

      I’m not a clotheshorse. I just have a history of spending a ton of money in western-wear stores. Specifically, the western-wear store in downtown El Paso owned by my mother’s boyfriend, Marco Quiñones. I systematically denuded that store of almost everything in my size—tall and skinny—plus a ton of jewelry. And ‘Tio’ Marco was annoyingly fine with that, so my efforts to punish my mother that way went unnoticed.

      “So, what do I do?” I ask.

      Emma’s mouth purses as she thinks, then she says, “Let’s pull out everything and stack it by type. Jackets, t-shirts, jeans, pants, skirts. Okay?”

      That takes longer than it sounds like it should, but we do that under the cat’s disapproving regard. I have a lot of jeans, a lot of western jackets, and thirty-two pairs of boots. One’s a pair of hiking boots that Beyza gave me when I first joined this class, but the rest are my precious cowboy boots. I’m an 11 Narrow, so it’s not like my soon-to-be step-dad—Ugh!—would sell many in that size anyway. Not in El Paso.

      Emma peers at the piles of jewelry on my desk. It’s mostly real silver, a lot of it pricey. “Start here. I want you to pick five items out of each stack to keep. Five bracelets, five watches, five necklaces, five rings, five pairs of earrings.”

      “Wait.” I hold up one hand, my stomach going hollow. “I only get to keep five pairs of boots?”

      She surveys the jewelry again. “Yes, but when we’re done, you can trade stuff out. So you can swap a pair of boots for a pair of earrings or a t-shirt, okay? Then we’ll figure out if you need to pull items out of the discards.”

      To be honest, I’d totally lose all the jewelry to keep my boots. When I tell her that, Emma adds, “That’s the point of this. We need to see what’s really important to you. More important than just pissing off your mother. This isn’t about getting rid of things; it’s about keeping what you actually love.”

      So we start sorting, because I need to figure out what’s important in my life.
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      I head to class the next morning, trying out my new look. Emma showed me how to use a flat iron to make my hair glossy and sleek, and I’m a little worried that my mom would like it. But I’m not going to let that change my mind. It’s my call, not hers.

      I’m not the only person in our class who’s done this. Changed their look, I mean. When I first arrived at Umbrum Hall, my cousin Dillon was into the full-blown Lord of the Rings elf look, with a ton of jewelry and flowing tunics and flowing white hair. No pointy ears, though, since that’s not a real thing. Then, overnight, it was all gone. He came out of his room in jeans and a black hoodie, and had his white hair cropped short. It was… interesting. Still clearly an elf, just not that kind of elf.

      Damn, I should have mentioned earlier that Dad is an elf. My cousins—Finn and Dillon—are both about three-quarters elf but can both pass for full blooded. Because my mom is one-hundred percent human, I’m half and therefore I don’t have the white hair or pale skin. I get my lean build, my height, and my long nose from Dad, my coloring is a weird mix of Ronan Nomen and Graciela Lopez. I’m light brown with hazel eyes and gray hair that’s weirdly black at the roots. DNA is bizarre, no?

      It’s not easy to look like I do. At Ricardo Estrada Middle School, I was the only seventh-grade girl pushing six feet tall with gray hair. When I was a P1 facing some bizarre anti-elf prejudices at Paso Cerrado, I couldn’t hide who I was. The students there came up with stupid nicknames for someone who’s half elf and half Mexican. I caught a lot of flak. Here? The P3s accept me without flinching, and that’s a precious thing.

      Back to my point, others in my class have changed their looks, but none so dramatically as Dillon. Mary’s been trying for more of an ‘adult’ look, Isla’s occasionally wearing something less farm-worker-chic, and Miriam has definitely dumped the federal-law-enforcement-heading-to-Quantico wardrobe she had when I first met her. It’s all good.

      Mary says that change is the only real constant, so my classmates should all be able to deal with my new style.

      Because it is different. Emma and I weeded through my stuff over and over, and the things I ended up keeping things were… strangely monochromatic. What’s left now is mostly black and white, which is a lot like my dad’s wardrobe.

      I ended up sacrificing most of my silver jewelry to keep my boots. Emma didn’t argue because she says it’s clear I love the boots. They are my armor, only… on my feet. But still, armor.

      Today I’m wearing black jeans, a white t-shirt, and a simple leather jacket. Black, of course. My black Ariat boots have teal and red stitching, but that’s hidden by my jeans. I don’t care if no one sees the stitching; I know it’s there. My only jewelry is my watch—a necessity, honestly, since we can’t have cell phones in Umbrum—and a friendship bracelet that Luci made for me. It happens to be black and white, meant to augment the strength of my convictions, but with a single strand of red which she tells me is there to signify a fated love. I never know quite whether to believe that. Luci’s good at charms, but I think I need more than charms in the love department.

      I’m rambling again.

      Anyway, according to Emma, this new look is mature. It’s not Emma’s version of mature, which is on the Boho side. Her mature is more about long floral skirts, sandals, and soft, sleeveless georgette blouses. This is my mature. I’m going for elegant. Classy.

      The important thing, Emma says, is to remember that what I love will change, so in two years I might be wearing Hawaiian-prints all the time, and I should embrace that when I get there. Uh, no.

      When we finished, we packed everything else off to go to the second-hand store on the freight level, where the refugees can pick through it, although I did hold back one of my fringed western jackets. One of the elvish seamstresses is going to remake that for me as a gift. The silver jewelry all went to Dillon’s forge out at the Farm, where it will be turned into something useful, or magical, or just beautiful. That’s how it works here. Like a space station, everything in Umbrum is recycled one way or another.

      And therefore, here I am, heading across the commons to Calculus 3, and I think I look pretty damn good. What would make this even better? If I happened to cross paths with Jess.

      I sigh. Not going to happen. He’s probably got Practicum most of the day. Damn.

      My dad teaches my math class, which I’m actually okay with now. I’m in there with my cousin Finn Mitchell and Mary Quirk, and we usually go over the assignments together afterward, which is… Well, it’s a nice change to have friends who like math as much as I do.

      When I walk into class, my dad’s left eyebrow rises, but he says nothing about my new style.

      Talking about changing looks, I hear that Dad used to wear a lot of frills and ruffles and curled his longish white hair, rather like he was a misplaced member of the eighteenth-century French court. He still favors black and white, but he’s ditched the excesses to adopt a look that… well, it’s not too far off what I’m left with.

      Maybe we just have the same tastes, even if he didn’t raise me. Is that possible? Hmm.

      The class includes a fun discussion about vector functions, but afterward as everyone packs up, Dad calls Finn and me over. We both sit near the back, so we grab our bookbags and head that way. Finn waves to Mary—who sits close to the front—and she goes to wait outside for us.

      There’s some resemblance between Finn and Dad; Finn, however, dresses like a student, and Dad dresses like… well, a dad. Or a math teacher who’s a dad, I guess.

      Finn easily looks more like Dad than I do, though, both tall and on the lean side, pale-skinned with white hair, and they both have violet eyes. Finn dresses like me, dark and simple, with his only eccentricity being the spiky black leather dog collar he wears twisted about his wrist—it was once Mary’s choker, a stab at being goth, which she’s since given up.

      Dad sighs as we reach his desk. “There’s something in the Kenilworth Hall I’d like the two of you to hunt down with me during your Advisory session today.”

      I have never seen the Kenilworth Hall, which means it’s probably an overgrown wasteland. But, since Dad teaches our Advisory, we go where he says, so the Kenilworth Hall it is.

      I guess I have to explain that hall thing, so here’s the short version: Umbrum Hall is a
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