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      Jason’s sitting across the table from me in the dormitory’s rather plain kitchen, his eyes fixed on a sheet of paper covered in arcane notes. I say ‘arcane’ here not because Jason and I are at a magic school—that’s exactly what Umbrum Hall is—but because the word arcane only means something not a lot of people know. Not magical so much as … hard to learn.

      And to me, this is. It’s a complete mystery.

      It’s not a spell written on that paper. Nope, our chemistry instructor has us making pie.

      In light of our lackluster performances on our spring chem final, Instructor Emden has given us the weirdest chemistry makeup work ever; Jason and I must learn to bake.

      Now, Jason Brown and I have worked together a lot over the last two years. I tutored him in math our first year, but it wasn’t until the second year here at Umbrum Hall that we became friends. I’m dating his roommate—the ever-adorable Finn Mitchell—and Jason’s not-dating mine, Isla Rivera, super-student. Notably, neither of our roommates is doing makeup work because they both aced the chem final. Lucky them.

      Okay, I know it’s smart them, nothing to do with luck. I may be great at Calculus, but Chemistry’s a whole different ballgame. I don’t quite grasp it, and that’s what Emden thinks is important. Not grades, but that Jason and I have some understanding of chemistry and that we can apply it in future situations.

      In any case, that’s why we’re sitting in the dormitory hall’s kitchen on the second day of the semester, looking at a recipe and figuratively scratching our heads. Why Emden has chosen this task for us, I’m not sure.

      I’ll let Jason lead on this because he has more cooking experience than I do. He’s got four younger sisters and brothers, so he was always helping his mom around the house. Jason knows how to whip up a basic dinner for little kids, clean the living room, and even mop floors. He’s made birthday cakes before. So have I, but that’s by following instructions on the back of a cake mix box and opening up a tub of frosting.

      We’re supposed to do this from scratch.

      At least Jason and I aren’t like Bianca Segreti, Emma Jones, and Anh Do. Their group assignment is to grow beans. Twenty different kinds of beans, all in the same plot. I’d rather eat pie any day.

      Jason is double-checking the supplies for our first assignment: a small scale, three canisters, a big lump of butter wrapped in wax paper, and a small, stoppered glass vial full of clear liquid. His brown hair is flopping over his eyes at the moment, and his mouth is twisted to one side. He’s a good-looking guy—the kind who could be on TV probably—but he’ll always just be a study buddy to me. He hands the paper over and says, “Okay, first we make sure we’ve got the right tools, then we weigh everything out.”

      Weigh? I glance down at the notes, and yep, Emden’s recipe is written with weights instead of normal-human measurements like cups and tablespoons. I give a half-hearted shrug, but then notice one of the ingredients. “Does this say vodka?”

      Fortunately, Jason isn’t the sort to take a jab at my reading skills, which are just fine, thank you very much. I’m just surprised.

      He picks up the small vial. “Here. Only enough for one crust, so don’t get any ideas.”

      “As if.” I roll my eyes. “Okay. So the butter is chilled, ingredients are out. What’s a pastry cutter?”

      Jason lifts a bizarre, semi-circular metal tool I’ve seen in my mom’s kitchen but have never observed in action. Huh. So that’s what that was.

      “Are you allowed to ask for advice?” a voice asks from the doorway, with a faint Spanish accent that makes the words come clipped and fast.

      Like most students at Umbrum Hall, Jason and I are both from Central Oklahoma, so we sound normal to each other. Tash Lopez claims that we drawl, which I absolutely do not do. And if I do, I’m getting rid of it. Ugh … drawl. My nose wrinkles as I glance over at the newcomer.

      Tash is standing in the kitchen doorway. She’s long and lean like most people who are part elf. Her black cowboy boots add an extra couple of inches of height, so that makes her several inches taller than me and almost the same height as Jason. Her long bangs hide her face, but other than that, her gray hair is currently worked into several braids that are artfully twisted back. She’s probably been hanging out with Bianca or Beyza this morning; they love braiding people’s hair. And although it’s summer, this school is never hot, so Tash is wearing one of her cropped suede jackets today—the denim-blue one with foot-long fringe coming off the sleeves.

      I secretly lust over those fringed jackets of hers, although I honestly can’t imagine myself wearing one. I don’t do western wear.

      “You can’t help us,” Jason tells her. “But thanks, though.”

      “I wasn’t offering to help, pendejo,” Tash says with a dry laugh. “I’m not getting flour on this outfit. I’m offering advice.”

      Jason and I glance at each other, and he rubs his chin. “Emden didn’t say no advice. Just no help.”

      “Then put the butter back into the fridge until you’re ready to use it,” Tash says, one long finger indicating the appliance in question. “If your butter gets too warm it will make your dough tough. You want it to hold onto its water until it’s in the oven so you get flakes.”

      Jason’s brows crinkle together. “Why?”

      Tash heaves out a dramatic sigh. “Newbies. Because if the butter’s water releases during baking, it turns into steam. That’s what lifts the crust, what makes it flaky instead of a gummy mess.”

      “So this is about water?” he asks. “Damn. I should have figured that out. I wonder if…”

      Jason’s a Water Elemental, and that alone should tell you why he wants to mess around with the recipe. Or the baking. I can see it on his face, the way his mouth is held tighter.

      But this is an assignment, and I don’t want to risk screwing it up. “No,” I snap. “We follow the instructions this time. We can experiment later if you want to try some other way.”

      Jason’s mouth tugs to one side as he considers that. I think I’ve committed myself to baking multiple pies with him now, but given that we’re stuck here all summer, it’ll be something to do.

      “Okay, so this first one,” he agrees, “we’ll do it Emden’s way.” He scoops up the butter, returns it to the fridge, and then turns back to Tash. “Any other advice?”

      Her shoulders lift. “You could put the knife, the cutting board, and the pastry cutter in the freezer while you’re getting ready. My grandma always does that.”

      Jason takes her up on that suggestion, too.

      Since she lived with her grandparents a lot growing up, they’re more like her parents, I think. When she talks about them, her accent gets heavier. They live in a suburb of El Paso, so there are a lot of Spanish speakers there. “Did she teach you to bake stuff?”

      Tash’s head tilts to one side. She crosses her arms over her chest, revealing the motherlode of pricey silver jewelry she’s wearing today, mostly bangles and rings. Me, I’m pretty basic. I have one necklace, the blue topaz one I’m wearing now under my T-shirt. My ears aren’t even pierced.

      “Did your mom not?” Tash asks me in turn.

      I cringe. I don’t want to criticize my mom, who’s mostly a great mother. But cooking is not one of her strong points. We do a lot of pre-made meals and take out. “Um. I never really wanted to learn.”

      Tash shrugs. She lives next door to me on our hall upstairs, and I’ve been helping her catch up in Calculus, so we’ve had plenty of time to exchange mom stories. Believe me, hers are pretty sad. Her mom is a nightmare. Probably why Tash is the most cynical sixteen-year-old I’ve ever met. Seriously, she makes me look friendly and trusting.

      Tash leans against the door frame. “The point is you have to keep the butter as cold as possible while putting stuff together. You can even freeze the butter and grate it to make it go faster, but it’s too late for that today, isn’t it? When is your pie due?”

      That’s a question I never thought I’d hear someone ask at Umbrum Hall. When is your pie due?

      “We’re supposed to deliver it to the instructors’ dining hall by five,” Jason says.

      Tash’s mouth twists to one side. “What kind of filling?”

      “Buttermilk,” Jason says, but the way it comes out, it sounds more like a question.

      Have I ever had buttermilk pie? I don’t think so. Sounds weird.

      “Yeah,” Tash says, “you guys better hustle if that’s going to cool completely before five.” She strides over to the refrigerator and retrieves a reusable bottle of water with her name written in sharpie on the side. She points with her chin to the vial. “Is that tequila?”

      “Uh, no,” Jason answers. “Vodka.”

      “Ah. Grandma always uses tequila. Gotta head back to work on languages class,” she says and is gone without any more helpful hints.

      Jason and I stare at the vial of clear liquid, both contemplating its significance.

      One of the many weird things about this year is that we’re stuck here in Umbrum over the summer. We had a week off after the spring semester to make up our minds—either stay at the school or go home. But the go-home option is a semi-permanent one because there’s a pandemic on out there. For now, Umbrum is in lockdown; if you leave, you can’t return. No one knows how long that rule will last. We may be here for the rest of the year. Or… we may get to go home in a couple of months. Fingers crossed.

      Why the paranoia? Umbrum is a pocket world of sorts, so bringing in a virus could overwhelm the school’s tiny infirmary. We can handle a cold outbreak or the flu, but not anything more virulent. Unfortunately, that’s a word we’ve heard too often this year.

      So the professors and instructors are doing their best to challenge those of us who chose to stay. And thus, pie.

      More pie for me.
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      Jason and I have taken the finished pie out of the oven and are sitting there watching it cool like mother hens. It has a nice-looking crust, but I’m not an expert. The filling has a crispy golden top. Again, how would I know if that’s right? On the other hand, it smells amazing, and I’m getting hungry.

      Fortunately, before I admit that aloud, Isla shows up. My roommate is short like me and favors the jeans and t-shirt look. Today she’s wearing a black shirt that fittingly says, If only sarcasm burned calories…

      She shoves her long dark hair over one shoulder, then peers at the pie. Her brown eyes soften dreamily. “Is that for us?”

      If she was dating Jason, I would think she was looking at him that way, but I’m pretty sure it’s the pie. I know she loves sweets, even if she rarely touches them. Isla is one of those people. You know, the kind with self-control.

      “I…” Jason pauses like he’s considering giving Isla the pie.

      “No,” I insert firmly before his heart overrules his head. “We have to take this to the instructors’ dining hall. Tonight.”

      We have a syllabus for the next three weeks—a pie syllabus, which will be followed by a bread syllabus—and I am not going to risk offending Emden just because Isla’s making puppy eyes at Jason.

      “But we can make another,” Jason offers. “Tomorrow night? Saturday?”

      And there it is; we’ll be making pies all summer.

      Isla’s shoulders slump. “There’s not enough sarcasm in the world, is there?”

      Not to eliminate pie calories, I suspect, but pie is worth it. “Stop worrying about calories,” I tell her.

      Isla straightens up and shakes her head like she’s breaking off the whole pie conversation. “I just came to tell you,” she says to Jason, “that Breisacher says it’s viable.”

      Uh… what?

      Because she’s talking about Professor Breisacher, I know the it in question has to be El Paso Cerrado Hall. That’s another magic school like Umbrum Hall, existing in its own little pocket of space. Tash and I were there when Paso Cerrado was destroyed, the interior at least. I saw that world torn to bits and pieces, the result of a malicious plot we’re still trying to unravel. Well, the authorities are doing that, but since my class had more of a stake in that incident than any other at Umbrum, we think of it as our business. Fortunately, the detective in charge of the case agrees.

      Back in February, Tash and I helped the students, staff, and faculty from Paso Cerrado escape the dying hall, along with a few dozen refugees and one spoiled pet fox. They’ve been stuck here in Umbrum ever since, trying to pretend things are normal even though they’d faced certain doom. Well, not all of them stayed. Almost half of the Pasos chose to go home, back to the world outside the magic schools. I don’t blame them because the whole thing was terrifying.

      “You mean the Pasos can go back there now?” I ask.

      Isla’s dark eyes flick toward me. “No. That’s not going to happen for a long time.”

      She stretched out the word long, so I guess she’s talking in terms of years. Not next week. “You had me all hopeful. What does viable mean, then?”

      She takes a deep breath, and then weirdly doesn’t look at either of us as she says, “The matrix of Paso Cerrado is still magical enough that they can, in theory, start growing new shards.”

      Growing new shards. Each separate shard within Umbrum Hall—and there are more than two dozen of those crammed inside the hall’s outer ward like eggs inside an egg carton—is made from dirt, water, and magic. For example, the kitchen around us is actually dirt manipulated to become a kitchen using sophisticated elemental magic. It requires an Earth Elemental like Isla to do that, and that person is called the Keeper. Over the span of years, the dirt of each shard grows into the shape of a hall like the one in which we sit, its final form determined by the Keeper who designed it. We currently live in a shard called the English Hall, its design based on buildings in places like Oxford, Eton, and Cambridge. The students from Paso Cerrado live in a separate shard right now, the Portuguese Hall, but it’s tied to this one at the commons, like conjoined twins. I’ve been to several other shards: the soon-to-be-ours Moorish Hall, the gorgeous-but-inhabited-by-elvish-refugees Art Nouveau Hall, the ultra-creepy Sorbonne Hall, the Farm, and the Fallen Hall. Those are the ones I’ve most often visited, but there are plenty more.

      Given time, the hall we’re currently sitting in will compost itself back down to dirt and water, a bizarre process that allows the magic to renew itself. Then the shard will slowly grow into the English Hall once more. True, it’s a freaky system, but it’s what we’ve got.

      All the various shards, in whatever state of composition or decomposition they’re in, are joined along a canal on Umbrum Hall’s lowest level, the cistern level. That’s one of the ways we use to get from one shard to another.

      But why is this bit of good news about Paso Cerrado making Isla uncomfortable? “That gets Breisacher out of your hair, doesn’t it? She’ll go back there?”

      Isla takes a deep breath. “Professor Breisacher says she’s no longer fit to be Keeper.”

      Jason’s brows draw together, like that statement means something to him. He’s a Water Elemental, so he’s more in touch with the day-to-day running of Umbrum Hall than I am. Isla’s an Earth Elemental and is slated to become Umbrum Hall’s new Keeper, just like Breisacher was at Paso Cerrado before the Incident. Isla’s been worried, though, that Breisacher would take over as Umbrum’s Keeper instead of her. That won’t be happening now.

      Because I have a stupid brain and don’t know when to stop asking questions, I ask, “Why isn’t she fit to be Keeper?”

      Isla’s cheeks flush. “Um, that’s a secret thing. A Keeper thing.”

      And not for others’ delicate ears? My eyes slide toward Jason, and he’s blushing, too.

      Okay. I don’t know how, but this has something to do with sex. I wisely decide to stop asking. You should be impressed by my restraint.
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        * * *

      

      My dorm room is warm and cozy tonight, mostly because I’m wearing sweats over my pajamas as I write. Like all of the English Hall, the dorm rooms look like they’re straight out of an English University: stone walls, wooden floors, and dark green velvet drapes. There are lovely arched windows that let pseudo-sunlight in during the day. I can see clouds at night that hint at moonlight but actually hide the fact that there’s no moon and no stars. There are no actual seasons and no weather in Umbrum Hall, but somehow here in the English Hall, it seems like we might get a dusting of snow. We won’t, but this hall does its very best to convince us.

      Since I’ve already written up my notes for tomorrow’s class, I compose a note to go in the notebook Finn and I pass back and forth; it’s a De-composition notebook, made of all recycled materials that he picked up online, and he’s written Things I Wanted to Say, But Didn’t Get the Chance on it. In my own notebook—same brand, but mine has Monarch butterflies on the cover instead of a log cabin—I spend some time listing questions to ask Professor Nomen tomorrow. Then I write to my mom.

      This might sound old school, but… it’s all we’ve got most of the time. Umbrum Hall is, like every magic school, a separate little universe. A self-contained realm, if we’re using the elvish term. That means no phone calls in and out, no internet, no streaming services, or anything else modern students expect.

      Admittedly, if I’d gone to the Oklahoma School of Science and Mathematics—OSSM, amusingly pronounced awesome—I would have had to give up my cell phone there, too. It’s not a pocket universe; students are simply expected to focus on their studies. If you live under OSSM’s roof, you follow their rules. All their rules.

      The same applies here in Umbrum. The student handbooks for the two schools are surprisingly similar. We just study different topics here in our magic school.

      However, since the spring break that didn’t happen, the school administration has been providing more ways to contact our parents. Umbrum Hall is linked to Oklahoma via two gates: the Main Gate, which leads from the English Hall cloister out into the pantry of a farmhouse in northern Oklahoma; and the Freight Gate, which is connected with an actual warehouse in Edmond. That’s a suburb to the north of Oklahoma City, by the way.

      We’re now allowed to have weekly chats with our parents via Skype by making our way outside Umbrum proper, the students of Umbrum Hall heading to the Farmhouse, while the students of Paso Cerrado visit the warehouse at the Freight Gate. Given how many students—and faculty and staff—there are, it all has to be scheduled in advance, and we’re limited on how long we can talk. The library carrels they have set up in each location for students to use for those Skype sessions aren’t all that private. Therefore, most of us write home regularly.

      And even when I was angry with her, my mom and I have always been pretty close. I write her a lot because… we’re all we’ve got now.

      I used to have a real family, a big brother and a dad, but they’re gone. When I was twelve, my brother Daniel went hiking in Oregon to see a place called Multnomah Falls. I’ve seen pictures, so I know it’s pretty. But Daniel never came home. After a few months, my father went hunting him, and Dad never came back either. As far as I know, Mom’s family is all gone, and Dad’s family doesn’t seem to like her, so she raised me on her own.

      That’s where the problem started. To keep me safe, Mom decided to hide any evidence of my father’s and brother’s talent of Gatemaking. She did it by having a special therapist hide those memories deep in my mind. Then, just to make sure I didn’t blab, the therapist put a compulsion on me not to talk about my family. So when I came to Umbrum, I had no clue that I could jump or make gates.

      Turns out that’s a highly prized talent, and someone has been grabbing Gatemakers like Daniel and Dad for years now. Last year I managed to break the no-talking-compulsion, and a lot of my memories came tumbling back as well. And that was when I realized that Mom wasn’t just hiding my brother’s and dad’s talents. She’d done it to hide my talent.

      I’d come here to Umbrum Hall thinking I was just a Fire Elemental like Mom. By the end of last semester, I was something totally different. And, yes, if the elvish military could kidnap me, they would.

      I was angry with my mom for a while, but I also understand why she had it all done. She’d already lost her husband and son; she didn’t want to lose me. Because she loves me. So… yeah, it’s hard sometimes, but I love my mom, too.

      Tonight I’ll write to her about the pie assignment.

      Mom works for the P&A—that’s the Umbrum Hall Parents and Alumni Association. She used to be a high school math teacher, but now she creates math curricula for online students. A lot of her time is spent coming up with creative ways to make learning fun, so she’ll probably admire Instructor Emden’s idea. Because, despite all the confusion, it was fun to work with Jason on a pie, and Emden said our crust was acceptably flaky—apparently amazing for first-time bakers. Then she told us to research why. Since there’s a report listed on our syllabus, no surprise. We just need to research in the library before we tackle our next assigned pie.

      And as Tash’s grandmother uses tequila in her crusts, I’m pretty sure it has something to do with the alcohol. That will help fine-tune our direction when Jason and I hit the library tomorrow morning.

      The door opens, Isla returning from the showers. She’s already dressed in a pair of fluffy pink pajama pants and her robe, so she’s probably ready to fall into bed.

      I have questions, though. I put away my still-unfinished letter and get ready to go to sleep. I turn off my nightstand light and wait until she’s comfy in her bed. As she’s carefully arranging her damp hair on a towel atop her pillow to let it finish drying—she has super-thick hair—I ask, “So… sex magic?”

      Since dinner, she’s been close-mouthed about that conversation we didn’t have in the dorm kitchen.

      “There’s no such thing as sex magic,” she says, then switches off her bedside lamp to make it clear she doesn’t want to talk about this.

      “Then why were you and Jason both blushing when you mentioned Professor Breisacher not being able to be Keeper any longer?” I ask anyway. “Why is it a secret?”

      It falls into that long list of things the instructors here at Umbrum don’t normally teach until we’re Cadets, but our class is getting to a lot of those things early. Even so, we’re just starting Magic Theory 2, and I haven’t read ahead. Too many other things to read. Isla though, learned a lot of her magic from her mother and grandmother, and probably already knows things my mom—who wanted to hide that I had any talent at all—never told me.

      Isla groans dramatically. The room’s not so dark that I can’t see her bed on the other wall. We’ve got fake moonlight shining through our velvet-draped windows, just enough to show me outlines. “It’s not about sex; it’s about fertility. And that’s not anyone’s business but the Keeper’s.”

      I mentally pick at that explanation for a moment. I’ve met Professor Breisacher once, under fairly stressful circumstances, so I never got around to asking her how old she was—honestly, we never ask professors that sort of thing anyway. It would be rude. But I would have guessed she’s a little older than my mom. Maybe fifty? Sixty? I can’t tell about old people. In any case, she was Keeper at Paso Cerrado before she came here. If she’s not fit to be Keeper anymore, and that’s about fertility, then the anymore part must be because of The Change, right?

      I’ve always thought of that as a grandma sort of thing. Is Breisacher old enough to be a grandmother? Actually, for all I know, she is a grandmother. Hmmm.

      But that makes me wonder what part of being the Keeper requires that the Keeper be fertile. There have been male Keepers, so it’s not about pregnancy. “Is this one of those things about the shards that doesn’t make sense, then?”

      “Huh?” Isla asks groggily.

      I must have been thinking for a while. She was probably almost asleep. “Is this one of the things about the shards that isn’t logical?” I ask again. “And why were you and Jason blushing, then?”

      “I’m not answering that,” Isla grumps, and turns over to face her wall.

      I guess I’m not getting my answers tonight.
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      Friday morning, I wake sweaty and nauseated. The nightmare again.

      I wriggle my right arm out from my cocoon of blankets, just to check. There’s no extra hand hanging off it, just my own hand. All normal here.

      Pale light creeps in through our old wavy-glass windows, so it is morning. It’s worse when I wake from one of my nightmares and it’s still dark outside, so this isn’t as bad as it can be. Isla has apparently jogged off to the greenhouses already, so at least I have some privacy for my freak-out. I lie there for a while, calming myself, breathing in and out. I remind myself it was just a dream.

      My mind had put me into the Sorbonne Hall, which is creepy enough on its own. The Sorbonne Hall is almost ready to be lived in, except the almost part is very almost. It’s the poster child for how differently magic works than our human minds do. A human mind simply can’t think of everything that needs to go into a hall, so most of the time, magic just fills in the gaps with appropriate things taken from the human Keeper’s brain.

      The Sorbonne Hall was created by a Keeper who lived back in the 1870s. Emil Favreau thought he would be more clever than other Keepers; he created his hall already furnished in pseudo-Victorian style. There are books on the shelves, trinkets on the desks, and unspecified things preserved in jars of formaldehyde in the glass-enclosed curio cabinets. Unfortunately, that turned out to be too much information for even the shard itself to handle… so it filled in all the gaps with magic.

      But it’s not human magic, not taken from Favreau’s mind. Not fairy magic or elvish magic. It’s the shard’s own magic.

      If you go there and pull a book off the shelf, the book will probably hold together, but the writing inside isn’t any human language. Or elvish one, for that matter. It will be in a language no one can recognize.

      People have studied this since the shard’s first spin through the cycle of decay and growth. There are books on this shard in the Cadet section of the library, and Professor Nomen has permitted me to read a few. So I guess that’s why my dreams take me there so often—it’s already scary to begin with. A mistake.

      In my dream, I’m sitting on a chaise of dubious solidity upholstered in burgundy velvet, reading one of those incomprehensible books as if I understand it, and The Hand appears and closes around my right wrist. It tries to drag me back through the chaise into the elvish realm. The burgundy velvet swallows me like quicksand with fingers, no matter how hard I fight back.

      That’s when I usually wake up.

      Thank the stars, even if we don’t have any of those in Umbrum.

      I breathe deeply and do my best to record my dream in my brain using words. That way I can tell my therapist about it later. I dream about the nightmare hand often enough, so she’s heard it all before. But once upon a time, The Hand was real.

      The first time I used my talent and jumped elsewhere, I took Finn with me. It was a panic move, and I hadn’t even been sure I could do it. Finn had been justly horrified because… I could have killed him. It had been hard for me to take his worry seriously, though. He was fine, right?

      But all too soon I had to jump into the elvish realm. I ended up in what I think was a military encampment, and a man on the other side tried to grab me. In my panic, I jumped back to Umbrum… bringing his hand with me. I will never forget seeing it lying there on the carpet by my feet. I’d amputated the man’s hand, along with several inches of his arm.

      I will never ever use my gift lightly again.

      This is the secret to magic. This is the reason we all keep it secret from the outside world, and I learned it the hard way. We’re dangerous. All of us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once I’ve got my act together, I join Isla and Jason at our regular table for breakfast. The dining hall itself is, like the kitchen, nothing special. It’s not like a fantasy dining hall with a magical ceiling. Well, everything here is magical, but it doesn’t look like it. There are round tables with stackable chairs. We go up to the serving line to grab our food, and after eating we bus our own tables, separating out the recyclables and compostables. It’s not that exciting, I’m afraid. Not even any class banners.

      My class—we’re the P3s or third-year Potentials—spent a lot of time last semester trying to get comfortable with one another, prompted by an unfortunate incident that occurred outside Umbrum over the winter break. Several members of our class went to a party in OKC’s Bricktown area, and there they spiked Emma Jones’ drink with a powerful drug that left her in a coma for weeks. The six members of our class involved in that—a clique that I mentally called the Normals—were all expelled. I suspect they had no idea of what would happen to Emma, but the drug was given to them by a member of the class who’d been expelled earlier, and they’d all known that Emma was the target of that prank. Those two things should have been enough to stop them. However, only one person, Ken Okoturo, refused to be a party to that.

      There’s more to what happened that night, but I’m not going to give details right now.

      In any case, one thing they try to instill in us at Umbrum is cooperation. We’re not in competition with one another. There are no class point systems, no goblets of fire, and no duels or death challenges. Magic gets the best results when a lot of people are working together. So after the incident with Emma, Beyza Sharma—our self-elected class president—started what we jokingly called her Togetherness Initiative. Under her orders, we each made an effort to get to know the other members of our class. And while there are still some I don’t know well, at least I feel I can trust them all.

      And part of the Togetherness Initiative is all the P3s eating together. The dining hall has generously allowed us to push four of the round tables together, creating the Shamrock. There’s just enough room for all fourteen of us if we don’t mind getting close. Kids from the other classes go up to the line to get their food and then walk past us to their own tables. They think we’re crazy. Still, it keeps us all working together. Beyza wins.

      I usually share a table with Finn, Jason, and Isla, with Tash usually squeezing in with us. And there we five are: Team Shamrock.

      Yes, I name everything. Helps me keep things straight in my head. We used Team Terrarium for a semester, but we haven’t made terrariums recently, so Team Shamrock it is. And while I tend to think of the team as the five of us, I’ll happily extend it to include any other member of our class.

      Unfortunately, Isla is giving me the side-eye this morning, probably because she hasn’t had time to warn Jason not to answer my nosy questions. I can tell she wants me to keep my mouth shut.

      And since Finn is approaching with his breakfast tray, I won’t bring up last night’s discussion. Finn keeps my nosiness in check just by being nice. He sets his tray next to mine and settles into the last chair at this leaf of the Shamrock. His hand clasps mine briefly under the table—PDA is strongly discouraged in Umbrum—but his smile is enough to keep me warm.

      What’s he like? Beyond just being nice, he’s tall and lean, although he’s been lifting weights with Jason lately so he’s a little wider through the shoulders now. He’s three-quarters elf, with the white hair and fair skin that heritage implies. Despite that, his violet eyes are shadowed by dark lashes. And he’s handsome if I didn’t mention it before. Straight nose, wide brow, nice lips, his long hair currently knotted back at the nape of his neck. He dresses in well-made but non-distinctive jeans and T-shirts most of the time, and his only jewelry is an old, spiky dog collar of mine that’s currently twisted around his wrist.

      Definitely out of my league. I’m always the first one to point that out.

      I tug our private notebook out of my bookbag, slide it over to him, and he hides it in his book bag. Not sure when he’ll find time to read it.

      Although it’s summer, we both have pretty busy days planned, so we don’t simply get to hang out together all the time. Finn and I have to go meet with Professor Nomen for Qualcann practice first—this is a normal Monday/Friday thing—while Jason and Isla will head off to the greenhouses for more manual labor. After our Qualcann session and a fast shower, I’ll go meet Jason in the library to research baking. We have Magic Theory 2 before noon on Fridays, then we’ll grab lunch. After that, I have advisory practice with Dr. Connolly, while Finn goes back to work with Nomen again. At five, our class will get together to have dinner. It seems like so much going on, particularly since it’s summer.

      Usually, most of us go home during the summer and work. I think that decision to stay was hardest for Jason since his summer job at Home Depot helps his parents pay the bills. The P&A is helping his family financially, though, and that’s what’s keeping him here. Some of the P3s considered going home for other reasons, but the pandemic outside has most parents insisting we stick here, where it’s safe.

      I haven’t seen Mom since the winter break, and that sucks, but she’s firm about me staying here in Umbrum. I’ll have to make do with Skype calls and letters.

      In any case, Finn and I are off after breakfast, heading for the basketball court, which is where we practice Qualcann under Professor Nomen’s sharp eye. We’ve got a full house in these sessions. Tash Lopez shows up a few minutes later, followed by our Telekinetic, Beyza Sharma, and our resident assistant—also a Telekinetic—Jane Abbot.

      Like Tash, Beyza is a walking fashion ad. She’s tall and striking and usually dresses like she’s stepped out of an elf nightclub if they have such things. Today though, she’s wearing joggers and a long-sleeve hoodie in black—her workout gear. Her long inky hair is caught back in multiple braids, and there’s enough silver jewelry attached to her left ear that her head should be listing to one side. Next to her, Jane Abbot looks like the typical Oklahoma Girl-Next-Door, pretty and average-sized, with rosy cheeks, wavy blonde hair, and blue eyes. She dresses more like I do, in second-hand clothes and stuff from Target. We’re not fancy, Abbot and me.

      Right after we arrive, Professor Nomen walks onto the basketball court. He’s my favorite teacher here, mostly because he teaches upper-level math and does it well. That’s important. He was also my advisor for the first year when I didn’t truly understand what my magic was. He’s an elf, with violet eyes like Finn’s. He shares Beyza’s love of dramatic clothes in black and white, although interestingly, he’s toned that down since Tash’s arrival back in January. I don’t think I’ve seen him wear one of his frothy lace-cuff shirts in months.

      If I haven’t mentioned this before, he’s Tash’s father. And Finn’s uncle. One thing about magic schools, since most talents are inherited, nepotism is unavoidable.

      To be honest, I don’t know if nepotism is the right word. Nomen never cuts Finn or Tash any slack. Or Dillon, Finn’s twin. He may even work them harder. Could be that I’m looking at it from Finn’s perspective since he’s so determined to live up to his uncle’s standards. Finn is always striving to earn his place as if we’d all throw him out if he didn’t. It’s frustrating to me, but… it’s part of who he is.

      Nomen gets us all working right away. No time for reflection. Over the last semester, we’ve mastered the eight basic passes of Qualcann—which still reminds me of tai chi—and now we’re fine-tuning the results. To that end, the professor has set up a horde of small, numbered targets across the court from us. They look a lot like evidence markers from crime scenes, which
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