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      Aiden’s hand brushed mine as I passed him the butter during breakfast. He shot me a smile. “Thanks, Piper.”

      I nodded acknowledgement but didn’t smile back.

      Once I would have thrilled at that light touch and his smile. But that was before he’d been part of tricking me into accessing my innate magic. Magic I never thought I had and now, awakened, ran riot in my body and mind.

      He’d thought he’d been doing me a favor. He and Stella, Max, and Geo—people to whom I’d been grateful and had trusted; people sitting with me now around the long wooden table casually eating scrambled eggs and toast in the large kitchen at Heart Mountain Academy. They’d dragged two of my best friends into their scheme as well, and so far not one word of apology had passed any of their lips. With time, the bright, hot anger I’d felt that day had faded to a cold detachment. All I cared about now was what they could do for me, what new magic I could learn from them to carry away into a new life far, far away from here. That, and keeping my friends safe.

      Stella cleared her throat. “The judge is coming the day after tomorrow to see how you all have progressed in using your old and new magic.”

      You all meaning my best friends—Seph, Jack, Turner, and Will—and me. The four friends with whom I’d escaped from Salvation Home, a place where minors showing magical ability were sent to keep them separate from ‘proper’ society. They were sitting at the table, too.

      The judge being the bitch dressed all in black who I now knew had been the prime architect behind the charade of Seph’s abduction.

      “Does the judge have a regular name?” I made my voice sound merely curious. I was damn good at hiding my resentment. Most of the time.

      Stella nodded. “She does, but she’d rather you didn’t know it quite yet. When the judge is ready, she’ll tell you herself.”

      I glanced at Jack, who sat across from me. His black eyes caught my gaze. He ran a hand over his tight black curls. Pale Seph, Jack’s visual opposite with her wheat-blonde hair and green eyes, caught my gaze as well.

      They, along with Turner and Will, were probably thinking the same thing I was. If the judge was coming to Heart Mountain Academy, it probably meant we were getting close, or at least closer, to the day when we’d invade the Las Vegas bubble and attempt to change life there forever by restoring magic to its rightful place. It was what we were training for. It was a purpose Stella had forced on us, but which we’d each embraced with our whole hearts.

      “Sweet,” Will said drawing the word out while shooting multicolored sparks into the air from his fingertips. “The mystery of her true name and the reason for her coming—both are sweet.” He grinned his gap-toothed smile. “Is it like that Who, Where, and What game? Judge Jinglehimer in the Vegas bubble with magic?”

      Turner, who sat next to Will, elbowed him in the side—a nudge to tell Will not to be so flippant, but you could no more stop Will saying whatever popped into his head than you could stop a storm with a straw.

      Turner considered himself the alpha male of our small pack—the one designated to keep order.

      He was a gray wolf shifter, which showed in his human form in the strength of his chest and shoulders, his amber eyes, and his silvery gray-brown hair. At the Home, the guys had to keep their hair shorn nearly scalp short. Since we’d escaped that hellhole, Turner’s hair had grown out some and its striking color had been revealed.

      Will was djinn. He’d always had control of heat and fire but, like the rest of us, had learned to make anything he could imagine real. He sent a second geyser of multicolored sparks into the air. I grinned at him, approving his display. He had a good sense for when things needed to get a little silly to lighten a somber mood.

      Not to be outdone by Will, Jack used magic to conjure the sound of a bugle playing a call to arms. Seph beamed at him. They were openly a couple now, something that never could have happened if we’d stayed in the Vegas bubble and lived the life society had planned for us.

      Jack and Seph were proof of the saying that opposites attract. Jack was an eagle shifter, a predator in his magnificent bird form and confident in his human form. Seph was all about life and rebirth, a natural master of earth magic, but not as bold of character as Jack. Somehow, together they were the perfect couple.

      Watching them made me a little sad that the same thing could never happen for Aiden and me. Maybe once, but not now. Not since he’d been part of tricking me.

      Aiden set his glass down on the oak table just hard enough to get everyone’s attention.

      “Okay, you wise-asses. Enough with the cheap magic at the breakfast table. If you’re done eating, clean your dishes and get ready for today’s lesson.”

      “What’s today’s new trick?” Turner asked.

      Aiden scowled. “I don’t teach ‘tricks.’”

      But you tricked me, I thought.

      “I teach magic,” he said.

      Turner grinned. “So, what’s today’s magic.

      Aiden sat back and casually announced, “Levitation.”
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      Will eyed five pockmarked balls, each about the size of a fairly large crabapple, lined up on the gymnasium floor. “What are those things?”

      “Golf balls,” Aiden said. “I thought we’d start with something small and light. There’s more to levitation than just imagining them rising into the air.”

      Will scratched his head. “What are they for?”

      Aiden scowled. “What are what for?”

      “Golf balls,” Will said. “What are they for?”

      Aiden blinked. The question surprised him, I thought.

      “Golf. It’s a game where people hit balls like these with clubs and try to get them into a small hole in the ground.”

      Jack snickered. “That seems pretty stupid.”

      “Takes a lot of skill, actually.” Aiden said.

      Will raised his eyebrows. “You ever played it?”

      Aiden hesitated. Call it intuition or call it logic, but I was willing to bet that he had. Which meant that even though Aiden was clearly magical, he hadn’t been sent off to live in some damn Home the way we had.

      I’d wondered more than once about his background. Stella’s, Geo’s, and Max’s, too. Where had they come from? How had they found each other and banded together? Were Aiden, Geo, and Max former students here at the academy? Stella once said they’d been arrested and imprisoned together. When was that?

      Aiden clapped his hands. The sharp and sudden sound brought my thoughts back to the here and now.

      He clapped his hands a second time. “Today you will attempt to levitate these golf balls.”

      I heard the thoughts ringing around in Will’s and Jack’s minds—how was levitation different from moving the cans?

      I’d always been sensitive to people’s moods and could often decipher their thoughts from their faces or body language. No magic in that. Since the fake rescue, things had changed. I knew now exactly what thoughts flittered through another’s mind because I heard them. Scared the crap out of me the first time it happened. We were learning a new spell and suddenly Turner’s frustrations, opinion of Aiden, and curse words were so clear to me that I spun to look at him, surprised he’d say such things out loud. He was focused on trying to get the spell right and didn’t notice me looking. His voice kept commenting in my head, but his mouth never moved.

      It didn’t happen all the time, and I couldn’t do it at will. I was fairly sure Aiden knew I was hearing people’s thoughts, or at least suspected. I’d caught the look of studied interest he’d given me that first time. Since then, when someone’s thoughts burst into my head, I did my best to hide it and never commented or called someone out for what they were thinking.

      Hearing someone’s thoughts was different from the unknown voice that told me things and pointed me in certain directions. I still hadn’t figured that one out.

      I focused my thoughts back on the subject at hand. Levitation. Moving cans had been the first bit of magic we’d learned. I didn’t see much difference between the two either. Since neither Will nor Jack seemed to want to ask the question, I did.

      “Different how?” I said.

      A fast smile crossed Aiden’s mouth and vanished just as quickly as it had come. His thoughts never burst into my mind, which was probably just as well.

      “It’s harder and takes some spellwork along with imagination to work.” He glanced at Seph. “It’s a lot like what Seph does with her earth magic.”

      I thought of the intricate dance Seph’s hands did when she did her natural magic.

      “The basis of the magic we do here is to see what you want in the world and make it real,” Aiden said. “But past a certain point, you don’t want to be drawing that much energy from yourself, not if you want to stay healthy and sane. You need help from other sources. The earth is an excellent source for extra energy. Today I’m going to teach you how to tap into and use the earth’s magnetic field to generate energy for yourself.”

      “Damn,” Will muttered loudly enough that we all heard him. “This sounds like physics. I sucked at physics. Will there be a quiz?”

      Aiden chuckled once under his breath. “Luckily for you, one doesn’t have to understand how it works, only how to do it.”

      How to do it turned out to be a combination of imagining the desired effect while making very specific hand motions. I didn’t understand why those particular motions let us draw up energy and Aiden didn’t explain it—probably to spare Will’s brain from exploding—but after several hours of effort we could all raise our little dimpled balls into the air and direct them around where we wanted them to go.

      Of course Seph mastered the movements first. I got it second. It wasn’t all that hard and I liked the feeling of energy rushing up from the soles of my feet and filling my entire being. Of course, once the guys figured out how to do it, they started trying to knock each other balls out of the air. Aiden let it go on for a while, and then ended it by holding out his hand and gently closing it into a fist. All the balls froze in midair for a moment and then turned and came to ground at his feet.

      “Piper,” Aiden said. “You figured this one out pretty quickly.”

      I nodded. I liked making the hand movements. Learning new magic had gotten a lot easier since my innate magic had begun to surface. I liked grasping a new magic quickly. Every new thing I learned, every new power or ability made me feel more at home in myself. For someone like me who’d been powerless all my life, it was heady stuff. It was the reason I pretended the betrayal didn’t bother me.

      Part of me knew I should be grateful to Stella, Aiden, and the others for helping unleash the magic within me. But here I was, two months later, and it still rankled that they‘d tricked me. I was pretty sure they could have found an honest way to do it.

      Aiden leaned casually against the wall at the front of the gymnasium. “Let’s try it with something a little bigger.”  He straightened and took a step toward the door. “Follow me.”

      We dutifully followed him like ducklings from the gymnasium, down the hall, and into the classroom. The five desks we’d been using since coming to the academy were still lined up as usual. It was a funny thing how every time we were in the classroom, we each went to the same desk we’d sat at the very first day.

      “I want you to lift your desk, slowly and evenly, to exactly your head height,” Aiden said.

      Ah, I thought. He wants us to learn control. I started forming the visual of lifting the desk in my imagination.

      “But not all together,” Aiden said. “One by one. Turner, you go first.”

      Why one by one, I wondered. Did he have some trick up his sleeve? Some humiliation planned for one or all of us?

      I didn’t like having thoughts like this but how could I not, considering what Aiden and the others had done?

      Turner’s amber eyes narrowed, and he bit his bottom lip in concentration. I heard his thoughts as he formed the idea of slowly lifting the desk up even with the top of his head while also trying to remember exactly how the hand motions went.

      I smiled at him in what I hoped was encouragement. He smiled back and the desk began to slowly rise. And kept rising, not stopping until the desk bumped noisily against the ceiling. Jack quietly snickered.

      “Put it down,” Aiden said.

      Once the desk was back on solid ground, Aiden clapped Turner on the shoulder, “That was pretty good, if a touch enthusiastic.” He glanced at the rest of us. “Sometimes we can get so lost in the technicalities of the magic that we lose sight of where our bodies are in relation to what’s going on. That’s not good, in case you wondered. You never want to lose awareness of yourself in the midst of the magic.”

      We all nodded.

      “Okay,” Aiden said. “Jack, you’re next.”

      Jack did better than Turner, but Aiden still found things to criticize. Will did better than Jack, and Seph did better than Will. Each step of the way, we learned from our friends’ mistakes.

      When it was my turn, I was determined to make no mistake. I thought through the lessons learned from each of the previous tries, felt where I stood in relation to the desk, my friends, Aiden, and the room. It was a lot of things to think about all at once.

      I formed the image in my mind of a slow, smooth ascent and made the hand gesture. The desk began to rise, but it wobbled in the air. So much for smooth. I focused, and stopped the wobble. I continued making the hand gestures that both fed Earth energy into me and controlled the desk’s rise. Sweat beaded on my forehead. My eyes burned from not blinking as I concentrated on keeping focus on all the pieces of how to do this thing. I brought the desk above my head and watched until the bottom of the legs were exactly where I judged the top of my head to be, and held the desk there.

      Seph let out a little squeal. Will’s mouth dropped open. Turner and Jack grinned. I knew I’d done it perfectly.

      I lowered the desk back to the floor and beamed while my friends congratulated me. I’d spent so many years being the girl without magic, feeling lesser because of it. I’d earned my little moment of glory.

      Aiden nodded slightly. “Not bad, Piper.” He clapped his hands. “Right. I have something a little more challenging for you all outside. Follow me.”
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      We followed Aiden out of the building and across the lawn toward the trees that helped hide Heart Mountain Academy from anyone who might be poking around in the area. Not that people did poke around, the place being very much in the middle of nowhere, hundreds of miles from the nearest bubble.

      Looking back, the very isolation of the academy should have been my first clue that Seph’s abduction was faked. In the months that we’d been here, no one had come to visit, and no one had wandered in by mistake. How would those supposed bounty hunters who’d supposedly snatched Seph have known about the academy, not to mention knowing that Seph was here? They wouldn’t, unless someone had told them and drawn them a map.

      One thing that was here, certainly, was magic. I couldn’t think of any other way the five huge boulders, each taller than Turner, who was the tallest among us, had gotten here. But there they stood—big, craggy boulders lined up like giant schoolchildren about ten feet in front of the forest of Spruce pines that surrounded much of the academy.

      Behind me, Will, having figured out our next assignment, chuckled nervously under his breath.

      “Awkward,” Turner murmured, and I nodded, agreeing.

      Between the dimpled ball and the desk, weight didn’t seem to make any difference in levitating a thing, but shape did. The round ball had been easy to control; the desk less so. A boulder. A big, craggy, asymmetrical boulder? That would probably be damn hard to control smoothly.

      Aiden evidently heard Turner’s comment, too. “Awkward? Maybe. Maybe not. Depends on how much control you have over your magic. Are you in control, Turner? Or is the boulder in control?”

      Turner blew out a noisy breath between his teeth but didn’t answer.

      “Shall I demonstrate how easy it is?” Aiden asked.

      Show off, I thought, but I was still impressed when Aiden made the same hand motions he’d taught us earlier and added a little flourish at the end. The boulder rose straight up in the air as though it weighed no more than a child’s toy. Once we’d all made little noises showing how impressed we were, he set the boulder down.

      “Your hand motions were different this time,” I commented. “Because of the weight or size of the object, or some other reason?”

      Aiden quirked his eyebrows and gave me an approving smile. “Very good.” He swept his gaze across my friends. “How many of you noticed that the motion was different?”

      Will and Seph raised their hands. Jack and Turner scowled.

      A sudden noise from behind the trees caught my ears. We all turned to look.

      A disheveled woman stumbled into the clearing.

      “Megan!” Aiden called, ran toward her and caught her in his arms. “What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

      She was tiny, shorter than Seph even, and she all but disappeared inside Aiden’s embrace. He stroked her short brown hair and made soothing noises until she gazed into his face. Even upset, tired, dirty and distracted, she was beautiful—her skin pale and so clear it was almost luminescent, her eyes the deep blue of lapis lazuli.

      I didn’t hear Aiden’s thoughts, but a riot of his emotions zinged through me. He’d cared for her once. Loved her. Maybe still did. His concern and worry for her felt like a stone in my stomach. My emotion or his? I couldn’t tell.

      “Come on,” he said softly to her. “Let’s get you up to the house.”

      We went with them. Max must have been looking out the window or something because the front door flew open and he ran toward us calling, “Megan. Shit, Megan. What’s happened?”

      Megan looked up and held her arms out toward Max. I felt his concern for her, too, just as I’d felt Aiden’s.

      Stella burst through the door behind Max. She ran to Megan and wrapped an arm over her shoulder as Aiden turned her loose. Stella practically lifted Megan off her feet as she hustled her back into the house.

      “What’s going on?” Turner whispered to me. “Who is she?”

      I shrugged and shook my head. We followed them to the house.

      Stella brought Megan inside and settled her on the couch. Stella sat next to her and held her hand. Aiden and Max stood close by, Aiden with his arms crossed over his chest and Max hovering over the back of the couch to put his hand on Megan’s shoulder. Geo appeared with a glass of water and handed it to her. She took the glass and drank the water greedily.

      When the glass was drained, Megan looked at all of us sitting or standing around her. “We were attacked.”

      Max growled low in his throat. I wondered for the first time if he were some sort of shifter. His growl reminded me a lot of Turner’s.

      “Megan lives at the Richmond settlement. It’s a marketplace,” Stella said for our benefit.

      “Seven rogues on motorcycles.” Megan’s voice shook. “We didn’t know them. They weren’t anyone we’d done business with before.”

      She sobbed, one deep, painful sob from deep within her. “They took Carolyn, and little Lindy, and Sharee.” She drew in a breath. When she spoke again, her voice was calm and firm. “Sharee escaped and found her way back. I’m here to warn you. She heard the rogues planning to attack Heart Mountain. To attack the academy.”

      “Attack us?” Geo said. “Why?”

      Megan looked into the glass as if hoping it had somehow refilled itself.

      “Aiden,” Stella said and jutted her chin toward the glass. He took it gently from Megan’s hand and disappeared toward the kitchen.

      “One of their pack died,” Megan said. “They blame a group of ‘kids,’ they called them, that they’d run into in the desert. They want revenge for the death.” She paused. “Sharee said she didn’t think the rogues meant children when they said kids. The rogues are older, forties and fifties. ‘Kids’ could be any age from late teens, twenties, maybe even early thirties.”

      My heart pounded. I was very afraid I knew exactly who those ‘kids’ were.

      “But why would they think to come here?” Geo asked. “How would they even know about us?”

      “They asked around,” Megan answered. “They’re clever. They started asking at various marketplaces about anyone who was suddenly buying more food or supplies than usual. They asked at Richmond Market, but we all just shrugged and said we hadn’t noticed anything.”

      Megan turned toward Stella. “I know you to tried to disguise it, buying from different black marketers, but we in the business all know each other and people talk. Your name came up more than once. They knew you’d been buying extra.”

      Stella frowned.

      Aiden returned with a fresh glass of water and handed it to Megan. She took a big gulp and then held the glass in her lap.

      “The rouges figured it was a good bet the kids had wound up at Heart Mountain. They know the kids have magic. They took hostages to force an exchange.”
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      Either Megan had finished delivering her message or she’d simply run out of steam. She seemed to slowly deflate, sinking back into the couch.

      “Max,” Stella said, coming to her feet, “take her to a spare room.”

      There were a lot of sleeping spaces here at the academy—the girls’ dorm, which nobody used; the boys’ dorm, where Seph, Jack, Turner, Will, and I slept. Stella, Aiden, Geo, and Max each had a room of their own, and there were three other bedrooms kept clean and ready. I wondered if the academy usually received more visitors—there’d been none but Megan since we arrived—or if there used to be more people living here fulltime.

      Max came around from the back of the couch and reached out a hand to help Megan to her feet. She sank against him. He put one arm securely around her upper body and guided her down the hall.

      “Aiden. Geo,” Stella said, her voice sharp. “Kitchen.” She shifted her gaze to us. “Class is over for today. Go to the dorm and stay there until we come for you.”

      Turner caught my attention and raised his eyebrows in a question. I shrugged. We all headed down the hall to the dorm and didn’t speak until the door was shut firmly behind us. Even then, we kept our voices low.

      “It’s us the rogues are after,” Jack murmured as he sat down on the edge of his bed.

      We all knew it, had known from the moment Megan had said ‘kids in the dessert’ and ‘one died.’ but someone needed to say it out loud.

      Three days after we’d escaped from Salvation Home, the rogues had found us in the desert. Turner had managed to shift to his wolf and had wounded one of the rogues with bites to his hands and thigh. I’d made a tourniquet to help stop the leg wound from profusely bleeding, bandaged it the best I could, and told the rogues what I knew of how to take care of the man. Either they hadn’t followed my advice, or the wound had been too great. Maybe infection had set in. Whatever happened, it seemed the man died, and the rogues wanted revenge.

      “Or me they’re after” Turner said, “since I’m the one who bit the bastard.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “Or me, if my attempts at staunching the bleeding didn’t work.”

      Will blew out a harsh breath. “Not that it matters who they blame. We’re not going to turn one of us over to the rogues in hopes of saving the others. We’re in this together, remember?”

      Seph nodded. “We do have to tell Stella and the others, though. Offer whatever help we can give.”

      We found them in the kitchen. Stella, Aiden, Max, and Geo sat close together at the large table, speaking in low voices. They looked up and cut off their conversation when we came in.

      “It’s never good news when they arrive in a pack,” Max muttered.

      Someday I was going to sit him down and ask him exactly what his problem was with us—and me, in particular.

      In a louder voice, Max said, “We’re busy now. If it’s a snack you’re after, come back later.”

      Stella shot him a harsh glare but turned a kinder face to us. “Is everything all right?”

      For a moment, it seemed we were all struck dumb.

      “We know the rogues that are coming here,” I blurted out. “We know why.”

      “They’re coming for us,” Turner added. “I’m the one who wounded the rogue who died.”

      Stella cocked her head slightly to the side. “Do you know for certain, or are you guessing?”

      We fell silent again. We didn’t know for certain, except my feeling was that it was true.

      “Rogues on motorcycles came across us in the desert one night,” I explained, and told them the story.

      “Well,” Stella said when I’d finished, “we’re going to have to take precautions. Aiden, permanent wards would be a start.”

      I fidgeted, shifting my weight from foot to foot. Jack spoke up, saying exactly what I’d been thinking.

      “We’ve met them,” he said. “We know a little about them. We could be helpful in planning what to do.”

      Stella nodded. “Of course. Sit down.” She paused a moment as if thinking. “The first decision to be made is do we flee the academy, fight them here, or go out and meet them, using surprise as our ally? Max is for standing our ground here. There’s only one main road in. We’ll see them coming. Max has a few ideas about some surprises we could prepare in advance.”

      And just like that, for the time being at least, we were no longer students but people with information, knowledge, and ideas to be considered. I was pretty sure Max wasn’t too happy about it, but tough shit. He’d just have to deal with it.

      I bit my bottom lip, considering. “Their motorcycles have big, nubby tires. When they found us, they’d come on the road. You know what the roads are like.”

      “Junk,” Geo said. “Easier to drive on the sand.”

      “Rough,” I agreed. “With the tires they have, they probably can cross any terrain. They could come from any direction up to the academy.”

      “You forgot about magic,” Aiden pointed out. “We can ward the academy so they can only come in one way.”

      “Then why not ward the academy completely, so they can’t get in at all?” Seph asked.

      “Because they could simply lay siege,” Stella said. “The wards would keep them out, but keep us in. Eventually, we’d run out of food.”

      Sadly, that made sense.

      Geo raked his fingers through his ginger hair. “One of the things we don’t know though, is if these are just ordinary rogues or if they have magic, too. It’ll be a much tougher fight if it comes to magic versus magic. Our wards might not hold against powerful magic.”

      A thought struck me. “What if we combined magics? Seph can grow a hedge or brambles, something impenetrable to block everything but the main path up to the academy.” I looked at Aiden. “Maybe you could charm what she grows so it can’t be broken down or destroyed.”

      He smiled ruefully. “My magic isn’t so strong that I could make something indestructible. But I could charm against the elements—fire, water, wind.”

      I tapped my fingers against the tabletop. “We need to talk Megan again. She said the rogues want to force an exchange—us for their hostages, I presume.”

      “We won’t turn you over,” Stella promised.

      “You wouldn’t be planning a defense,” Jack said, “if you thought turning us over was an option.”

      Aiden bit his bottom lip while he considered the situation. “If we funnel them up the main road, we stand a good chance of capturing a few of them.”

      “Oh,” I said as I saw where his thinking was going. “Hostages of our own to trade.” I considered that. “You want the bearded man. He’s their leader.”

      Aiden nodded. “Good. That’s helpful.”

      “What we need to know from Megan is how the rogues overpowered them.” I glanced at Stella. “That might answer the question of how much, if any, magic they might have.”

      Stella turned to Max. “Would you ask your sister to join us, please?”

      His sister! No wonder Max was so concerned about her. It surprised me to think of Max as a caring brother. He was always such an asshole to me. I suddenly saw Max in a different light.

      He was still an asshole though.

      We sat in silence while Max left the table. A few moments later, he returned with the now much calmer Megan in tow. She glanced around the table and took an empty seat between Turner and Stella.

      Stella reached over and patted Megan’s hand gently. “When the rogues came to your market, did they use any magic?”

      Megan nodded. “They came under cover of a glamour. We saw them as watermen. Carolyn went out to talk to them. She’s our water buyer. Lindy was with her.” She glanced at us. “Lindy is her daughter. She’s five.”

      “Bastards,” Turner muttered under his breath.

      “One of the rogues dismounted from what we saw as his donkey. He grabbed Lindy first. Picked her up and literally threw her to one of his colleagues. Carolyn started to run to Lindy, but the rogue grabbed her, twisted her arms up behind her back and chucked her up so she lay across the donkey’s rump. Except that the donkey changed into a motorcycle. When Carolyn sat up, the driver slugged her in the jaw. A rope wrapped itself around her waist, binding her to a U-shaped bar on the back of the machine.

      “Sharee was closest to them. She tried to grab Lindy back. The rogue who had Lindy ran his motorcycle toward Sharee, knocking her down. Before she could get up, another rogue jumped off his machine, snatched her up and set her on the back of his motorcycle. Another rope appeared and bound Sharee just as Carolyn had been.”

      Megan swallowed hard. This wasn’t an easy tale for her to tell.

      “I was inside the warehouse, but I saw it all through a window. It happened so fast. I ran out, but by the time I came out the door, they were gone.”

      “The rope wrapped itself around them?” Turner asked.

      Megan nodded. “The rogues have magic.”
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      “Fuck me,” Geo whispered under his breath.

      Max eyed him. “Yeah. That changes things.”

      Aiden pursed his lips in thought. “It would be good to know how much and what kind of magic the rogues have.”

      Everyone shifted their gazes to Megan.

      She shook her head. “I only know what I saw. Object control and the ability to cast a glamour could be the start and finish of their abilities, or they could have a deep well of magic.” She swallowed hard. “There’s more bad new—the attack is planned for tomorrow, according to Sharee. They must have felt confident no one could escape since they spoke freely around them.”

      Max frowned. “Not a lot of time to prepare.”

      Stella tapped her fingers on the tabletop. “Tomorrow could mean so many things. Midnight. First light.”

      “Could be a trick, too,” Aiden remarked. “They spoke freely around the hostages and one just happened to escape and come tell us the rogues plans?”

      We all considered that.

      “Anything is possible,” Stella said. “We have to assume Sharee’s escape isn’t a deception on the rogues part, that she’s right about the attack, and plan accordingly.”

      “You should let Seph grow the living wall now,” I said. “She’s incredibly fast.”

      Stella nodded and looked at Seph. “Could you do that now? It would be appreciated.”

      Seph didn’t answer; just pushed her chair back, stood, and headed for the door. Jack went with her.

      “Aiden,” Stella said, “you go with her, too. Lay your protection charms on the wall as it’s growing. If the rogues decide to show up before tomorrow, we want everything as protected as possible.”

      Aiden nodded, pushed his chair back and stood.

      “In fact,” Stella said, “let’s all go. I’ve never seen magic of the kind Seph seems to have actually at work.”

      There was the sound of chairs scrapping across the wood floor as we all got up and followed out where Seph and Jack had gone.

      Seph was already in her trance state or whatever it was she went into to do her magic. Her eyes were closed. Her hands were drawing delicate circles, spirals, and lines in the air. A row of holly bushes poked their heads through the dirt just inside the line of spruce on the east side of the academy building. Within moments, the bushes were a foot high, and then another foot, spiked leaves growing thick on heavy branches.

      “Damn,” Geo whispered in awe. “That’s some serious magic.”

      Seph continued her hand dance. The holly bushes continued to grow higher and thicker, each bush’s branches reaching out and entwining with the branches of its neighbor.

      I’d been so entranced with what Seph was doing that I almost missed Aiden’s contribution. He was standing behind me and off to the side. I walked over, close but not too close to him. I wanted to see what he was doing but didn’t want to disturb him or break his concentration. I needn’t have worried. I was pretty sure he didn’t know I was there. Megan stood a little way from him on the other side. I doubted he realized she was there either. I didn’t think he knew anything in the world was there except the stick he held in his hand that he waved like a concertmaster’s baton and the holly bushes that were at least twenty feet high now. His eyes were open but glazed. He was speaking, but his words were too low for me to hear.

      The holly bushes grew to what I guessed to be about fifty feet high before Seph’s hands stopped their dance. Aiden kept on a few more minutes, hardening his spell or whatever. No one and nothing were getting through that barrier.

      Seph’s arms fell to her sides and her head drooped in exhaustion. Jack slipped an arm over her shoulders and pulled her to him. She leaned into him, both for support and comfort I thought. I was struck again by how opposite they looked—small, pale Seph and tall, dark Jack—and how right they looked together.

      A small pang clutched at my heart. If we stayed free, maybe someday I’d find someone to support and comfort me; someone I could support and comfort in return.

      Aiden stopped his chanting. I glanced at him. His eyes were bright again. He saw me looking and smiled. I turned my head away.

      Stella was speaking to Seph. I wandered over to hear their conversation.

      “That’s brilliant,” Stella said. “No one is getting through that. The eastern approach is completely blocked.”

      Seph nodded. “The west side next, I think. Then the north. I can barrier the south side so the rogues are forced up a very narrow path.”

      “Do you need to rest first?’ Stella asked.

      Seph shook her head. “When it’s done. I’ll rest then.”

      “Aiden,” Stella called. “Seph wants to do the west edge next.”

      He nodded. We all followed Seph and Jack across the lawn, past the academy house, to the western edge of the property. We all watched Seph raise another stand of fifty-foot tall holly bushes and Aiden wave his stick and do whatever he was doing to protect the holly from elemental attack.

      We did the same at the northern edge and then came around to watch Seph and Aiden put protection at the southern front, leaving free only the path that the academy vehicles took.

      Dusk was stealing the colors from the landscape and the sky by the time Seph and Aiden finished their work. Geo had disappeared when the rest of us moved to the northern back. The smells of food cooking greeted us as we came back into the house. No words had to be said. We beelined for the kitchen where we discovered Geo had plates already set out for us and pots full of meats and vegetables and fresh bread on the table.

      I remembered a line in a book I’d read at Salvation Home: The condemned man ate a hearty meal.
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        * * *

      

      Seph was exhausted. It was plain to see even as she wolfed down second and third helpings of the food, trying to replenish the energy she’d spent setting up the barriers. Aiden, too, ate like he hadn’t seen food in quite a while.

      “Max.” Stella spoke as we were clearing the table and setting the dishes in the sink in preparation for washing them, “I want you to take Megan home.”

      “No,” Megan said sharply. “I’ll stay and fight with you.”

      Max shook his head. “Stella’s right. You should go home. This isn’t your fight and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “It’s absolutely my fight,” Megan argued. “The hostages are my friends. You’re my brother. I’ll stay and stand with you.”

      Stella sighed and set her hand on Megan’s shoulder. “You don’t have magic, and it’s pretty clear this fight will come down to exactly that.” She gave Megan a weak smile. “Please, go home. You’ll only distract Max and—” she glanced briefly in Aiden’s direction— “the rest of us if we have to worry about you.”

      Megan stared at her. “I can shoot. I’m handy with a knife.”

      “True,” Stella said, “and in that sort of battle I’d want you by my side. But if it turns out to be magic against magic—”

      “I’m useless.” Megan’s shoulders slumped. A thought seemed to strike her and she perked up. “But I have healing magic. Are you so sure none of you will need my help?”

      “We very well might,” Stella admitted. “Let’s compromise. Max will take you to Asner’s farm. It’s only a few miles from here, far enough to keep you out of the fight but near enough to send for you if we need a healer.”

      I could see Megan wasn’t happy with the suggestion, but she also realized it was the best offer she was going to get. She nodded the slightest acknowledgement.

      “Go now,” Stella urged, “so Max can return before the rogues get here.”

      Megan grimaced, but she followed Max out of the kitchen. Moments later, I heard the front door close, and moments after that the sound of the smaller vehicle starting up and then rolling over packed sand as it headed out.

      Stella turned to Seph. “You look like you need some rest.” Her gaze slid over all of us standing in the kitchen. “Everyone should try to get some rest. Sleep if you can.” She turned slightly to focus on Aiden. “You and Piper take the first watch.” She turned again. “Geo and Jack, you will relieve them at midnight. Turner and Will, take over at 4 am.”

      Only Geo headed toward the kitchen door.

      Stella clapped her hands. “Go now. The last thing we’ll need when the rogues get here is a bunch of bleary-eyed people too sleepy to be sharp.”

      My friends headed toward the dorm. Aiden stayed me with a hand on my elbow. “We’ll sit out front. I have binoculars.”

      I nodded and followed him out onto the porch. I’d rather have been partnered with one of my friends. Someone who didn’t confuse my emotions. Someone I trusted.
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      Aiden settle on the brown wicker loveseat that sat on the wide wooden porch, leaving enough space for me to sit with him. I chose an old bentwood rocking chair instead. I liked the old rocker. It had an overstuffed, very comfortable cushion covered in a red floral print. I tucked one leg under me and used the other to set the chair gently rocking. We’d missed the sunset, but the sky was clear, the moon a slim sliver of light. A billion stars, it seemed, twinkled overhead.

      Aiden stood, put the binoculars to his eyes, and scanned what open land we could see. He lowered the glasses and sat again.

      “You seem pretty relaxed,” he said, “considering.”

      I shrugged. “Enjoying the evening while I can. The rogues are unlikely to attack this early. They’d want to wait until it they thought most people here were asleep. If they are going to attack at all.”

      “What do you mean, if?”

      I shrugged again and kept my gaze forward, down the gravel path that passed for a driveway. “Why did they capture hostages if they’d planned all along on attacking the academy? You’d think that for an exchange they’d just send an emissary to work out the details.” I thought about other things that had been niggling at the back of my mind. “Why take the three they did? Because they were convenient? If they knew Megan was Max’s sister, it would have made more sense to snatch her. If the rogues knew we were here, why not take the person who offered them the most leverage for a trade?”

      From the corner my eye I saw Aiden nod. “I wondered about that, too. Though it’s likely they didn’t know about the connection between Megan and Max.”

      Or the connection between Megan and you, I thought but didn’t say. I didn’t have any proof that they meant anything to each other except what I felt from them both. There was definitely something there, though it could be long over and his concern for her no more than sentiment.

      I looked at him. “Why didn’t you bring it up earlier, when we were making plans?”

      “Why didn’t you?” he shot back.

      “Not really my place,” I said defiantly. “I stick my dime’s worth in where and when I can, but I often get the feeling that we—Seph, Turner, Jack, Will, and I—are merely guests in your eyes. Your meaning all of you—Stella and the rest. Or students, who don’t much know what we’re talking about. Max especially seems to find us of little value.”

      Aiden leaned slightly toward me. “Really? That’s how you feel? All of you?”

      “We’re certainly not treated as equals,” I said sharply. “Tonight was the first time any of you listened to us and considered the things we had to say.”

      Aiden seem to ponder that and nodded. “You are still learning.”

      “Magic skills,” I agreed. “You and your bunch are ahead of us on that score. But we live here, too, now. We’re as committed to the plan to free magic in the Vegas bubble as any of you are. We’ll risk ourselves every bit as much as you all will. And honestly, our magic skills are nearly as good as any of yours now.”

      He snorted a laugh but conceded. “All of you, but you especially, have made amazing strides in controlling your magic ever since—”

      “Since you tricked me?”

      Aiden cleared his throat. “For your own good.”

      I glared at him in the dim light. “Oh. For my own good. I’m so fortunate you were there to decide what was good for me. Goodness knows what might have happened were I allowed to make decisions for myself.”

      Aiden’s lips pinched into a thin line. “That’s not fair.”

      The old anger bubbled up as fresh as the day I’d learned of their betrayal. “I’ll tell you what’s not fair—lying to me, fooling me, scaring me, all in service of getting what you want.”

      “We did it for you, Piper.”

      “So I could stay at Heart Mountain. So I could continue to train. So you and Stella and the rest of your group could put your plan into action. You need us, Aiden, more than we need you.”

      He rubbed the side of his face. “Maybe.”

      “Not maybe. Certainly. I don’t appreciate being used.”

      “Are you saying you don’t want to be part of driving the magic vampires from the bubble. That you’d prefer that magic stay forbidden and never be restored to its rightful place?”

      I leaned forward in the rocker. “You know I’m not saying that. We’re committed to the attempt. I’m saying that you’ve shown yourself to be unworthy of trust. Fool me once and what’s to stop you from fooling all of us again and again? How can Seph, Turner Jack, Will, or I ever trust anything you say or do?”

      “Seph, Jack, Will, and Turner seem to be just fine with it all. They’re training hard and anxious for the day we take over the Vegas bubble.”

      He had me there. It was true my friends seem to have jumped into this scheme whole-heartedly. But I wasn’t going to concede the point.

      “Maybe they’re playing you. Maybe they have ideas of their own and you fit into their plans.”

      Aiden chuckled low. “I don’t think so. The five of you are survivors, but you’re not dishonest. I don’t believe they’re faking their enthusiasm any more than I believe you’re faking your anger.”

      I pushed back in the rocker and folded my arms over my chest. Aiden got up, crossed the few steps between us, and hunkered down over his ankles in front of me.

      “Would it help if I apologized?”

      “Not really,” I said, but felt my anger start to fade a little from the offer. “Maybe.” I paused a moment. “Yeah. I’d appreciate an apology.”

      My arms were still folded over my chest. Aiden lightly, tentatively set one hand on my knee. His touch sent a tongue of heat racing through my whole body.

      “Then please accept mine,” he said. “I’m sorry you felt tricked and betrayed. I’m sorry we didn’t see any other way for your innate magic to come out. If there had been another way, we would have taken it. We never meant for you to be that frightened, that panicky. Geo and I both believed that the warrior in you would arise naturally and you’d see how very strong your magic is and, frankly, appreciate the knowledge.”

      He licked his lips, as if moistening them would help words he found hard to say to slide out. “I’m sorry, Piper. Truly.”

      I closed my eyes and exhaled, letting months of anger and resentment flow out with that breath.

      Aiden stood suddenly and looked out into the darkness, his body taut with alertness. I stood and stared into the darkness as well. I didn’t hear or see anything. I didn’t feel danger. Aiden scratched the side of his head and the tension fell out of his stance.

      “Nothing.” He relaxed. “I guess I’m a little jumpy.”

      “You know,” I said, settling onto the chair again, “it might be a good idea to ask Turner to shift and head down the road a way. There’s a nice outcropping of rocks about half a mile from here that he could climb for a good view. He’d see someone coming from a long distance from there and could give us advance warning.”

      Aiden nodded. “You see, that’s exactly the sort of thing that makes you so valuable. None of us thought of that, and it’s a damn good idea.”

      I felt bold now, since his apology. “You hardly ever make use of Turner’s shifter side, or Jack’s either. You’re too focused on the kind of magic you’re familiar with, all that mind-conjuring.”

      He smiled thinly. “Point taken. Both your points.”

      “Both?”

      “The one you’d made before getting sidetracked by being pissed about being tricked—why would they take hostages and yet plan to attack before trying for a trade?”

      I didn’t particularly care for the way he dismissed my anger as if it were an irrational tantrum, but I considered the question. “Because the hostages were a ruse? They wanted us to wait for someone to come and discuss a trade, thinking we wouldn’t be prepared for an attack.”

      “Maybe,” Aiden said. “Or the hostages are a backup plan, in case they failed to get you all in the first attack.”

      “Or,” I said, “being crass assholes, they took the hostages for the fun of it.”

      Aiden rolled his shoulders. I realized we’d been on the porch for over an hour. My body seemed to realize the same thing and turned suddenly stiff and achy.

      “I’m going to walk down a little way and stretch my legs,” I announced as I stood.

      “Good idea,” Aiden said and smiled. “I’ll come with you.”

      I shot him a hot stare, but he simply smiled again and stepped up next to me. “Piper, we’re all in this together.”

      Hearing the words my friends and I had said to each other coming from him stunned me.

      “You need to think on this,” he said, going down the porch steps in front of me. He said something else, but I couldn’t understand his words. I was behind him and the breeze carried his words away from me. I hurried down the steps and came up beside him.

      “I didn’t hear the last part.”

      He kept walking, forcing me to walk with him to hear what he was saying.

      “No one tricked or fooled you to be mean. The judge had been watching the progress each of you were making. You know you lagged behind the others in learning the new magic. The judge wanted you sent to a sanctuary. You’d have been safe, but your magic education would be over. You’d probably never see your friends again. I knew there was more magic in you than in any of the others, but it was stifled for some reason. I convinced the judge and Stella to rig up the pretend abduction and the copy of the m-vamps’ Vegas house.”

      My throat tightened. Never see your friends again. I convinced the judge and Stella— The fake abduction had been his idea.

      “I never meant it to hurt you,” he said. “I just—”

      I cut off whatever he was about to say. “What do you mean there’s more magic in me than any of the others?”

      He stopped walking and faced me. “You and I have things in common regarding the sorts of natural magic within us. I know you feel things. So do I.”

      My heartbeat sped. “You feel something about me? In me?”

      He took both my hands in his. The surprise touch sent heat flying up my hands and arms straight to my heart. I would have pulled my hands away but I didn’t want to interrupt what he had to say.

      “Definitely.” Aiden locked his gaze on my eyes. “Something, but I can’t get a handle on what it is. Not specifically. I do know you will play an important part in the overthrow of the m-vamps. A crucial part, maybe.”  He paused, thinking. “I feel, Piper, that somehow you are the key to our success.”

      I didn’t want to be the key to anything. I didn’t need that weight on my back.

      “Oh. So you can see the future?” The sarcasm didn’t exactly drip from my words, but it was there. Anything to make him take back what he’d just declared.

      His gaze shifted to a spot above my head and he squinted his eyes, as if trying to see something there but it was too hazy. He let out a breath, dropped my hands, turned, and walked back to the porch and once again took up his perch on the wicker loveseat.
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      The sound came first—the deep, almost animal roar of motorcycle engines.

      “The rogues,” I whispered.

      “Coming in the dark,” Aiden said. “Too noisy to be trying to sneak up, but still, it’d be good for us to see them clearly.”

      He spoke low, under his breath, and spread his arms wide. Light flooded the path as clear and bright as afternoon sun. I blinked to help my eyes adjust to the sudden brightness, muttering, “Okay. I’m impressed.”

      Aiden stood, a grim look on his face. If he’d heard my words, they didn’t seem to touch him.

      It took several long minutes for the riders to appear. They came up the hard-packed sand drive, just as we’d planned. There might be more rogues trying to come from another direction, but I trusted Seph’s holly bushes and Aiden’s protective magic. Straight up the drive was the only way the rogues could reach us.

      The bearded man rode in front, his gang following behind in pairs. I counted thirteen rogues. There were nine of us.

      The bearded man held up a hand and his followers came to a halt. He and four of his gang slowly moved forward again while the rest stayed behind.

      I looked over my shoulder. Seph, Will, Stella, Max, and Geo had come out of the house and stood behind us on the porch. They weren’t armed. Why did they step out here without weapons? Were they that sure of their magic? And where were Jack and Turner?

      “Seph,” I called low over my shoulder. “Can you throw up a hedge or something?”

      Because the odds would be better if we blocked the nine who hadn’t moved forward and only had to deal with the five.

      She shook her head and mouthed, too slow.

      I’d seen how fast Seph could grow things, but she was right that she couldn’t grow anything thick enough quickly enough to stop the rogues from revving up their engines and driving right over the shoots or low growth.

      The bearded man was only five feet or so in front of the porch when he stopped again. His lifted his right hand and pointed at me.

      “He died,” the bearded man said. “We did all that you told us, and still he died.”

      My mouth was fear dry, and I wondered if I’d be able to speak. I felt Aiden’s tension like a thrumming in the air. The tension of everyone standing on the porch washed around me like a tide. I swallowed hard and focused on pushing away my fear.

      “I’m sorry your friend died,” I said and meant it.

      The bearded man hiked one shoulder in a small shrug, his harsh, brown eyes locked on me. “These things happen. A man lives hard, sometimes he dies hard. You tried your best.”

      For a moment, I hoped that meant he didn’t hold us responsible and retribution wasn’t the reason they’d come here.

      His face clouded. “He was my brother. Wolf boy killed him. That can’t go unavenged.”

      My heart beat so desperately I thought it might fly out of my chest. They blamed Turner.

      Aiden took a determined step toward the bearded man. “You have our friends from the marketplace. Are they well?”

      The bearded man shifted his gaze to Aiden and nodded. “So far.” He punctuated his words with a rev of his engine. “Give us the wolf boy and we’ll return your friends.”

      Stella stepped up and stood on the other side of me.

      “An exchange,” she said.

      The bearded man nodded. “Straight across. You give us wolf boy, we’ll give you your friends. Two for one. You’re getting the better end of the bargain.”

      I glared at Stella and mouthed, No.

      She ignored me and continued, “Fair enough. What will you give us as proof we should trust you to hold up your end?”

      I wanted to grab Stella and shake her. How could she be willing to hand over Turner like that?

      The bearded man chuckled. “No proof. You’re going to have to take my word for it.”

      Stella laughed softly. “I don’t think so. You will leave two of your men here. They’ll be returned at the exchange.”

      Stella’s words seemed to offend the bearded man. At least it appeared that way from the stunned expression on his face. He was an idiot if he thought Stella wasn’t going to demand some sort of proof. Bearded man didn’t strike me as the brightest star in the sky, but I didn’t think he was stupid.

      “We are honorable men,” he said. “We could have just roared up here and taken wolf boy, or all of them. All of you. We could kill you now where you stand, but our honor precludes that. An exchange is the right and proper way to handle this situation. We’ve done our part. It’s up to you to prove you are as honorable as we are.”

      I stared at the man. Rogue’s honor? A code of conduct? It sounded like utter bullshit to me, but I felt the truth of his words. It mattered to him. And helped explain why, when we’d run into them in the desert, he’d made his men give up their clothes for Turner and Jack.

      “A rogue’s word isn’t worth much,” Stella said dismissively. “Where was your honor when you attacked the marketplace and took three people captive? They’d done nothing to you.”

      The bearded man shrugged as if the contradiction were unimportant.

      “Leave two of your men with us,” Stella said, “or leave now yourself with no deal in place and nothing to show for your visit here.”

      The bearded man shook his head. “That’s not going to happen.”  He twisted his hands on the leather grips on his handlebar. The engine on his machine roared loudly.

      When the engine noise died down, he said, “We’ll send a messenger tomorrow to tell you the time and place of the exchange. If you are not there with wolf boy, the hostages die. Their death’s will be blood on your hands, not ours.”

      He raised his arm high in the air. The roar of thirteen motorcycles revving at once hurt my ears. Slowly, each rogue turned his machine but waited until the bearded man had passed through them to be at the lead before driving off.

      No one spoke until the rogues disappeared down the drive. Stella dusted her hands together, turned, and strode back into the house. Aiden muttered low and the light that had flooded the drive vanished, leaving us in darkness but for the light from the windows. I felt a sudden, strong need to get out of the dark and into the light.

      We followed Stella into the house. Every face I saw wore looks of concern and worry. Except Will’s, for some reason. His bore an ‘I’ve got a secret’ smile. I tried to hear his thoughts but couldn’t.

      “Well,” Will said cheerfully, “it’s a good thing we know where the rogues live and most likely are holding the hostages. Or we will know soon.”

      Stella spun to face him. “What do you mean?”

      “Jack and Turner are trailing them.” Will’s eyes opened wide and he grinned. “What? You didn’t notice they weren’t here?”

      I laughed and clapped Will on the shoulder. “You sneak! That’s brilliant.”

      Will beamed. “Turner will stay and keep an eye on their hideout, once they’ve found it. Jack will come back and tell us where it is and lead us there. Those rogues might think they’re driving the action now, but we have a few surprises for them.” He suddenly blanched and looked at Stella. “If it’s all okay with you.”

      “Damn,” Geo said. “Good work.”

      Seph merely nodded, so I assumed Jack had told her the plan before he and Turner left.

      Max—my most unfavorite person at the academy—boomed, “Excellent,” with such approval in his voice that I had to comment.

      “Excellent?”

      Max gave me one of his patented ‘Gods, but you’re stupid’ glares and said, “We’ve been waiting for one or some or all of you to start taking some initiative. We hoped there were some leaders among you, some independent thinkers and doers.” He made a low scoffing sound. “I’d about given up. Aiden and Stella kept insisting there was gumption within all of you and it would emerge. Pushing your way into the planning of what to do about the rogues was a bit of a start. Turner and Jack acting on their own is good.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, and then shut it again. I would have said that Max, especially, had worked hard to keep us from taking any initiative. I could see by the looks on Stella’s, Geo’s, and especially Aiden’s faces that they agreed with what Max had just said.

      Seph was seething. I felt her emotion like heat on my own skin.

      “I hear your words, Max,” she said, “but find them hard to believe. Piper has taken initiative all along and all you’ve ever done is fight her on her ideas.”

      Max laughed. “Piper? She talks a good game. She has some good ideas, but she stands around waiting for permission to implement them or for someone else to act for her. Look at how much effort we had to go through just to get her to access her natural magic. Really Seph, you think orchestrating that whole charade about you being kidnapped was easy?”

      Angry heat raced in my chest. I felt Aiden gearing up to defend me. I raised my hand to stop him from speaking, walked over to Max and slugged him with all my might.

      Blood spurted from his nose. He glared at me in surprise a moment, then hustled out of the room—to get a towel or something and try to stop the bleeding, I assumed.

      Aiden glanced down and covered his mouth with his hand, to hide his laugh.

      Geo called after him. “You deserved that, Max.” And then to me, “I wondered how long it would take before you punched him.”

      I shook out my hand, which hurt. But slugging Max had been worth it.

      Stella didn’t say anything, but she didn’t look disapproving.

      “And now,” Seph said as she settled onto the couch in the common room, “I suppose we just wait.”

      I sat beside her. I’d hit Max as much out of nervousness as anger. Seph was nervous, too. And worried.

      “Jack and Turner will be fine,” I said softly.

      She let out a slow breath. “Jack’s eagle doesn’t see that well in the dark. What if he gets lost? And we don’t know how far they’ll have to go. How long we’ll have to wait for him to get back.”

      “He’ll be fine,” I said, putting all the false confidence I could muster into my words.

      Seph only nodded.

      Geo stood and tapped Will’s shoulder. “Looks like we have the next watch.”

      Will nodded and stood. The two men went out to the porch, shutting the door firmly behind them.

      Aiden settled down to wait. Stella disappeared into the kitchen, to check on Max, probably. Aiden, Seph, and I sat in silence a long time. Neither Max nor Stella returned to the common room. Aiden stretched, stood, and announced he was going to bed. That left just Seph and me sitting in the room, waiting.

      “You can go to bed if you want, Piper,” Seph said. “I’ll be okay here.”

      “I doubt I could sleep.” I took her hand in mine. “I’ll stay with you.”

      Nerves and anxiety or not, we must have both fallen asleep, because when I opened my eyes early morning sunlight was filtering through the curtains and Seph’s head was on my shoulder.

      The front door opened, and a stark-naked Jack strode into the room.

      “We found the rogue’s lair.”
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      We all piled into the truck—Stella drove, and Max rode up front with her—and followed Jack’s eagle toward the rogues’ lair. The desert we traveled through all looked the same to me, but Jack seemed to have no problem leading us. I trusted he knew where he was going. Anxiety distorted my time sense. It felt like we drove through half the morning, but it might have been an hour, or it might have been fifteen minutes.

      We’d traveled at an even rate of speed since we’d left the academy. When the truck slowed and then stopped. I pulled the canvas flap at the back aside and peeked around to see what was ahead of us.

      Jack had landed on a prickly pear cactus. Turner must have heard us coming because he loped up to meet the truck. Did that mean the rogues had heard us coming as well? Probably not, I decided. Turner was in wolf form and his hearing would be much better than the human rogues.

      Geo grabbed the clothes we’d brought for Turner and Jack and hopped out of the back of the truck. Seph, Aiden, Will and I crowded together to see what was going on. I watched Geo and Turner still in his wolf form duck behind an old pinyon pine that had managed to reach six or so in height. Jack flew down and disappeared behind the same tree.

      Geo came back alone but didn’t rejoin us in the truck. Stella climbed out of the cab and stood with him on the sand. Neither spoke. A few minutes later, human and completely dressed, Jack and Turner came out from behind the pinyon. I jumped down from the truck to greet them, followed by Seph and Will. Aiden climbed out last.

      Turner was full of news. “The rogues’ lair is about a mile from here. It’s an old farmhouse. What do you call that style? Victorian. From before the upheaval. There’s a barn and four smaller outbuildings. The small buildings are falling apart if they haven’t already fallen down, but the house and barn have been maintained.”

      “So all the rogues are either in the house or the barn?” Max asked.

      Turner nodded. “I’ve been keeping an eye out. All fifteen of them were in the house when I heard you coming.”

      Thirteen rogues had ridden up to the academy. It seemed probable that two were left on guard duty, if Turner had counted fifteen in the house now.

      “The hostages are there, too, I think,” Turner said. “I haven’t seen anyone carrying food or drink out to the barn or anywhere else. Seems reasonable to assume they’re in the house.”

      “Megan told us the rogues have magic,” Aiden said. “Do you know if the house is warded?”

      “Yeah,” Turner replied. “It is. I felt it when I crept up trying to see where the hostages were.”

      “Strong?” Aiden asked.

      Turner shrugged. “Hard to tell without trying to breach it.” He chuffed under his breath. “I learned that from you.”

      When Aiden was teaching us how to cast and breech wards, he’d cast several that felt weak until we tried to take them down. The lesson was to trust nothing, not even your own senses, and to always be prepared for surprises.

      “Good to hear you were paying attention, for once,” Aiden said.

      “More than once,” Turner teased. “I don’t know— Two or three times, maybe?”

      Aiden cuffed Turner’s shoulder lightly but didn’t look at him. His gaze and concentration were on the farmhouse, wards, and rogues. He waved vaguely and said, “Come on, Piper,” and started walking toward the house.

      Why me?

      “This isn’t another test, is it?” I asked, hustling to catch up with him and keeping my voice low. “Another fake abduction?”

      The harsh look he shot me said this was real. So, why me? Why not all of us, power in numbers and all that? I guessed that was a question for later.

      We slowly made our way to about twenty feet from the building using whatever cover was available—a pinyon here, a boulder there. I could feel my friends’ anxiety about the two of us creeping up on our own. They wondered why only Piper as much as I did.

      I swallowed into a throat dried by nervousness. Turner had kept watch on the house for quite a while and no one had caught him, I reminded myself. Aiden and I were at least as stealthy, though I wasn’t sure how close Turner had actually come to the farmhouse. As close as we were? Closer? Had he peeked in a window? Probably, since he had an exact count on how many rogues there were. So, there probably weren’t any trip wires or hidden magic outside the wards that would trigger nasty surprises.

      “False bravery gets people hurt,” Aiden warned, keeping his voice so low I barely heard him.

      I feel things, Aiden had said. Did he hear thoughts, too, the way I did? Or disembodied voice that imparted information I couldn’t possibly know?

      I felt the wards around the house like a light electric buzz on my skin. Turner was right. The wards felt weak and were set only at the doors and windows. Maybe the rogues’ magic wasn’t much. Maybe casting illusions was the best they could manage. And maybe it was a ruse.

      “Together,” Aiden said low. “Focus on the door and stop anyone trying to escape. I’ll try to crack the wards and anything hidden behind them.”

      “Got it,” I whispered back, and wondered what he thought might be hidden behind the wards? Probably spells to attack anyone breaching the doors or windows.

      He muttered low under his breath. His arms were loose at his sides, but he alternated closing his hands into fists and then opening them wide with his fingers spread apart. I felt, and thought I even heard, the wards starting to strain and creak. Could the rogues feel and hear it, too? If they could, would they try to shore up the wards, or escape, or attack?

      I readied a net spell that would contain anyone coming out the front door or climbing out the windows.

      A sound like glass shattering startled me. I sniffed at the slight scent of ozone that blew toward us from the house.

      “The wards?” I asked.

      “Down,” Aiden replied.

      The rogues would know it. If I heard the wards breaking, probably they did too.

      My fingers twitched as I refocused on the net spell I was holding ready in case anyone tried to escape. No one came out of the house. Aiden looked over his shoulder and motioned for the rest of our crew to come forward. We moved toward the house together.

      Aiden tapped my shoulder. “The front door, please.”

      My friends and I had played plenty with this spell, which we’d dubbed Open Sesame. I could do it standing on my head. But this was no game. I ran the words and motions through my head and then cast. The front door flew open and banged against the side of the house. Maybe a little less oompah next time, I told myself—because surely the rogues heard that.

      The nerves and anxiety pouring off my friends was like a storm washing over me. I felt how their muscles had tensed, ready to launch an attack, or rescue, or whatever. Aiden held his arm out straight at his side, his palms turned back, to tell the others to wait. To me he said, “Go.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I ran straight across the small bit of open land between us and the farmhouse, up the steps to the narrow porch, and through the open door.

      The light outside had been bright. I blinked to help my eyes adjust to the gloom inside the house. The rogues were there all right. And they’d heard us coming, to judge by the number of weapons pointed or held ready toward Aiden and me—handguns, knives, and one fellow with a big ass sword, and another with a fucking harpoon. I screeched to a halt.

      Bearded man, their leader was weapon-free. He grinned and opened his mouth to say something. I wasn’t going to give him the opportunity. I formed the idea of what I wanted to happen—no words were needed for step one of this magic. Aiden was readying something, too, but I didn’t have time to wonder what it was. I had to act now. I’d formed my idea, saw it in my mind, and sent my magic out to make it happen.

      Weapons flew from the rogues’ hands and stuck to the ceiling before they’d so much as felt the tug. Aiden, I realized, had had the same thought and between us the magic had been too strong for any rogue to hold on. Furious, they jumped to their feet and bolted toward us. Aiden must have cast a shield or some sort of repulsion spell because try as they might, the rogues couldn’t get their hands on us.

      I had something else in mind to keep the rogues away. I worked up the spell, focused on their bearded leader, and let my magic fly.

      A startled, “What the—” from the bearded man accompanied his rise into the air. Levitation. That was a useful skill. His words cut off when I spun him around, so he hung in the air upside down. His t-shirt slid down and covered his face. A camping knife and lose change fell from his pockets and clattered on the hardwood floor.

      I felt a grim pleasure coming from one of bearded man’s minions, a guy with a shaved head wearing a plaid lumberjack shirt. In the moment it took me to realize plaid shirt wanted to take bearded man’s place as leader of the pack and hoped beard’s humiliation would help shirt’s cause, I’d readied the spell again. He squealed like a little girl when I flung him into the air and flipped him upside down.

      The rogues still standing dove for the floor, as if that could save them from being lifted into the air and inverted.

      I guessed my friends and the others couldn’t stand the wait. They burst through the opened door and into the house. When they saw bearded man and plaid shirt hanging upside down in mid air, they stopped and stared. Geo laughed. Will slapped me on the back and cheered, “Good job,” evidently presuming rightly that it was my doing.

      A few of the rogues who’d dived for the floor began to slowly pull themselves to their hands and knees. I shook my head at them. “Flat on the ground, please.”

      Plaid shirt whined, “Let me down. My head feels like it’s going to explode.”

      Max smirked. “Aw. Poor baby.”

      I waved his comment away. “Here’s what’s going to happen.” I picked out a rogue lying on the floor and tapped his back with my foot. “You are going to get up and bring the hostages to us. Do it now.”

      Fuck you, Max, I thought. How’s that for taking initiative?

      The rogue scrambled to his feet and disappeared down a hallway toward the back of the house. He returned with a disheveled, exhausted-looking woman and a dirty, frightened child.

      I shot a bit of stinging magic at the bearded man and when he yelped, I dropped him to the floor headfirst. He was smart enough to roll and land on his side. From the corner of my eye, I caught a movement from Aiden. Bearded Man tried to move from his landing position, but evidently Aiden had frozen him in place.

      Stella had run forward and taken the woman under one arm and the child with her free hand. She spoke in low, soothing tones as she hustled them out of the house.

      I let Plaid Shirt fall to the floor and turned my gaze to Aiden. “You want to freeze the rest of them so we can get out of here?”

      He chuffed under his breath. “Already done. Haven’t you noticed?”

      I hadn’t, but when I looked, I saw he was right. “Is there some sort of time limit on the spell? They can’t stay frozen forever.”

      “Thirty minutes,” Aiden said.

      Another thought struck me. “Can you wipe this—us—from their memory? A forgetfulness spell or something? It would be better if when they find their hostages gone they don’t remember who took them.”

      “Yeah,” Aiden said. “I can cast MiB.”

      “MiB? What does that mean?”

      Aiden shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s an ancient term, from before the upheaval. It will clean their memory of having ever seen us here.”

      He held his hands up shoulder high, palms out, and muttered some words.

      “Done,” he said.

      I took a final look at the rogues, resisted the urge to give the bearded man a kick, and we headed outside.
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      Stella led the woman and child to the truck cab. “Come ride up front.”

      That left Seph, Turner, Will, Jack, Aiden, Max, Geo, and me to sit in the back. There were a lot of smiles in the truck, some fist bumps and backslaps, and people laughing at the fate of the bearded man and Plaid Shirt.

      Exhaustion crashed down on me. I hadn’t ever done that much magic that took that much effort all at once before. I walked past the metal benches that lined either side of the back and sat in a corner, my knees drawn up under my chin. Aiden, Turner, Will, and Jack glanced my way but gave me room. Seph took a couple of steps toward me before changing her mind and taking a place on one of the benches. I let their voices wash over me. I’d never seen the ocean, but I’d heard recordings of waves breaking. I sank into the babble around me like sinking into those never seen waves. The low rumble of the truck’s engine added to the lullaby. I wanted to think about what had happened today, but my mind wouldn’t function and my eyelids kept closing.
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        * * *

      

      Something touched my shoulder. I jolted awake; a defensive spell already primed in my head.

      “We’re here,” Seph said gently.

      I blinked and rolled my shoulders, trying to get my brain and body working again. The others were already jumping from the truck.

      “Gods, I’m starving,” I said.

      Seph laughed softly. “I’m sure we can find something for you to eat.” Her expression sobered. “Are you all right? That was some heavy magic back there. We’d barely learned levitation and— I couldn’t have done what you did.”

      I levered myself up to standing. “You could have.”

      Seph shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      Max’s scowling face appeared at the back of the truck. “Hurry up. We’re waiting on you two to start the debriefing.”

      The woman and child had been whisked off to some back room, I assumed since neither they nor Stella were in the common room where everyone else was. Somehow, I’d thought the mood once we’d returned to the academy would be more festive. We’d accomplished exactly what we’d set out to do. Instead, every face in the room was somber.

      “Are—” I didn’t recall the woman or the child’s names and calling them ‘the hostages’ felt wrong. I settled for a generic term. “Are they all right?”

      Geo supplied the names. “Carolyn and Lindy. They’re fine. Stella is getting them something to eat and settling them in until its time for them to go home.”

      Seph crossed the room and sat with Jack. He took her hand and held it loosely in his lap. The look of puzzlement she shot him let me know she felt the tension in the room, too. Jack gave her hand a little squeeze, but he didn’t offer any explanation for the subdued mood.

      The sound of two sets of feet coming down the hallway made everyone turn expectantly. Stella walked into the room. The judge—I recognized her from the fake abduction and rescue of Seph—was with Stella and she didn’t look happy.

      “The rogues already knew you all had magic,” the judge announced to the room. “They knew Turner and Jack are shifters from your encounter in the desert. What they didn’t know was how much magic Piper had, or that she would happily humiliate their leader. You’ve made the rogues your deep enemies and they know you’re here at Heart Mountain Academy. Something has to be done so they don’t go spreading that information around or sell it to bounty hunters.”

      I glared at the woman. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t have known how much magic I had inside me, but somehow it was all my fault the academy and its people were in jeopardy?

      Aiden had done magic out at the farmhouse, too. Magic that should protect everyone here. I opened my mouth to point this out.

      The judge held up her hand to stop me from speaking. “Yes, I know Aiden cast a forgetfulness spell on them, but that spell can only make them forget their most recent encounter with you. They will remember meeting you in the desert and will still blame you for the death of their comrade. They won’t remember the rescue, but obviously they will notice that Lindy and Carolyn are gone. They may think Carolyn and Lindy escaped on their own but still come here again wanting you all.”

      Seph clutched her hands to her chest. “You’re going to make us leave?”

      Stella smiled gently at her. “No. We won’t do that.”

      “No,” the judge echoed. “But we are now forced to move our timetable forward and attack the Las Vegas bubble sooner than we had planned.”

      “How much sooner?” Turner asked.

      “Tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      We moved to the kitchen to listen to Stella, her crew, and the judge plot, plan, and run through various scenarios looking for flaws. Our input—Turner’s, Seph’s Jack’s, Will’s, and mine—wasn’t asked for and when we offered it, we found our suggestions brushed away. So much for our being equals here. When I brought up storming Salvation Home to free the kids trapped there, it was met with tight-lipped stares and the judge’s crisp, “We’ll see.”

      I knew “We’ll see.” It meant not going to happen. I bit my lip to hold back the words I wanted to say and took myself outside for some fresh air and trees.

      Aiden followed me out. I heard him coming up behind and me and whirled to face him. “What do you want?”

      His eyes widened slightly at my outburst. “To see if you’re okay.”

      I glared at him a moment. “Do you know that game, chess?”

      Aiden nodded.

      “Well then, I’m as fine as any pawn might be listening helplessly to the kings, queens, bishops, and knights deciding her fate and the fates of her fellow pawns.”

      Aiden nodded again. “So, pissed off.”

      “You could say.”

      “That’s good,” he said.

      “Really? Good that our input is unwelcome? Good that we are expected to be obedient pawns and go where the queens decree? I don’t think so.”

      “Walk with me.” Aiden smiled and offered me his arm.

      I declined to take it but went with him when he started moving further from the house.

      “You know what your best ability is, Piper?” Aiden asked.

      “No. What?”

      “You transform strong emotions into power. Your magic explodes when you’re pissed off or afraid.”

      I stopped and stared at him.

      “Think about it,” he said, stopping as well. “Then ask yourself if being excluded might be a tactic.”

      I stared at him harder. We’d reached the end of the lawn. Aiden began walking again, stepping onto the hard-packed sand, still moving away from the house and toward the trees.

      I walked with him. “Aren’t you ruining the tactic by telling me about it? If I know someone is intentionally trying to make me angry, won’t that make me not be?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Are you not angry now that I’ve told you?”

      I blew out a hard breath. “No. I’m still completely pissed off at being excluded and supremely angry at being manipulated—again—by your people.”

      He stiffened slightly. “My people?”

      “Stella. The judge. Max. Geo. You. You tricked me, got my friend to go along with the deception, and dragged another friend into it as well. Not to mention that whomever you got to play the kidnappers banged my head into the floor so hard I had to be watched for signs of concussion. So, yeah. You and your people.”

      Aiden winced at my words but didn’t say anything. He angled to walk us into the Spruce pines.

      “I guess I deserved that,” he said almost to himself.

      We were deep in the pines, the academy house invisible to us. I didn’t reply and we fell into silence walking deeper and deeper into the trees. The scent was strong in the evening air, strong enough to almost taste. The day’s heat had mellowed into pleasant warmth. Airing my grievances had mellowed me a little. That and the fact that he, at least, had apologized earlier for his part in the deception. So maybe not him and his people, but his people definitely. And that bitch, the judge.

      “Sorry,” I said softly. “You’ve apologized. I’ve accepted your apology. It’s not fair for me to continue blaming you along with the others.”

      Aiden drew in a breath before he spoke. “Have you thought about what you’ll do after, if we’re successful at taking down the m-vamps in the Vegas bubble?”

      I shot him a hard look. “What do you mean, if? We will be successful.”

      Because if we weren’t, only the promise of misery and maybe death lay in front of us if we were caught.

      He smiled slightly. “What will you do after we are successful? Will you stay in the bubble?”

      I bit my lower lip. “I don’t know. We haven’t talked about it.”

      “We?”

      “Seph, Turner, Jack, Will, and me. I’m not sure what we’ll do.”

      His brow furrowed. “You’ll stay together?”

      I nodded. Honestly, all my focus was on the task immediately ahead of us. I hadn’t thought about after. There would be an after. I had to believe it would be good. A whole different world from the one we’d known. A world full of possibilities.

      Aiden’s hand brushed against mine. “You haven’t thought maybe you’d want to have your own life separate from them? Further your magic training?”

      I blinked, startled by the thought. I’d spent most of my remembered life with those four. I’d assumed we’d go on together forever. But, now that I thought about it, Jack and Seph were a couple. In a place where magicals could love and even marry, maybe have a family, they might not want to remain part of a group. Turner and Will might have dreams they wanted to chase on their own.

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Maybe. I’d like to learn more magic.”

      “You could come back here for more training.”

      I shrugged. Why would I come back to a place full of people I couldn’t trust? With magic out in the open, there probably would be plenty of teachers available.

      “Before we escaped from Salvation Home,” I said, “my life had no open possibilities. Everything was pre-ordained. I’d turn twenty-one and be assigned to a menial job I’d have for the rest of my life. The idea of choice is new to me. I’d like to see what happens after we take down the m-vamps before I choose what life to pursue.”

      “You could be a powerful mage,” Aiden said, adding, “with the right training.”

      We fell into another silence. I felt he had more he wanted to say. My mind was full of all the possible things I could do once magic was restored to its place in the world. Or in the Vegas bubble at least.

      First things first. We had to defeat the m-vamps. That wasn’t going to be easy and it wasn’t a sure thing.

      “We’d better go inside,” I said, “before the others start wondering where we’ve gone.”
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      Stella, the judge, and the rest were still in the common room when Aiden and I came back inside.

      “Where are—” I asked.

      Stella looked up from where she sat next to the judge on an old but comfortable couch. “They retired to the dorm. It’s been a long day.”

      Not terribly surprising, given how clear the folks in the common room had been about not wanting our input.

      Seph and Jack were sitting together on her bed when I walked into the dorm. Will was laying on his bed, his arms behind his head. Turner was looking out a window. Everyone turned their attention to me.

      “Well?” Will asked.

      I crossed the room and perched on the end of my bed. “Not much to say, really.” I paused. “But Aiden asked an interesting question about what we all planned to do after the—”

      “Insurrection?” Will offered.

      “Revolution,” Turner said.

      “After magic is no longer forbidden in the Vegas bubble,” I said.

      Seph squeezed Jack’s hand. “What did you tell him?”

      “I said we hadn’t talked about it. The five of us, I meant. But then I thought that maybe me presuming we’d stay together was wrong. That maybe you and Jack might want to be on your own. That Turner or Will,” I nodded toward each of them in turn, “might have their own ideas about the life they’d like after.”

      Will rolled his eyes. “Seriously, Piper. You are such a dunce sometimes.”

      I blinked, surprised by his words. “A dunce? About what?”

      “Aiden likes you,” he said. “A blind mole could see that. He was feeling around to see if you might want an ‘after’ with him.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “A blind mole?”

      Will sighed theatrically. “He likes you like Jack likes Seph. Do you get it now?”

      I glanced at my friends. They were all nodding.

      “And you like him,” Will said. “Even though he tricked you and you are rightfully angry and keeping your distance because of it.”

      “He apologized,” I said vaguely. “Days ago.”

      “And?” Will asked.

      “And what?”

      “And did you forgive him and are you ready to move on from being pissed at him and, oh, I don’t know, maybe hold hands or kiss or something?”

      I blushed. I never blushed.

      I scrambled to change the subject. “So, have any of you thought about what kind of life you’d want once we’ve overthrown the m-vamps and we can do anything we want?”

      I glanced at my friends’ faces. All I saw were blank expressions. Evidently, they hadn’t thought about it any more than I had.

      Will licked his lips. “I know what I don’t want—”

      Before he could tell us, the door opened, and Aiden and Stella walked in. Aiden carried a basket with pants, shirts, and other items of clothing in it. From what I could see, all the clothes were black.

      “In the bubble,” Stella announced without preamble, “you will need to look like people with the right to move freely on the street, people who definitely do not dress the way we do here in the outworld. You may not have realized this when you lived at Salvation Home, but in the bubble color instantly identifies rank. Your shirts were white because that color indicates magicals of the lowest rank.”

      I swallowed. If I’d ever managed to escape Salvation Home any of those times I tried to run away, I’d have been as obvious on the streets as if I had a big sign on my chest.

      “Police and other similar authorities wear gray,” Stella continued. “Educators wear yellow. Professionals wear green.”

      “Who wears black?” Will cut in, asking the obvious question.

      Stella paused to give Will a long, silent look.

      “The privileged,” she stated flatly.

      Like the judge, I thought, who seemed to only wear black.

      Will grinned. “Privileged. That will be something new for us.”

      “Which is why,” Aiden continued where Stella had left off, “Stella will be giving you some short lessons tonight on how to comport yourselves properly as we move through the bubble.”

      There was an immediate change in the feel of the room. I didn’t think it had hit us until just that moment that tomorrow we would risk everything and hope for the best.

      He reached into the basket at his feet and pulled out a pair of black trousers and a button up black shirt, and a black leather jacket with silver zippers that ran from the neck over the shoulders that had to be decorative since they were totally impractical. “This is yours, Turner.”

      Turner looked a little unsure as he stepped up to take the clothing. We’d been training for this scheme for months, long before we knew why. Now we were at the cusp of it and as firm as I’d been with Aiden about the surety of success, the truth was I wasn’t sure at all.

      One by one the guys stepped up and got their clothes for tomorrow.

      “Piper,” Aiden said, and held out what was to be my outfit. I took the clothes and looked at each piece—black jeans, a black shirt cut low in the front, the neckline framed with lace, a black leather belt, black leather shoes, and a black leather jacket that looked like it would fall to my hips. I touched the fabrics gently. I’d never worn clothes that felt this fine and soft.

      Seph’s outfit was similar to mine, except her shirt had a higher, rounded neckline.

      I held my clothes in my lap and caught Stella’s eye. “At the—” I was at a loss to describe it. “At the fake m-vamp mansion, I told you my condition for helping with this overthrow. Do you remember?”

      I could see in her eyes that Stella knew exactly what I was talking about.

      “I told you,” I said, “that all the ‘students’ at Salvation Home had to be rescued.”

      Stella nodded once. “When we overthrow the m-vamps and take control of the bubble, all magicals will have their freedom, including your friends at Salvation Home.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “They will be rescued and taken out of the bubble first. Before we take on the m-vamps.”

      “Which will cut our resources,” Stella said. “Whoever takes the minors out of the bubble won’t be available to fight, should it come to that.”

      I felt suddenly cold and rubbed my arms. She had a point. But I needed to ensure that the kids at Salvation Home would be safe if we failed. Aiden had let slip that my presence was important in this plan. I’d cheerfully use that to my advantage.

      “Either I have your word we will save the kids at Salvation Home first, or—” I glanced at my friends, “none of us are going with you. If you promise but break your word, we will walk off and disappear into the general population in the bubble.” I glanced down at the clothes Aiden had given me. “We’ll blend right in.”

      Stella nodded once, curtly. “I’ll make arrangements.”

      I wasn’t sure what arrangements, exactly, she meant, but I sensed I’d pushed her about as far as she was willing to go right now.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She turned her gaze to Aiden. “I’ll leave you to it.” Then, almost as if it were an afterthought, she turned back to us. “Get to bed early. We leave at dawn and you will be awakened long before that for the last moment preparations.”

      What might those be?

      Stella swept out of the dorm before I could ask.

      “Uh,” I said, “I thought Stella was going to give us lessons tonight or something.”

      Aiden nodded. “She’ll be back.”

      Aiden clapped his hands to draw our attention. “Right. Everyone put on your new clothes. Let’s see how they fit and how you feel in them.”

      Seph and I giggled in the bathroom as we put on our new outfits. T-shirts in colors had been a major thrill for us when we’d been offered them at the academy. To people who’d grown up wearing white shirts, blue jeans, and a canvas apron every single day of our lives, a green, or red, or yellow shirt was a delight. But the new clothes were luxurious. I’d never had anything this soft and creamy against my skin, never worn pants that fit my body like they were made custom for me and only me. Even my new shoes seemed tailored to my feet. I couldn’t begin to imagine what life must be like for people who dressed this way every day. It certainly wasn’t the life we’d lived in Salvation Home or the life that had lain before us if we’d stayed.

      Seph grinned at her reflection in the mirror.

      “You look happy,” I told her.

      “I am happy.” She turned sideways and twisted to see herself in the mirror from that angle. She turned back to face me. “Is it weird that I feel so different, so powerful, just by changing my clothes?”

      “I feel it, too.” I considered for a moment. “These clothes might be spelled to give us confidence.”

      Seph acknowledged the possibility with a small movement of her head. “Whatever it is, I like this feeling.”

      I liked the feeling, too. But unless the clothes were also spelled with some serious protective wards—and I didn’t know if that was possible—they weren’t much good to us as anything but camouflage.

      “Let’s go see the guys in their new duds,” I said, not wanting to think too hard about what sort of protection, or lack of protection, we might have in the bubble.

      We burst out laughing when we saw the guys preening in their new clothes. They were happy, too. A little giddy even.

      “All right, children,” Aiden said. “Enough with admiring yourselves. Remember, the sort of people who wear these kinds of clothes have done so all their lives. They take what they wear for granted, even while knowing the clothes are a mark of their status. If you look all proud and excited about your new outfits, you’ll be spotted as imposters in an instant.”

      Stella strode back into the dorm. She was the same Stella, but, dressed all in black, she held herself differently, walked in a new manner, gazed at us with something very close to disdain.

      She inclined her head slightly toward us. “We of the black caste must never forget our role in society nor our duty to the inferior classes to help them to understand their places and their functions.”

      Her words sent shivers across my shoulders. What sort of people were these black castes to believe that an accident of birth automatically made them superior? Were they the ones who’d decided magicals were so inferior that they had to be controlled and kept to small, mean lives?

      “Are the m-vamps black caste?” I asked. Because it made sense that they would be if the blacks were in charge.

      Stella, still in character, sniffed and shook her head. “The m-vamps are their own thing. They are outside of castes. They make major decisions regarding running the bubble so that we black casters may be free to pursue other endeavors.”

      I wanted to ask what those other endeavors might be, but Stella gave me such a withering stare that I said nothing.

      For the next several hours, she schooled us in how to be proper bubble elites. How to move, to speak, and project an air of comfortable, almost lazy, confidence in an innate superiority.

      I hoped we’d be able pull it off when it mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      It was nearly ten at night when Stella finally called a halt to our lessons. We had learned to walk as if we owned the streets. To speak as though everyone dressed in any color but black was beneath us and pitiful. To compose our faces in haughty masks of disdain.

      “Get some sleep,” Stella said. “I know that will be hard but try at least. You’re going to be up early in the morning and it’s likely to be a very long day. Or many very long days.”

      Oh. That was comforting.

      I took a step toward the bathroom to change into my sleep clothes.

      “Piper,” Aiden called softly. “Can you step outside with me a moment?”

      I nodded and followed him down the hall, through the front room, where Geo glanced up with at us with a face full of curiosity, and out the door. He crossed the wide, wooden porch and went down the three steps to the lawn, and out far enough that we were beyond the light leaking from the academy windows.

      I hadn’t had a chance to ask a question I’d thought of earlier, so I asked it now—as much to break the silent tension around us as to get an answer.

      “Seph and I wondered earlier if the new clothes are warded.” I ran my hands lightly over the garments from my shoulders to my thighs.

      “The jackets are,” he answered.

      “Why only the jackets?”

      “Only all-natural materials can be warded. The jackets are leather. The shirts and pants are manmade materials and can’t be warded.”

      I peered at him in the gloom. “Couldn’t you have gotten us cotton shirts and pants? Or linen?”

      Aiden shook his head. “The people you’ll be imitating consider any natural fabric but leather to be inferior and only fit for the under-classes. Think what you want about that, but accept that to blend in, you have to dress like they do.”

      I thought about it, but there was nothing I could say to that.

      “The shoes are leather,” I pointed out.

      Aiden laughed under his breath. “You’re right, and none of us thought to ward the shoes. But we will before we leave in the morning.”

      “You know,” I said, “the fact that you didn’t think about warding the shoes doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence that this raid will go well.”

      Aiden blanched. “If it makes you feel better, we’re just soldiers; we forget or don’t think of things. But the overthrow was planned by people who know what they’re doing.”

      That was news. I’d known the judge had something to do with the overall plans, but I’d assumed this raid had been conceived and designed by Stella and the others. I hoped he was right about the actual planners knowing what they were doing.

      “Did you draw the short straw then?” I asked.

      His brow furrowed.

      “I mean,” I said, “we seem to have the most dangerous part of it, unless there are others who are going to help with the m-vamps.”

      “There are others,” Aiden said. “Some are already in the bubble, hiding in plain sight. All the other major bubbles will also be hit tomorrow. This is nationwide.”

      I blinked at the scope of what we’d gotten entangled with.

      “All the bubbles will be raided tomorrow. All of them? At the same time?”

      He nodded.

      Holy shit!

      “Did you want to talk about something away from the others?” I asked. Because why else would he have asked me to come outside with him?

      “Piper.” His voice was husky. He watched as I shifted uncomfortably foot to foot, his gaze focused on my face. He took my hand, rotated my arm and kissed the inside of my wrist.

      Heat flared from where his lips touched my skin and raced up my arm until I felt it from the top of my head to the bottoms of my feet.

      “Oh,” I said and laughed, undone by the feeling. I pulled my hand away.

      He kept his eyes on my face. “There’s a spark between us. I know you feel it, too. Shouldn’t we see if it’s more than a spark?”

      My heart pounded. “Sparks can lead to fires.”

      “Why not a fire, Piper?”

      My throat was dry. “I’m not sure I want to go up in flames.”

      He smiled. “It would be glorious.”

      “Or painful,” I countered.

      “I’ll put my money on glorious,” he murmured and leaned toward me.

      I swallowed and stood as still as I could. He was going to kiss me; I was sure of it. I’d seen enough shows to know what that look and move meant even though I’d never kissed anyone ‘that’ way and didn’t have the first idea what I was supposed to do.

      “Aiden!” Geo shouted from the front door. “Stella needs to see you now!”

      He closed his eyes and sighed. He opened his eyes and straightened his back.

      “Yeah. Yeah,” he called. “I’m coming.”

      I grabbed his hand, surprised at being so bold. “After we trounce the m-vamps, remember where we were so we can finish.”

      Aiden smiled. “I’ll remember.”
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        * * *

      

      Between nerves about going into the Vegas bubble tomorrow, the weight of learning how vast the whole insurrection was, Aiden saying that my part in it was crucial even though he didn’t know what that meant, the almost-kiss from him—he was about to kiss me, wasn’t he?—sleep was hard to find. I lay in the dark and listened to Will and Turner each tossing restlessly in their bed, and to Jack and Seph, who were sharing a bed, talking low to each other. I couldn’t understand their words, but the tone sounded like comfort.

      It felt like I’d been asleep about two minutes when Geo and Max came to wake us. Breakfast was waiting, which probably meant that they, Aiden, and Stella had been up already. All four looked tense in a way I hadn’t seen in them before.

      Plates, bowls, and glasses had already been set out. Eggs, bacon, fried potatoes with onions, fried zucchini, toast, a jug of orange juice, and a jug of water were set out on the counter. Usually the guys let Seph and I go first. Today Turner and Jack rushed to the counter and piled their plates high with some of everything. I didn’t know how they could eat that much. My stomach was in knots. I had to force myself to get down what little food I managed.

      No one spoke during the meal, not even Will, who could usually be counted on for a sarcastic comment or two in any situation. When we finished eating, Stella announced, “We’ll take care of clean-up. You five get dressed. I’ll be in shortly to fix Seph’s and Piper’s hair. As soon as that’s done, we’ll be leaving.”

      Putting on our black ‘privilege’ clothes wasn’t as fun as it had been last night. My hands trembled as I buckled my belt. My friends seemed to be dressing as slowly and carefully as I was.

      Stella appeared with a small box filled with black rubber bands and some small black combs. She wore clothing very similar to the outfits Seph and I had been given and her long black hair was braided and piled in a tall cone-shaped knot on the top of her head. It looked a little silly, but I supposed it would keep her hair out of her way in case of hand-to-hand fighting, though it could be too easy for someone to grab.

      Stella saw where I was looking. “All females of the black caste over the age of thirty wear their hair like this. It takes a long time to arrange and is a pain to maintain, thereby again showing the wearer’s privilege.”

      She told us to sit. I watched as she wove Seph’s hair into several braids going along the side of her head to the back and then used the small black combs to pin the rest of Seph’s hair into a series of puffs that cascaded down the center of her head.

      “Is that a common hairstyle in the bubble?” I asked. It was elegant and beautiful in its way, but very different from the plain, no-frills hairstyles of Salvation Home, or Stella’s single long braid.

      “Among women of the black caste,” Stella explained, “anyone over thirteen but under thirty wears their hair like that. In the bubble, it’s important that everyone be able to identify at a glance everyone else’s place in society and how they themselves rank in comparison.”

      I supposed we might have known that if we’d ever been let off the grounds at Salvation Home. Mother and Cook had worn their hair pulled into a tight bun at the back of their head. It had seemed a practical style for them, and probably was, but now I realized it probably showed their caste. It was odd to realize I’d lived my entire life in a place and knew essentially nothing about the people and their lifestyle. A lifestyle we were determined to disrupt.

      Stella motioned me to the chair with a nod when she finished with Seph. I sat while she did my hair and thought again how right Mother had been when she said I never could have hidden or blended in if I’d run from Salvation Home but stayed in the bubble.

      I deliberately didn’t think about the people whose lives we were determined to change—at least not about those who would lose their privilege or be cast adrift when the normal social order changed. Better to focus on the magicals who would be freed from lives of bottom-dwelling servitude.

      “Go look at yourself in the mirror,” Stella said when she finished with me. Seph hadn’t run off to see her hair in the mirror when Stella finished with her. She’d waited for me. We walked together to the bathroom where a full-length mirror hung. Seph gently patted the braids reaching back around her head. We examined our own reflection and then each other’s.

      “I like the look.” She grinned. “I think black is my color.”

      Sets off your blonde hair and pale skin,” I agreed.

      Casual words to cover our nerves.

      Stella stood in the doorway. “The person you see in the mirror is the person you must be in the bubble—a member of the top strata of society; sure of yourself, your place, and your future. Don’t gawk at what you observe once we’re inside. Don’t look unsure for even a moment. You must walk and talk the way I showed you. Our success—our survival—depends on it.”

      Her words made my stomach knot tighter, but I drew myself up very straight and looked her in the eye.

      “Like we were born to it,” I said.
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      To the east, the sky wore streaks of orange and yellow from the barely risen sun. Turner, in his all-black bubble clothes and with a box of supplies in his arms, stopped suddenly at the bottom of the porch. He stiffened and slowly moved his head from side to side. I knew this posture and movement—he was listening to things the rest of us couldn’t hear.

      “Someone’s coming.” His voice held a note of alarm. “A vehicle.”

      “Oh,” Stella, who was right behind him, said. “Good. That’ll be Megan and Sharee delivering a second vehicle to us. They’ll stay here while we’re gone and watch over things.”

      I stood next to her and she saw the look on my face, my clear question of why? I also wondered again how they communicated, since I hadn’t seen any sort of communication devices here. Heart Mountain Academy seemed to be full of secrets and mysteries.

      “Because we’ve promised to get your colleagues at Salvation Home out of the bubble,” Stella responded coolly.

      That she wasn’t happy with the promise I’d extracted from her wasn’t my problem.

      “Obviously that many people will have to leave in the truck,” she continued. “Our smaller vehicle isn’t big enough to fit you five, Aiden, Max, Geo, and myself. Hence Megan and Sharee bringing us a vehicle we can all ride in together.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t given a thought to actual transportation, and of course she was right that we couldn’t all fit in the academy’s smaller vehicle. That would fit four, tops. Fitting all the kids from Salvation Home into the truck would be tight, but it could be done.

      A few moments later, the new vehicle appeared a long way down the slim trail that led to the academy house. The vehicle was black and, from what I could see from a distance, looked like a fat worm with a flattened underside on wheels.

      Another side effect of having lived most of my life in confinement was that while I knew what delivery vehicles looked like, personal transportation was completely unknown to me.

      The vehicle pulled up near where we were standing and stopped. Megan and another woman got out and greeted the academy people.

      “This is Sharee,” Megan said, and then introduced us by name to her.

      Sharee, who’d escaped from the rogues.

      Turner, Jack, Seph, Will, and I finished loading the truck with the last of the blankets, water, and food for the Salvation Home kids, for after they were rescued. When we were done, we hung around outside by the truck. Everyone seemed to feel the same way I did—I wanted to be with my friends, the people I’d escaped Salvation Home with, and no one else. Not the academy people. Not Megan and Sharee. Just us.

      Maybe ten minutes later Stella and the guys came out. Stella motioned with her chin for us to get in the truck. She took the driver’s seat. Max rode shotgun. Aiden and Geo got in the vehicle Megan had brought. In the back of the truck, the five of us sat close together. Seph took my hand with one of hers. Her other hand had a tight hold on Jack’s forearm. I grabbed Will’s hand with my free one. He gripped one of Turner’s hands with his other.

      The truck’s engine rumbled to life and we were off.
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        * * *

      

      The trip to the Vegas bubble was very much like the fake trip Jack and I had made before. We drove for a while, maybe half an hour? Longer than we’d driven before the fake incursion into the bubble. Will had pulled the canvas flap open and I could see Aiden driving the borrowed vehicle behind us. His face wore the same look of concentration he had worn last night, just before Geo called him into the house. I turned Seph’s hand loose and brushed two fingers across my lips hardly realizing I’d done either.

      The truck slowed and stopped. Behind us, the borrowed vehicle did the same. Aiden got out and gave a small nod toward the truck. I felt the magic pouring off him like a buzz on my skin. He walked a little off the side of the packed dirt that passed for a road, stopped and squared his shoulders.

      His back was to me, but I’d seen his magic often enough to know he was starting a spell. It looked like he was throwing magic at thin air. A moment later, he turned and nodded at Stella, who drove the truck in the direction Aiden’s magic had gone.

      My ears popped and my stomach clenched when we entered the portal. Seconds later my ears popped again as we exited the portal into the Las Vegas bubble. My stomach clenched even tighter and my breathing changed to short, shallow breaths. We were here. This was it. We were committed.

      Turner, who sat next to me, took my hand and gave it a little squeeze. I felt the nerves humming through him and in all my friends. I squeezed his hand back in solidarity.

      I didn’t want to look out the back to see the city, the way I had when I’d thought we were on our way to save Seph. If we succeeded, I’d have plenty of time to explore the bubble at my leisure. If we failed, it wouldn’t matter.

      Will and Turner, who hadn’t been on that fake rescue mission, were full of curiosity about the place. They made their way to the back lip of the truck bed, kneeled, and grabbed hold of the end of the seats on either side to help keep their balance. Their heads swayed this way and that at the sights.

      “You two might want to look a little less agog,” I said. “We’re supposed to be not just bubble-dwellers but members of the black caste. I doubt black caste folks stare at the sights with their tongues hanging out like you two are.”

      Jack tapped my shoulder. “I think it’s okay. Stella said they’d cast a glamour on the truck once we were in the bubble. Evidently only outworlders drive vehicles like this trusty rust bucket. Bubble-dwellers mostly take public transport except for the wealthy members of the black-caste. They drive sleek little vehicles. Even the trucks tradesmen and delivery people drive are newer and sleeker than this old thing.” He paused. “The point being that Will and Turner could pull the canvas back, jump up and down, and sing a song and no one would see them behind the glamour.

      “When did she tell you this?” I asked.

      “Last night, while you were out strolling in the moonlight with Aiden.”

      Will let out a long, noisy breath. “You guys should see this. It’s amazing.”

      Jack and Seph joined him, crowding close together and pointing at things they found amazing. I leaned back and closed my eyes. It was probably good they were excited by the sights. That had to be better than feeling knots grow in their stomachs the way I did.

      The truck slowed and came to a stop. My heart felt like it had jumped into my throat.

      “We’re here. Salvation Home.” Will’s voice dropped low. “Gods, I hate this place.”

      “Yeah,” Jack said, practically spitting the word. “Maybe we should set fire to it after we’ve gotten everyone out.”

      I thought of Mother and her minions. My voice was icy when I spoke. “That’s a damn good idea.”

      The canvas was pulled all the way open and Aiden climbed inside with us. I wondered what someone outside would have seen. What had the truck been glamoured to look like? A delivery vehicle? Public transportation of some sort?

      “Are you ready for your transformation, Piper?” he asked.

      Stella’s original plan was for just Aiden, Max, Geo, and her to go into Salvation Home on the pretext of reserving some new house servants. They looked the part of well-off back-caste citizens and I thought they could fool Mother easily enough, especially if they offered a high price for the ones they picked. No magical could be a house servant or anything else until they’d turned twenty-one, but I’d witnessed people come from time to time to look over the older among us and reserve someone to come into their employ when they reached legal age.

      I’d insisted I be allowed to go in with them to Salvation Home. They didn’t know the layout of the place or where everyone was likely to be at that time of day. Then my friends all wanted to go in, too.

      Stella had shaken her head firmly. “All of you are too many. It would probably set off alarm bells for this Mother person. Among the black caste, the alpha in any household chooses the servants. They will believe me as alpha and Geo, Max, and Aiden as family and/or bodyguards. They will believe one child being with adults, but not five. It just isn’t done that way. We’ll take Piper. Aiden will cast a glamour on her so she can’t be recognized.”

      “I’m ready,” I said, though my stomach was knotting up again. For one thing, I’d never had a glamour cast on me and didn’t know what that would feel like. But more to the point, I was about to walk into Salvation Home, see Mother, Mad Brad, Tiny Tim, and everyone else who’d tormented me all those years. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I could hold back my anger once I was in their presence.

      Aiden made a sweeping gesture with his right hand and spoke words I couldn’t understand under his breath. I didn’t feel anything from the spell. I didn’t feel any different.

      “Holy shit!” Will blurted and laughed.

      My friends stared at me, some with their mouths agape.

      “What?” I said. “Tell me what I look like.”

      Seph shook her head as if trying to shake off something unbelievable. “You’re the same height, but everything else is different. You face is completely different. Your hair is as black as Jack’s. Your body is shaped differently. I can’t explain it. You don’t look like you at all.”

      “That’s the idea,” Aiden said.

      I wished I had a mirror so I could see for myself what they were seeing.

      “Will you teach us to how to do that?” Turner asked. “Later, I mean. After we’ve liberated the magicals and transformed the bubble.”

      Aiden gazed at him. “If you choose to stay with us after, I will. But there’s plenty you’ll have to learn before that. It all builds.”

      Will let out an exaggerated groan. “So much to learn. It makes my head hurt.”

      It lightened the moment and we all laughed.

      Aiden turned serious again. “I can’t change your voice with a glamour, Piper. So remember, no matter how badly you want to speak up, say nothing.”

      “Yeah.” I feigned a nonchalance I didn’t feel. “Keep my mouth shut. I’ve got it.”

      “Good,” Aiden said. “Let’s go.”
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      My hands shook as we walked the white brick path toward the big white double doors of Salvation Home. People I knew were at work trimming hedges and deadheading flowers in front of the house. My heart panged seeing them. Their lives were miserable, and they had nothing but misery to look forward to in their futures.

      Except we were here to change that.

      A boy holding a pair of hedge loppers that were too big for him to wield effectively stopped his make-work and stared at me as we walked past, a question clear in his eyes. Not just nervous curiosity about strangers coming to Salvation Home, but something more. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      Yellow John, they called him, for his hair color—to distinguish him from the four other Johns at the home. I wanted to give him a smile, but I couldn’t. No member of the black caste would smile at a boy in a Home.

      When we reached the front doors, Aiden stepped forward and knocked. He knocked like a man used to getting his way. It made me feel a little better. I pulled my spine straight to make me as tall and imperious looking as possible.

      Mad Brad opened the door. He wore his usual gray button-up shirt and gray trousers, though now I understood why. Confusion clouded his face. He wrinkled his brow.

      “Good day,” Stella said. “We are here in search of house servants to reserve. I understand you have several who will be available soon.”

      “Uh,” Brad noised and dipped his head to Stella. “Do you have an appointment?”

      We’d learned that head dip as residents here, learned that we, as members of the white caste—I understood our white shirts now—were the lowest of the low and everyone we’d ever meet was almost certain to be our superior to whom we must show proper respect. I admit I took some joy in seeing Brad show subservience to Stella.

      Stella sniffed and her voice chilled. “I did not think an appointment was necessary for this sort of transaction.”

      Brad dipped his head again and swallowed hard. “Ma’am isn’t here. She is the only one authorized to conduct business of that sort.”

      I couldn’t remember a time when Mother had left the home. Brad could be lying, of course. But why would he? There was nothing to gain by the falsehood.

      A trickle of sweat rolled down my spine. If we couldn’t get all the residents now, there wouldn’t be another chance before we invaded the m-vamps’ mansion. The attacks in all the major bubbles were to begin at the same time—so no one had a moment to warn anyone else.

      Stella gave Brad a long, even stare then turned to Aiden. “Freedom Home also has residents about to reach employable age. We’ll go there.”

      She turned slowly, giving Brad the opportunity to ask us to stay. He stayed silent.

      I wanted to grab her arm, insist we take all the residents now, even if it meant taking them by force, but that could jeopardize the bigger mission of bringing down the m-vamps. Tears stung my eyes, but I kept up the pretense of not caring. My heart sank when I heard the door close firmly behind us.

      Yellow John reached out and tugged at my hand as I passed him.

      “She’s here,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Mother. She’s out back. Mad Brad lies and says she’s not here whenever someone comes without an appointment. Mother doesn’t trust strangers at her door.”

      “Why not?” I asked without looking at him, in case Brad was watching from the window.

      John hesitated. “Cuz a few months back, five residents disappeared from here. She’s terrified someone found out and is coming to punish her for it.”

      I blinked, wondering why he risked telling me this with Brad probably standing behind the curtains and peeking out to make sure we left.

      “I know who you are,” John whispered as if in answer to my thought.

      My heart thundered in my chest. How could he know who I was when my friends said I looked totally different?

      “Or, I know what you are,” he said, still whispering. “I can smell the magic on you. All of you.” He grinned and turned back to his work.

      I did smile then. How could I not? Mother, Mad Brad, Evil Ernst, Tiny Tim, and the rest weren’t magical, but John knew we were, and that—no matter who we were—made us all right as far as he was concerned. My smile was to thank him, too.

      I stepped up next to Stella. “She’s here. Around back.” I quickly told her all John had said.

      Stella stopped and considered.

      “New story,” she said. “We’re from the agency that oversees all the homes for magicals. We’ve heard about the disappearance of some of her charges. We’re moving out all residents here, effective immediately.”

      “She’ll protest,” I said. “She’s fairly good at using lies and threats to get her own way.”

      “The caste system is quite strict in the bubble,” Stella said. “She’s gray-caste. We’re black, so far as she knows. She will be shitting in her pants when we turn up around back and lay out our story.”

      My eyes opened wide in surprise. I’d never heard such talk from Stella before

      “Why didn’t we go with that to begin with?” I asked.

      “Because we didn’t know she was terrified of discovery. Now we have leverage we didn’t have before. Now she’ll help her charges pack if we ask her to.” Stella touched the small of my back. “She’s around back, the boy said. Lead on, Piper.”

      I glanced at the front windows. I couldn’t see Brad, but I was almost certain he was still there, watching us. He wasn’t going to let us walk around the side of the house to the back without either hurrying to warn Mother or trying to stop us himself, with aid from Ernst and Tim.

      “Everything’s going to be fine,” Aiden said softly in my ear. “You’re not Piper Lejeune, frightened orphan, surviving by Mother’s mercy. You’re a member of the black caste who has come to tear her kingdom to shreds.”

      I set my face with the proper haughty demeanor and strode forward with confidence.

      Brad and Ernst burst out the front door just as we reached the side of the house and were momentarily gone from their sight. Not gone enough, since they’d seen us and ran after us as we walked toward the fields behind the house. Fields where I’d spent many, many hours working. No one was working there now.

      Tiny Tim came out the back door brandishing a broom, as if he could sweep us away. I was pretty sure, though, he meant to use the handle as a weapon, given the way he held it. He reached us just as Brad and Ernst came up behind us.

      Stella stopped and stared at the short man waving the broomstick. Aiden and Max stepped forward and physically pushed him out of the way. Tim stumbled from the push but kept to his feet.

      I thought maybe Brad, or Ernst, or both would attack Aiden and Max, and maybe Stella and me. Ernst, Brad, and Tim treated everyone—male or female—with equal disdain and cruelty. They just stood there with their mouths hanging open. I guessed they remembered their place in the world—grays being lower caste than blacks. They closed their mouths and bowed their heads in acknowledgement of their lower status. It pleased me immensely to see them bow their heads to me. I stifled the urge to give them each a swift kick in the nuts, knowing that they would have to accept it from a black caste member. How does it feel to be powerless? I wanted to ask them. Not so nice, is it?
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      Winter squash and pumpkin vines were beginning to spread over the fields behind the Home. Rows of various kinds of lettuce poked their green, yellow, or red leaves from the brown earth near more rows of new broccoli, cauliflower, and other cold weather crops. So many hours, days, years of my life had been spent in these fields.

      No one worked in them now. Mother or one of her minions must have herded everyone inside when we first came up the walkway.

      I spotted the place where Seph, Turner, Will, Jack, and I had broken through the bubble. The place where my new life began. It didn’t look any different from any other spot where the edge of the bubble met the ground, but I knew exactly where it was. Maybe one day I’d come set up a plaque there or something.

      Off to the side of the kitchen garden was a large, wood tool shed hand built by an earlier crop of ‘residents’ here. It seemed like the kind of place Mother would choose to hide in. I walked toward it, my companions following, and yanked the door open. Mother, to her credit I thought, stood strong and tall, her hands set defiantly on her hips when she saw us. She blanched, though, when she took a good look and immediately dipped her head in the proper show of subservience.

      Somehow, I’d expected her to look different, though it had only been a few months since I’d last seen her. She looked exactly the same. Wore the same grey blouse and gray pants as always. Her hair was pulled into the same severe bun at the back of her head she’d worn for as long as I’d known her.

      What was new was the look of fear in her eyes.

      “How may I be of service?” Mother said, her voice cracking.

      Stella held off speaking a long moment. A slight sheen of sweat gave Mother’s face an unnatural glow.

      "It has come to our attention,” Stella said, “that you have been lax. Several of your charges have disappeared, and yet their disappearance wasn’t reported. As no lost magicals have been reported in the bubble, we must conclude that some misfortune befell them. Some misfortune for which you, as their caretaker, are responsible. This will not be tolerated. Your license is immediately revoked. Round up the residents. They will be taken to another facility. One where the keepers know how to do their jobs properly."

      Mother stared but still didn’t speak. Her hands shook slightly. The sweat that had glazed her skin grew to droplets that rolled slowly down her face.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” Stella barked. “Immediately. Our colleagues will follow shortly to arrest you. The grounds will be searched for bodies.”

      Mother’s shoulders began to tremble, but she steadied her voice and called to her minions, who had followed us to the shed, “Do as they say. Gather the children.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I spat at her feet. It felt good.
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        * * *

      

      Honestly, it was a surreal moment—standing by our glamoured vehicle and watching Ernst, Brad, and Tim march the kids out in single file, the way they always made us do everything at the Home. Soon, I thought, none of them will be made to lineup single file anymore. Soon all of these people, from the youngest to the ones just about to age-out, will get to choose not only how they want to stand in line but what lines they want to stand in.

      Corrine, as head girl, was first in line. Remembering all the mean, nasty things she’d said and done to me made my stomach tighten. Maybe we could leave her behind, I thought. Serve her right. Fucking bitch with her damn red shoelaces. But she was as much a victim of all of this as anybody else. She deserved a chance to have her own life, I supposed.

      The kids looked confused. The younger ones were clearly frightened and some were near tears as they were marched toward what they thought were five black caste adults taking them the gods knew where. It wasn’t easy to keep an imperious sneer on my face when what I really wanted to do was reassure them they didn’t have anything to fear and that everything was going to get better.

      Brad, Ernst, Tim, and even Mother looked confused and frightened in their own way. Good. Let them feel afraid for a while.

      “You know,” Brad said tentatively as he neared the vehicle, “everyone isn’t going to fit in there.”

      Aiden smirked at him, not offering even a word in reply.

      Brad nervously dipped his head and backed away from us.

      Of course, the vehicle wasn't the sleek, black thing they were seeing. It was Stella’s truck, and it could fit plenty. There would be kids sitting on the benches and kids sitting on the truck bed, and probably some of the smaller kids stuffed into the front seat but we’d fit them in. We’d all drive away from Salvation Home, and Mother and her minions, and away from a life no one should be forced into.

      Mother’s eyes narrowed. I could feel she was thinking something, and she knew something wasn't right. I nudged Stella with my elbow. When I had her attention, I glanced toward Mother. Stella’s gaze followed mine. I felt Stella’s magic ramping up and felt the little spark she sent to make Mother look at her. When Mother did, Stella fixed her the most even and imperious glare I had ever seen. Mother’s shoulders began trembling again and the look of suspicion fell from her face.

      When the last of the kids were in the truck, Aiden and I joined the ones in the back. No one spoke, though some of the kids held hands, touch providing what comfort it could. Some wrapped their arms around themselves, their bodies trembling, One or two began to silently cry.

      “Take off the glamour," I said low to Aiden, who sat next to me on the truck floor.

      He gave me a look but did what I asked. There were gasps as the woman in black changed faces and body shape and became Piper Lejeune, who they all knew. Corrine threw her hand up over her mouth.

      "That's right, Corrine," I said. "It's me."

      Yellow John laughed. "I knew I smelled magic on you."

      “Where have you been?” Corrine asked, her voice strained and high-pitched, like a child’s.

      The truck was moving slowly away from the front of the Home. I pulled myself to my feet, using Aiden’s shoulder to help keep my balance.

      "Jack, Seth, Turner, and Will, are fine,” I said, pitching my voice so everyone could hear. “We're taking you out of the bubble. Don't be afraid. You're going to like the new place and your new lives."

      And after that, I thought, we’ll destroy the m-vamps’ hold on the bubble, so everyone gets a new life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We drove to where Will, Seph, Turner, and Jack waited for us. Geo wasn’t happy about driving the Home residents out of the bubble to a safe haven, but it made sense—Aiden had the most magic, Max was the best fighter, and Stella was in charge of the raid.

      My heart felt both light and heavy as I watched the truck drive away, still glamoured as a sleek vehicle fit for a black caste. I stared down the road long after it had disappeared from view.

      I watched a public transportation vehicle filled with people glide down the road and saw what I presumed was the private vehicle of a real-life member of the black caste speed by in utter silence. I watched as dead-eyed people dressed in white walked toward their dreary jobs. White caste—magicals, the lowest of the low.

      Aiden slipped up next to me. He cleared his throat to let me know he was there—as if I didn’t already feel the heat of him. Or the heat rising in me at his nearness.

      “It’s time to go,” he said.

      I nodded without turning, still staring down the road where my fellow former residents of Salvation Home had gone.

      The other vehicle, the one Megan and Sharee had brought to Heart Mountain Academy was glamoured just as the truck had been to look like a typical black caste vehicle. Stella was behind the steering stick. Max and Will shared the front seat with her. Seph, Jack, and Turner had taken the seat behind them.

      Each row could comfortably sit four. If I sat next to Turner, Aiden could either squish in the second row with us or sit alone in the back row. If I took a seat in the back row, Aiden could choose to sit there with me or in the second row next to Turner.

      I shook my head slightly. It was a silly to spend this much time deciding where to sit. And yet, this was exactly what we’d be fighting for—the freedom to make our own decisions, small and big.

      I took a spot in the third-row seat, sliding over to sit close to the far window. Aiden crawled into the same row but didn’t slide over close to me. He sat near the other window, leaving an empty gap between us. I wasn’t sure if that disappointed me or not.

      Earlier, I hadn’t wanted to look out the back of the truck to see the sights of the bubble. Curiosity filled me now. I stared out the window as we pulled away from the parking spot and merged into traffic.

      Most of the vehicles on the road—a smooth, well-kept road, very different from the crumpled, bumpy roads of the outworld—looked like large, driverless boxes on wheels. Small raised bumps about the size of my fist imbedded in the roads flashed with yellow light as the public transportation vehicles passed them. The lights flashed blue as our vehicle passed. They flashed blue for other private vehicles as well.

      I wondered what the colors meant and worried that maybe the lights could see what human eyes couldn’t—that our vehicle was much larger than it should be for what it looked like. I listened for the sound of a police siren that could mean we’d been discovered, but none wailed in our vicinity.

      We drove for half an hour or so without any sirens sounding and I began to relax some. I had no idea how big the Las Vegas bubble might be. It could be huge. It could be not much more than a downtown ringed by residences and malls, for all I knew.

      Everything looked new, unknown, and strange to me. Nothing looked like what I’d seen when Stella had brought me to ‘the bubble’ for Seph’s fake abduction. There was no giant mall with worn down-looking workers getting off public transportation here. Nor were there the casinos and fun houses with their neon flashing lights and brightly colored outside walls. Instead we passed through curving streets with fine houses set back from gardens ablaze with autumn-blooming flowers.

      Las Vegas was surrounded by desert, but rain fell gently and predictably at just the right times and amounts for flowers and fields inside the bubble. I bit my bottom lip, thinking. Who ordered and controlled the weather in the bubble? Who kept the air fresh and cool, even in the high heat of summer? Did they use tech or magic? If, as I’d suspected before, it was the m-vamps, would we destroy the bubbles if we destroyed the vamps? Where we about to make life worse instead of better for the people who lived here? For the people who lived in every bubble, since every bubble was about to be invaded.

      We turned a corner and all thoughts were blown clean from my mind. There, exactly as it had looked in the fake abduction, stood the m-vamps’ palace. Behind a high stone wall, the mansion stood in the middle of a quarter-mile square grassy sea, a three-story island of white stone broken only by the colored curtains in the tall windows on each floor. Would the mansion look the same inside as it had in the fake abduction? If so, how had someone known what it looked like inside? Who had been in there to know? The judge? I didn’t trust her.

      My heart pounded hard and my throat went dry. My mind flooded with the memory of thinking I was in that house to rescue Seph, the things that had happened in there, and the pain of realizing I’d been tricked by people I had trusted. The same people I had to trust now to have my back.

      “It looks the same on the outside,” Seph muttered.

      I looked over at her. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “Except,” Jack said, “there might be real m-vamps in there.”

      A chill ran up my spine. “The vamps are there. I feel them like some sort of weird, living vortex.”

      Will turned to look at me. “Thanks, Pipes. That’s very reassuring.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Aiden glare at Will. “She’s given you a good reminder and a good waning. You’d be wise to pay attention. These vampires will suck the magic from you, given any chance.”

      I felt the fear level rise in each of my friends. I was sorry to be the cause of it, but glad, too. I wanted each of us that walked into that house to walk back out as healthy and strong as we went in. I didn’t know what the chances of that were, but I suspected they were slim.

      Stella pulled the vehicle over and parked. The tall, black iron gate in front of the house was still an eighth of a mile from us. We’d gone over the plan a dozen times back at the academy, but Stella wanted to go over them again. I was glad of that. The judge had come up with this plan, and I wasn’t completely sold on it. I knew Seph, Turner, Will, and Jack had their doubts, too, but no one seemed to want to listen to what we had to say.

      When she finished, she gave Aiden a glance and a nod. He muttered spell words. The air shimmered slightly. I paid close attention, wanting to see the moment of transformation. It came and went so quickly I couldn’t say when Stella stopped looking like herself and instead looked exactly like the judge. Seeing Stella with a different face and body was creepy.

      “Time for you to shift,” Stella said to Turner.

      It was eerie to hear Stella’s voice come from what looked like the judge’s face.

      Turner nodded and climbed out of the vehicle. There was no one else on the road, and no other houses on the block. Turner disappeared behind the vehicle. When I saw him next, he was in wolf form.

      Stella turned from her place behind the driving stick and gazed at each of us in turn. “It’s time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My hands were damp with sweat as we walked up the red-brick path toward the front door. If Stella, Aiden, or Max were afraid, or even nervous, it didn't show. All they radiated was confidence and their total right to be there. I had to look confident, too, or risk betraying our masquerade. I straightened my back and put that haughty black caste expression that Stella had taught us on my face.

      Turner, in his wolf form, paced a little nervously and whined low, only once, as we walked up the three bricked steps to the wide slate-clad porch that ran the length of the mansion’s front. He was nervous, too, I thought. I ran my fingers gently through his fur.

      Max step forward and was about to knock when the door swung open.

      A tall, thin man dressed in a black coat, silver shirt, and black pants stood in the doorway. His face was pleasant, with even features and deep brown eyes. He wore his thick hair, as black as Jack's or Stella's, long enough that it grazed the top of his collar. I guessed him to be in his forties. He gave us an apprising onceover.

      "Welcome," the man said.

      I didn't know what a magic vampire would look like. I didn't know if this person was a vampire or a servant. I did know he made my flesh crawl.

      I peered past him into the foyer. It looked exactly like the foyer in the fake mansion except it was even larger. The vamps could have held a square dance in the space, if they wanted. My throat tightened. The marble statue, an exact match to the one in the fake mansion, stood at the back of the foyer next to the staircase. I felt it vibrating and heard a low thrumming. It wasn’t exactly déjà vu I felt. It was more like déjà doom.

      The man coolly eyed Turner who sat near Stella’s feet. "And what have we here?"

      Stella ignored the question. "Tell the supreme the judge has arrived."

      The man’s glance bounced between Stella and Turner. “We weren’t told you’d be accompanied by a wolf.”

      Stella, wearing the judge’s face, gave the man a withering glare. His shoulders pulled up toward his ears. He hunched into them and turned.

      There was no need for him to tell his supreme anything. She was already slowly and gracefully descending the stairs from the second floor.

      No one could see this striking woman and not know she was the person in charge. Tall and thin with flame-colored hair worn loose to her shoulders, she wore a long silk tunic the same emerald green as her eyes over wide-legged, black silk pants. Somehow it didn’t seem odd that this elegant woman was barefoot.

      Her eyes, though, had the slightly glazed look of someone who would much prefer to be sleeping. The judge was clever to plan this meeting for mid-day when the m-vamps wouldn’t normally be awake.

      “They’ll let you in,” the judge had said. “Aiden will cast a containment spell on the supreme. Vampire society is strictly hierarchical. Once Aiden has contained the supreme, the rest will give up.”

      After that, Stella, as the judge, would declare herself the new supreme and all the m-vamps would follow her orders.

      “Vamps are like bees,” the judge had explained. “They need a queen in order to feel right in their skins. They crave a queen to follow and protect. The worker vamps don’t want the job themselves, so any queen will do, as long as she steps up forcefully.”

      Once Stella had proclaimed herself the new supreme, the old one would be whisked away and forced to give up not only control over the bubble but the secrets of how it worked. How was the bubble maintained? Did it run on tech or magic? And however and whichever it was, how did they keep the bubble running smoothly?

      That was the plan at least.

      The spell Aidan needed to cast was complicated. I knew it would take him more than a few moments to put all the pieces into place.

      Stella, as the judge, bowed her head the merest bit to the m-vamp supreme—more a nod than a bow, really.

      “Orella,” she said and made her voice sound husky. Aiden’s spell could make Stella look like the judge but couldn’t make her sound like the other woman. “It’s fine to see you again.”

      The supreme stepped down from the last stair onto the stone floor. “Are you not well? Would you like some tea with honey for your throat?”

      “That would most kind and appreciated,” Stella said. “But first, I would like to tell you why I’ve come.”

      Orella eyed Turner, who sat placidly by Stella’s side. “I presume it has to do with this wolf.”

      I felt Orella’s fear of Turner that made her keep her distance from us. I wondered if the judge had counted on that when she sent us into the vampires’ den—that fear of a wolf would keep Orella from getting too close. Close enough, perhaps, to somehow see through the glamour. Close enough to realize Stella didn’t smell like the judge, since m-vamps were said to have excellent sense of smell. Or close enough to feel Aiden’s magic ramping up.

      Or maybe I was giving the judge too much credit.

      Something pulled my gaze away from the supreme up to the second-floor landing and the five doors that were exactly the same as they had been in the fake house. A sound? A flicker of movement?

      You’ve been betrayed, the voice that wasn’t my voice said in my head. Run.

      The five doors on the second floor flew open. Half a heartbeat later, the five doors on the third level opened. People—vamps?—bolted from of the rooms and rushed down the stairs. I tried to count. Thirteen, I thought.

      Orella wasn’t keeping her distance because she was afraid of Turner. Not solely because of that. She’d kept her distance because she knew this was ruse.

      I turned, ready to run for the door and out. The man who’d opened the door stood behind us, his arms folded over his chest, blocking our way. The front door blew open behind him, knocking him aside. Seph, Jack, and Will, who’d waited outside, rushed in.

      Aiden threw as much of his spell as he'd been able to conjure. Orella stiffened and her eyes widen, but she kept moving toward us. Vampires raced down, their feet thundering on the stairs.

      “Out!” Stella boomed.

      But the door slammed shut again and nothing, nothing, no matter how hard I pulled, no matter what magic I tried to work on it, would make the door open.

      The first wave of vampires had reached the bottom of the stairs and sprinted toward us. Aiden was throwing fresh magic at the supreme, but she’d shaken off what he’d thrown at her earlier and now nothing seemed to work. It was as if she had a shell around herself and the magic was simply bouncing off.

      I picked out the vampire nearest me and cast the levitation spell. He didn’t even stumble, much less rise.

      Turner growled low in the back of his throat, crouched, and sprang forward to run through the vampires racing toward us, snapping and biting at anyone who tried to grab him. I was sure he was trying to reach the supreme. I wanted to help him.

      A tall, muscular man grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward a room off to the side of the foyer. I saw their plan. Separate us from each other. Take away the strength of the team. The man’s hand closed tight on my upper arm. Not a man, I realized with a chill. A vamp.

      “Don’t let a vamp touch you,” Stella had warned. “Physical touch establishes a connection that lets them psychically siphon your magic.”

      The vampire’s other hand gripped my throat and pain like fire roared through me. Anger raged in my blood, riding next to the pain. He wanted my magic—was psychically sucking it from me in big thirsty gulps. But he only had hold of one arm, and my left arm at that. I pulled my leg up and kneed him in the groin. He flinched and his hand loosened from around my throat. I slammed my fist into his nose. His head flew back from the blow. No blood came from his nose, but from the sound I knew I had broken the bone. The combination of being kneed in the groin and my fist slamming into his nose had made him turn me loose.

      “Bitch!” he yelled and shoved me away from him. He thought better of it and grabbed for me again, but it was too late.

      Seph’s voice cut through the sound of fighting around me. "Piper! Jump away."

      I jumped, putting more distance between the vampire and me. Thorny vines sprung up from the ground at his feet, growing through the stone floor. I didn't know how Seph could make that happen, but I was glad she could. The vines grew and wrapped around the vamp, clamping his arms to his side and pinning in his legs together. He couldn't keep his balance and fell over, smacking hard against the stone floor. The vines holding him would keep him from attacking anyone else.

      “Thanks,” I called to Seph, but my voice was drowned out by a shrieking wail that came from another room. It didn't sound like any of our voices, but I couldn’t be sure. Seph and I ran back into the foyer. Will had ramped up his djinn juice and wrapped his arms around one of the vamps. Smoke wisps curled from the vampire’s skin. Evidently we could touch them without the vampire tapping into our magic.

      I whirled and saw two vampires holding Max, one with a hand clasped around Max’s throat. His eyes were squeezed shut and his face was crumpled in pain. They were draining him, I thought. The two of them, sucking away his magic twice as fast.

      “Seph,” I yelled, and pointed at Max.

      Vines burst through the floor at the feet of the magic vampires holding him, twining around the vamps’ legs and up their torsos and around their arms. Seph’s hands danced, her fingers tracing the designs of her magic in the air. The vines spread out, pulling the vampires’ arms away so that Max could break free.

      I looked for Turner but couldn’t see him. I did see Stella and Aiden chasing the supreme up the stairs. She hadn't stopped at the second landing but was racing up to the third floor. Even at this distance I could feel Aiden preparing his spells. Maybe Orella felt it too. She leaped over the last step to the landing and whirled to face them. With the flick of her wrist both Aiden and Stella tumbled down the stairs.

      I gasped. That answered one question at least. The magic vampires not only sucked up magic, they could use it too. Orella could, at least, but maybe the others couldn’t since they hadn’t fought with magic against us.

      Aiden got to his feet first and helped Stella to hers. Immediately, both began muttering under their breaths. Watching their lips, I saw they were saying the same spell. Both cast their hands out at the same moment and the front door flew open. Jack was closest to the door. He grabbed Seph and yanked her out of the house. I spotted Turner. He had a vamp on the ground and stood on the vamp’s chest, his wolf teeth bared. I yelled to get his attention and motioned toward the open door.

      “Will!” I screamed.

      He turned loose the vampire whose skin he’d blackened and made for the front door. I stopped and turned to make sure Aiden, Stella, and Max were on their way to the door as well. I waited, breathing hard, until they’d almost reached me and I was sure that they’d make it out before I turned and ran.
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      The skies opened and rain pelted down—a hard rain with drops that felt like pebbles hitting our skin. Will cursed loudly. As a djinn, too much water could kill him. My pant legs were getting drenched, but the water beaded and slid off the warded jacket. I pulled it off as I ran and flung it to Will. He caught it and held it over his head like an umbrella.

      No matter how the m-vamps controlled the bubble, by tech or by magic, I figured it was done from the mansion. It had to be, considering how quickly they’d changed the weather. Maybe a rain was already scheduled, but I didn't think so. Wrong time of year for rain of any sort, and we never had a hurting rain like this. I thought this rain was the supreme’s way of telling us she was righteously pissed off.

      It could've been worse, I supposed. She could have sent a hurricane or a swarm of angry wasps if she’d wanted.

      We ducked our heads and ran away from the house and down a brick path already growing slick from the water. The black iron gate was closed. I felt Aiden ramping up his magic. He must've been angry himself. The gates blew off their hinges and flew clear across the road and onto an empty lot on the other side.

      We kept running until we reached our vehicle which we’d left parked far enough down the road to be out of sight of anyone residing in the mansion. We climbed in as fast as we could, not only to get out of the rain, but to get far, far away from the vamps.

      The moment I sat, the adrenaline that had kept me moving drained away, leaving me exhausted and my muscles aching. Max looked much the same. Everyone else seemed keyed up. They probably could have run to the portal and maybe all the way back to the academy with that nervous energy. But Max and I’d had some of our magic drained off, and it seemed to affect our energy levels as well. Max was an ass, but I knew how painful having your magic drained was. I reached over and touched his leg in sympathy. He looked up and gave me a rueful grin.

      Max and I had something in common now. No one could be more surprised by that than me.

      Seph slumped down as well. “I’ve never had to work that hard to make something grow. It felt unnatural.”

      Stella started the vehicle and pulled away from the curb at a slow and steady pace. I wanted to scream at her to go faster but I knew what she was doing. Nothing to see here. Nothing to draw the police’s attention.

      We drove through the bubble at a normal speed, no different from any other vehicle on the road, until we reached the spot I recognized as where we had entered the bubble. Aiden was already chanting the spell to let us sneak into the portal. Coming, he’d gotten out and used gestures to open it. Stella pulled over to the side of the road, Aiden got out, and did the same gestures now. He seemed to suddenly realize something and began muttering again. The air shimmered inside the vehicle, and Stella wore her own face again.

      After Aiden got back in, Stella sped up, pushing us into the portal. My ears popped and a moment later popped again and we were back in the safety of the outworld.

      I hoped we were safe.
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        * * *

      

      No one spoke on the ride back to the academy, but I felt seven other minds whirring as fast as mine was. I wished I could choose to listen in on their thoughts, but that ability came and went of its own accord. Still, I’d be willing to bet some if not all of them were contemplating the same thing I was—who betrayed us to the m-vamps? Because unless the vamps had planned on attacking the judge, who’d they expected at their door, they knew we were coming instead.

      Did they know that Stella wasn’t the judge despite her wearing the judge’s face and body because it was the judge herself who’d betrayed us?

      There were other resisters in the Vegas bubble, resisters who’d been waiting for us to take control of the supreme m-vamp before they sprang into action. Was one of them a turncoat?

      What about resisters in other bubbles? One of them could have betrayed the entire scheme.

      And what had happened in those other bubbles? Had the resisters there succeeded?

      My head throbbed from questions that had no answers I could get now. My muscles burned. My neck stung where the m-vamp had squeezed his hand. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we reached the academy, Max was so weak he had to be helped from the vehicle and into the house. He plopped down heavily onto the couch. Megan took one look at her brother and said, “I’ll get my bag.” She disappeared into one of the private bedrooms and re-emerged with a large fabric sack. She went straight to Max and knelt in front of him.

      “Aiden,” she said looking up, “would you get me a glass of water and a spoon, please?”

      Aiden left the room and returned a few moments later with the requested items. Megan added some sort of crushed yellow leaves or flowers to the water and stirred until the water turned the color of early morning light. She handed the glass to Max. He wrinkled his nose but drank the liquid until the glass was drained.

      She pulled a small, wooden box from her sack and shook what looked like blue sand into her hand. She held her hand to her lips and blew the substance onto Max.

      I’d never seen a magical healer at work. At the Home, if someone was very sick or had broken a bone, Dr. Lenois was sent for. He was a crusty old man with thin white hair and an attitude of annoyance at being called out to treat someone. The contrast between him and how Megan approached healing was startling.

      When Megan finished with Max, she turned to me. “You look like you could use some healing yourself.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “But if you had something for burning muscles and aching joints—”

      Megan was digging into her bag before I finished the sentence. She pulled out a small, clear, glass vial filled with a thick green liquid that had tiny gold balls suspended in it. She handed it to me saying, “Drink this. It’ll help.”

      I took the vial, uncapped it, and held it to my nose to sniff. It smelled like spring—a lovely, slightly grassy scent. I upended it, drank it all, and almost immediately began to feel better.

      “Thanks.” I hesitated. “I saw Geo was here, but I don’t hear the kids from Salvation Home.”

      Megan didn’t look up from where she was digging in her bag for something. “No. Here wouldn’t be safe for them. The rogues know you’re at Heart Mountain, and who knows who they’ve told? Geo took the kids to Dawn-awe Farm, about thirty miles west of the Salt Lake bubble. The bubble dwellers regard the people there as crazy and dangerous—which they aren’t at all—and leave them alone.”

      “Good,” I said, relieved.

      She found what she was looking for, I guessed, since she pulled out a small leather bag tied with a purple ribbon. She handed the bag to Max. “Mix this with half a cup of water and drink it before bed.”

      Max rolled his eyes.

      “Just because you’re my big brother,” Megan said, “doesn’t mean there aren’t things I know a lot more about than you do. Don’t be Mr. Tough Guy. Drink the damn concoction tonight. You’ll be better for it in the morning.”

      I turned my head so no one would see the smile Megan’s words put on my face.

      Stella and Geo had vanished into a back room as soon as we’d come into the house. Aiden had made sure Max and I were being taken care of and then disappeared himself. The three came back to the common room, their expressions grim.

      Max focused on Stella. “So?”

      I hoped that ‘So’ meant ‘What happened in the other bubbles?’

      Stella sighed. “Los Angeles was successful. Chicagoland was a failure, with all the resisters captured. The vamps there knew the resisters were coming.”

      “The same as with us,” I said under my breath.

      But Stella heard me. “Yes. The question is—”

      “Who,” I said before she could finish. Which was rude of me. I ducked my head and sputtered, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      She acknowledged my apology with a small dip of her chin. “Obviously, you’ve had the same question on your mind that we have. I don’t have an answer.”

      “What about the rest of the other bubbles?” Max asked.

      Stella sighed and sat next to him on the couch. One by one she went through the results—Salt Lake, success. St George, Success. Denver, failure. Manhattan Island, failure. Atlanta, success. On and on, ticking them off on her fingers. By my reckoning, there were more failures than successes.

      Max groaned as he rearranged himself on the couch. “What do we do now?”

      Aiden answered. “There’s a rumor that the supremes in several of the bubbles are banding together, that the outworld will be targeted and outworlders rounded up and imprisoned or killed.”

      A lump formed in my throat.

      “Which means,” Geo spoke up for the first time, “that we have try again immediately, before the supremes in each bubble have time to mobilize against us.”

      “When?” Max asked.

      Stella drew in a breath and set a determined expression on her face. “Dawn tomorrow.”
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      The news that we’d be going back into the Vegas bubble and attempting a takeover again in the morning stunned everyone. Max, who was our best hand-to-hand fighter, was severely weakened from being attacked by two vamps who’d drained much of his magic as well as physical strength from him. There didn’t seem to be any way he’d be in shape join us in the morning unless Megan had some extra special healing items in that bag of hers. I’d lost some of my magic and strength to the vamps as well. My body needed time to rest and refuel.

      Will had enjoyed using his djinn juice against the vamps, but when it was over, he was exhausted. Seph was fairly worn out as well, as were Turner and Jack. We’d not gotten this tired in practice here at the academy or when we went against the rogues. Something was different at the vamps’ mansion, and I thought I might know what it was.

      “Can I get you anything?” I asked Max, who hadn’t stirred from the couch since we’d arrived back at Heart Mountain.

      “No. Thanks,” he murmured. “I’m fine. Just don’t ask me to move.”

      I smiled—which surprised me. I didn’t think I’d ever been inspired to a genuine smile by Max before.

      “If you don’t need anything, I’m going to go for a walk,” I said. “I need to clear my head.”

      Aiden rose from his chair. “I’ll go with you.”

      It seemed wrong to walk outside and have it still be light. It felt like it should be late at night, considering all we’d done and been through today. Aiden and I headed out behind the house toward a stand of aspens whose leaves were turning yellow and crimson with the change of the season. Usually the sight rested my mind, but not now. There were too many questions and not enough answers rolling around in my head.

      “There’s something in the mansion that steals our magic,” I said.

      Aiden laughed low. “Um hmm. Magic vampires.”

      “No,” I said. “Something else. Every one of us is exhausted, but only Max and I lost magic to the vampires today.”

      Aiden’s voice lost its sarcastic edge. “I know what you mean. It was hard to get a spell going. It took a lot more effort than usual. I thought it was just me.”

      “I think it was all of us. There’s something in the mansion that inhibits our magic.”

      “Any idea what it might be?”

      We walked between the aspens, the fallen leaves crunching beneath our feet.

      I pressed my lips together and shrugged. “I keep thinking about that sculpture thing in the foyer. I heard it humming. Could that set up some sort of force field or something that makes it hard to do magic? Or makes it hard for living humans to do magic?”

      “It’s possible,” he said.

      A leaf fell into my hair. I pushed it off. “We have to disable it. I think if we fill the center of the circle with something, it might disrupt its power.”

      “Instinct?”

      I shook my head. “Maybe. But at the fake mansion, I had the same creepy feeling about the sculpture there. I crammed a lot of wood into the hollow of the O and it seemed to stop it from working.”

      Which brought up something else that bothered me, but I hadn’t felt comfortable asking about.

      “The fake mansion,” I began, “who set that up?”

      Another leaf fell into my hair. Aiden carefully picked it out and let it fall to the ground.

      “The judge provided us with a 3-D map of the place. It was pretty accurate, judging from being in the real mansion today. Stella and I combined magics to create the illusion we took you to.” He stopped walking and put his hand on my arm. “Piper, I really am sorry we fooled you like that.”

      I nodded. “I know. I was angry for a long time, but I’ve come to understand why you did it. I should be grateful. I am grateful. It was an awful trick, but it showed me the magic I didn’t know I had. And it let me stay here with my friends.”

      Aiden smiled. “I’m glad you’ve put your fury behind you.”

      I bit my bottom lip and conceded with a look that I had put anger behind me. But not the uncomfortable feeling that strings were being pulled and we had no idea who the puppet master was.

      I hadn’t put curiosity behind me either.

      “So, Aiden,” I began, “who’s going to be in charge once the m-vamps are overthrown?”

      He hiked one shoulder in a half shrug. “I don’t know for sure. They have a bubble council now, though they’re powerless in reality. Maybe the people will want them to stay on and do the job they were elected for. Maybe they’ll want to throw out the whole lot and elect new leaders. Our job is to capture the supreme and discover how the bubble is kept running smoothly. The rest is up to other people.”

      I kicked gently at the carpet of fallen leaves. “What if things don’t get better? What if they are different but just as bad?”

      He half shrugged again. “It’s the chance we take.”

      Hmmm.

      More questions nagged at me. I looked up into his gray-green eyes. “What do the outworlders get out of it?”

      “We get to practice our magic openly and, if we want to, move to a bubble and live without fear.” A smile curved his lips, as if he could already see that bright new day.

      I smiled, too. My life would have been very different if magic wasn’t banned and the magical condemned to childhoods spent in Homes followed by adulthoods of drudgery. I didn’t believe in pie from the sky, though.

      “It’ll probably wind up being some good and some bad, some goals met and some disappointments,” I said.

      Aiden nodded. “Much like life.”

      I snorted. “Your life maybe. Life in the Home was mostly unrelentingly bad.”

      He took a small step toward me. “But you took a chance, and isn’t your life better now? If we don’t take the chance, nothing will change.”

      He was probably right.

      “Can I ask another question?”

      “Sure.”

      He plucked another fallen leaf from my hair. I liked the way his touch felt.

      I hesitated a moment. Did I have a right to ask about his past? No one at the academy talked much about the past. Things slipped out from time to time though, and no one seemed to regret their words. So maybe Aiden wouldn’t mind talking about it.

      “How did you wind up here, with Stella, Max, and Geo?”

      “It’s a long story,” he said. It didn’t seem like he didn’t want to talk about it—more that he hadn’t talked about it in a long time. Maybe ever.

      I shot him a grin to try to coax him into talking. “It’s not even sundown yet. We have time.”

      He hesitated a moment, then said, “My parents were exiles. Mom had been sent into the outworld from the Bay Area bubble because she was a highly gifted pyromancer.”

      I thought of Aiden’s skill with fire—probably inherited from his mother.

      “Dad was a trained mage, which is highly illegal. He was imprisoned for a while but kept escaping. He couldn’t escape his bubble though, so he also kept getting caught. Finally, the Nashua bubble council had had enough and exiled him to the outworld. He wandered aimlessly around the open country for a few years. Mom also moved around. Eventually they wandered into each other and it stuck. A few years later, I was born.”

      “In the outworld?”

      Aiden nodded. “Technically, I don’t exist. There’s no electronic trail on me the way there would be if I’d been born inside a bubble. Threw the police for a loop when Stella, Geo, Max and I were arrested and put in prison ourselves. I’m in the records as One-A Golemchild.”

      I cocked my head and smiled. “You know, that’s weirdly romantic.”

      “When you hear the tale, maybe,” Aiden said soberly. “I didn’t find my childhood terribly romantic. For a few years we lived in a vehicle not much bigger than the one Megan brought.”

      A memory slipped into my mind. “When did you learn to play golf? When you were teaching us levitation, I had the feeling you’d played the game.”

      Aiden laughed humorlessly. “In prison. We played on a virtual reality course. I learned about a lot of new things while there. They kept us busy, the theory being that if the prisoners were constantly occupied, we wouldn’t be plotting an escape.”

      I thought about that. “Were you plotting?”

      He grinned. “All the time. Until we finally hit on a plan that got us out of there.”

      I nodded slowly, taking that in. “So, back to your childhood.”

      “We lived in a vehicle,” he said. “Eventually we found a ghost town in old California and settled there.”

      The wind was picking up. I pushed away a few stray hairs that had managed to escape from the elaborate hair-do Stella had sculpted on me.

      “So, you lived in a ghost town,” I repeated, prodding him for the rest of the story.

      “That had been built in the 1800s. Most of the buildings were ramshackle at best, but Dad reinforced and insulated everything on the inside of the old church we’d taken for our house, so we were always cool in the summer months, warm in winter, and the wind and rain didn’t get in.”

      His face clouded.

      I took his hands in mine. “But then something bad happened.”

      Aiden looked at my hands around his and gently pulled them free. I sensed he needed distance to tell his story.

      “One really hot day during the summer,” he said, “I’d run off to swim in the river instead of doing my chores and staying close by, the way I was supposed to. When I came home, my parents were dead. Shot. By rogues. By the police. Who knows?”

      His words were like a blow straight to my heart. “That’s horrible.” I paused. “How old were you?”

      “Nine. I’d been hunting and foraging for food practically since I could walk. I’d helped my dad hew wood for the fireplace. I knew how to dig clay from the riverbank, form it into cups, plates, and pots, and how to fire it to make it solid. I was sad and lonely, but in no danger of starving or freezing to death. I lived there alone through that summer and fall. Winter was just starting to stick its cold nose in when Stella and Geo arrived.

      “Together?” I asked.

      Aiden nodded. “Geo is Stella’s child. Geo’s father is the son of a highly placed person in the Salt Lake bubble. Stella grew up much like you did, in a Home. She’d been sold to be a household servant, which is how she knows so much about the ways of black caste people. When Stella turned up pregnant by the son, the family sire had her banished to the outworld.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed. Hearing these stories, knowing the stories of the kids I grew up with, it was a miracle there hadn’t been a revolt long before now.

      “Stella and Geo were hunting for a place to set up a homestead and thought the ghost town looked like a good, safe spot,” Aiden said. “There was a river nearby with an abundance of fish. There were rabbits and birds for eating. And there was me. Stella recognized right away that I had naturally powerful though untrained magic.”

      He paused, as if seeing it all again in his mind.

      “When she decided, for whatever reason—she never has told me why—that the ghost town wouldn’t do, she convinced me to come with her. Geo was my age. I was,” he hesitated, “lonely.”

      That was probably an understatement. I couldn’t imagine what it had felt like for him—both parents dead and alone in a desolate place.

      Aiden cleared his throat. “I thought it would be nice to have a brother and a substitute mom. I packed up my belongings—my handmade spears, fishing pools, and rabbit traps—climbed into the back seat of her vehicle and never looked back.”

      We’d been standing still while Aiden spoke. He turned and walked deeper into the woods. I walked beside him, neither of us speaking. The only sounds were our steps on the fallen leaves, an occasional bird calling, and sounds of our breath.

      “Aiden,” I whispered, breaking our silence.

      He waited a moment for me to continue, but any words I might have said would have been inadequate. He leaned toward me, stopping when his face was a mere hand’s breadth from mine. His eyes searched my face. I leaned the rest of the way until our lips touched. And for a long, glorious moment there was nothing in my mind but how fine his mouth was, how good his tongue tasted, and the incendiary heat flaring through my body.
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      Dawn was still hours away when we assembled at the large kitchen table. I hadn’t slept more than a few minutes here and there during the night. No one in the dorm had slept well. I’d heard my friends tossing and turning in their beds, each of them as keyed up and as wide awake as I was.

      Megan had brought some sort of drink to the dorm that was supposed to help us sleep. The liquid had tasted like leaves and tree bark, which it probably was. It hadn’t worked very well, though. We hummed with a nervous energy so strong I could almost see and taste it.

      Geo had made coffee and full breakfasts. Will, who could always eat no matter what, tucked in with abandon. Turner and Jack seemed to have good appetites as well.

      Aiden ate the same way he always did, as if this day were no different from any other. As if this might not be the last meal he’d ever have. Seph stared at her plate. I nibbled on a slice of toast and forced myself to eat some eggs. I’d need the energy food provided.

      Max, Megan, and Sharee were ‘no shows.’ I assumed Megan and Sharee were still at Heart Mountain since I could see the outline of their vehicle through the kitchen window. Max, I thought, was probably still too weak and had stayed in bed. Or he could have gone out during the night on an errand. I wasn’t going to ask. There was enough tension in the room as it was.

      “You need to eat,” I said softly to Seph.

      She nodded and took a few bites before setting down her fork again.

      Stella came in while we were eating. She didn’t sit. She stood near the head of the table. The energy radiating from her was strong but calm. I watched as that energy spread through the room, quieting everyone’s nerves.

      “You know,” she began conversationally, “when we go into the bubble today, we’re going to find the m-vamps on high alert. The supreme will have spoken with her counterparts in other bubbles. She’ll know which of her fellow supremes have fallen and which are still holding on to control.

      “There are rumors that each of the vampires in her house possesses a different flavor of magic. Some are elemental. Some are spellcasters. Others have mastered telekinesis, and so on. Other rumors say the vamps have no magic of their own at all—they can only channel what they steal from others. We must be on alert for all possibilities.”

      “The vamps didn’t use magic yesterday,” I said. “Only the supreme.”

      “True,” Stella acknowledged, “but that doesn’t mean they don’t have magic they chose to hide.”

      Will grunted low. Turner elbowed him in the ribs and shot him some stink eye.

      “Information from the judge,” Stella continued, “is that Orella’s personal magic is strong and diverse. We saw only a small demonstration of what she can do. She isn’t going to give up easily, but we can defeat her and her vamps. We will defeat them. We’ll do it as a team, working our magics in concert.”

      Every eye was on her, every ear attuned to her words. I was willing to bet that every brain was spinning as wildly and fast as mine was with this new information. And that every heart was feeling the same mixture of fear and anticipation.

      Stella ran her gaze across our faces. “Stand up. Breakfast is over.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next few hours learning new spells. Some were meant for all of us to do with the same words at the same instant. Others had different roles and parts assigned to each of us. It wasn’t like any magic we’d done before, but I could feel the power in it. So much power it was almost frightening. If it went wrong, if somehow the vamps could turn it back on us, we were doomed.

      I said as much to Aiden when we found ourselves the last two people in the gymnasium after the others had returned to the dorm.

      “Then don’t let that happen,” he said.

      He grinned and left the room. I stared after him. ‘Don’t let that happen.’

      Right. How were we to prevent what we couldn’t see coming?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The knife I’d chosen for a defense weapon in case magic failed was tucked inside a holster hidden by my pants. The hilt protruded above my waist band but was hidden by my jacket. A stack of pillows sat next to me.

      The academy’s old truck was again glamoured to resemble the sort of vehicle members of the black caste drive. We wore our black caste attire again, not because we were hoping to pass as members of that society—the vamps wouldn’t be fooled a second time—but for the protection our warded jackets and newly warded shoes provided.

      Stella rode in the passenger seat up front. Geo was behind the guidance stick. Aiden, Seph, Turner, Jack, Will, and I rode in the back. No one pulled the canvas aside to watch the sun rise or see where we were. No one spoke. Seph and Jack held hands. I wouldn’t have minded if Aiden had taken my hand. Or if Jack or Turner had. Someone to hold onto, to feel connected with, to feel safe with. I sat a little apart, my mind going over and over our plans for the attack, assuring myself I understood and knew the parts I was to play.

      Aiden moved over next to me. “Nervous?”

      I nodded.

      “Good,” he said. “Overconfidence can get you killed. Be as nervous as you want now.” He put his hand on my knee. “The moment we step out of the truck, all your fear will drop away. Your mind will be sharp. Your magic will be at your fingertips and ready on your tongue.”

      I smiled. “Spellwords.”

      He shrugged an admission.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t mind being bespelled right now, by you.”

      He smiled and moved off to sit next to Seph. He put his hand on her leg and spoke low to her. One by one, he moved to each of my friends, touched them, and spoke to them. I hoped his spell worked.
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        * * *

      

      Jack had already changed into his eagle form by the time Geo pulled the truck to the curb several blocks away from the m-vamps mansion. Seph pulled the canvas aside and kissed the top of Jack's eagle head. He flapped his wings once and then ascended into the sky.

      Jack's first job was a surveillance run over the mansion. To see how many if any outside guards Orella might've posted. It would be Seph’s job—her first job of many— to use her thorn vines to contain any guards there might be. To do that, she'd have to get close to the mansion. Unfortunately, her magic didn't have much of a distance component to it. I hoped there weren’t any guards.

      I smelled fire and turned to see Will juggling three small fireballs. As I watched, he added a fourth and then a fifth ball. The look of concentration on his face was fierce.

      I grinned at him. We all dealt with stress in our own way. Turner was sitting very straight and staring at nothing. Seph sat cross-legged on the truck bed, her arms wrapped tightly around her upper body, her hands over her shoulders, and her chin sunk to her chest. I slid over to sit next to her.

      "Jack will be fine," I said and hoped my words would turn out to be true.

      She didn't raise her head. "I know."

      "But you're worried about him anyway."

      Seph looked up. "I'm worried about all of us."

      Aidan twisted slightly to face us. He focused his gaze on Seph. "Remember what I said to you earlier. The moment you step out of the truck, you will no longer be afraid. You will trust your teammates. You will trust your own magic."

      I felt the force of Aidan’s spell as he pushed confidence toward her. I wasn't sure if he’d included me in the spell or if I so desperately wanted to believe his words that I did.

      Will and Turner seemed to believe Aiden’s words, too. Will’s fireballs vanished and Turner’s eyes were focused and sharp.

      Seph pulled her head up—at Aiden’s words I thought, but realized, no, at the sound of flapping wings. Her body tensed and didn’t relax until Jack had shifted to human and climbed naked into the truck back.

      “No outside guards that I could see.” Jack reached for his pants and began pulling them on. “No lights on inside the mansion either. Maybe the vamps have already gone to bed.”

      Aiden shrugged, but I figured he didn’t think the vamps would oblige us by crawling off to sleep the moment the first rays of sun hit. I certainly didn’t think the vamps would be so cooperative.

      Aiden stood. “Grab your tools and weapons. Let’s go.”

      I grabbed the stack of pillows and followed my friends out.
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      The instant my feet touched the street, my fear vanished.

      Damn, Aiden, I thought. That’s some useful magic you’ve got there.

      A year ago—six months ago—I didn’t know a person could learn magic or fine-tune and expand the magic they were born with. When had I stopped being amazed and started accepting my own magic as something that was as much a part of my life as eating or breathing?

      If we succeeded at what we were trying to do today, I wanted every magical in the bubble to know this was possible. That magic could be theirs, not just the magic they were born with, but more. What they did with it would be up to them.

      A new, black wrought-iron gate had been installed where the one Aiden had blown off its hinges had been yesterday. Did the m-vamps keep a supply of gates around just in case? Did they summon up a new one with magic? In any case, this one probably carried strong repulsion or protection spells. I didn’t think the vamps were stupid enough to simply put up a new, unwarded gate and hope for the best.

      Aiden cupped my elbow in his palm and led me forward. Seph, Geo and Will went with us toward the gate. Stella and Turner headed around back. Turner, in his wolf form, could jump the stone wall that surrounded the mansion’s land. He’d do it with Stella on is back.

      The plan was for Aiden, Seph, and I to open the gate and rush to the front door. Will and Geo would go to the far side of the house and come in through a window. Stella and Turner would break down the back door and enter that way—a fresh scare, we hope, for vampires who’d scrambled to the front door when Aiden blew it open.

      The gate was locked. No surprise there.

      “Wards?” I asked.

      Aiden shook his head. “I don’t feel anything? Do you?”

      “No.”

      I hunched into my shoulders involuntarily and rolled them to try to shake off the fresh worry running through me.

      “Doesn’t that seem wrong?” I asked.

      Aiden shrugged. I glanced at Seph, Geo, and Will. They shook their heads and shrugged as well, indicating they didn’t feel any protective magic either.

      “No wards are probably their version of a welcome mat,” Aiden said. “They know we’re coming and want us in the mansion where they’ll have the advantage, they think. The locked gate is just for show.”

      My shoulders stayed tight with worry. Something felt very off about that gate. About this whole foray into the vamp’s mansion.

      Aiden muttered some words and the gate blew inward and hit the side of the mansion with a loud bang. We ran forward, Will and Geo peeling off to the far side of the house. Aiden muttered as we ran and the front door blew off its hinges, the wood shattering to splinters. We kept running, right into the foyer.

      Aiden and Seph stopped just inside the jambs. Seph’s first job was to use her thorny vines to contain any vamps who rushed to investigate what the commotion was. I headed for the sculpture that I was pretty sure somehow muted our magic. I felt a little silly cramming pillows into the center hole of the O but felt equally sure that it would disrupt the machine.

      I’d barely stuffed in the first pillow when bits of the back door flew past me. Stella and Turner were in. Moments later, the sound of shattering glass signaled that Will and Geo were probably in, too. I stuffed in the rest of the pillows and whirled to face Aiden and Seph.

      They still stood just inside the door jambs. Both were slowly looking around.

      I peered around as well. Stella and Turner came through a door at the back into the foyer.

      Stella stopped and glanced around. “No vamps?”

      Aiden shook his head. “No one. Nothing.”

      “Did we just break into an empty house?” I asked incredulously.

      Geo and Will came into the foyer from a room off the side.

      “What did you see?” Stella asked.

      Geo turned his hands palms up. “Nothing. No one.”

      “Did they flee after last night?” Seph asked.

      “It’s possible,” Stella said, “but we didn’t receive word of the m-vamps leaving. There are people keeping an eye on the mansion. If they’d seen something like that, we would have been told.”

      The house creaked. Each one of us stiffened. Nothing happened.

      “Old houses,” Geo remarked. “They all make noise.”

      “Do we just leave now?” Seph asked. “This seems so—”

      “Anticlimactic,” Will said.

      The house creaked again. I heard a distant whoosh and looked to where the sound came from.

      A child-sized coffin, painted white, swung on a rope heading straight toward us.

      “Down!” I yelled and grabbed Stella who was directly in the coffin’s line of swing and yanked her to the floor. The coffin swung over our heads. Back and forth, the swing diminishing a little each time until it came to a stop. I looked up and saw what none of us had noticed—a large eyebolt screwed onto the ceiling from which the coffin hung.

      We didn’t stand until the coffin had completely stilled. Even then, we got up carefully, each of us on guard for a new, dangerous surprise.

      The coffin hung on its rope at just about my chest level. Geo carefully pried open the lid and tipped the coffin to pour out its contents. I looked away, half afraid a child’s body would tumble out. Instead, dozens of large, heavy rocks fell to the stone floor.

      “Jesus,” Geo breathed. “If that coffin had hit one of us, it would have hurt.”

      “They’re here,” I said, feeling it strongly. “The m-vamps. In the house. On the upper floor.”

      Yes, said that voice that wasn’t my voice in my head. The words it gave me were always true, but the idea of some unknown entity or something whispering in my head made my skin creep.

      My gaze flicked up to the second-floor balcony. Anger burned in my blood. Geo was right. If that coffin had hit one of us, it could have broken bones. It could have killed someone. Fueled by anger and determination, I made for the stairs.

      The memory of stairs in the fake mansion that were so cold they burned and the fire I’d braved to save Seph flashed through my mind. I pushed the thoughts away. That hadn’t been real. This was.

      I put my foot on the first stair. My foot slipped off. I tried a second time. The same thing happened. I stepped back, ran a few steps, and jumped to reach the third stair, bypassing that first two stairs altogether. My feet slid out from under me. I fell face forward, hitting my forehead hard, and slid down the stairs, my head bouncing off each step, until I was flat out on the stone floor.

      “Fucking ice,” I muttered.

      “It’s not ice.” Aiden reached out a hand to help me up. “It’s magic. Only more magic will get you up those stairs.’

      “Do some then,” I said as I took his hand and he helped pull me to my feet.

      “Not me,” he replied and glanced at Seph who was already weaving her hands in their dance.

      Hundreds of green plants the size of my fist and with strappy gray leaves popped into existence in the air and floated down to carpet the stairs.

      “Thanks, Seph.” I gave her a nod.

      “It was easy,” she said. “I think the pillow stuffing in the sculpture worked.”

      Good to know.

      I drew in a breath and moved cautiously up the first, then the second, and then the third step, the tiny plants soft and steady under my feet. Turner ran up beside me and then, with his longer, stronger legs, ahead of me to the second-floor landing. Aiden was only moments behind us.

      Five doors lined the second floor, exactly the same as at the illusionary mansion. I grabbed the knob on the first door and pushed the door open.
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      The room was empty.

      Not really empty. It was crammed with furniture—six sets of double-high beds stacked one atop the other and a dozen clothes trunks, but there were no vampires.

      Turner stood next to me by the door. He whined low in the back of his throat.

      I looked down at him. “Yeah. Something’s definitely wrong here.”

      Aiden had opened the second door and was staring into the room.

      “What do you see?” I asked as Turner and I joined him.

      “Beds,” Aiden answered. “Lots of beds.”

      Which meant there were probably lots of vamps who lived here. So, where were they?

      Rooms three, four, and five were the same as the first two. Beds. Trunks. No vampires.

      As we looked into room five, Turner whined again and then yipped. From the corner of my eye, I caught a quick motion in the room. A small, thin bodied, pale scorpion crawled from beneath a bed. I instinctively flinched. At Salvation Home we were warned repeatedly to look out for scorpions, especially the sandstone-colored bark scorpions which were common and could be deadly. I knew what I was looking at.

      Another bark scorpion emerged from beneath a bed. And then another. And another. Aiden muttered something and the scorpions stopped and fell over. Dead I thought. Or stunned. It didn’t matter, more were coming. Streaming out from beneath all the beds.

      “Close the door,” I called, grabbing for it to close it myself. The door wouldn’t move. It was frozen open. A writhing river of scorpions flowed from under the beds toward us.

      “There’s too many to stun one at a time,” Aiden said, “and I can’t do them all at once. I can keep them contained though.”

      My breath was raspy. “Yeah. Do it.”

      Hundreds, maybe thousands of yellow-brown scorpions covered the floor, their tails held high over their backs, and clicking their front pinchers. And still more were coming, the newest to emerge climbing on top of and over the ones that had come first.

      My heart pounded in my chest. Some of the scorpions seemed to be melting into each other, forming a larger scorpion. And those merged with more, and the scorpion grew bigger, the largest the size of a house cat.

      And those continued to merge until there were ten scorpions equal in size to Turner’s wolf.

      And still more emerged from under the beds, climbing onto the ten wolf-sized scorpions. The ten turned and joined together until one scorpion stood the height of a tall man and snapped together pinchers the size of shovel blades.

      Sweat had beaded on Aiden’s forehead. He was holding the creature back, but the scorpion turned its body so its tail flicked and flashed into the doorway, attacking Aiden’s ward. Turner paced the hallway, growling in the back of his throat.

      “Can you set them on fire like you did the bees that attacked the academy?” I asked softly.

      Aiden never took his eyes from the scorpions. “That was outdoors. Here, it’d probably burn the house down.”

      Fine, but he couldn’t keep this up indefinitely. If he faltered, the giant scorpion would burst out of the room and that flicking stinger could be aimed at any one of us.

      Suddenly Will stood beside me. I’d been so focused on Aiden, Turner, and the scorpion, I’d blocked out everything else.

      “Take down the wards,” Will ordered.

      I spun to look at him, my mouth open.

      Aiden shook his head.

      “Take them down,” Will insisted. “Just long enough for me to get in the room, and then put them up again.”

      “Don’t be crazy,” I said. “Whatever magic is driving the scorpion is strong.”

      Will grinned. “So is mine.” His smile dropped away. He bumped Aiden’s back. “Do it.”

      Aiden swallow hard. “Go fast.” He made a fist closing motion with his hand. “Now!”

      Will sped into the room and threw his arms around the scorpion’s tail, taking care to avoid the stinger, and held on. The scorpion flicked his tail, whipping Will back and forth through the air.

      I summoned a strength spell Aiden had taught me and flung it toward Will. His body flexed and his arms tightened around the tail as the spell hit him. I muttered the words and made the motions for the levitation spell. If I could flip the scorpion over, Will could grab the body rather than being so close to the venomous tail.

      An acrid smell rose in the air. The giant scorpion opened its mouth and hissed, exhaling smoke with the sound. It reared up on the back two of its eight legs, its tail thrashing. Will hugged the tail, riding it while he continued to burned the scorpion.

      I threw the levitation spell and the scorpion rose into the air. Will’s whole body glowed red, burning the animal inside and out. The smell of burning shell and flesh grew stronger. The scorpion reared and bucked, but Will held on until the scorpion disintegrated into a pile of ash that drifted down to the floor.

      I cast another levitation spell and caught Will before he fell and set him down as gently as I could. He scrambled to his feet and kicked the ash pile the scorpion had become, sending ash swirling through the air.

      He grinned at me and then at Aiden. “Wards down, please.”

      I grabbed Will and hugged him tight. “You are an idiot! What if it had killed you?”

      Will hugged me back. “That was never going to happen.”

      Turner growled his disapproval of Will’s reckless actions.

      I ruffled Will’s hair. “Idiot.”

      Aiden was staring over the balcony railing to the foyer below. I crossed the landing, stood next to Aiden, and peered over the balcony the same as he was.

      Stella stood in the foyer gazing up at us and motioning us down with her hand. She seemed calm. I didn’t hear any commotion or fighting on the first floor.

      Will sidled up next to me. “What’s going on?”

      I turned my head to look at him. “Stella wants us to come down.”

      Will’s eyebrows quirked up. “But you don’t want to.”

      On my other side, I felt Aiden shift position, his attention focused on me.

      “There’s still the third floor,” I said. “We should check it before we assume no one is here.”

      Will looked at me askance. “I think I could do without knowing what little surprises the m-vamps might have left up there for us.”

      Stella called up, “We’re leaving.”

      I leaned over the balcony further and saw Seph, Geo, and Jack waiting by the front door.

      “Come on,” Aiden urged, once again cupping my elbow in his palm to lead me toward the stairs.

      I rolled my shoulders, trying to shake the feeling that we definitely should check the third floor. I glanced up at the underside of the balcony above us. Where was that voice that wasn’t my voice that told me secret things? The unknown voice that guided me. I could use that guidance now. No words sounded in my head, and I let myself be walked down the plant-covered stairs.

      The others were already out the door by the time we hit the first floor. Stella waited—to make sure we left, I thought. She must have seen my hesitancy and, rightfully, probably, didn’t trust me not to refuse to leave until we’d checked the third floor.

      I had to trust her. Stella knew a lot more about m-vamps and their ways than I did. If she thought they weren’t here, then they probably weren’t.

      That’s what I told myself, at least, as Aiden, Will, and I walked through the splintered jambs out to the front porch and down the brick path toward the shattered gate. But I knew different.
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      We sat in the back of the disguised truck. That is, most of us sat. Stella stood just inside the canvas backdrop. Her hands were clenched into fists that rested on the tops of her hips.

      "It seems we were betrayed again." The anger in her voice was barely contained.

      Doesn’t feel too nice to be tricked, does it? I thought but immediately regretted it. This betrayal was much more serious than what Stella and the judge had cooked up for me. This betrayal could have gotten us killed.

      Aiden spoke up. "Or the vamps decided to leave. It must've been obvious to them that we, or someone, would come back. They know there were attacks in other bubbles. They aren't stupid enough to think we would give up so easily after one unsuccessful try."

      Stella nodded. "That's quite possible."

      I changed my position slightly, trying to get comfortable where I sat with my back up against the rear of the cab, as far back in the cargo bed as I could get. The rest of us were scattered around the bed. Turner—shifted back to human form—Jack, and Geo sat practically at Stella’s feet. Seph sat a little bit away, her legs tucked up under her, her eyes on Jack. I could feel her worry and uncertainty. Her wonder at why Jack seemed so focused on Stella.

      Aidan also sat with his back against the truck cab, but not next to me. He sat leaning into the far corner.

      Turner raised his hand like a schoolchild. You’d think we were back at the Home, where we had to ask permission every time to speak.

      Stella acknowledged him with a glance.

      "What do we do now?" Turner asked.

      "Nothing," Stella said, "until we get more information."

      Will looked at her askance. "Are we just going to sit here in the truck until information magically flies in?"

      Stella shot him a cold look. "We're going to go see the judge."

      That didn't comfort me. In fact, it worried me. Someone had warned the m-vamps we were coming the first time. The judge had clearly been in the mansion many times and was able to arrange a meeting with the supreme. A meeting we took with Stella wearing the judge’s face. It seemed quite possible it was the judge who had betrayed us.

      Will spoke up again. "Piper thinks the vamps are still in the mansion."

      Stella frowned and shook her head. "If they had been there, they would've attacked us. Instead they left traps. Had they been there, they would not have missed the opportunity to feed on the magic of anyone they could capture."

      She turned her gaze away from us. "Geo,” she said, "you drive."

      Stella and Geo climbed out of the back of the truck. A minute or so later we heard the engine turnover and felt the truck pull away from where we were parked.
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        * * *

      

      The judge lived alone except for her two servants in a large adobe house with cactus out front. One of her servants, a tall woman with dark-brown hair and dressed in gray, to denote her lower status, opened the door and led us into the reception room.

      The walls of the room were painted terracotta, a deeper shade of the exterior adobe. The furniture was new and comfortable looking but made to look ancient and rustic. Weathered. As someone who’d never had anything new of her own, it seemed a sacrilege to take new things and beat them with chains until they appeared old. Except they didn't really look old. They looked phony. And that seemed to fit the judge quite well.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught Seph, Will, Jack, and Turner taking in the room. For most of our remembered lives, the two houses we’d seen were Salvation Home and Heart Mountain Academy. The opulence of the m-vamps mansion was completely outside our experience. I barely remembered the house where I’d lived with my parents first and then the second house where I’d lived with my mother. As out of our experience as the m-vamps mansion was, this cozy home where just a few people lived seemed equally strange. A home with framed paintings on the walls and smaller frames on tabletops with pictures of people who likely meant something to the judge. I would have given a lot to have pictures of my mother and father, to remember faces that had faded from my memory over time.

      The judge held out her hands toward Stella. “Come tell me what happened." She seemed to suddenly notice Stella wasn’t alone. The judge swept her eyes over us with a cool, appraising gaze. "Are you hungry? Go to the kitchen. Marie will fix something for you."

      Turner and I exchanged glances. We knew when we were being dismissed. But I was hungry.

      Marie, it seemed, was the woman in gray who’d met us at the door. She stood now by another door, evidently waiting for us. We went in the direction the judge had pointed. Aiden and Geo didn't come with us. They stayed with Stella and the judge.

      Will whispered in my ear. “We’re good enough to send in as vampire fodder, but not good enough to add our thoughts for future plans.”

      I nodded. “Annoying, isn’t it?”

      “Especially since you feel sure the vamps are still in the mansion.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “I believe you. When you feel something, you’re almost always right.”

      The kitchen was filled with shiny new appliances set against white walls. A round table with a marble top sat dead center of the room.

      “Sit,” Marie said and waved a hand toward the table. There were six chairs. We each took one. One stayed empty. Marie went to a cabinet, withdrew five large bowls and set them on the table. I wasn’t sure what we were supposed to do, but I passed the bowls out. Marie took a covered pot from the refrigerator and put it a device I wasn’t familiar with. None of us were, I assumed, from the puzzled looks on my friends’ faces. We stared in fascination as Marie took the now steaming pot from the device and began ladling out the contents of the pot into the bowls.

      She scowled. “Leftovers.”

      I smiled at her scowl, dipped a spoon into the bowl in front of me, and lifted the spoon to my mouth to taste the ‘leftovers.’ The stew was delicious. We were also given big chunks of homemade bread, and rich, dark-yellow butter, and fresh, real milk as well, all of it handed out in by a scowling Marie.

      Will leaned over and whispered. “Vamp fodder and fed leftovers.”

      I shrugged. The food at the academy was light years better than the food at the Home had been, and this was better than the food at Heart Mountain.

      I thought about the kids we’d liberated from Salvation Home. I hoped they were eating as well as we were. They certainly never did at the Home. I hoped they were safe. I hoped they were happy.

      We were almost finished eating when Aiden came in to tell us that Stella, the judge, and Geo had left to run an errand. We were to wait here until they returned.

      “What kind of errand?” I asked.

      Aiden shrugged. “They didn’t say.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed him. This seemed another example of us not being deemed important enough to know what was really happening. It pissed me off.

      “Can we go outside?” Seph asked. She always preferred to be outdoors rather than in. I felt much the same myself. Indoors seemed settled and stifling, but safe. Outdoors seemed full of possibilities.

      “I don’t know.” Aiden looked at Marie and the cook.

      “I will not stop them if they wish to see the garden,” Marie said coldly.

      Will laughed into his hand. We were more than used to that icy tone from life at the Home and we paid it little mind.
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      The garden was a marvel. The grounds were nearly as large as the grounds at Salvation Home. There, the fields had been filled with food crops. Even in the smaller kitchen garden, the only time anything had flowers was when an herb or vegetable hadn’t been harvested in time—a thing that hardly ever happened with all those mouths to feed. This garden was flowers, rows and rows of them in every color imaginable. My eyes were drawn to a tall green plant with a single stem and strappy leaves. The flower at the end of the stalk reminded me of butterflies in flight.

      “Iris,” I said softly. Iris had been my mother’s name. My father would bring her bunches of the flowers that shared her name. A lump formed in my throat and tears sprung to my eyes. My father had been named Thomas. I hadn’t allowed myself to think their names in many, many years.

      “You okay?”

      Aiden’s voice startled me out of my memories. I wiped at my eyes. “Fine. The flowers are really pretty but they make my eyes water.”

      He gave me a look that said he knew I was lying but wasn’t going to push.

      “Maybe you should go back inside,” he suggested.

      “No,” I said quickly. “I’ll just wander over and look at those roses.”

      I started to walk away, but Aiden walked with me. A strange heat started in my belly and spread throughout my body. It seemed my lips could feel his lips on them again, my body feel his body pressed close. I tried to shake off the feeling. I was just missing my family and feeling lonely. Funny how I could feel lonely when my new family—Seph, Will, Turner, and Jack—were close by. I looked around for them, to reassure myself they were near. I saw them, but they’d wandered down to the far end of the garden. Where I was, there was only Aiden and me.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said.

      My eyes widened and my gaze flew to his face. How could he know?

      “You’re thinking,” he continued, “that the m-vamps are still in the mansion and we were foolish to leave when we did.”

      I did think that, just not at this very moment.

      “You’re thinking,” he said, “about trying to get back in there alone to take on the m-vamps. Which is a really stupid thought.”

      “I did consider it,” I answered honestly, “but even I can figure out that one person against a horde is bad odds.”

      “Good.”

      “However,” I said, “two is better odds. Especially if one of them is a powerful mage.”

      I leaned over and smelled a deep red rose. The scent was honey sweet. I wanted to sink into the scent, be enfolded in the soft petals.

      “No,” he said. “That isn’t going to happen.”

      I straightened but didn’t show any reaction to his words. “What are Stella and the judge planning? What’s our next step?”

      His lips drew into a line. He pulled in a breath and held it.

      “What?” I said.

      “They’re planning on sending you and the others back to the academy. They’ve requested help from the St. George and Salt Lake bubbles.”

      I bit my lip. The fury building in me threatened to erupt and I struggled to keep myself in check.

      “Really?” I eyed him coolly. “I thought I was somehow important to beating the m-vamps. I was led to believe that. Otherwise, what was the point of Seph’s fake abduction and the unlocking of my innate magic?”

      “Both Stella and the judge now think they were wrong about you,” he said evenly.

      I put one hand on my hip and glared at him. “What do you think?”

      Aiden didn’t rise to the bait. His voice remained calm. “I think I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      Nice sentiment, but it didn’t quell my anger.

      “And now we’re supposed to go back to the academy and what?” I asked. “Wait?”

      “It’s not up to me,” Aiden said.

      “Clearly not, errand boy,” I snapped.

      Aiden winced.

      I regretted my words almost immediately. “I’m sorry.” I reached out and touched his arm.

      He didn’t move his arm away from my hand. “I think I prefer being called powerful mage over errand boy.”

      I smiled ruefully. We stood in silence, evidently neither of us knowing what to say next.

      Finally, Aiden broke the silence. “Why me instead of your friends?”

      I looked down at my feet and then back at his face. “I don’t want them to get hurt.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “But it’s fine if I am?”

      I stroked the soft petals of a blush-pink rose. “I figure you can take care of yourself. Your magic is stronger than the rest of us combined.”

      “Hmmm,” he noised. And then, “Stella is sending you back tonight. As soon as she and Geo and the judge return.”

      I caught Turner and Seph gazing our way. When they saw I had my eyes on them, they looked away. They knew I liked Aiden. They were giving us ‘alone time.’ Whatever they thought we were talking about, I could just about guarantee they were wrong.

      “I can refuse to leave with the others,” I said.

      “Stella won’t stand for that, and you know it. She’ll have Geo pick you up and throw you bodily into the truck if needs be.”

      He was probably right about that.

      “Are you returning to Heart Mountain?” I asked.

      Aiden shook his head. “They’re leaving me here to meet the fighters from the two bubbles.”

      “They’re leaving you here—”

      He gave me a look. “I’m staying to meet the fighters—”

      I shrugged. The distinction was lost on me. “When are the people from the other bubbles supposed to get here?”

      “Not until late tomorrow.”

      I turned away, thinking, and bent to smell another rose. I was eighteen years old and I’d never smelled a rose before today. Who knew when I’d get the chance again? I inhaled deeply. The scent was sweet but with a hint of spice. Lovely.

      When I straightened and turned back to Aiden, he was giving me a peculiar look.

      “What?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” he said. “What are you thinking?”

      I hemmed and hawed a moment, and then spat out my thought. “When Stella loads us up to go back to Heart Mountain, I could slip out the back of the truck. She’d never notice I was gone.”

      Aiden inclined his head slightly. “That could work.”

      I stared at him. “Are you telling me I should do that? Are you encouraging me to take on the m-vamps?”

      “No. At least, not alone.”

      I shook my head. “I won’t drag my friends into it. It’s not fair to ask. They’d do it for me, just like I’d do whatever they asked.”

      “I agree with you.”

      The light dawned. My voice dropped to a near whisper. “You’ll go with me.”

      He gave the barest of nods.

      I cocked my head. “Why the change?”

      Aiden smiled. “One, you’re stupidly stubborn. You’ve made up your mind to go back to the mansion no matter what and I don’t want you to get hurt doing it on your own. Two, the m-vamps clearly know who we are. The judge took a huge risk letting us come to her home. I’m sure the vamps have spies in the bubble who will report our leaving. If that means they let their guard down, it’s the best chance we’ll have.”

      Or not, I thought, if she’s the one who betrayed us.

      “Three,” Aiden continued, “I like you. I like the way you kiss. I’d like more kisses. I won’t get them if you go and get yourself killed.”
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      Aiden gave me a quick peck on the cheek and headed back into the judge’s house. Seph, Jack, Turner, and Will, I realized, had stealthy watched our entire exchange, include the cheek kiss. They were still down at the far end of the garden. I gave them a little wave. They made their way straight for me.

      “Piper has an admirer,” Will teased when they reached me.

      Turner punched Will’s shoulder. “That’s hardly news.” He swiveled his head and grinned at me. “Glad to see your affections for Aiden are returned.”

      I tsked. “You guys. You’re lucky I love you all or I’d have to kick your asses.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow. “You and what army?”

      “I don’t need an army. I can do it all by my little old self.” I grinned, and the guys laughed.

      Seph kept silent, but her eyes were full of questions.

      Geo opened the back door and called, “Everyone come in. Stella has something to say.”

      A nervous flutter shot through my belly. If she said they were sending us back to the academy, then I’d know Aiden had been right about her plans for us. Which would mean I needed to launch my alternate plan.

      Good.

      Stella, Geo, Aiden, and the judge were standing by a huge glass window in the common room when we came in. Behind them, I could see a tall cactus and some kind of plant with spiky leaves that was probably as high as my waist. Seph would probably know what that plant was called.

      “Please sit.” The judge pointed to a long couch upholstered in some sort of soft, blue fabric I’d never seen before. “Stella has news.”

      News. That could mean anything. It could mean she wasn’t sending us out of the bubble after all.

      We settle ourselves on the couch.

      Stella cleared her throat. “I think it’s obvious to everyone that there’s a breach in security. The vamps know we’re here and they know why we’re here. It’s no longer safe for us in the bubble.”

      Here it comes, I thought.

      “We will be returning to Heart Mountain immediately,” Stella said. “Reinforcements are coming from other bubbles. Aiden will remain here to brief them when they arrive. The rest of us will leave immediately.”

      My friends wore a combination of surprise and disappointment on their faces. I made my own expression mirror theirs.

      “These replacements,” Jack said. “They can beat the m-vamps? They can finish what we started?”

      “We think so,” Stella said. “They’re coming from bubbles where the supremes were captured and overthrown. We think they can do that in the Vegas bubble as well.”

      I felt the mix of disappointment in my friends that they’d failed and relief that they wouldn’t have to face the m-vamps again. I didn’t understand the relief. The vamps had made our lives miserable, forcing us into ‘Homes’ and into lives of drudgery. They’d taken our kind—magicals—and used them for food. I wanted to destroy them with my own hands.

      “We’re leaving now,” Stella announced. “We’ll take the truck.”

      Stella and Geo turned and went out the door.

      My friends and I stood slowly, each of us looking at the others as if unsure how good an idea leaving really was. I shrugged and headed for the door, not even looking over my shoulder to see if the others had followed. I knew they had. I felt them at my back.

      Geo was behind the guidance stick again with Stella beside him in the front seat. No one wanted to sit up front with them, even though there was room. We five had started together and we’d finish together—except I was about to break our oath. I hoped they’d forgive me.

      The five of us crawled in the back and took seats on the metal benches that lined each side. I took a spot close to the canvas door. I hadn’t thought about what or how I’d tell my friends that I wasn’t going with them. Probably best to not tell them at all, I decided.

      The engine turned over and we started to move slowly down the driveway. I had to wait until we were on the street so the judge wouldn’t see me, in case she was watching us leave. But I couldn’t wait long after that or we’d pick up too much speed for me to jump out safely.

      I held my breath as I felt the truck change direction onto the street. Now or never, I thought. I turned to look at my friends, held my finger to my lips, and jumped out. It was not my best idea ever. I hit the asphalt hard and rolled toward the judge’s house, in case another vehicle might be coming. My knee was banged up and my elbow felt like I’d scraped it, but I got to my feet without any problem.

      Step one accomplished.

      Aiden and I hadn’t arranged a meeting place. I couldn’t go back to the judge’s house. All I could do was hang around and wait for him. He didn’t take long. Less than ten minutes later by my internal sense of time, he came strolling down the drive. He looked both ways when he reached the street, saw me, and turned my way.

      “Where does the judge think you’re going?” I asked when he came up even with me.

      “To meet a contact who has some information about the m-vamps that I’m to pass on to the replacements.”

      “And how are you getting there?” Because judging from how long it took to drive here from the vamps’ mansion, it would be a very long walk.

      “The judge called for transport.” He looked up the road and grinned. “I believe that’s our ride now.”

      A tiny, three-wheeled, robotic vehicle pulled up. The vehicle was narrow. I wondered if Aiden and I could both fit on its one bench seat.

      “We’ll have to be close friends,” Aiden said when he saw the expression on my face. “The pickup was for one rider, not two.”

      We crawled in. We fit, but I was practically in his lap. I didn’t mind. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his right arm and settled for putting it around my shoulder.

      A disembodied female voice asked for our destination. Aiden named the intersection of two streets. He could have said Mars for all I knew. The vehicle made a low, whirring noise and started down the road.
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      “Aiden.” My voice shook slightly. I’d begun to recognize where we were and knew the m-vamps mansion was close.

      We were so tightly packed in the little vehicle he hardly had room to turn his head to look at me.

      “Could you do that spell again?” I asked. “The one that makes fear go away.”

      “Getting nervous?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I’m starting to wonder if this was such a good idea after all.”

      “It’s a very good idea,” he said, which surprised me.

      “Spellwords,” I prompted.

      Aiden tightened his hold on me ever so slightly.

      “The moment we step out of the vehicle,” he said softly but confidently, “all your fear will drop away. Your mind will be sharp. Your magic will be at your fingertips and ready on your tongue.”

      I relaxed and leaned into him—it felt like the right thing to do. “Thanks. I feel better already.” Which was true, though I thought it was probably the warmth of his body rather than the spell.

      “Good thing,” Aiden said, “because this is where we get out.”

      The little robotic vehicle pulled over to the side of the road and the door on the right automatically opened.

      I half expected the seat to eject us, but it didn’t. We slid out instead. It felt good to stand up after being cramped in the tiny back seat.

      “Wait here for us,” Aiden told the vehicle. It flashed a yellow light inside, turned off the engine, and settled down to wait.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I said. One thing Mother had pounded into our heads was good manners—even to inanimate objects.

      One good thing about a robotic vehicle was there wasn’t a driver to overhear conversations. Aiden and I had finalized our plans during the ride. His spell was working on me. I felt calm and extremely capable. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on those fucking vamps.

      We’d gotten out more than a long block away from the block the m-vamps had claimed for themselves. We’d approached the mansion from the front. The gate would probably be locked, but Aiden could deal with that.

      “Just don’t blow it off its hinges this time,” I said as we walked. “There’s a lot to be gained by subtlety.”

      He laughed. “Listen to you. When did you become the wise and knowledgeable field-general fully versed in guerrilla fighting?”

      I hiked my eyebrows. “If you’d grown up in a place like Salvation Home, you’d understand the value of stealth in your battles.”

      “Noted,” he said. “Though I did learn a little about that in prison.”

      When Aiden had been a year younger than I was now, he, Stella, Max, and Geo had spent eight months in prison for the crimes of teaching and learning magic. I was sure he’d learned quite a few things during that time, and I didn’t think he’d forgotten any of them in the three years since.

      The m-vamps mansion came into view—its gleaming white stone walls rising high behind the dark stone fence that surrounded their full block of property. That my heart didn’t even flinch was testimony to the power of Aiden’s magic.

      “You know what else I learned in prison?” he asked.

      “Besides how to play golf?” I teased, but could see he wasn’t in the mood for a smart-ass remark. I sobered my voice. “What did you learn?”

      His eyes were still on the mansion. “The value of a ruckus.”

      I smiled. “I love a good ruckus.”

      He shifted his gaze to me and grinned, his mood lightened now. “I’ll bet you do.”

      We reached the gate and stopped in front of it. Aiden drew in a breath and muttered low under his breath. A bird called overhead and I looked up. A lone raven winged by and settle on the stone wall. Another raven joined it, and they began cawing to one another. A pair of rock doves joined them, cooing. Half a dozen grackles circled overhead and then settled on the wall with the ravens and the doves. The grackles made their guttural readle-eek noise and whistled in so high a pitch it almost hurt my ears.

      More ravens and grackles wheeled above us, darkening the sky with their black feathers. Behind them, lighter colors appeared as brown mockingbirds and white-and-gray pigeons gathered. There were dozens of birds, and then hundreds perched on the stone wall, each calling their own song. I put my hands over my ears.

      Aiden pulled my hands away. “Listen.”

      I listened and realized the bird calls weren’t a crazy din. They were all saying the same thing. “Come out. Come out. Vampires come out to play.”

      The curtains were pulled aside on the first floor. I couldn’t see a face, but someone was certainly looking. A raven took flight and slammed into the window and fell to the ground. The glass shook with the force of the hit. The raven lay still a moment, then rose into the air once more and hit the window a second time.

      The calling grew louder. “Come out. Come out” in hundreds of bird voices.

      The front door flew open. A man in his thirties, I guessed him to be, and wearing blue jeans and a gray dress shirt, stood between the jambs and yelled, “Shut up!”

      Aiden and I ducked down behind the wall, to not be seen. The birds called louder. “Come out! Come out!”

      The door slammed. I didn’t know if the man had come out or gone back inside.

      The birds started calling even louder. “Come out! Come out!”

      Aiden gave me a leg up and I peeked over the wall in time to see the door reopen and the supreme step out onto the porch. She wore a scowl on her face and a long, green gown that I thought was probably silk from the way it hugged her curves and hung perfectly. I motioned for Aiden to lower me back to the ground.

      “She’s on the porch,” I said softly, “I think she’s alone. She looks pissed off.”

      “Probably going to try to magic the birds away,” he said. “She can’t though, since the birds are magic to begin with.”

      I took that in. I’d thought Aiden had called the birds here. Instead, he seemed to be saying he’d conjured them. I was again impressed with his abilities.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      Aiden said some words and vaulted over the wall. I blinked, amazed he could make a jump like that.

      A tremendous wind rose up that didn’t seem to touch the trees or grass surrounding us. It lifted me up and over the wall, depositing me softly, feet first, on the m-vamps’ grounds.

      The supreme didn’t seem to notice us. Her eyes were closed, and I thought she was lost in her spell casting. I checked that the knife I’d brought was still next to my hip and we sprinted toward the supreme. All we had to do was overpower her and make sure she couldn’t speak. Her vamps wouldn’t act without her order. Then we’d call the little vehicle and take her to the judge’s house. I still wasn’t sure if I trusted the judge or not, but the only alternative was to move the supreme all the way out to Heart Mountain. The logistics of that weren’t as straightforward as going to the judge.

      The supreme’s eyes flew open and she spotted us. A quick grin crossed her mouth. She raised her arms, her fingers outstretched in our direction. A jolt, as hot as lightning, pierced my chest, straight to my heart. My knees buckled and I started to collapse. I looked down expecting to see blood and burned flesh but there was nothing.

      Aiden must have been hit, too. He grunted but stayed on his feet. Anger surged through me. I pulled myself back up straight, already muttering the levitation spell words. The supreme wanted to force me to my knees. I’d hang her high in the air and spin her like a top. Bitch.

      Another magic bolt struck my chest. I staggered back, losing my place in the spell.

      Aden was more experienced and faster with his magic than I was. He said some words and the surpreme flew backwards, thudding hard against the closed front door and sliding down to the porch. She got back on her feet just as the door opened. She backed into the house. Aiden was already in motion, sprinting after her. He disappeared into the mansion. The door slammed shut behind him.
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      I bit back my urge to scream Aiden’s name as I bolted toward the door. Instead I summoned up the Open Sesame spell and blew the door wide open.

      Five vampires had Aiden surrounded. The vamps looked ordinary, like five guys you might see at Salvation Home dressed in jeans and t-shirts, except a dirty-violet colored aura surrounded each one. Their faces bore looks of anger and hunger. I was hungry, too. Starving for their destruction.

      The vampires were focused on Aiden. They didn’t seem to notice me standing just inside the jambs. Every time a vampire surged toward Aiden a thin line of electricity shot from his fingertips. But the shot didn’t quite reach the vamps. It stopped them from getting their hands on him but didn’t disable the vampires the way it should have.

      My gaze flew to the magic-damping sculpture. The pillows were gone. A low hum emanated from the thing and it glowed with a faint blue light. That was why Aiden’s magic was weakened. I had to find a way to disable the machine.

      Above my head a floorboard creaked. I looked up. Orella, the supreme, stood on the second-floor landing. I guessed being slammed into the front door hadn’t bothered her much. Her eyes fastened on me. A slim smile curved her lips, almost as if she were daring me to come after her. Which made me think she must have more of her vamps on that floor, probably hidden in the rooms, ready to defend her. I smiled back as I eased the knife at my hip free.

      The first bit of magic I’d learned was to see in my mind what I wanted to happen and make it real. I visualized the knife flying straight to the supreme’s left shoulder, a wound that wouldn’t kill her but would slow her down. I breathed in and threw. The knife sailed true to the flight line I’d visualized.

      Orella gasped and sidestepped with a speed I didn’t think was possible. The knife clattered against the wall behind her and fell onto the carpeting. She glared at me with such anger I could almost feel it like a physical slap to my cheek.

      I caught a movement in my peripheral vision. A hand streaked toward me, reaching for my throat. I pulled my head back. The hand brushed my throat. I spun toward the vamp who had reached out. A tall, stocky man hissed, and sprang toward me. I didn’t have a vampire’s speed. He crashed against me and we both fell to the ground, the vamp on top. His hands reached again for my throat.

      I cast the levitation spell as fast as I could, hoping to lift him off me and into the air. I felt the spell struggling to form completely. Lucky that it didn’t have to travel far. The vampire screeched as he was thrown off me and onto the floor.

      I jumped to my feet. The vamp reached out, closed his fingers around my ankle and pulled. I hit the stone floor hard on my ass. The jolt radiated up my spine. I flung the levitation spell at the vamp again. I felt the spell struggling to reach full force and failing. Still, when the spell hit him the vamp staggered back two steps.

      I bounded up to my feet again and backed away from the vampire. I bumped against something and spun to see a thin, male vamp no taller than I was reaching both hands for my neck. He closed one hand around my throat and squeezed.

      Pain raked through me as the vamp gulped down my magic. Pain and anger. I folded one hand into a fist, wrapped my other hand over it, and punched my hands against the underside of his chin. The vamp’s head snapped back and his grip loosened. Keeping my hands clutched together, I slammed my fist against his temple and then immediately into his stomach. His hands came off my throat as he bent at the waist from my last hit. I kicked him in the groin. He groaned and fell to the floor, his hands crossed protectively over the spot I’d kicked.

      Orella started down the stairs. Her hand was clutched around the hilt of my knife. Aiden’s calming spell was holding. Otherwise, I think I would have been terrified by the look of angry determination on the supreme’s face. I bolted for the sculpture. Aiden and I didn’t stand a chance of capturing Orella while it was keeping our magic from reaching its full power.

      A hand closed around my upper arm and spun me around. Again, pain ripped through my body as the vampire siphoned magic from me. Orella stepped off the last stair and onto the foyer. Her angry expression had turned to glee as a second m-vamp grabbed my other arm and began to feed. I screamed in agony.

      Aiden’s gaze flew in my direction. Of the five vamps, one still writhed on the floor in agony from my kick to the groin, two had hold of me, and two were still trying to get their hands on Aiden. I struggled to free myself from the vampires’ hold. Every second they touched me they grew stronger and I grew weaker. The marble sculpture’s hum rose to a higher frequency and grew louder. Orella’s gleeful smile stretched into a wide grin. My legs gave out and I slumped in the m-vamps’ hold. Aiden sprinted past the two m-vamps he’d been fighting, his mouth working on a spell, his arms coming up at his sides and his hands making a certain gesture.

      A fireball sped from his hands toward one of the vamps draining me. Maybe the vamp heard something. Maybe he slipped. At the moment the fireball would have hit him, he jerked away. The flames hit me full force in the chest.

      My jacket was warded but the stupid black blouse with the plunging neckline wasn't. Nor were my pants. Fire erupted from my burning cloths. Flames licked my skin. I stared hopelessly at Aiden. Panic filled his eyes.

      I screamed as the fire devoured me.
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      Flames. The stench of burning flesh. Agony.

      My throat open in a scream.

      My skin crumbling away to ash.

      My bones turning to ash.

      Orella with my knife in her hand.

      The knife sailing toward me.

      Piercing my heart.

      Deep, dark black.
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        * * *

      

      “Piper,” said the voice that wasn’t my voice. “It’s time.”

      “Who are you,” I managed to say between burnt lips. “What are you?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the voice said. “It’s time.”

      “For what?”

      The voice didn’t answer.

      The absolute pitch blackness surrounding me slowly began to lighten. I drew in a shaky breath and looked down to see how badly I was burned. I saw nothing but the thin gray light the absolute black had become. How could there be nothing? Was I dead? Had I turned to a ghost or spirit, something noncorporal?

      But my heart still thumped in my chest. I felt it beating. I felt the dryness in my mouth. Tasted the ashes.

      “Time for what?” I yelled into the gray light.

      “To discover your true self,” the voice said.

      A roaring filled my ears. Icy wind blew over my skin. My eyes stung with burning tears.

      Something warm and soft folded itself around me. Dear gods, I wanted so badly to sink into that warmth. That softness. For it to take away the pain.

      The soft warmth squeezed tight around me, then flung me away. I arced upward into light that was turning pale yellow like the first sign of dawn.

      And then I was falling.

      A jagged, rocky land lay below me. If I hit that land, I would die. Everything I’d tried to do would have been for nothing.

      Wind screamed in my ears. The land seemed to rise up to meet me. The bone-shattering rocks and boulders grew larger in my sight as I fell.

      “Now, Piper,” the voice said. “Now, or death will surely have you. Become who you are meant to be.”

      I had seconds left. Only seconds before I’d be broken on the rocks.

      I spread my fire red and yellow wings and flew.
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        * * *

      

      Aiden hadn’t moved since the moment his fireball had hit me. Orella stood in the same position as before. The knife that had pierced my heart lay on the stone floor. The marble sculpture’s hum had changed pitch to a high whine. Its color was a deep, muddy green. I flew straight toward it and crashed my feathered body against it with all my might and force. The sculpture wobbled slightly. I flew around the room, working up speed. Aiden and the supreme followed my path with their eyes. Their mouths hung open.

      I slammed into the sculpture a second time. The base tipped and I thought it might fall over, but the thing righted itself. The pitch of its hum grew higher and louder. Its color turned to dirty brown.

      I circled the room again. The supreme raised her hand. Her mouth moved. Aiden’s face screwed up and his mouth opened as if he were yelling. They seemed to move in slow motion. Orella’s five vamps stood as still as posts driven deep into the ground.

      I slammed my feathered body against the sculpture a third time. Thousands of tiny bits of marble flew through the air like seeds scattered by a furious wind. Marble dust fogged the room.

      Orella yelped and ducked her head, covering it with her arms. The five male vamps stood rooted to the floor, staring with their mouths agape. Aiden bolted toward Orella. She saw him coming and pulled herself upright, readying to cast a spell, I thought. I dove at her, beating her with my wings, ripping her skin with my talons. Blood flowed down her dress, dark reddish-brown on the emerald green silk.

      “Bitch!” she yelled.

      I opened my beak and shrieked at her. I raked my talons down her arms, drawing more blood.

      Her word seemed to ignite her vamps into motion. They ran at Aiden, but he’d already reached Orella. He spun her around and clamped his arms tightly around her upper body. His lips moved. I heard his spell words clearly in my mind—a containment spell. In my mind, I said them with him.

      Orella and her vampires froze where they stood.

      The mansion began to shake. Not like in an earthquake. More like the shake a bear might give waking up after a long winter’s sleep.

      It shook again, harder. The wooden stairs and the staircase creaked as if in pain. Plaster fell from the ceiling. The eyebolt that had held the rope on which the coffin had swung clattered to the floor.

      The building shook again and kept shaking, the trembling knocking the second-floor balcony loose. It teetered forward, threatening to let go and fall.

      “Everyone out!” Aiden bellowed. He kept his hold tight on Orella as he marched her toward the front door. The five vamps stood still a moment, their mouths agape as if they didn’t know what to do.

      “Get the fuck out of here,” Aiden yelled over his shoulder as he pushed Orella onto the porch.

      Plaster was raining down now and the balcony looked ready to fall any moment. The vamps didn’t move. I dove at them, hoping to start them in motion, but they batted me away and stood their ground.

      I flew out the front door. Aiden was already at the gate with Orella.

      “Piper!” he called. “I’m taking her to the vehicle and back to Heart Mountain.”

      I dipped a wing to show I understood.

      How had he known I was the bird?

      Behind me, the house continued to shake. Bricks tumbled off the outside wall. The roof roared as it collapsed. The five vamps were still inside but there was nothing I could do for them.

      I headed northeast, toward Heart Mountain. I didn’t know what I’d do when I reached the academy. But my friends were there. Aiden would be there. It was where I wanted to be.

      I flew what seemed like a very long time but didn’t tire. When the building appeared beneath me, I kept going, not landing until I reached the outer edge of the stand of spruce on the far side of the academy’s land.

      The sun was setting as I perched in the tree. This time of year, the sun left early, and darkness arrived in a hurry. I tucked my head beneath my wing and waited for sleep or the dawn to find me.
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        * * *

      

      The hum of insects and call of morning birds woke me. I breathed in the heavy scent of spruce, stared up through the pine boughs and rolled my shoulders to work out some of the stiffness. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes with the back of my hand.

      My hand!

      Hands and arms and legs and not a feather to be seen.

      I started laughing—not just in joy because I was human Piper again, but also because I was stuck near the top of a tall spruce and had no idea how I was going to get down.

      Luckily for me, my clothes had also returned. My shirt and pants weren’t much more than charred threads, but my warded jacket and shoes were intact. I buttoned up the jacket to give me as much protection as possible and slowly made my way down, slipping carefully from bough to bought. When I ran out of tree limbs, I jumped the last six or so feet to the ground and landed without twisting or breaking anything.

      I made my way through the thick stand of trees and out onto the lawn that surrounded the house. Aiden stood alone outside, looking up at the sky. His back was to me. Some sound or sense must have alerted him because he swung around and saw me. We ran toward each other and when we met, he threw his arms around me and held on like he was never going to let go.

      “Gods, Piper,” he breathed. “I thought I’d killed you. Set you on fire and caused your death. But you rose again. Rose from the ashes.”
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      Three month later

      

      Seph and Jack stood at the door of the academy house, their few possessions tied into bundles at their feet. Snow lay dusted over the lawn and the air was crisp and cold.

      “But why the Vegas bubble,” Geo asked, “when you could live anywhere?”

      “It’s home,” Jack said simply. “We both feel that’s where we want to be. Where we need to be with the change to magic being out in the open. Gotta make sure the people in charge now do things right.”

      Will nodded his agreement. Of course he agreed—he was going with them back to the Vegas bubble.

      “Who knows what other djinns might be there?” he’d said when the three had announced their plans to me last night. “I’m hoping to find some who know the old magic and can teach it to me.”

      Turner had been invited to join a wolf-shifter pack that had hidden in plain sight in the Salt Lake bubble all these years. He’d left two days ago. I’d miss all of them, but I understood why they’d made the choices they had. Who wouldn’t want to taste that new freedom?

      Orella had been surprisingly cooperative once Aiden got her to the academy and undid the ‘containment’ spell on her. She could see which way the wind blew, she’d said, and reasoned that cooperating with us now might make things go a little easier for her in the future.

      It was magic that held up the bubble and made it run, with a little back-up from some tech. I’d been right when I’d wondered if keeping the bubble running didn’t tax the m-vamps’ magic. It turned out that their native magic wasn’t very strong, and they amped it up by sucking the magic from orphans purchased from various homes. When the vamps were low on energy, they’d let the bubble thin a little, so it took less magic to maintain. Which was why Seph, Turner, Will, Jack, and I were able to break through it the day we escaped from Salvation Home.

      Over the years, Mother had sold a fair amount of ‘house servants’ to the m-vamps. She, Mad Brad, Evil Ernst, and Tiny Tim were all sitting prison cells now. I can’t say I felt sorry for any of them.

      I followed my friends out the door and down to where Max impatiently waited for them. Aiden came, too, but Stella swiped at her eyes with her fingers and went back inside. Seph, Jack, and Will heaved their meager belongings into the back of the truck and then climbed in themselves. Aiden and I watched as Max backed the truck up and then brought it around to face what passed for a road.

      “Good-byes are hard on Stella,” Aiden said. “She gets the sniffles.”

      I nodded. “Vehicles go both to and from. She can visit those three in Vegas or Turner in Salt Lake any time. I’m sure they’ll all come back to see her from time to time.”

      Aiden nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “What?” I’d put a heavy dose of mock into that single word. “I was right again?”

      He gave my shoulder a playful shove.

      I’d been right about several things, including who betrayed the resisters to the m-vamps in the Vegas bubble. The judge was in a cell not far from Mother, I’d been told. I never learned her true name and didn’t care.

      The truck disappeared from view. I didn’t feel like going back to the house. I guessed Aiden didn’t either. We stood in the cold, each of us lost in our own thoughts.

      “I asked this before, but you didn’t have an answer,” he said, breaking the silence. “What about you, Piper? Will you stay at the academy and perfect your magic?”

      I looked up. Thin white clouds sheeted the sky. We’d probably get more snow tonight or tomorrow.

      “No.” I turned to him. “I might go back to the Vegas bubble. I have friends there.”

      Aiden didn’t smile at my words.

      “Or I might strike out for some place new,” I said. “Some place I’ve never seen. Maybe a place I’d never even heard of before I arrive there. I’m not sure yet, but I know, as kind as Stella and all of you here have been, that staying isn’t what I want.”

      Aiden’s lips had drawn into a thin line.

      “You could come with me,” I offered.

      He shook his head. “This is my home.”

      “Is it?” I asked. “Or is it simply the place where you’re comfortable because you know it so well?”

      He seemed to consider that. “Stella rescued me. She taught me to use my innate magic. I owe her a lot.”

      “You don’t owe her the rest of your life,” I said. “There’s a whole, big world out there. This is a moment to move forward instead of standing still.” I touched his arm lightly. “Come with me.”

      “Ummm,” he noised, as if words were inadequate, or too hard.

      I waited while he worked the idea through in his mind.

      Birds called to one another in the trees. A sudden cold wind blew past. I pulled my jacket close with one hand and raked my fingers through my hair, pushing it away from my face with the other. I waited.

      “So?” I said when I couldn’t stand the wait a moment longer.

      Aiden sucked a bit of air between his teeth. He turned and started walking toward the house. I stood in the cold, staring at his back, and blinking away the tears that welled in my eyes.

      He looked over his shoulder at me. “Are you coming?”

      “Coming where?”

      He turned around and faced me. “To pack.” He tilted his head and smiled. “I’ve always wanted to see the ocean.”
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