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      I am completely useless. The smell of smoke fills my small kitchen as I run around like a headless chicken. Despite my best efforts to extinguish the burning remains of dinner, the flames grow in the pan. I focus all my willpower on the fiasco. Flames flicker slightly, just to regain momentum after. The fire consumes any hope to solve this with magic. Fuck.

      One of the flames licks at my sweater, and I throw the burning pan into the sink, where it hisses away the drops of water at the bottom. A small voice at the back of my head remembers something about burning oil and water, and I swear again. I open the patio door and throw the pan onto the gravel outside. I grab the lid from the closet and manage to maneuver it onto the pan without burning myself further. Slowly, the flames inside the pan die.

      I watch the smoke dance through the glass and wallow at the fact that I’ll have cereal for dinner—again. That pan is probably ruined on top of that. It’s been eleven years since I moved out of my parent’s house, and I still can’t manage basic nutrition. The recipe sounded so easy and only included elemental magic most first-graders would have little trouble with. Yet, I managed to fuck it up again. I should really learn how to cook, or I’ll starve to death. That would give my mother some satisfaction, wouldn’t it?

      I raise my palms and push the smoke out of the kitchen through the patio doors and into the small backyard—if you can call the gravel patch and a couple of square feet of grass a yard. At least I can manage enough magic to prevent the whole place from smelling like fire.

      With a sigh, I leave the pan outside to deal with later. The mess I made, despite the one-pan recipe, is astounding. If only magic was as easy as books make it sound. Just wave a stick of wood, mumble a few words, maybe add a flick. Tadaa! Magic. In reality, magic is more or less a mind game, and I’m not very good at it. Who am I kidding? I suck at it, get distracted too easily. Useless.

      A knock at the door interrupts my endless self-pity. I shake my head to gain some resemblance of composure and rush to the door. It must be the landlord. Here to yell at me for the intrusion on the neighbors my cooking experiment poses—smoke in the hallway or something.

      “Sorry, sorry,” I mumble apologetically as I open the door. It’s not the landlord.

      I pull my best friend into a hug, almost knocking the bowl she’s holding out of her hand. With a graceful motion, she balances the bowl on her palm and raises an eyebrow.

      “Did you try to cook again?” she asks unnecessarily. A barely suppressed grin fights its way onto her freckled face. I grimace at her and gesture her in with a grunt.

      When a delicious smell overpowers the burnt food and smoke, I lift the foil off the bowl in her hand. It’s a perfect lasagna. Neat. “You are a lifesaver!”

      Jenn smiles knowingly before her eyes fall onto the battlefield that should be my kitchen. With a frown, she hands me the bowl. “Think you can heat this without starting another fire?”

      She reaches over and inspects a patch of blackened mess at the end of my deep red curls. “You actually managed to put yourself on fire this time, Cass?” There’s honest concern underneath the mockery.

      “Not funny!” I say, but break out into laughter. Making fun of myself is the only way I can cope with this embarrassment. I place the bowl in the oven and get some matches to light it. I’m too nervous to even attempt a simple spark. Gosh, I’m pathetic.

      My friend looks around in exasperation, then starts cleaning up some of the mess I made. She throws away one of my kitchen towels (that is more black now than anything else) with two fingers. She wrinkles her nose.

      Her help in cleaning up makes me even more aware of just how helpless I am. I know I am a loser in the kitchen, of course. After all, my whole family keeps reminding me every chance they get. It’s an unwritten rule in the Everett family to keep me away from anything even remotely resembling a kitchen. Can’t blame them.

      I let myself fall onto the couch, arms spread wide, and look up at the ceiling. At least the fire alarm didn’t go off to add acoustic embarrassment to olfactory. Sometimes, it’s actually pretty helpful that magic makes these annoying beeping things utterly useless.

      “Why do you even have a kitchen?” Jenn asks for what, I think, is the millionth time when she sinks onto the sofa next to my head. I decide not to answer. I’m not much for words right now. Inadequacies. Self-doubt. My head buzzes. Jenn strokes hair out of my face in sisterly affection.

      The scent of Jenn’s lasagna overpower that of the disaster I made, and my stomach gives a low rumble. Jenn pronounces the lasagna finished. I place a gigantic piece onto a plate and sit down on the couch. I own a dining room table but don’t feel like pretending to be an adult right now. The sofa will do.

      I shovel food into my mouth before Jenn even sits down again. After a few attempts at conversation that all result in nothing—shrugs, nods, grunts—Jenn sits silently, and we enjoy the lasagna. On days like today, I appreciate how easy it is to be around Jenn. Yes, her perfection makes me look even more pathetic. But there’s no judgment. And if I don’t feel like talking, she doesn’t push. She hangs out with me, letting me enjoy her company without forced social interaction.

      After dinner, I throw the dirty plates into the sink with a mental note to clean them later. I’m already half sure I’ll find an excuse, push them off for a few days. I wish I were better at actually doing what I set out to do. Jenn tells me I’m the most interesting juxtaposition: a perfectionist and procrastinating chaotic. A terrible combination. Drives me up the wall most days. I need everything to be clean, tidy, and organized but can’t get my ass in gear to get anything done. And if something’s already out of place, it gets easier and easier for me to add more chaos on top, so the only chance I have is to stay disciplined and never let it get dirty in the first place. Guess how that’s working out so far.

      I lean back against the kitchen counter. Sigh. My apartment is a mess, as always. It’s not really bad by any means, but I hate all the little things that never get done: the stack of documents I need to file away on the counter. Dishes in the sink. Crumbs all over the kitchen. Dust mites in the nooks of the room. Shoes thrown haphazardly behind the door instead of into the shoe rack. None of it should be a big deal, but each and every one of the issues gnaws on my sanity—and together, they actually make a dent.

      I throw myself back onto the couch a little too hard. My head knocks against the wall behind it. I wince, and Jenn’s laugh turns into worry at the pained expression on my face—not about my head, but about me. I’m not usually one to get knocked over by a bit of pain.

      “Not your day?” she asks gently.

      I shake my head. My brain hurts at the motion. “Not really. It’s just one of those days. Everything I did today turned into a fucking mess.” She raises an eyebrow at the swearword. Really, she should be used to them by now.

      “Are you okay?”

      I grimace. I am so not okay, but don’t know where to start. I sink back into the cushion—carefully this time—and draw my legs close.

      “I mean, except for burning your dinner.” She adds hesitantly.

      “I’m a fucking failure!”

      “You are not a failure,” she says with a kind expression. The sheer amount of kindness makes me think she’d be a better mother than the one who raised me. At some point, she’ll set up a swearing jar.

      “I’m not? Look at my fucked-up dinner.” Another flinch from Jenn. “I can’t even feed myself. Without you, I’d starve or live on sandwiches. And Barbara... Barbara is driving me insane. It’s like no one gives a shit that I went to university for six damn years. Six fucking years!”

      Working hard to ignore the ongoing onslaught of swearwords, Jenn leans back on the couch, pulls a knee into her chest, and hugs it with her arms.

      “What did she do this time?” she asks, and it’s not the sarcastic response most people who have listened to me rant and rant about my boss and my job would give me. She actually wants to know, no matter how often I am troubled by the twisted relationship with Barbara. She has heard this rant a million times. Still cares.

      “I’m sitting there all day. Fucking monkey work. She doesn’t even appreciate it. It’s like I’m not good enough. She and my mom would get along splendidly. They should have a little tea party or whatever and talk about how inadequate I am and how I’m not doing what I’m supposed to do with all the high fucking expectations they had for me. I don’t even get what’s going on with Barbara, for fuck’s sake. One day, she’s super-nice. The next, she explodes. I don’t get it. Usually, it’s worst when I didn’t do anything wrong.

      “No clue what she wants from me. I—I—Today, I worked on her damn blood work for seven hours. Seven full hours of repetitive bullshit. I just stare at the machine. Label shit. Transfer from one vial to the next. A monkey could do it—well, a monkey with magic. It’s super boring. She doesn’t need me to do it. She could have her assistants do it. That’s what she hired them for. But no, instead, I sit there all fucking day and do it because she doesn’t trust me with any real work. She doesn’t let me do any of the things I was hired to do.

      “I’m a glorified fucking assistant.”

      My voice has risen to almost a yell. I take a deep breath. Conscious. In. Out. I force myself to stop the endless spiral of anger.

      In a calmer voice, I continue, “Anyway. I did the work. I even asked her actual assistant if there was anything else for me to do. I checked the lab like seventeen more times for anything left to organize or clean up. You know how much she cares about a tidy lab. Pedantic. Then—and only then—did I start working on my own research. I was supposed to be able to do that whenever there’s nothing left for her shit. It’s part of why I started the damn mentorship thing. Learn from brilliant Barbara and work on my research. And I’m so close to figuring it out. I know I am. But then Barbara comes in and starts yelling her head off how I am wasting time on my project when there is more to do for her.

      “It’s not like I went to work and just started dallying around and worked on my shit when I felt like it. No. I did my job. I did what I was told to do. I handed it in. And then I went to work on my stuff. I’d have stopped the moment someone told me they needed me. No, not good enough. Never good enough. Never.

      “I should’ve asked her. You know full well that if I had dared disturb her majesty in her office to ask, she would’ve exploded that I was wasting her time instead. It doesn’t matter what I do. Wrong either way. It’s just fucking infuriating. I don’t know what the woman wants.”

      “I don’t think she does,” Jenn says patiently.

      I give a groan of frustration and almost hit my head on the wall again. A movement by the bedroom door catches my eye. My mood softens when Mimir slinks around the corners of the room and jumps on the couch. When his mind touches mine.

      “Ah, there you are. No longer hiding from my cooking skills?” I ask while scratching the fox between his pointy black ears. The mere presence of my companion raises my mood. “He didn’t like all the smoke and noise,” I explain to Jenn, who is already scooting over to give Mimir some scratches.

      “Can’t say I blame him,” she laughs. Self-doubt creeps back in, along with a pang of annoyance. I know Jenn doesn’t mean it in a bad way. She doesn’t even judge me for my poor cooking skills. She just accepts them as part of who I am.

      “I know it’s not fair what Barbara is doing,” Jenn says hesitantly. I know she’s scared I’ll start yelling again—along with my usual density of swearwords.

      “It’s not!” I already feel my temper rise again despite Mimir’s presence. Mimir’s mind envelops mine, sends calming emotions.

      Jenn cuts me off before I can get into another rant. “It’s not fair, but it’s necessary. You need her at the moment. You have less than a year left in your mentorship.”

      “Seven months,” I interject. I might have a calendar on my wall counting down the days, but I won’t mention that to Jenn. She already thinks I’m crazy.

      “Okay, seven months then. Just stick it out. Let her yell at you. Let her do what she needs to do. Finishing a mentorship with her will open up so many opportunities. Everyone will want the first trainee of the Dr. Barbara Willems.”

      I groan again. “I know. I know! It’s just—I feel so unappreciated. Just like with my mom when I got all those amazing grades in school, and she didn’t give a shit. Now it’s the same with Barbara. I graduated top of my class in Magical Biology. I graduated top of my fucking class in Psychology. I did two top-of-the-class degrees, and no one gives a damn. My mom doesn’t care because it’s not politics or sociology—the only two subjects that matter in her worth. And Barbara doesn’t care, for whatever fucking reasons Barbara doesn’t care. I mean, yeah, some days she does. Some days she tells me how good I am. How she wants to give me more responsibility. Fucking Jekyll and Hyde.”

      “I know, love. I know.”

      She has heard this rant so many times, she could probably give it in my stead. But still, she sits and lets me talk.

      “It’s just—I can’t.”

      Knowing that there is nothing left to say without yet another circular rant, I put my head in my hands. Jenn pulls me into a hug. Mimir licks my fingers, nudges his little nose at my hands. The first sob comes, and then the tears. Before long, I wail into Jenn’s side until the tears run dry. When I finally look up, Mimir licks the salty water from my face. Jenn looks at me with more understanding than I can handle. I avoid her gaze. She waits for me to completely calm down. No words, just company.

      “You are good enough, honey. You are! It doesn’t matter what your mom or Barbara thinks. You are good enough. Listen to me.” She pulls my face up—no choice but to look directly into her green eyes. “You are good enough! You might not know how to cook without setting fire to something. But you are ridiculously good at everything else you put your mind to. You didn’t get those degrees for nothing, and you know it.”

      “I’m a failure,” I repeat, but with less resolve.

      “Shut up!” Jenn’s words make me look up in surprise. “Shut up” is about the height of swearing for Jenn, and it is this more than anything that makes me calm down. A smile pulls on my lips, and I can’t continue steaming with a grin on my face. She smiles back. She knows she’s done the trick.

      “Okay,” I admit begrudgingly.

      After another few moments to ensure I’m done, she asks, “You said you were close to finalizing your research. How close are you?”

      I don’t dare believe it myself, to be honest. I’ve worked on this project for two whole years. No progress. Until today. Yes, there had been a few promising discoveries, but nothing ever led anywhere.

      “I think I know how it works. Just haven’t had the chance to test it yet. It’s—It has something to do with the way I think about magic. It’s a matter of shifting my mind. I just need to change my mental approach. Good thing I studied fucking Psychology for this shit. But, yeah, the general idea is a simple shift of mind patterns. I mean, there’s nothing simple about it, but the idea is simple. It’s hard to describe.

      “There are a million ways for people to first get a grasp of their magic: some think of rooms, others of colors. Yet others think of their entire body as vessels, and the magic flows through them like water. All of them are just patterns to help describe what’s hard to understand—a bridge.

      “When I started learning about magic, my mentor told me magic is a flame I need to spark and nurture. At first, my magic would flare up without control. Die down to almost nothing. I had no control. It took months to fully master it. When I did my research, I started with the same mental image. That didn’t work. Today, I dropped a cup on one of the candles in the break room. It clicked. I realized it’s easier to extinguish a flame than to vanish it. So I tried it. I imagined water, and something shifted inside me. I felt different.

      “And you know how much Mimir wants to roam free that late. The tattoo usually itches like hell at that point. It stopped the second I did it. And his presence on my mind became almost undetectable—like when he’s far away. I think I’ve got it. I don’t know. I need more time for this.”

      I curl up like a cat on the couch.

      “That sounds fantastic!” I can hear the excitement. When I look up, her eyes glitter with it, and I know she’s eager to see me succeed. She has followed this project for as long as she’s known about me. About what I am. It would mean that she could show me her world. Rides on her horribly intimidating motorcycle. Movies. Explain to me how the hell her latest favorite video game works. She keeps telling me about them, but as I disturb her console and TV, she can’t show me.

      Being able to enter her world is part of why I want this so much. It’s not why I started the project, but it helped keep me motivated. Every time she beams with excitement about some secret in a video game gives me another push.

      I originally started the project to not end up like my parents. I didn’t want to be secluded in a small village. Middle of fucking nowhere. I wanted to be able to travel (though planes sound scary) to walk through big cities without making the lights flicker. Now, I might be able to do that.

      I feel a big yawn coming and fight it, but to no avail. Jenn’s face falls a little as she declares that I’m tired. “We’ll work on this together. Tomorrow.” After all, it is Thursday, and the weekend is just around the corner.

      She leans over Mimir and nuzzles her face against his, one front paw in each of her hands. He stretches onto his back, lets her dig her face into his belly. Minutes later, she gets up and turns to leave, but not before pressing a kiss onto my forehead. “Good night.”

      I look at the door long after she closes it. My eyes droop. Too tired to keep them open. Mimir nudges my hand, begs for more pets. I playfully throw him to his side.

      “Let’s go to bed, you little beggar,” I whisper as I bury my face in his fur. His warmth draws me closer to sleep. Comfort. I almost give in and fall asleep right there. He nudges me again, and with a heavy body, I get up and fall into bed, clothes and all. Mimir yawns a cute little yawn, sharing my tiredness, and curls up next to me.
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      Distraction plagues me at work the next day. There is no chance of getting anything done, let alone done right. Even Mimir's soothing presence didn't make it possible to sleep last night.

      When I drop the second blood vial tray, I sink onto my knees and fight tears as I pick up the vials. Thank the universe that these damn things are bewitched to be unbreakable, or I'd be in real trouble—for a reason, this time. The spell wears off after a while, but it's dead useful in the meantime.

      When sorting the vials back into the tray, I take extra care to arrange them back into the proper order. If I made a mistake or lost one of the vials, Barbara would have my head. Endangering her research is a no-go. It's why she has a hard time trusting anyone—especially me.

      Carefully, I carry the tray over to the centrifuge and slot in the first six vials. Unable to focus my magic, I sit down and put my head in my arms. Breathing for a minute, that's what I need.

      "You doing okay?" I jump at Barbara's voice behind me. I'm surprised that she actually sounds as if she gives a shit about me and not just her research. Looks like today is a good day. Hello, Dr. Jekyll.

      "I'll be fine. Just had a bad night. Thank you for asking, Barbara." I wish she would care more often.

      She crosses her arms and raises a bushy brown brow. "You sure about that, darling? You don't look good at all."

      Never in my life have I met someone who can switch from being a total bitch to caring as quickly as Barbara, the extremes of the spectrum without the middle of the scale. That she could change back to her yelling self at any moment makes her scarier now than when she's in full force. If she's shouting her head off, I at least know where I stand.

      "I'm just not myself today," I admit. "I'm sorry. I promise I'll be better again tomorrow."

      The way she looks at me makes me want to tell her about the trays I dropped, my potential research breakthrough, the disaster I made of my life, everything. When she's like this, she invites confidence, but there's always the lingering fear of disappointing her. I want her to be proud of me. I don't even know why it matters so fucking much.

      Barbara walks over and puts a hand on my shoulder. She strokes her thumb passively in circles with a weak smile and distant eyes. She's somewhere far away in her thoughts. I'm not sure if she's in another time, at another place, or just completely gone. The sadness on her face makes me feel for the woman. I put my hand on top of hers without thinking, don't notice it until I feel her hand's warmth.

      She twitches slightly, pulls back from the movement, squeezes my shoulder, and turns to leave. Her white lab robes swirl around her ankles as she vanishes around the corner without even another look.

      For what feels like the millionth time, I wonder what happened to make her who she is. Did she lose someone? Did someone hurt her badly enough to make her world shatter?

      Unable to fathom the depth of Barbara's damage, I return my focus to work. I close the centrifuge lid and concentrate all my power on the delicate golden arms holding the vials, will them to turn. As I gradually increase the speed, I watch the spider-like form blur into a whir of indistinct shapes. It's a simple task, but one requiring a lot of focus. The motion must be smooth, slow acceleration, even speed, and slow deceleration to get full advantage of the centrifugal power. I feel the contents of the vial separate, slow the rotation—something that takes just as annoyingly long as it does in a regular lab, at least if Jenn's chemistry lab experience is to be believed.

      When I told Jenn what I do for a living, she had a million questions about how it all worked without electronics. She only took Chemistry for a few semesters, so she had little experience with laboratories. It didn't dampen her fascination.

      I have little clue what non-magical lab tools look like, but I imagine them to look bulky and something like the computers I've seen in shop windows. Our instruments look nothing like that. Jenn explained that the lack of an engine or motor leaves room for more delicate and creative designs. The machines are powered by the magician who uses them, no matter how intricate or complicated the task. This makes lab assistants highly qualified and hard to train. Barbara is well renowned for her work in Magical Biology and Chemistry, and I am lucky to be her mentee. Working with her is an honor, no matter how much she hates me on some days.

      Very carefully, I siphon off the plasma at the top of the vial and form it into a large drop. I hold up another vial and transfer the drop over. No pipettes (which Jenn seemed to hate in school), just magic. Next, I separate the red blood cells. I centrifuge each vial again until I'm sure it's as clean as it can be, label all vials with the corresponding code and start over. Rinse, repeat. When all the vials are separated and labeled, I step back from my station.

      With a wave from my hand, the waste empties itself into the bin for hazardous materials. With the other hand, I let water run into the sink, then levitate the vials over to let them soak. One of the poor cleaning staff will have to wash them all later, probably a million and one times, to avoid cross-contamination.

      A last look around the lab ensures I didn't miss anything or leave anything out of place. Out of habit, I align one of the trays with the others. Perfectionist, me.

      My leg itches. Mimir is getting impatient. He hates the lab because he never gets to roam free here. A pet, no matter how well-behaved, is an absolute no-go in Barbara's opinion. One stray hair could ruin an entire batch of samples. A protective ward around Mimir would solve the issue, but it didn't matter.

      The itchiness increases with every step I take. Mimir knows we are leaving. As soon as I step outside, he curls around my leg, presses his body against mine, and runs off toward the park at the end of the block. He won't get lost. Our mental connection ensures I know his location—and what he's up to. Still, seeing him vanish into the distance makes me feel lonely. The trees around me stand tall in parallel rows on either side of the cobbled street.

      Barbara chose a beautiful part of the city for her lab. Outside the busy center, away from streets brimming with electricity, lies an old part of the town. Even most of the streetlights here are so ancient they flicker on their own. Magical interference doesn't cause suspicion. Her lab is set in an old building that used to house a library. All the dainty instruments look even more curious against the stone walls of the old building. Jenn would love it.

      Not far past the park entrance, I spot Mimir in the distance. I watch him jump around the tall grass, almost vanishing entirely between the blades. He lifts his head to hover above the field of green before diving in again, only to pop back up in a different spot seconds later. His happiness infects me as I sit down on a bench. It's a mix of watching him and feeling his presence on my mind.

      The sun begins to set in the distance. I pull my coat closer to ward off the chills of the evening breeze. Mimir curls up on the bench next to me and rests his head on my lap. The low sun makes his dark fur shimmer in all shades of black, gray, and brown as I scratch him behind his ears. His purring resonates through my leg, even though I cannot hear it over the noise building in the world around me.

      Quite a few people are now rushing through the park. A young man with a red Mohawk and more facial piercings than hair folds the translucent glass phone he was staring at seconds earlier. He slides it into his coat pocket with one hand, while stuffing a small glittering earpiece into his ear with the other—a practiced motion. Even before he places the second opal-shaped earpiece, his head bobs in tune to music I cannot hear. He vanishes into a crowd of housewives on an evening speed-walk, deep in chatter, except for one woman sweating and heaving with exhaustion at the back of the group.

      The sun vanishes behind the trees, and the air gets too cold to stay sedentary on my bench. I nudge Mimir, who jumps onto the ground with the elegance of a cat. I stretch my arms above my head and get up with a yawn.

      Few people glance at Mimir in surprise as he trots next to me. Most don't pay enough attention to notice he's not a dog. Every once in a while, someone stares and either shakes their head as if to ask me how I dare to be different or smiles at his cuteness. How people react to my pet fox amazes me every day.

      I pause when whispers about magicians reach my ears. A trio of big-bellied suits with briefcases that have seen too many hours in the office sits on a bench. "What're you sayin', Steve?" asks one of them. His blue suit features a mustard stain that only enhances his appearance of having lived a life he hates enough to not give a crap anymore. He looks expectantly at his companion, whose yellow tie is short by a couple of fingers.

      "I was talking to O'Driscoll at work, and he said his wife said—"

      "Whoa, hold up, hold up." The third man shows his palms and shakes his head. His mustache bobs back and forth over his lip. "Sounds like this is gonna be one of 'em he said, she said, that he said, kinda things."

      The one called Steve shrugs and continues. "Let me finish, Pete." So, O'Driscoll was sayin' how his wife told him she heard—yeah, yeah, I know." He holds up a hand to silence Pete before he can even finish his snort. "—that there are magicians all around. Living in hiding and shit."

      The mention of my people makes me nervous. Did the wife actually know someone who knows something, or is it the usual hopeful speculation or some conspiracy stuff that non-magicians are so prone to? A shiver runs down my spine.

      "So like Harry Potter? Wingardium Leviosa!" Pete laughs and waves an imaginary wand. My shoulders drop as I relax. If Harry Potter is part of this discussion, this won't be serious. Mustard Stain leans over and shushes the one called Pete. "I wanna hear this. Let the man talk. You and your skepticism."

      Pete leans back in submission and lets Steve continue. "As I was saying..." He eyes Pete with reproach. "She heard that magicians are living in hiding among us, said that they don't like to mix—scared or summat. Apparently, there's a good number of 'em between us, just pretending to be one of us. Dunno what to think about it, but sure don't trust anyone who can do weird shit."

      With a sigh, I lean against a nearby tree. Mimir puts his paws on my knees and nudges me with his face. He feels my frustration. I've spent years of my life and a shitton of nerves working on a solution that would allow magicians to integrate with Nixies—non-magicians—and here I stand listening to some sad sod react to the first rumor of magic like this. I'm about to leave when Mustard Stain speaks again.

      "Ah, dunno. Sounds pretty darn cool to know a wizard or something. Next time you're too lazy to get the TV remote, just ask them to accio it for you, and there you are."

      "You'd get even fatter and eat even more popcorn," Pete mocks. "But I sure wouldn't say no to knowing someone who can put a hex or two on my boss. The idiot was a real pain again today."

      After a few more minutes, it becomes clear their conversation has drifted to work and what some co-worker or another had done. I pull my cloak tight, pat my leg for Mimir to follow—not that he actually needs the visible cue—and stroll toward the park exit.

      The fresh air clears my head. The fogginess of the day drifts away slowly. By the time I walk down the corridor to my apartment, all thoughts of the previous night and work are pushed aside. I even manage to think about my overdue dinner without cringing. Something pulls at my attention even before I open the door, but it takes a moment for my preoccupation with food to give way. A small ball of bright blue fur hangs from the potted plant on my couch table. Mimir dashes toward the creature, but his teeth close around thin air. A second later, the sermotera reappears on my kitchen counter in a cloud of blue-gray smoke. Mimir runs over and dances on his hind legs, desperately trying to catch the bat. The bat retreats a few tiny steps and cocks its head as if to say, "You can't reach me."

      I hold out my hand, so the creature can land on it and carry it over to the couch. I shoo Mimir away, who comes running immediately, hoping to get some help with his desperate hunt. When he realizes I won't let him get to the sermotera, he sits at attention between my feet, his eyes never leaving the creature. After a few moments, he starts to give quiet growls of impatience. I ignore him and hold the bat out in front of my face.

      It bats its eyes a few times in rapid succession, then closes them shut.

      "How are you, darling?" My mother's voice emanates from the sermotera's gigantic ears, making them wiggle. A whirring from the bat accompanies the sound, but her voice is clear and distinct. She could be standing right in front of me. I close my eyes and pray for patience. Of course, I had already been almost sure that this would be my dear mother calling, but a girl can hope. I would have preferred a rude reminder about an overdue bill—though those usually come via red sermotera.

      "I'm doing well, mom. Thank you," I say through a fake smile. She can't see me, but I hope it will taint my voice with something other than annoyance.

      "Is work going okay?" I know she's only asking to be polite.

      "Yes, and I'm making progress with my research." A small part of me clings to the hope she will actually be proud of my achievements.

      "If only you could have applied your considerable talent to something a little more worthwhile. You could really have become someone, you know, honey?"

      "Mom!" I yell and almost throw the poor bat against the wall—though it would disappear before hitting it. They are used to these things, after all. I breathe deeply to calm myself. It's not worth it. She will never understand.

      "Sorry, sorry," my mother rushes through an apology we both know she doesn't mean. She will never appreciate what I do. "I just want what's best for you, darling. You know that."

      I do, but I couldn't agree less with her idea of what that means. Eager to change the subject, I quickly say," I know. It's fine. Let's not talk about that. How's Melissa?"

      "Your sister is fine. She's doing very well at school. She just gave a remarkable performance at the debate club yesterday." Of course, my perfect little sister. Mother is proud of her. Debate club is something 'worthwhile' because it will help my sister step into my parent's footsteps. I decide not to point this out for harmony's sake.

      "She's grown tall since you've last been here." I detect the reprimand underneath the casual statement. It's been months since I last visited. My parents live halfway across the state, and it has always been hard for me to find the time (and motivation) to make it down there.

      "I bet she has," I say with a fake chuckle. Another jibe ignored. I'm already sick of my mother's small talk. Get to the point, woman. She would never sermo me without reason.

      "Are you just checking in, or did you have a reason to sermo?" I ask to move things along.

      "Can't a mother just call her daughter?"

      I wait for the "but" and say nothing.

      "But—" Ha! "—there is one other thing I wanted to talk about. Your father said we should discuss it with you." She doesn't agree with my father. She's reluctant to tell me whatever it is she has to say. I can tell.

      "What's going on, mom? Did anything happen?"

      "It's nothing, dear. Nothing." Her assurances make me more convinced this is serious. "Just some strange rumors in the Nixie world about our kind. I don't think it's anything to break your head about. Your father disagrees and says we should take it seriously. He's called a conference with the elders and some political influentials in the city."

      The conversation I overheard invades my mind. Should I tell her about Mustard Stain and his friends? She would just shoot it down, the same way she probably waved away whatever rumors others brought to her. It's my father I need to speak with. He listens. Damn it. Why does he always send my mother to tell me stuff?

      "What kind of rumors?" I press.

      "Apparently, some idiot magicians are spreading around that we exist. It's probably nothing. You know, Nixies are always talking about magic one way or another. They'll never believe any of it. You know how good Nixies are at ignoring our very existence.

      Her nonchalance doesn't convince me. Yes, it's indeed amazing how easy it is for magicians to exist in hiding with Nixies, always blaming their own stupidity, alcohol, or whatever else they can come up with for what they see, hear, feel, or suspect.

      "If Dad called a conference, it must be more serious than the usual stuff, right?"

      "He wants to play it safe. You know your father, always the precaution taker. I'm sure it'll turn out to be nothing again." A sliver of doubt coats her voice. Is she convincing herself as much as me?

      I agree, more to reassure her than because I actually think she's right. "When's the conference?"

      With an annoying return to her composed self, she answers. "In a couple of days. We have to travel into the city and meet everyone at the old airport. There will be dozens of people from all over the country there."

      I don't much fancy seeing my mother, but the idea of spending some time with my little sister makes up for it—and with dad. My mother is right: It has been too long.

      "We are hoping to visit you if you aren't too busy saving the world."

      Another jab? Seriously. My mother knows how to push my buttons. I clench my teeth and pretend I didn't detect the criticism. "I'd be happy to see you."

      "I'll let you know when we're done the first day, and we'll meet you for dinner somewhere. It'll be nice to be together as a family again—as long as you don't do any cooking, of course."

      "Mom! Can't you be proud of me for once and stop criticizing every single thing I do?" I yell before I can suppress the anger.

      "Honey, we all know your cooking is helpless. Nothing much to criticize there. And I am always proud of you."

      I fight the urge to snort. "I need to go now, mom. I have things to do."

      The silence stretches until my mother clears her throat. "Okay. It was nice catching up. I'll see you soon, honey."

      "See you soon, mom. Say hi to dad and Melissa from me."

      And without another word, she is gone. The eyes of the bat shudder open. It looks at me with its head tilted, blinks a couple of times before It vanishes into a small cloud that quickly gets swept away. I stare at the space where the sermo disappeared, my mind racing.

      Mimir jumps onto the couch. I allow him to curl up in my lap and stroke his fur absently. Despite her usual criticism and jibes, something felt off. My mother seemed worried about whatever is going on, but didn't want it to show. This worries me more than my father calling a conference. If something destroyed my mother's perfect composure, it must be serious.
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      "I missed it again? I really wanted to see one of those cute little furballs."

      I told Jenn about the conversation with my mother and what I overheard at the park, and all she can think about is that she missed another chance to see a sermotera.

      The one my mother sent is a rare kind. Usually, sermotera are sent with a message to deliver, kind of like a spoken letter. But when sermotera are born twins or even rarer triplets, they form a unique connection between them. No need for the little creatures to travel back and forth—instant connection.

      "You'll get to see one at some point. You know how much my mother likes to control my life. She'll send another one before long.

      My mother owns a handful of individual sermotera, as well as a few pairs of twins. Even she can't afford triplets. But hers are among the fastest of their kind—and that's saying something, as they are really efficient travelers. Spin into a tiny cloud—poof!—reappear as another cloud a few miles away. No one knows exactly how far they can jump in one go. It seems to vary slightly from sermo to sermo. Motivation level, mood, and weather all seem to play a role, too.

      "But they sound so cute!" Jenn squeals.

      "I'd keep my fingers crossed you'll see one soon if it didn't mean talking to my mother again," I respond with a grin.

      Are you worried about this?" Jenn's eyebrows are wrinkled again. That woman will get a wrinkled forehead long before she turns forty. Honestly, the first lines are already visible, but I'd never mention it to her. A few years past thirty, both of us are getting conscious about the early signs of aging and avoid the topic as much as possible. We are still young, after all.

      "I'm not sure. I wasn't worried after overhearing those guys in the park. Nixies talk about magic all the time. I mean, some people would like nothing better than for magicians to exist and solve all their problems. Nixies always come up with conspiracy theories about us and how we are bred in secret to bring down the government or whatever latest bullshit. The fact that my mother is worried—even though she won't admit to it—worries me a little."

      Jenn looks at her knees in thought and doesn't look up for a while.

      "What's going on in that pretty head of yours," I ask, and she jumps at the pull from her thoughts.

      "It's just—I'm worried what would happen to you if it was revealed that your kind exists. I mean, it was quite a shock when I found out. I'd known you for a long time then. I knew I could trust you. It's hard to imagine what it would do to people who don't know a magician they would trust with their lives."

      She has a point, and it worries me more than anything my mother said. I've worked on integrating magicians better with Nixies for years now, but it has always been focused on allowing magicians to better blend in, hide who they are. Even I wouldn't be naïve enough to try and make Nixies tolerate magicians. Humans, no matter if magic or not, are not exactly known for their acceptance of anyone or anything different from them. History has shown this time and again. I mean, it's been almost 300 years since slavery was abolished, and black people are still fighting for their rights. I would know. My father's color might not matter to most magicians, but Nixies still judge me for the color of my skin. Add the red hair and freckles and people just assume I'm a weirdo. Most White people probably don't even know there are black or mixed-race redheads.

      "When's your family coming?" It's my turn to jump out of my thoughts.

      I play with my fingers nervously and look back up at her. "Three or four days, I think."

      "For an emergency meeting that still seems awfully long to go," Jenn states.

      "It takes a while to get magicians from all four regions to the city. It would be faster if we could jump on planes."

      "I would give up flying on planes for the rest of my life if it meant I could see dragons, sermotera, and whatever all the names of the other magical creatures you keep telling me about are." Jenn's eyes glint with excitement. "Speaking of which: Do you want to give turning off your magic a try?"

      I'm a little taken aback by the sudden change of subject, but as I really don't want to discuss my parents even for one more word, I welcome it.

      When I admit that I'm nervous, Jenn places a hand on mine. "I know you are. You have worked on this for so long, and now that you might have it figured out, giving it a try gives you the first chance to fail."

      I roll my eyes at her. "You are really making this easier."

      "Sorry. I didn't mean it that way. I just—Sorry! If it doesn't work this time, you'll keep going and get it next time or the time after that. Even if you haven't figured it out yet, I know you will."

      This doesn't make me feel any better, but I appreciate the vote of confidence. "Okay." I take a deep breath. "Let's try this."

      With a hasty "I'll be right back." Jenn runs out of the apartment. Mimir follows her to the door, hoping for a walk. When she closes the door in his face without even a glance back, he sits in front of the door and stares at it in confusion and accusation.

      A few minutes later, the door bursts back open and almost knocks him over. He scuttles out of the way and hisses at Jenn. She gives him a hasty apology pet before sitting down on the couch and holds a small cube between her thumb and ring finger.

      "What's that?"

      "Nothing special. Just a small clock thing. Projects the time onto your wall, so you know what time it is at night." The things Nixies come up with. "I wanted to pick something simple so we don't have to restart my phone every few minutes or whatever. Plus, it's not good for devices to lose power without shutting down, so this will be perfect. It runs on battery power, too, so we don't have to figure out if any of the outlets in this place work." I am not even remotely following her explanations but decide that it doesn't matter. She'll know what she's doing.

      I pull my legs up onto the couch until I sit cross-legged, facing Jenn.

      "Ready?" She sets the cube onto her palm. I notice a small hole on the top side.

      I nod, closing my eyes. I try to visualize the flame that I use as a visual reference for my magic. It starts flickering in front of my inner eye, and I watch the flames dance a little before conjuring up the image of water. Slowly, it rises to fill the void, drowns out the fire. Something inside me dies. I feel oddly empty. It's like the feeling left by an annoying sound you heard for hours and hours suddenly dying down, just worse.

      I open my eyes and find Jenn staring at me intently.

      "Ready?" she asks again, and as I don't trust my voice, I just nod again.

      She swipes her fingers along one side of the cube, bottom to top. I hold my breath. A blue light appears in the hole, emanates from it. A look at the ceiling reveals giant blue digits: 8.45 pm. I have never been so happy to know what the freaking time is.

      Jenn almost drops the cube when she throws both arms up in triumph with a giant whoop.

      Too shocked to join in her celebration, I just stare at her. I did it. After all this time... I did it. All it took was a fucking change in perspective. Seriously? I spent years trying to come up with a pill or potion to suppress the magic, and all I had to do was to think differently. Fuck.

      I watch Jenn dance around the apartment in circles. Mimir jumps nervously around her ankles and tries to catch her feet or put his paws onto her knees just to be kicked off again on the next jump. I can't help but laugh.

      "You did it! You did it! You did it!" Jenn chants with every jump. She looks like a child doing a happy dance with her dog. She almost knocks me over when she pulls me into a tight hug. I put my arms around her and let her happiness wash over me. I did it.

      "Now you just need to switch it back on," she pants when she calms enough to talk.

      I laugh and close my eyes again. This part should be easy. I've done this before. I can't even tell you how many damn times I had to conjure up the image of the damn flame when I first learned to control my magic. After a moment, I feel the warmth spread through my body, like sunshine breaking through clouds.

      The cube lies dormant in Jenn's hand. She swipes the side again, but nothing happens. To be certain, I call Mimir over, and he slinks around my leg until he vanishes and all that's left is a tattoo on my lower leg. A moment later, he reappears by my side.

      Jenn smiles. No matter how often she sees Mimir appear and disappear this way, it still fascinates her. It is one of those little things that prove she hasn't been dreaming these past few years.

      Mimir jumps back onto the couch and nudges her hand in demand of pets. She wriggles his ears, then scratches him between them. Mimir closes his eyes and enjoys the attention, slowly sinking into her lap.

      "I can't wait to take you for a ride," Jenn states. She leans against the couch with her eyes closed.

      "Not yet," I chuckle. "Better make sure I can fully control this before you take me on a ride on that machine from hell."

      She laughs. "Fair enough. I guess it wouldn't be good if your magic suddenly pops back on in the middle of a turn. That would be a sad end to your first ride."

      I try not to shudder at the mere idea of her motorcycle, let alone crashing on it. I'm not sure I even want to try.

      Jenn seems to detect some of my hesitation and grins. "No worries. We won't do that until you're ready for it. Let's start with me showing you how to ride in a video game first. Virtual motorcycles are a good start to that journey. Sounds better?"

      I nod. There's so much for me to learn about Jenn's world. It's hard not to feel overwhelmed. She has told me a million things over the years, but I can't even pretend to understand most of it. Phones, computers, video games, all of it sounds as foreign to me as my magic first did to her.
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      "I met someone today," Jenn says as she sits down on my couch. I put down the book I was reading.

      "Someone special?" I ask and turn my head on the pillow to look at her. I place a bookmark into my book and put it aside. Mimir is purring loudly next to me, fast asleep.

      "I don't know. She definitely feels special. All I know so far is that she's new in the building. She just moved in a few doors down from you, to be precise. She has that run-down apartment at the very end. Not quite as antiquated as this one, but pretty close. There's something about her I cannot quite place yet. But she's cute."

      "Ooh," I tease, "you like her!"

      "Stop it. I said she's cute, not that I want to marry her."

      Jenn pushes me slightly but cannot hide the giant grin on her face. Jenn's the kind of person who meets someone and immediately makes up her mind about them. She decides on the spot if she wants someone in her life. That person gets little choice in the matter. She's persistent. I remember how much I tried to push her away initially, afraid she would find out my big secret or think I was weird because I don't have a phone, computer, or even electrical lighting, for that matter. But no matter how much I tried, even when I was rude on purpose, she persisted. She kept inviting me to things, and at some point, I stopped resisting. I made sure only to accept invitations that wouldn't endanger my secrets, like going for a walk in the park or playing board games at my place. Once she was in my life, I knew there was no way I'd ever let her leave again. Being a magician in a city full of Nixies is a lonely life, and I'm not really one for being alone all the time.

      "What's she like? Other than cute, I mean."

      Her eyes light up with excitement. "I met her down at the coffee shop. After some small-talk in line, we realized we were going the same way. First, there was that awkward moment where you say good-bye just to realize you are not headed in different directions. Then, we started talking again and stood in front of the stairs for a long time until I managed to turn away.

      I think it's her first apartment on her own."

      "She's really gonna have fun once she realizes the landlord doesn't fix shit, ever. And that everything is broken. I'm almost glad I can't use a fancy stove. At least that one is hard to break." I wave a hand toward my ancient kitchen. Jenn smiles, and I know she remembers the other night's disaster as vividly as I am.

      "I'm not sure a fancy stove would do you much good, honey. And I mean that in the nicest way possible."

      "So, that girl..." I deflect. She takes the hint and drops the topic.

      "She seems a little overwhelmed with everything, to be honest. It sounded as if she's lived with a woman before who took care of most things. Now, suddenly, she's thrown into the deep end and has to figure it all out."

      "I remember that part. It fucking sucked."

      With the slightest twitch of an eyebrow at my choice of words, Jenn continues. "She reminds me of you in that regard. Somehow even more helpless—though I doubt she'd be as proficient at setting her kitchen on fire as you are."

      "Seriously, drop it," I threaten, but Jenn knows it's an empty one because the smile on my face betrays me.

      "Anyway," Jenn continues, and I'm thankful to get away from the subject of my disastrous kitchen experiment. "She's new to all this and might need some help."

      "And you want to swoop in and rescue her? Did your big-sister instinct get the better of you again?"

      "It's not like that. I mean, the rescue part definitely. I just don't want her to see me as a big sister..."

      "Oh, you really like her."

      Mimir kicks me as he turns in his sleep. He's now spread out on his back with his legs hanging off in all directions. I scratch his belly, careful not to wake him. His fur is warm and soft beneath my fingers, and I have to fight the urge to dig my face in.

      "I definitely like her. I haven't made up my mind about how I like her yet. Let's just say it's an option. I'm not quite sure I can withstand those yellow eyes of hers forever."

      "Yellow eyes? I'm intrigued."

      In my head, I see a woman with a beaky nose and much too round yellow eagle eyes, and I'm having a hard time making that image cute.

      "It's not like that." Jenn probably imagines the image she conjured up. "It's a gorgeous light brown. Ah, never mind. You'll get to meet her soon enough. Make up your own mind. You probably imagine some ugly witch right now."

      I raise an eyebrow.

      "I didn't mean it like that. It's an expression, and you know it."

      I laugh and wave her off. "I know. It's just funny that you Nixies have those two very opposing ideas of witches. I really can't wrap my head around the buckled old hag version."

      Jenn laughs and mimics a hook nose with her finger and starts jabbering incoherent words as if to summon a ghost or whatever. The only thing missing is a wart on her chin. I laugh out loud, and Mimir grunts his annoyance. I rub his belly in apology.

      "So, when do I get to meet your new girl?" I ask when we finally manage to stop laughing.

      "Tomorrow. She's coming over for dinner. I want you to be there, so I don't make a fool of myself. Plus, then she won't think I'm asking her out and hitting on her or something like that."

      "Aren't you?"

      Jenn snorts. "Maybe. That's not the point. She doesn't need to know that I might like her. I mean, I need to decide how much I like her first, you know? And due to your special circumstances, we'll meet her here."

      "Special circumstances?" I laugh, and Mimir gives up on sleep. He bolts upright and stares at me with accusing brown eyes. I pull him close and press my face into his side. He digs his head into the crook of my neck and licks the skin there before curling up in my lap again, accepting the apology. "You make it sound like I'm pregnant or have a fatal illness or something."

      "You know what I mean. If I want you to be there, we can't really meet her at my place. And even if her apartment is in bad shape, she'll probably have at least some light bulbs. So, we can't go there either. And you know that. We can just pull the same lie you did when I first started coming over.

      At least this time, you'll be able to help me sell it." I wink, remembering my feeble attempts to convince her that the landlord is too cheap to even make the lights work.

      "You know how much I despise lying, but I think the end justifies the means in this case. I'll be glad to help you do it right this time. I mean, if it means keeping you safe, it's a small price to pay."

      It had been hard enough for Jenn to realize I had lied to her for as long as I had when I finally told her the truth after months of finding excuses to never visit her apartment or go to the movies with her. She understood why I did it and that it was necessary, of course, but I know it still hurt her. Being part of it was sure going to be even worse for her. Guilt clenches my stomach, and I push it away. There's no way around it.

      The idea of having someone other than Jenn over at my apartment makes me nervous. It's been drilled into me to keep Nixies at arms-length or rather several arms' lengths for all my life. Even though it worked out with Jenn, the idea of opening up to someone else, even without telling them what I am, makes me nervous—especially now that rumors are flying around the country that magicians exist. A feeling of unease and anxiety settles over me.
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      Jenn runs around my apartment like a headless chicken. Her mushroom stew sits in my oven to warm up while she adds napkins to the table, rearranges the flowers for the twenty-seventh time, and constantly checks her hair in the mirror. It sits perfectly as it always does. I watch from the couch, unable to help and eager to be out of the way. I tried helping, but she kept moving me out of her path, so I gave up. I'm not even sure she's aware I'm still here. It's fun to see her act like a teenager.

      I wave my hand at the record player in the corner, and The Clash starts to play. Don't ask me how the thing works. I wouldn't be able to tell you. It's a family heirloom. Most magicians have some sort of radio or music player to keep up with "our "world. Mine looks like a vintage record player, but it plays whatever I'm in the mood for without ever changing the record. The record on it is a blank that plays Mozart's Kleine Nachtmusik repeatedly if a Nixie ever tries to use it.

      "Salt, salt. Where did I put the salt?" Jenn mutters and turns in actual circles in the middle of the room. It's quite cute that she's this excited.

      "Salt and pepper are on the table, honey. Sit down and relax. Everything is perfect." I'm not sure she hears me. I admit her cuteness is quickly drifting way too close to annoying. I roll my eyes and tell myself that I'm probably no better when I meet someone. It has been a while, so I cannot remember the last time I had a first date—or whatever this is.

      When a timid knock sounds from the door, she jolts upright and stares at me in panic. Her desperation overpowers my annoyance, and my instinct to help a friend kicks in. I get up, put my hand on her shoulders to steady her, then walk to the door and peer through the little hole. A short figure stands in the dark hallway. I open the door. Knowing the neighborhood, I probably shouldn't, but as I don't know what Evelyn looks like and Jenn is in no state to decide anything, I ignore the inner warning and let her in.

      "You must be Evelyn," I greet her.

      She nods, and her disheveled hair flies into her face. I was completely off with what I imagined her to look like yesterday, but there is definitely something birdish about her appearance. The yellow eyes and pale skin, and heart-shaped face give her an owlish look.

      "Nice to meet you," she says, and I'm surprised to hear how deep her voice is.

      "I'm Cassandra—Cass," I answer and hold out a hand. She gives me a strong and confident squeeze at odds with her fragile appearance. Jenn still hovers behind me, and I fight the urge to shake her. It isn't until Evelyn turns toward her and greets her that Jenn melts out of her frozen state.

      "Hi, Evelyn," she says, and there is no hint of nerves in her voice. It is one of those things about Jenn. She gets super nervous about things before they happen and works herself into a right state, but as soon as it's time to act, Jenn is perfection again. I wish I had that kind of composure under pressure.

      Evelyn runs a hand through her hair and somehow managed to leave it even more chaotic than before. Her short strands now stand off in all directions like a bird's feathers after an encounter with a strong storm. I have to stop myself from giggling. Nonetheless, I can see what Jenn meant. She might remind me of a disheveled owl, but there's strength hidden underneath.

      "Would you like something to drink?" Jenn asks, making me awkwardly aware how much better of a host she is in my own home. I should probably take notes for when my family is in town. Fuck, my mother will probably want to visit. I can see her stand in the door, nose wrinkled, and judging every inch of the place.

      To make me feel even more unprepared, Jenn points out a full assortment of choices for our guest: water, sparkling water, orange juice, soda, beer, wine—none of which were here earlier. Well, I always have beer and soda in the fridge (which is chilled by magic), but nothing fancier than that. Evelyn accepts a beer with thanks.

      Jenn hands me a glass of wine without asking what I want. I accept it even though I would much rather drown myself in whiskey at the idea of a visit from my mother. She pours one for herself and gestures for Evelyn to sit.

      There are four chairs around the dinner table, and I naturally sit at the one with the best view of the room. Evelyn waits until Jenn chooses a chair, then sits down next to her, across from me. That means her back is to the door and room, which makes me oddly nervous on her behalf. There could be an angry mass murderer storming the apartment any second now. Right? There is a chair with a much better view to my right, but it looks like she either doesn't share my obsession with having a good overview... or she wants to sit next to Jenn.

      However, her choice of seat also gives me a good excuse to inspect her without being rude. I mean, she's right in my field of vision. It hits me how young Evelyn looks. If the legal drinking age was still 21, I’m not sure she'd be old enough for the beer she's holding.

      "How old are you?" I blurt out and earn myself a  kick under the table. I bite my tongue to avoid wincing.

      "Twenty-two. You?" Evelyn is obviously unaware that my question might be considered nosy and that my leg now throbs. I fight the urge to swear and rub my food over the bruise.

      "Thirty-two," I say and wince a little on the inside at how old I am and just how young Evelyn is.

      "And you, Jenn, if I may ask?" Gosh, she's polite. Cute.

      "Thirty-one," Jenn answers through gritted teeth. I can tell she hates me just a little bit for bringing up the subject even before she gives me the death stare. I smile an apology with the slightest shrug in her direction.

      "You two must feel like I'm a baby. I promise I'm not as young as my age suggests. At least, I hope so. If I watch other people my age, I cringe at how naïve they are.

      I laugh. When I was her age, I said the same thing. I had never wanted to be young. I didn't like people my age and did everything I could to act older. It worked most of the time, but there were moments when I was just as stupidly naïve as my peers. I have a feeling I'll like this one. But I'm also sure she'll annoy the hell out of me when she acts her age.

      "So, what made you move into this lovely apartment building?" I ask, hoping the change of subject will soothe Jenn.

      Evelyn shrugs and explains, "The woman I lived with needed the room. Not that she would ever have asked for it, but I knew it was time for me to get out from under her wing. With my wages, it's not like I can move anywhere better, to be honest."

      "What do you do?" Jenn jumps into the conversation.

      “I’m a bartender and server in a restaurant a few blocks from here. It's an interesting place that makes you feel like you just beamed yourself into a time a couple hundred years back. I love working there and really loved living with Linda, but she needs the room now that Todd has moved in."

      "Sounds like an interesting place," Jenn states. "I'd love to see it sometime. Is it one of those wanna-be-vintage places or the real deal?"

      "I think the only things that would have looked anachronistic in the 18th century would be the fridge in the backroom and the beer cooler in the basement. Granted, both of those are broken more often than not, so even that's pretty close to the real deal."

      Evelyn looks around the room, and my stomach gives a jolt. I feel on display, and she takes her time judging me. As if to deliver a soundtrack to this inspection, The Clash sings "I fought the law and the law won" in the background.

      "To be honest," she continues with a wave around the room, "it looks like you'd feel right at home there. We have similar lamps on the walls, candles on all the tables. We have this really cool chandelier with real candles hanging from the ceiling above the bar. It's my favorite thing about the place."

      I'm still tense even though she seems fine with my weird living style. To my relief, Jenn seems to sense my nervousness.

      "Power has been out in this place since she first moved in," she laughs. "It's actually quite ridiculous how little management cares. The landlord never fixes anything."

      It's not a lie. The landlord is crap, and the power has been out since I moved in. The two things are just not related.

      "Having power should be the bare minimum requirement to be allowed to rent out a place. What they get away with is ridiculous." I laugh even though my insides are rebelling. "Ah well... I guess you get used to everything."

      Evelyn looks around again and smiles. "I like it a lot. Feels like home."

      Shortly after, we are chewing our stew, and conversation slows while we enjoy Jenn's irresistible cooking. Fuck, I wish I could cook like this. One would think with the whole range of options magic adds to those of a normal kitchen, you'd be able to whip something up. But no...

      "This is really good," Evelyn says through a mouthful of food. To my surprise, Jenn blushes. She's not the type to blush. I've never once seen her blush in the many years we've known each other.

      "Thank you," she finally manages.

      "You said you had to move out of the place you stayed at before. Was that your parent's house?" I ask.

      Evelyn shakes her head and takes a moment to finish. "No, I don't know my parents. Grew up with a foster family. Not that there was much fostering going on. They mostly raised my foster siblings and me for the money. And as soon as I turned 18 and the checks stopped, they kicked me out."

      "That hardly sounds fair," Jenn says, and I agree. I might not get along too well with my family, but I'm still glad to have them. Living in a home where I am only welcome because they get paid to keep me sounds like a pain. No wonder Evelyn is a little shy. Who wouldn't have trouble with their self-worth if they'd felt like a paycheck their entire life?

      "It's fucking unfair, it is," I add and receive another kick under the table. Apparently, I'm not supposed to swear in front of our guest.

      But Evelyn just chuckles and continues. "It's alright. You get used to everything like you said. One of the benefits of living with people who don't give a hit about you is that you get quite a bit of freedom. As long as I stayed out of their hair—which I preferred—they left me alone. It made getting kicked out a lot easier. There was no one to miss."

      I can't help but feel sorry for the girl even though she talks about her past without a trace of sadness. She's tougher than she looks.

      She takes a sip of her beer and continues. "I roamed the streets for a while after. Didn't have the money for a place and couldn't find a job that paid enough. That's when I met Linda. She runs the bar I told you about. Found me huddled in front of a brewery, begging for coins to get a meal into my growling stomach. She took a liking to me and offered me a room above her bar in exchange for work. That was two years ago."

      She pauses and looks out of the window, biting her lip.

      "That's really nice of her to take you in like that," Jenn says, and I can tell she feels as sorry for Evelyn as I do.

      "It was. Linda probably saved my life. Or she at least made sure I wouldn't become a criminal. I'm not sure how much longer I would've been able to get by with begging. At some point, I might have done something stupid."

      "Wouldn't have been your f—fault," I say, barely suppressing the "fucking” in the sentence. If Jenn doesn't want me to swear, I'll do my best to behave. I'm an adult, after all.

      Evelyn looks at me with a stern expression in her eyes. "Of course it would have been. We are the ones who decide what we do with our lives. We might be dealt a hard hand, but it is our responsibility to make the right choices."

      I try not to look surprised. Those were not the words you'd expect from a twenty-something. Maybe she had been right about not acting her age. But then again, I had my moments when I was younger.

      "Wise words," I say, unable to keep quiet.

      Evelyn laughs, and I relax a little.

      "Yeah, I know. I know. I might have spent a little too much time reading when I was stuck at my foster home," she explains. "If your mentors are the great authors of the last few centuries—most of them dead longer than you are alive—you grow up faster than anyone should."

      Jenn shifts uncomfortably. "I can only imagine."

      We are quiet for a while and finish our food. It's Evelyn who breaks the silence. She seems eager to share her story now that she has started talking. I'm not sure if she's had many opportunities to tell anyone about her past. "Anyway, I moved in with Linda, and it was a while before she let me out of her sight around her bar. She's very protective of it, you know? Not sure if she was scared I'd steal and make a run for it. I was never tempted. I had a home where someone seemed to care about me. Even with all the money in her register, I didn't have anything to run toward. So I stayed. Over time, she started to trust me, gave me more responsibilities. She started to let me alone at the bar. By now, I'm mostly doing one shift while she does the other."

      I scrape the last half-spoonful out of my bowl and push it aside. "So why do you no longer live there?"

      "It was time," she says with a shrug as if that explained anything.

      When Jenn and I stay silent and look at her in expectation, she takes a deep breath and continues. "Okay, the full story then. A while back, I was alone at the bar, and a man came in. His name is Todd. He now lives with Linda. Anyway, he was damn nice, and we talked. He stole one of my drawings—"

      "Are you an artist?" Jenn interrupts a little too eagerly.

      "Not really. I mostly doodle, but people seem to like my drawings. So, I guess, a little."

      "Let the woman talk." I wave an exaggerated finger at Jenn, who blushes again but laughs it off quickly.

      Evelyn gives a deep laugh. "Yeah, he stole a little sketch of a Hobbit. You know, from Tolkien's Lord of the Rings."

      We both nod. We read the books together a few years back. I remember sitting on the couch with Jenn while we both read our copies but stopped every few sentences to discuss what had happened. I got hungry every time the Hobbits talked about second breakfasts and afternoon teas. After a few days, Jenn came prepared with bowls and boards full of snacks for us to munch on—and for Mimir to try and steal. It was a great start to what became our own little book club.

      Evelyn's smile makes it obvious how happy she is to meet someone who has read the Lord of the Rings books.

      "Anyway, he came back the next day to return it. Apologized and all. Said it reminded him of his late brother. I told him to keep it. For me, it was just one of many doodles. For him, it had meaning. I even drew something for his niece a little while later. He's a really nice guy. The day he came back to return the drawing, I was still asleep. Linda was tending the bar. He stayed around all afternoon until I woke up. I'm not sure how much of that was the apology and how much it was because of Linda. He kept coming back afterward, and one day he didn't leave again. It was a long time before he officially moved in."

      "So they kicked you out when he moved in?" Jenn sounds outraged.

      Evelyn quickly shakes her head, and I'm reminded of an owl trying to shake off water after flying in the rain. "No, no. It was nothing like that. Linda would never ask me to leave. She and Todd squeezed into her little bedroom, and he worked at tables in the bar. It was just too tight a fit. So, I volunteered to move out, and my room became his office. It's much better this way."

      "Do you miss it?" I ask.

      "There is comfort in coming home to someone who loves and trusts you. It's lonely to come home to an empty apartment instead. So yes, I miss it. But it was the right thing to do. I mean, I always knew it wouldn't be forever. I admit I didn't expect it to end so suddenly. I always thought I'd move out when I was ready. To save the world or something, you know? But it's all good. It was the right thing to do."

      I get the feeling she's not fully happy with her decision. The more she mentions how it had been the right thing to do, the more I feel she keeps reminding herself.

      "Of course it was. And now you've got two friends here," Jenn states and gives Evelyn a squeeze on the arm. "You'll be fine here, and we'll make you feel at home."

      "Plus, you can always get a pet," I add to lighten the mood. "Coming home to a pet is almost as good—sometimes better than—coming home to people."

      I regret what I said immediately. Why do I have to bring up pets? Now I can either risk mentioning that I have a pet fox and let her think I'm a weirdo or add an unnecessary lie to the big one I'm already telling. Why do I never know when to shut the fuck up?

      Jenn seems to sense my panic and tries to prevent the situation I'm dreading. "My mom has a dog, and the little guy jumps up and down as if my mom has been on vacation every time she comes home—even if she just took three minutes to bring out the trash. It's really cute! Ever thought about getting a dog?"

      "I love dogs! They are so good! But I cannot handle the responsibility right now. To be honest, I'm barely able to take care of myself. How could I add another living being into that situation? But one day, I hope to have a dog," she explains as she stacks her bowl and spoon into the one I discarded and adds Jenn's on top. Jenn takes the dirty dishes from her and walks them to the sink.

      "Just leave it there. I'll take care of them tomorrow," I offer, but Jenn shakes her head and lets water into the sink.

      "Anything I can do to help? Evelyn asks and gets up. I join them by the sink, mostly because I don't want to be left out. I really don't fancy doing the dishes. I like the idea of ignoring them until tomorrow and relaxing on the couch much better.

      We chat about this and that and nothing while we do the dishes. I'm starting to relax around Evelyn. When she is too slow at drying off the plates Jenn has cleaned, Jenn takes some of the foam from the freshly filled sink and throws it at Evelyn to spur her into motion. She winces and sputters out some foam. She throws some of the foam back at Jenn, and the two fight and sprinkle my floor with water. They both giggle like teenagers even younger than Evelyn. All I can do is shake my head and try very hard not to think about how dirty that water must be, even if Jenn just switched it out a few dishes earlier. Their fun makes me feel excluded, so I take the dish Jenn tried to hand Evelyn and dry it off myself.

      When Evelyn leaves that night, Jenn decides to join her, and I am left alone at my door. Jenn walks Evelyn to her apartment door like a real gentleman. Evelyn is much shorter than Jenn, and in the darkness of the hallway against the light at the very end of it, she almost looks like a young boy next to the tall woman. I lean against the doorframe and watch them go. When they reach Evelyn's apartment, they are bathed in the light of the hallway lamp for a moment before it flickers and almost goes out. I blink, and the light is back on. For a second, I think I imagined it. But when Evelyn turns and vanishes into her apartment, the light gives another feeble flicker like a flame fighting against someone's breath.
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      After walking Evelyn to her door, Jenn ducks back in to discuss the night. I bite my tongue as she rambles on about the night. I nod and agree in what seems to be all the right places, but I'm not really listening. My mind is back in the hallway replaying the scene. Am I missing something?

      "Wasn't I right?" Jenn asks after what feels like an hour of minute-by-minute replay of the evening. "She's cute, and there's something special about her."

      Special, yeah, definitely. But how special?

      "Earth to Cassandra. Are you even listening to me?"

      "Oh, yeah. Sorry. I was just... Sorry!" I stammer and look up to meet her reproachful eyes. She thinks I don't care, and that's far from the truth. I care. That's exactly the problem. If Evelyn is a witch, chances are very slim she'll ever date a Nixie. It's even more frowned upon than having Nixie friends—higher risks and such.

      Hell, even the word we use for non-magicians is derogatory. Nixie. As if they lack something. I don't like the name, but it's hard to get used to anything else if all you've heard and said growing up is Nixie. Anyway, it might be possible to keep your friends far enough out of your life to not raise suspicion, but these things get complicated if someone wants to share your bed.

      "What's wrong, honey?" Jenn asks. Genuine concern tints her voice.

      "There's something I need to tell you," I finally admit.

      She just cocks her head and waits for me to speak again. She even patiently waits as I chew over how best to address what I have to say. In the end, I decide on a brute-force attack, directly to the point. "I think Evelyn might be magic."

      Jenn laughs. I can tell she's sure I'm joking. I wish I were.

      Oh, this is going to be a shit show. I go through all the scenarios in my head. If she's magic, there's a good chance she won't let Jenn in. If she's unaware of her ability, she'll need training, and that means years and years of commitment—and quite a bit of Nixie brainwashing. Most magicians come out the other side with a strong distrust of Nixies.

      So, the only way this works out with Jenn happy is if I'm wrong. I sigh, and Jenn looks at me. Her face changes from amusement to confusion to shock over the span of seconds, like a movie at ten-time speed.

      She wraps her head around the realization that I'm not joking, not joking at all. There is nothing funny about this. I wait for her to catch up.

      "Why would you think that?" Her voice is too calm, too composed.

      I fidget with the rim of my shirt. Everything inside fights to keep me from telling her. "When you walked her to her door, the lights in the hall flickered."

      Jenn gives a small laugh and tries to talk away the issue. "Oh, but the lights down here flicker all the time. I'm sure you're reading too much into this."

      Denial. Great. I shake my head vigorously enough to get strands of hair stuck in my mouth. I wipe them away with an impatient gesture. "I wish it were as simple as that. There's something special about the way lights flicker from magical interference. It's as if something is sucking the energy away."

      "Are you sure?"

      I don't want to be right but nod against my will. It's been so long since Jenn opened up enough to even consider dating anyone. Her previous relationship ended rather badly. The girl she dated suddenly decided that bi-sexual wasn't real lesbian enough and that she couldn't date Jenn anymore. Jenn struggled with her identity for a long time after that. Sometimes, she still does. She's been mostly fine for a while now but hasn't dared let anyone into her life since.

      "I'm sorry, honey. I really hope I'm wrong, but I don't think I am."

      With a sliver of hope coating her voice, Jenn asks, "If she is, what does it mean?"

      "Magicians don't date Nixies. You know how much I struggled to let you into my life? And that's as a friend. Dating a Nixie is a whole other level and gets complicated really fucking fast. You either have to lie to your partner the whole time—which is damn near impossible if you can't be around anything using electricity. Or you can tell them and risk exposing your people. It risks enough when you're letting in friends. You could start hating me tomorrow and decide to blog about me."

      "I'd never do that, and you know it," Jenn interrupts with a hurt undertone.

      "Of course you wouldn't. That's not the point. The point is that you could reveal my secrets. And even though friendships sometimes end badly, they usually don't go to pieces like romantic relationships. Passion is good fuel for revenge. It's complicated." I throw up my hands. "If it were just about yourself, it might be worth the risk, but it's not just about you. It's about every single magician in the world. You can't risk the safety and well-being of your people like that.

      "I know it's hard to understand, but most magicians don't even mingle with Nixies on a casual level, let alone become friends with them. And, fuck. Dating them takes shit to a whole other level. You don't do that. I'm not even sure I'd dare. Now, maybe. If I can disable my magic as needed, sure, that opens doors. But since I'm the only one who knows how to do that... it's not really an option for magicians."

      I pause and take a breath. I've been talking too fast.

      Jenn looks at me as if I stabbed her. Guilt and hurt creep up inside me. Couldn't I just have kept my mouth shut and let her enjoy what she had? Maybe I'm wrong. Perhaps it's just the shitty building. But the more I fight it, the more I know I am not mistaken... and I hate every second of it.

      "I'm sorry," I repeat. "I really am. How about we find out for sure. Let's invite her to the park. You can walk her to the announcement screens at the movies, and we'll know for sure. What do you think?"

      The record player gives a weird screeching sound and starts playing Bonnie and Clyde by Die Toten Hosen, a song about a tragic couple who shouldn't be together, like the notorious Bonnie and Clyde.

      "You haven't done that in a while," Jenn laughs, indicating the record player. "Not that I needed it, but it's nice to know you actually feel for me that much."

      She's right. Even I usually don't manage to fuck up the record player. Usually, it just plays what I want, but I'm bubbling over with emotion. It picks up on it and plays songs that represent my mood instead. I really wish I had the faintest clue how the thing works.

      We both laugh all the way through the first chorus.

      "I think taking her to the park is a great idea. Let's do that. At least, well, we'll know." The finality in her voice tells me the topic is over for the day. And after a sad smile, she turns and leaves my apartment. I listen to the rest of the song before I go to bed myself. Mimir greets me at the bedroom door and licks my hand when I sit down on the mattress. Being back with him makes me realize how much I missed him.

      "Why can't anything be easy?" I ask him quietly, and he looks at me intently with his large brown eyes until I feel his calming presence wash over me. Without words, he makes sure I know it will all work out in the end. It always does. And when I fall asleep with him in my arms, I make myself believe him. Worries can wait until tomorrow.
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      My skin itches. I told Mimir to stay at home. Taking him to the park where he loves to run and play but not being able to leave the tattoo sounded cruel. Now it's cruel for both of us. He wanted to come, insisted. So, now I have to stand the effects of his excitement. Sometimes I wish he would listen to me. What's the benefit of being able to communicate with your pet if said pet doesn't listen to you...

      "How as work today?" I hear Jenn ask Evelyn next to me. The two are walking close together, but I can tell Jenn's guard is back up. Part of me wishes I hadn't told her. I mean, I could've invited them for a walk just the same. I could've pretended everything was fine and make sure first. Main problem: I'm not good at acting, especially with Jenn. I fight the urge to groan and scream and force myself to focus on the conversation at hand. I must have missed a few sentences. I'm vaguely aware that Evelyn talked but have no clue what was said.

      "You must show me sometime," Jenn says in excitement—real excitement.

      "Of course, I can bring some with me next time we see each other," Evelyn suggests. I'm still completely lost as to what they are talking about.

      "I'd love that." I can tell Jenn is struggling to keep her guard up. She really likes the girl—time to figure this out once and for all. I wait for an opening in the conversation and, at the shortest pause, change the topic.

      "Evelyn, do you like movies?" I ask, and the look on Jenn's face tells me I should've waited for a smoother opening. Ah well, too late. Awkward is my specialty.

      "I don't know. I prefer books," Evelyn says.

      I look at Jenn. She should take over. I've never even seen a movie, so I'm not well equipped to stir this conversation.

      A group of children runs past, and a small girl bumps into me. With a mumbled apology, she turns and runs away before I comprehend what happened. I shake my head in annoyance. Fuck, I really hate children. Why do they always have to run around and be loud and sticky?

      When Jenn answers, I'm pulled from my thoughts.

      "I love reading a lot, but there's something about going to the movies with friends or a special someone and to totally get immersed in the story."

      Evelyn shrugs. "I bet. I have to admit, I've never been to the movies. When I lived with my foster parents, they went without any of us kids—not that I think I would've enjoyed anything very much if the price was their company. And after I moved out, well, I didn't really have the money to spare. It was never an option."

      Her voice drifts off in embarrassment as if she feels she's said too much. Maybe she even regrets her openness last night. She watches the children run across the grass, chasing a ball between them.

      "You've never been to the movies? We've gotta change that and soon. Come, let's go see what's playing this weekend, and you can pick whatever you feel like."

      Evelyn looks even more embarrassed now. I'm sure she's dreading the price of a ticket. With what seems like difficulty, she turns away from the kids and looks at Jenn.

      "No worries," Jenn adds. "I'll treat you. You're my newest friend, and that deserves a celebration."

      I know Jenn is doing this to get Evelyn near the screens, but I also feel her serious excitement about the idea of going to see a movie with Evelyn. It scares me. Be careful, Jenn.

      Evelyn chews her lip. She's quiet while she fights an internal battle I know all too well, a battle between wanting to do something with Jenn and letting her pay for anything. I watch her struggle and wait for either of them to speak. Neither of them does, so I decide to go for a little nudge. "Go on, Evelyn. It'll be fun. Let's at least go have a look at the posters. What do you think?"

      "Well, okay." Evelyn nods reluctantly and allows Jenn to stir her in the direction of the large screens near the theater, each rotating through the latest movies.

      When the glittering heap of metal that some architect decided was a cinema comes closer, I look down at my shoe. I focus my magic on the lace. With most of my focus taken up by walking and following Jenn's and Evelyn's small talk, it takes a moment to get the knot untied. When I finally manage, I fake a grunt of annoyance.

      "My laces came undone." Evelyn and Jenn both hold and turn to wait for me. I wave them away and bend down. "Go on, I'll catch up in a second."

      "Come on, Ev," Jenn pulls her away from me. I take as much time as possible to tie up my lace, then walk at the slowest pace I can manage to catch up. In the distance, Jenn and Evelyn reach the glittering glass panes outside the movies, and I watch them as they look up at the displays. Seconds later, they turn and walk quickly toward me. I speed up a little to not look like I dallied on purpose.

      "The displays are broken. We'll have to check the website later to see what's playing." Jenn's undertone makes my heart sink. I was right. I was fucking right. Damn it.

      "Maybe I should just join that little book club of yours," Evelyn says with an unsure smile, "since I seem to be the curse of technology."

      "While you are more than welcome to join our book club," Jenn answers a little too friendly, "there's no way in life you'll get out of going to the movies with me. You're stuck on this one."

      "Okay, okay," Evelyn holds up her palms in fake outrage. "I know a lost battle when I see one. You can take me to see a bloody movie. Happy now?" Jenn's eyebrows twitch almost undetectably at the swear word, but her face is split into a grin.

      "It's a date," she exclaims. I curse the genuine excitement that fought its way back into Jenn's face. The more Jenn and Evelyn laugh and talk about insignificant things, the more I worry about her. She promised me to be careful today. She promised she would remember why we invited Evelyn here. And while she's been sticking to the plan so far, the pure lightness with which she interacts with Evelyn scares the shit out of me.
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      Later that night, Jenn comes down to my apartment and falls onto my couch without even a preliminary hello. She pulls her knees into her chest and sits quietly. This isn't good. I get up from the chair at the dining room table where I was sorting through the giant stack of documents I keep neglecting and join her on the couch. I put my arm around her shoulder and wait for her to look up. When she does, her eyes are glistening with the first signs of tears.

      "Oh, honey, I'm sorry. I wish I'd been wrong."

      Jenn doesn't cry. Instead, she blinks away the tears and takes deep, steeling breaths. She pulls herself up and her shoulders back. She once told me that if you get into a confident pose, it builds confidence. And if you force a smile, your body sheds endorphins, and it makes you happier. Fake it till you make it. I know that's what Jenn's doing here.

      "We should tell her," she states and takes me by surprise.

      I make a confused noise despite my best effort to wrap my confusion into words.

      "You think she doesn't know?"

      "Of course she doesn't," Jenn says simply.

      I try to keep the frustration out of my voice. "What makes you think that?"

      "You should have seen her when we stood outside the theater. She looked at it in awe and really wanted to go. She didn't know she would never be able to. I remember taking you around town and talking about things we could do. It was different. You wanted to go, but you also knew you couldn't. I mean, I won't pretend I knew what the deal was with you, but I always knew it felt—I don't know—secretive. That's not the right word either. I didn't really know you were hiding something. More like mysterious, maybe?

      "But with Evelyn, it was different. She wanted to go, and I know she has no clue she can't. To be honest, it's sadder than anything she told us about her family. Now there's this whole world she could start exploring, and she can't go out and explore it. Let's talk to her. It wouldn't be fair not to tell her. If no one warns her, she'll get in real trouble soon."

      Fuck. I'm still not sure about this. Yes, Evelyn seemed genuine enough when she called herself the curse of technology, but what if it's all part of a well-practiced act? What if we talk to her and she already knows? Then she'd know just how much I told Jenn. It would put more on the line than just Jenn's love life. If she told the council I revealed my identity and many of the magical world's secrets to a Nixie, I would be in serious trouble—and so would Jenn. Yes, technically, there's no rule that says you can't tell a Nixie, but it's also seriously frowned upon. If they argue I'm endangering our people, I could end up in front of the entire council answering very uncomfortable questions.

      "Just how sure are you about this?" I ask.

      She looks at me intently while considering my question. I have to fight the instinct to hold my breath.

      "Very sure. I have no doubt in my mind about this," she finally says, and despite all my worries, I relax. I trust her.

      "You know how much is on the line if you are wrong about this? If she already knows and tells the wrong people about you, I'm fucked. We are fucked. And even if she doesn't know, it might freak her out enough to do something stupid. This is all seriously fucked up."

      I groan and grab some hair between my fists. I am beyond frustrated. I don't know what to do, and there's no one to ask. My parents would know what to do, but there are many reasons why I can't ask them. First, they won't be here for another two days, and I can't reach them until then. Second, they don't know Jenn even exists. And third, I would hate to admit any kind of weakness or uncertainty to my mother. She would find a way to play this against me. Nope, I'm on my own. There is only one way to get to the other side of this mess, and that is through.

      "Okay, let's talk to her."

      I'm surprised by the determination in my own voice.

      Jenn nods and squeezes my shoulder. "Tomorrow."

      A heavy weight settles in my stomach, and I feel like throwing up. I'm nervous to the degree of nausea, great. I don't like this one bit.

      When I admit this to Jenn, she responds, "I'm nervous, too. But I think it's only fair we tell her. I don't want her to go through life, not knowing that she is the one who messes with the electronics around her. You know how suspicious people are about everything. She would get hurt."

      "I think I should talk to her alone tomorrow," I say.

      "Why? That would just raise her suspicion, wouldn't it? As I was the one who met her and introduced the two of you. Don't you think she'd find it weird if you invited her over without me present?"

      I didn't think about that. There really is no good way out of this mess.

      "You're right. I just thought that if I talk to her alone, we could avoid the risk of her knowing what I told you. But yeah, we can't do that either. We'll just have to tread very carefully tomorrow. Do  you think we should meet her here or somewhere on more neutral ground?"

      Jenn thinks this over before answering. "I'll see where the conversation goes when I talk to her tomorrow. She wants to show me some of her drawings, so I'll probably visit her at her place. I might try and get her to invite you as well. It might make the most sense. What do you think?"

      I shrug. Letting Evelyn naturally choose where we meet sounds like a good enough plan but letting yet another thing out of my control makes me even more nauseous. Mimir jumps onto the couch and soothes my nerves—and my stomach.

      I want this conversation over with right now. Or for the time to slow to a crawl, so I never have to do it. Oh, I hope this works out okay. I feel my stomach churning despite Mimir's presence and pull my legs closer to avoid throwing up.
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      When I get to Evelyn’s apartment, I step into a copy of my own home with only slight differences. I knew all the apartments on the lower level were shit, but I had no idea that they were as ancient and dysfunctional as mine. Many of the sockets are even missing bulbs. She must have been desperate to find a place. Or she knows she is a witch and moved in for the same reason I did.

      The flickering light of an oil lamp bathes Jenn and Evelyn into a warm glow. It brings the image of the hallway back to mind with a painful stab at my stomach. Jenn leans over Evelyn’s shoulder as the girl shuffles through papers on her desk.

      “Oh, this one is pretty.” Jenn points at something I can’t see. When she spots me by the door, she waves me over. “Look at these, Cass.”

      I walk over to the desk and see papers covered in drawings. I think I recognize some of the characters from books I’ve read with Jenn. Others show fairies, mystical creatures that I’ve never seen before. Each drawing is beautiful and intricate, ranging from cute to creatures out of nightmares.

      “Wow, these are really good.” Evelyn smiles proudly at my compliment.

      I look at Jenn and hope to get the message across. How the fuck are we going to get from drawings to the shit bomb we have to drop today? Jenn returns a reassuring smile that tells me to trust her and let her deal with this. As I have no fucking clue what to do, I bow my head. She turns back to Evelyn’s drawings and points out a few more fun details in one or another until she has seen what feels like millions of them.

      “How do you come up with the ideas for all of these?” Jenn leans over the desk, again inspecting a fairy in a large blossom.

      “Some of these are people who were at the bar. When it’s slow, I doodle on napkins. If it’s an interesting character, I do a more detailed drawing later.” She pulls out a few of the human drawings and points at them. “This dude here is a regular at the bar, so I’ve had a lot of opportunity to notice every last detail.”

      “It looks almost alive,” Jenn comments, and I nod my agreement.

      “A few of these are from books I read like this hobbit and a few of the dragons over here. Many are just from my own dreams and thoughts that pop into my head while I work.”

      “This one looks a lot like a hippogriff. I was a big fan of those in Harry Potter,” Jenn says, and I understand where she is going with all of this.

      “I loved those books.” Evelyn’s eyes light up. “They are some of my all-time favorites.”

      “Wouldn’t it be amazing if magic were real and we could do all those cool things they do in the books?”

      “Fuck, yeah! I’ve always dreamed about waking up one day and getting my letter. I mean, I know it’s not real, but a girl can dream, right?”

      Jenn looks at me with a smile, and I have to fight the knot in my stomach. It’s now or never.

      “Ev, you probably won’t ever get a letter, but I need to be your Hagrid for a moment and break some news to you, okay?”

      Evelyn laughs and waves a hand to let Jenn carry on. I know she thinks this is all play, and I’m not sure how Jenn plans to get to the seriousness of it all.

      “You are a witch, Evelyn.” All the humor is gone from her voice. She sounds damn serious, but when Evelyn breaks out into laughter and waves an imaginary want, I know it doesn’t matter. We’ll have to get the joke out of this conversation to make her understand.

      I step next to Jenn and look at Evelyn. “I know it sounds like a joke, and this might not have been the best way to break the news, but Jenn is actually serious.”

      “Bullshit,” Evelyn laughs and leans back in her chair. “That’s just a dream. I might have dressed up as Dobby for Halloween once, but that’s about as close as I’ll get to entering the magical world.”

      Disappointment is strong in her voice.

      I point toward the desk and concentrate on her papers. Without stepping any closer to the desk, I make the papers levitate above the desk and form a neat stack before letting them sink back down.

      “You are messing with me.” Evelyn’s voice shakes, out of control. I’m not sure my little demonstration did anything to help convince her or if she now thinks I managed to rig her desk or some other Nixie foolery.

      Jenn kneels down in front of her and looks up at Evelyn to no longer tower above her. Even on her knees, Jenn is almost as tall as Evelyn is seated.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have joked about this. I see now that might not have been a good way to make you believe us. Though, I’m not sure there is a good way to do this. However—“ She puts a hand on Evelyn’s knee. “I do mean it. You are a magician. Cass started suspecting it a few days ago when I walked you to your door. Remember how the light went out?

      “First, I thought it was the stupid building being stupid, but Cass knew it was more. Taking you to the park the next day had an ulterior motive. We needed to take you somewhere with reliable electronics to test Cass’s theory.

      “And sure enough, she was right. The magic inside you disturbed the electronics of the screens. I turned around a little while after we left, and the screens popped back to life almost immediately. As soon as you were out of range, you know. That’s why Cass faked the shoelace. She can’t get close to the screens without affecting them.”

      Evelyn stares at her, then turns to me as if to confirm what Jenn says is true.

      "Your magic seems to be wavering in strength, so sometimes you affect things more, sometimes less. Uncontrolled. Have you ever noticed that electronics go haywire around you?"

      The gears seem to turn behind Evelyn's bright yellow eyes. She runs both hands through her hair in disbelief. I wait for her to wrap her mind around things.

      "My foster family only had one TV, and it was in my foster parent's room. I wasn't allowed in the kitchen, so I never got close to anything there. But the fridge at the bar was broken more often than not. And no one even tried using phones at the place. They rarely ever worked."

      Something changes in Evelyn's eyes as if something falls into place. "You are definitely not kidding?"

      Jenn shakes her head and stands up.

      "Definitely not," I assure the girl. Finding out about being magic this late in life must be a shock. I can't imagine. I was born into a magical family, knew about magic my entire life. It must be close to impossible to try and open up to the possibility when you grew up being told none of this is real or even possible. Fuck, no wonder she thought we were joking. From her perspective, the alternative was likely that we were crazy. I am actually surprised she's taking it so well.

      "You are saying that I can do magic, that I'm a witch or something?"

      I nod, and when she turns to Jenn, Jenn mimics the motion.

      "You are a witch, too?" she asks me with a cock of her head.

      I nod again and answer, "Born and raised. I'm a witch. All my family is magic."

      She looks at Jenn expectantly. "You?"

      Jenn shakes her head. "No, I'm a Nixie. Not a drop of magical blood in me."

      "Nixie?" Evelyn looks confused.

      "Oh, how I hate that word," I throw in, but Jenn silences me with a glance. Now is not the time for that rant.

      "It's like with Muggles in Harry Potter. I guess magicians got tired of saying non-magicians every time they wanted to talk about people like me."

      Evelyn stares at her knees and mumbles something to herself.

      "You two need to leave," she says with utter finality in her voice.

      "Evelyn—" Jenn begins, but before she can say more, Evelyn looks up, and the confusion in her face is mixed with something I can't quite place. Anger? Why would this make her angry?

      "Please. Leave now. I will talk to you tomorrow," she insists and looks back at her knees. Her fingers fold around each other, and her knuckles turn white as she squeezes them.

      Jenn's face mirrors the helplessness I feel. She puts an arm on Evelyn's shoulder and squeezes, but Evelyn doesn't show with gesture or word that she even felt it. Jenn turns and leads the way out of the apartment.
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      "This is seriously fucked up." I pace back and forth in my apartment. Jenn leans against the wall next to my dining room table. Neither of us is calm enough to sit. At first, Evelyn seemed to take the news well before something shattered, and she shut down. It worries the hell out of me.

      "I'm sure it'll be fine." The usual confidence is missing from Jenn's voice. She says it to convince herself as much as me.

      "Just keep on piling on. Now I gotta worry about this shit in addition to my family being in town tomorrow. I really can't handle this shit right now." I'm working myself into a temper again.

      "I completely forgot your family is getting here tomorrow. You're meeting them for dinner, right?"

      I can sense that Jenn grasps at the topic to get me out of my oncoming rant before I build up steam. It still works, and I feel myself calm.

      "Yeah. I don't know when and where exactly. I'll find out sometime tomorrow. They're going straight to the conference when they get there. They'll meet me after."

      Jenn sits down at the table and leans one elbow onto the surface. I pull the chair by the window and sit next to her. I let my head fall onto folded arms on the table.

      "You must be excited to see your sister again."

      "Yeah," I answer without looking up. "If only it didn't come with the price of seeing my parents. I wish I could at least ask them what to do about Evelyn, but that's out of the question."

      Jenn grunts quietly. We are back on Evelyn, and I know she'd prefer to avoid the topic.

      "I just feel so helpless," she admits.

      "We are helpless. There's nothing we can do right now." I don't tell her just how much that scares me. I'm scared shitless at the thought that Evelyn now has the knowledge to seriously fuck up my life—and endanger my entire people—and there's nothing I can do to make her feel comfortable with the idea of being a witch until she lets us in. Usually, the knowledge wouldn't do much harm, as people would be unlikely to believe her but with the rumors already going around the country... No, this isn't good. For now, we are on the outside while she deals with this bomb we dropped on her today.
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      The little sermotera vanishes into a cloud of gray-blue smoke, and I let out a breath. After a little temper-tantrum that morning, my sister managed to convince my parents to take her to the conference to start building connections for her future career. That means they don't have to travel back to the hotel and want to meet me sooner than anticipated.

      My brain goes into panic mode. To pile problems onto the shit pile, my mom has declared that they are bringing food to my apartment. We are staying in. That means I don't have to make the apartment hold up to a quick glance when they pick me up. No, now my mom will spend all night judging every millimeter of this place. Time to make this run-down piece of shit look like a place worth inhabiting.

      At least, it will keep my mind off the situation with Evelyn. Jenn was here a few minutes ago and told me she tried to get her to open the door without success. She said she thought she heard something inside, but no one answered her knocks. She went upstairs to get some work done, but I hope she doesn't take too long. As selfish as it is, Jenn would really speed up the process here. I consider sending Mimir up to grab her, but that would be too selfish even for my comfort. Taking her away from her work to get out of some cleaning... nope, not fair.

      "Okay, let's do this," I say to no one in particular. Mimir is curled up on the couch, but I don't need to talk for him to understand me. It's more motivation than communication. I wave a lazy hand at the record player. Dead Kennedys start to pump up my motivation. It's amazing what a little music can do to get you up. I start grabbing random bits and pieces that are out of place: a sock on the dining room table (how the hell did that even get there?), a book on the kitchen counter, the dirty dishes from last night on the coffee table. Finally, I have opened up the surfaces to much-needed cleaning.

      My eyes fall onto the clothesline outside, and I realize there's a whole load of dry laundry out there—and has been for days. Do I need to clean the bedroom? Can I just throw shit in there and not worry about it? No, my sister, at the very least, will want a tour of the place. Mimir curls up on the laundry pile, which is still warm from the sun outside. He's too cute to kick off, but I am all too aware of the pet hair that will soon be covering all of my clothes.

      I tidy, scrub, and clean for hours. When I finally get around to wiping the floors, someone knocks on my door. I start to panic until a look at the clock confirms that my family isn't due for another two hours at least. I'm not ready yet.

      There's another more urgent knock, and I open to find Evelyn outside. Her eyes are puffy, probably from crying all night, but the strength has returned to her eyes. I feel rather than see Mimir vanish into the bedroom.

      "Can I talk to you?"

      I step aside to let her in. "Of course. Sit. I'm in the middle of cleaning up, so don't mind the mess."

      She glances at the piles of dust on the floor I haven't picked up yet and has to step around one to reach the couch.

      She pulls her legs up onto the cushion and sits cross-legged at the far end. I almost step into the dust pile myself when I hurry over to join her. Her eyes meet mine as I sit. Her puffy eyes warm slightly. The anger from the previous night is gone. I calm my breath.

      "Should I get Jenn?"

      Her short feathery hair flies around her head. "No, I want to talk to you. Alone."

      My insides switch from panic to hope to excitement to doubt and back to panic within seconds. Why does she want to talk to me alone? I give a curt nod and wait for her to speak.

      "I'm sorry for sending you and Jenn away last night. It was a lot to think about. Probably more than you can imagine.

      "Completely understandable. It's a big thing to just drop onto you. There was no good way to do it, but I feel the way Jenn and I chose might have been worse than others."

      "No, no. It wasn't that. It's just—" She breaks off.

      Unable to move, I wait for her to regain composure.

      "When I was a child, my foster parents and siblings called me a freak. They told me I was strange, that I was different. My foster mother always said there was wickedness in my eyes. All my life, I've been wondering who my parents were and why they would give me up like that." She sniffs, wipes her eyes on her sleeve. "I always told myself that they probably couldn't take care of me because they had a hard life and didn't have the means. It's much harder to imagine them struggling enough to give away their child if they had magic to support them."

      I want to tell her that magic is no guarantee for prosperity, but I feel I shouldn't interrupt.

      "It's made me angry that they would abandon me like that. I didn't even get to process the actual fact that there is magic inside me until much later last night. I pouted for a long time about my parents not loving me enough and felt sorry for myself. I replayed all the moments when strange things happened around me: the morning I pushed my foster brother without touching him; the day I accidentally set fire to a table at the bar when a customer tried to force himself onto me (I always thought I must've knocked over the candle but never really thought so. That fire was so strong and quick...); every time the fridge went out behind the bar—all that worry about money Linda had because of me. It's my fault." There are no more tears in her eyes. She stares past me into the distance. "It took a long time before I managed to move on from all that anger, the loneliness, the guilt, to the fact that you say I'm a witch. I'm not sure you are right, but I think you might be."

      She meets my eyes. Again I force myself to keep my mouth shut. I want to tell her just how right I am.

      "And then I woke up this morning, convinced it was all a dream. I spent all day trying to convince myself that it had been my vivid imagination. I got up, ready to take on the day like every other when I saw that bloody hippogriff lying on my desk. And somehow, just seeing that drawing made reality crash back in."

      She moves her leg to one side and leans against the wall next to the couch. "Would you do me a favor?" she asks after a moment.

      "Sure, what can I do?"

      "Can you help me prove to myself I do not totally imagine this? Could you do magic again? I know, it's silly, but it's hard to convince myself I didn't dream that part last night, and you two were just messing with me or something."

      "You see that record player over there?" I ask, "What are you in the mood for?"

      "I feel Hedwig's Theme might be quite appropriate here." She gives an ironic chuckle, and I wave a hand at the record player until the original soundtrack to the first Harry Potter movies plays. They've been redone many times since they originally came out. Even though some of the movies were actually better than the originals (or so I'm told), no one ever came close to the magic of the original music.

      I look at Evelyn, who stares at my record player with a curious expression. I decide to take away the lingering doubt and focus on the candle on my coffee table. I lift it up and move it right in front of her face. She gasps when her eyes see it flying around the room and stretches out a hand. I let the candle sink onto her palm and watch her face light up with excitement.

      "And you're saying I'd be able to do that?"

      With a flick of my thoughts, I light the candle. "That and more."

      Feeling that the danger has passed, Mimir slinks out of my bedroom and timidly sniffs Evelyn's hand. She sets down the candle and slowly swings her legs off the couch. She sinks onto the ground in front of Mimir in one calm motion. Mimir shrinks away a little but approaches her again a moment later. She sits still and lets him explore her until he nudges her hand. She must have learned how to deal with animals while living on the streets.

      "He's beautiful." She pets his head but looks up at me. Starting to trust her, Mimir gets closer to her and brushes his body against her side, upsetting the dust pile with his tail.

      "Sorry," I mutter and rush to get the broom.

      "Couldn't you just clean all of this up with magic?" Evelyn asks with a gesture as she picks dust from Mimir's tail.

      I shrug. "Most magicians can do that, but I have never gotten the hang of anything household. My cooking skills are a family joke." I wave my hand at the dust and move it toward another heap, losing crumbs along the way. "My mom is perfect at those. I just can't master cleaning spells."

      "I guess it's like any skill. It took me years to master drawing."

      I laugh. "Drawing is definitely another thing I'm not particularly good at. I don't know if there is such a thing as talent, but I suck at drawing either way."

      After brushing the dirt into the pan and discarding it, I sit cross-legged next to Evelyn and Mimir.

      "So, who is this lovely creature?" Evelyn asks, scratching a now totally relaxed Mimir between the ears.

      "This is Mimir," I introduce. "He's my companion animal."

      "Companion animal? Not just a very special pet?"

      Mimir digs his paws into her leg and purrs.

      "Much more than a pet. Our connection is much deeper. He was born the moment I was and will live for as long as I do. Some magicians get born with marks on their bodies. Over the first years, the mark will slowly develop into something that resembles a tattoo—a very realistic one. When the child is old enough to care for her companion, the companion takes form. When that happens depends a lot on the child."

      Evelyn strokes Mimir's fur, but her eyes are fixed on me.

      "Magicians share a very deep connection with their companions," I continue. "They are more than owner and pet. They are one body. The most amazing thing is that the companion animal still has the ability to melt back into the tattoo at will. This way, the companion can stay with the magician at all times, even in places where pets wouldn't be welcome."

      I chuckle. "While he's a part of me and knows my every thought, he has a mind of his own—and a stubborn one at that. You should feel the itching when he's in tattoo-form and wants to get out, but I can't let him yet. It's a bitch!"

      Evelyn's high-pitched laugh reminds me of a bird's cawing.

      "That sounds just a little crazy," she admits. "But, I guess I better get used to crazy."

      Before I can explain more, my door rattles with loud knocks, and before I can even react, Jenn barges in. She's not one to invite herself in unasked. "Cass, the old airport was bombed. They say everyone who was there is dead."
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      My senses tell me I'm falling though I am firmly on the couch. Jenn's lips move in a blur in front of me, but I can't hear what she says. A loud buzzing fills my ears. Pure denial blocks her out for now. My parents cannot be dead. My sister, my baby sister, cannot be dead. It is not possible.

      Mimir sits down on my lap, and I feel a calming presence pushing into my mind. He fights my panic and dread. It's not possible. They must have gotten out. They must have.

      "Cassandra, do you even hear me?" Jenn puts her hands on my shoulders and shakes me a little when I don't react. I don't know if it is Mimir's doing or the pity on her face, but something falls into place. Slowly, I nod and take a deep breath.

      Jenn pulls me into a hug. I want to push her away. She holds me tight, and I feel suffocated. At the same time, I want her to never let go, to never leave me—like my parents did. They were taken from me. I feel incredibly alone, more alone than I have ever felt in my whole life despite the warm pressure of Jenn's hug.

      There are no tears. A dull throbbing runs through my body. The hum in my head grows louder and louder. My breath quickens. Faster and faster. Panic creeps through Mimir's blanket of calm. My scream gets stuck in my throat. I cannot breathe. I feel like I'm in a nightmare, standing next to myself, watching me struggle.

      Jenn pushes me away a little but doesn't let go of my shoulders. She says something about breathing that I can't comprehend. Mimir puts his paws onto my chest. He licks my face, and I feel his presence on my mind, willing me to calm, fighting the rising panic inside me.

      I pass out. I don't know how long it is before I regain consciousness. I am lying on something soft, my head propped up slightly. I feel Mimir curled up against my head with his snout between my neck and shoulder. His mind rubs gently against mine. I hear Jenn's panicked voice, Evelyn's attempts to calm her, and fight through the throbbing in my head to listen to what she says.

      "Wake up, Cass! Come on, please! Wake up!"

      I feel a hand on my forehead and open my eyes. Jenn's face comes into focus above me. Her eyes are filled with tears. When she sees that my eyes are open, she gives me a weak smile. How long have I been out?

      "There you are. Welcome back." I hear Evelyn's voice next to me and tilt my head slightly to get her into view. "How are you feeling?"

      Opening my mouth takes a lot of effort as if it had been shut for weeks. "How long have I been out?"

      "Just a few minutes, but you had me scared." Jenn helps me sit up, and I close my eyes as my vision fades into glittering stars. I blink them away and look at her.

      "Are you sure?" is all I can manage.

      "It was on the news. Three bombs exploded inside the building, and it completely collapsed. There isn't even much left of the rubble. They are sure no human could have survived the blow. I saw the footage. It looks bad." She shifts uncomfortably. "The news people might not know there were magicians in the building, but even with magic... They didn't have the necessary warning to defend themselves or to protect themselves. I don't see how anyone would have survived the blow."

      "Show me."

      Jenn looks at me in surprise. Her eyes flicker to Evelyn, then she nods. "Evelyn, I'm sorry. You won't be able to come. We'll be back in a few minutes. I promise. Can you wait for us and look after Mimir? He won't like this."

      I feel drunk when we walk out of the apartment and up the stairs. Jenn has an arm around me and half-drags me along. I let her as I don't feel up to walking on my own. The staircase seems to sway below me as I walk, a slow-motion earthquake. I put a hand on the wall to steady myself. When we reach the door to Jenn's level, she pauses and lowers me onto the steps. "Do you need a moment?"

      I close my eyes, focus, conjure up the image of the flames. I raise the water and feel empty. With Mimir's presence gone from my mind, I feel even more alone. I open my eyes and allow Jenn to help me up. She leads me through the brightly lit hallway, and I squint to get used to the brightness. My head throbs with pain, and I fight a groan.

      It barely registers to me that the hallway up here looks much newer than the one downstairs. The paint on the wall is still peeling off but here is more left intact. And all the lights are working. It's bright. I let Jenn pull me to a door toward the end. She inserts her key and opens the door.

      Her apartment gets me out of my trance. It could not be more different from mine. Where my furniture is old, ragged, and dark, her furniture is bright and in perfect condition. I'm not sure if she has more money to spend or prioritizes these things. I should ask her.

      A large light beige couch stands in the same spot as mine downstairs. It's surrounded by large green potted plants in shiny square pots. Her kitchen is glossy white and pristine—not a speck of sauce or dust anywhere. So unlike mine... The thing that fascinates me most is the large glass screen opposite her couch and the cubes surrounding it.

      Jenn picks something up and points it at the glass screen. The translucent pane lights up with color. A woman stands in front of the ruins of a building.

      "—into the attack. Police are still working to establish the full details of what they believe to be a terrorist attack."

      The camera switches from the woman to an aerial view of the ruins. The airport, which had been converted to a conference center years ago, the place I visited with my parents a few times for political functions, is not much more than a pile of gravel now.

      The scene changes to a replay of the attack, a shaky video. What seems to be a tourist stands elevated a few blocks from the scene, filming himself with the landmark in the background when the airport's main building goes up in flame. Three loud cracks mark three explosions. Three clouds of smoke form, then a small tower on the runway tilts and falls onto the rubble. It takes mere seconds for the buildings to vanish.

      I wipe a tear from my cheek and suppress a sob. The same overly pretty woman reappears on the screen. Her hair doesn't move despite the breeze of the scene in the background. Everything about her, from her perfect makeup to her friendly voice, seems fake. At this moment, I hate everything about her.

      "The convention center had been rented out to a group just a few days previously. The few bodies that have been recovered at this point indicate a fantasy convention of some sort, as the victims of this horrendous crime wore costumes—mostly acting as witches and wizards. The details are unknown at this point. Police have confirmed the death of 27 people so far, but many more are suspected to be buried under the rubble."

      A scene of uniformed officers carrying bodies away on stretchers shows on part of the screen. I hold my breath, but the camera reveals no faces. I can't see anything that would identify anyone I know.

      "Officers and volunteers work relentlessly to uncover the remaining bodies. Families of those who visited the convention are asked to wait until the police have finalized their search and transported the bodies to the station for identification. A hotline for questions has been set up and can be seen below." A number starts scrolling along the bottom of the screen along with the plea to wait until more information is known. "According to the police chief Horus who spoke with us earlier, they won't give up hope until the last body—or survivor—has been found.

      "'The goal is to get the families of those who died closure,' he said in his interview, 'We want the families to be able to bury their loved ones. We hope this brings at least some consolation in these tragic times.'

      "Stay tuned for more on this horrific incident. Back to the studio for now. Stephanie Thomson. Channel Three News."

      The screen gets split in two. The left shows a camera zooming away from the hotel, while the right shows a man and woman behind a paneled desk. A world map is illuminated behind them.

      Jenn mutes the TV and turns to me. Tears run down my cheeks. I feel weak and helpless.

      "I should go check on Evelyn. I'll be right back. You can turn the sound back on by pressing here." Jenn points to a button on the remote.

      Her voice takes a long time to reach me through the thick fog that sits on my mind. I shake my head and follow her down the stairs like a puppet stirred by an unseen master. This cannot be real. My mother, the woman who was always right, the most confident and strongest person I know... no matter how much we disagreed. My father, the most loyal man I ever met, the man who taught me how to ride a dragon, the man who never once made fun of my cooking... and my sister, my sweet innocent baby sister, always smiling. How could the universe exist without them? It can't be. It's impossible.

      But when we get back to my apartment and find a small flock of bright blue bats swirling around, I know that she is dead. My mother's sermotera would not have left home if she was still alive. My family is gone.

      I know the sermotera have a message for me, but I'm not ready to hear it. I also ignore Evelyn, who sits on the couch with many questions. Instead, I turn on the record player and tune in to MNN, the Magician's News Network. If the Nixies know about this, the magicians will know, too.

      A dark male voice sounds through the room. "—is on the scene with a report of the status quo."

      "Thank you, John," a female voice that conjures up the image of a too-pretty blonde much like the one I saw on TV replaces the male rumble. "It is with sadness that I confirm the conference has been attacked. I am standing half a block from the site as Nixie officers and volunteers recover the bodies of our fellow magicians.

      "The buildings lie in ruin and have been completely destroyed. While details are yet unknown, this looks to be the work of dark magicians who are looking to hurt the magical government. Many important members of our society were gathered here to discuss a recent increase in rumors among Nixies that our kind exists."

      Evelyn stares at the radio, taking in more and more information she didn't think possible until yesterday.

      "To find the source of these rumors and discuss a tangible plan of action, Prime Minister Everett and his family, as well as the leaders from all districts, consultants, and Nixie liaisons, traveled into the city. They wanted to keep our society safe. Our community is in danger, making it more important than ever to protect our secrets, our kind, each other.

      "We urge the families of those we lost to remain calm and wait until the bodies have been redirected to the Riverhead morgue where you will be able to identify the bodies and make arrangements for the funerals. We will keep you informed as to when you can expect this step to be completed.

      "Please be patient for all our safety. The magical community is sorry for your loss and thanks to you for the sacrifices you make to protect us. Back to you, John."

      The male voice takes over. I sink onto the couch, unable to take any more.

      "Thank you, Samantha. We have since received a list of those who lost their lives today in this unforgivable attack on the society. Please join me in a minute of silence after I read out the names of those we lost.

      "Lester Ahmed, Kate Bernard, Myla Brown, Nabiha Burgess, Nathaniel Cowan, Favour Driscoll, Prime Minister Clifford Everett, Melissa Everett, Trinity Everett,..."

      The broadcast crackles as my throat seizes up. Instinctively, I put a hand on Mimir in my lap and hold on tight. He responds with a soothing presence on my mind. Hearing their names spoken out loud makes it feel even more real than seeing the footage of the building explosions, more real than seeing the sermotera gathered in my kitchen.

      Jenn sits down next to me and puts an arm around my shoulder. Evelyn gets up and sits down on my other side. She seems tentative as if she doesn't want to intrude, but after a moment's hesitation puts a hand on my shoulder. My brain buzzes, but their touch brings some clarity.

      "Evelyn, I'm sorry for running out on you like that," I say and find that my voice is calm. "I had to see for myself. I'm sure you have a million questions, but if I could ask you to be patient until tomorrow, it would mean a lot to me. I need some time to process this."

      "Of course." Evelyn moves to get up, but I hold her arm.

      "No, you don't need to leave. Please, stay if you like. I'm just not in a state to talk today. Is that okay?"

      Evelyn sinks back into the cushions and looks unsure. "Can I ask one question?"

      Reluctantly, I nod and pray that it's nothing deep or complicated.

      She points a finger at the flock of bats that still swirl around my apartment, vanishing into clouds and reappearing in other places of the apartment from time to time. "What exactly are those?"

      I laugh despite myself. "Those are sermotera. Jenn has been waiting to see one forever."

      "Oh yes, I have. They are even cuter than you made them sound. They are so cool!"

      She looks like she is fighting the urge to get up and inspect them up close. A flicker of guilt crosses her face. "I'm sorry, Cass. I wish they weren't here."

      I wave her off. "It's fine. Go, explore."

      "So, what do they do? Why are they here?" Evelyn asks.

      I glance at Jenn, who relieves me and answers in my stead. "They are kind of like a mix between telephones and regular letters."

      I tune out as Jenn explains the sermotera and everything they are and can do in excited detail. I'm glad they are both here, even Evelyn, who I barely know yet, but I am also relieved I don't have to talk to them right now. I don't want to be alone, but I'm also not in the mood for company, so this compromise is the best I can get.

      "Cass, listen." Jenn's voice brings me back to presence. It takes a moment before I can focus on the voice coming from the record player Jenn is pointing at.

      "—turn of events, Grettir, the group of dark magicians who have been known for their radical anti-Nixie agenda, has claimed responsibility for the attack, as well as for strengthening the rumors about our community with the Nixies, threatening exposure, and our very existence."

      My confusion almost drowns out the witch's words on the radio. My family is dead because some fucked-up group wants chaos?

      Jenn squeezes me tighter, but none of us say anything. I wave an annoyed hand at the record player. I don't want to hear any more.
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      When I wake up the next morning, it isn't until I see the sermos snoozing on my curtain rods that I remember what happened. I walk over to the window and hold up my hand to one of the sleeping creatures. Its eyes open before I can touch it, and it flutters into my open palm. I carry it to the table and sit down.

      When I lift it to eye level, it closes its eyes again, and I can hear my mother's voice reverberate around it.

      "My dearest daughter." I swallow. Hearing her voice feels unreal, and yet I hold on to her every word. "I have instructed my sermos to find you in the unlikely event that your father and I both die in the same incidence.

      "It is with a heavy heart that I record this message. I hope you will never have the need to hear this." I can hear the struggle in her voice. She's fighting tears.

      "First, know that we have made arrangements to ensure you will have no trouble accessing the family estate and our properties after our deaths. Contact the bank, and they will help you put everything in your name. A copy of this recording has been stored there to ensure smooth proceedings.

      "Funeral arrangements have been made with the morgue in Broadlands Forrest. You will not need to take care of anything. Please respect our wishes for a quiet funeral without much fuss. Thanks to your father's position in the community, the vultures will want to attend. Don't let them.

      "That being said, I want you to know that your father and I love you and that, while we might not always agree with your choices, we are proud of the woman you have become. We believe in you and your future.

      "Take care of your sister. She will need you now."

      I listen to the message three more times. Each time, the mention of my sister renews my tears. My mother thought she was prepared for the worst, but even she couldn't imagine that my sister would... I don't even manage to finish the thought.

      I watch the sermo flutter back to the curtain rod and fall back to sleep, pointy ears twitching, within seconds.
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      For the next few days, everything seems to happen at once, and the numbness inside me turns into anger and frustration. After the bombing of the conference center, the group of dark magicians who claimed responsibility for the attack started gathering all over town. It started the day after the attacks. The scene was always the same: They appeared in black robes with masks covering their faces. Ugly horns adorned many of the masks.

      They rose above the crowd, hovered a few yards above their heads in the air before they started throwing fire and lighting at everything around them. They seeded chaos and confusion throughout the city. Their actions confirmed the rumors that were already spreading: Magicians exist and live among Nixies.

      Despite the fact that video and audio equipment, cell phones, and other recording devices all failed to record the incidences, the news spread like wildfire.

      Police tried their best to keep the magicians in check, but since they were in and out in minutes, they were usually too late to arrive at the scene. In a few instances, riots broke out, and Nixies tried to fight the magicians with weapons. There was bloodshed on both sides.

      The first thing that changed everything was that Nixies figured out they could hurt magicians with weapons. Magic might allow you to shoot fire into a crowd, but it does not make you bullet-proof—especially when the bullets in question are chemical laser weapons or plasma hot enough to burn through bones.

      The second thing that changed everything was that it didn't take the Nixies long to catch onto the fact that magicians disturb electricity—no wonder in a society where the immediate reaction to almost anything is to grab your phone.

      It didn't take long for Nixies to start hunting down anyone weird or different. Turns out that modern society is just as eager to hunt witches as they were in the middle ages. Things escalated quickly.

      Luckily for the Nixies, and to the detriment of magicians in hiding, there is now an easy method to test if someone has magical blood: Just hold a phone near them and see if it still works.

      This also means that I can occasionally get outside. Evelyn has no choice but to stay hidden and well away from anyone who might suspect her. She couldn't even go to the bar to tell Linda and Todd why she isn't coming to work. Instead, Jenn is on her way there to let them know.

      Evelyn fidgets with her blouse on the couch. She's spending a lot of time at my place—both to stay in touch with the news and to learn more about magic. I assume the fact that she's stuck inside also makes her yearn for anything that will relieve the boredom.

      "I'm sure she's fine. She's no witch, so people won't hurt her," Evelyn says with little conviction.

      I check the door for the hundredth time in the last minute. "I know she's a Nixie, but that doesn't mean she won't get into the middle of someone's bullshit."

      We are quiet for a while until Evelyn gets up and peers into the hallway, closes the door again, and sits back down. "If something happens to her, it's my fault. I can't take this. I should go after her. My magic isn't as strong, and I've been out there without even knowing for years. I'm sure it'll be fine."

      No, you shouldn't. Jenn is out there to keep you safe. It would be a fucked-up way to show your gratitude if you follow her and get yourself hurt. No, you stay right here."

      Half an hour and many glances at the door later, Jenn finally gets back.

      "How is it out there?" I ask.

      Jenn scoots between Evelyn and me and, without answering my question, pulls Mimir into her chest. She buries her face into his fur and doesn't resurface for a full minute. When she finally does, she looks up at me and Evelyn.

      "It's a mess out there. Everywhere you go, there's violence. Some people seem to be using this as an excuse to settle some old feuds. Fake the electricity test and get rid of someone who annoyed you... it's sick! Evelyn—" She turns to the girl. "Linda sends her best wishes and hopes you get well soon." We decided it was best to tell her Evelyn was sick to delay telling her the real reason Evelyn can't get to work. "She also wants you to know that she and Todd miss you. Oh, and she would prefer you stay home until this whole affair smoothes over a little. Better safe than sorry, she said."

      "Thank you for going to her, Jenn. It means a lot."

      Mostly to stop us from falling into another awkward silence, I turn to Jenn and ask, "How was the bar? Is it as vintage as Evelyn made it sound?"

      Jenn smiles. "Actually, it's way better. We could go there, and no one would be any the wiser. Remember when I tried to take you to that restaurant downtown? I should've taken you to this bar instead."

      Evelyn asks, "What happened?"

      Jenn once tried to surprise me and took me to a real restaurant. You know, out in the—" I hold up air quotes. "—real world and all that. It had taken her ages to find a place that looked like a good fit. Candles, chandeliers, no screens and shit. I was super excited when we got there, but as soon as I walked in, all the fucking fake candles started going out, and the waiter's tablet froze. I was in and out in seconds. But after that, we never tried again. Fucking fake vintage shit."

      Evelyn laughs, and Jenn and I join in. It feels good to laugh, even if it's just a few seconds of distraction from everything.

      "I didn't dare try again after that. If only I'd known about the bar you work at. It's perfect."

      "When all this is over, I'll take you there," Evelyn offers.

      If this is over at some point. I swallow the thought and instead answer, "I'd love that. It sounds like a magical place."

      "Can you teach me how to shut down my magic?" Evelyn asks suddenly, and I can tell she has been pondering that question for a long time.

      "First steps first. You have to learn how to control your magic. But yes, once you know that, I'll teach you."

      Evelyn smiles. "It's just... once I know how to do that, I can go outside again. We'd be safe."

      And then it hits me. Safe. They could all be safe. I jump up from the couch so suddenly that Jenn gasps, and Mimir hides behind Evelyn.

      "That's it. We can keep them safe. Why didn't I think of this before? If I teach people how to hide their magic, they can evade the Nixies. They'd be safe!"
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      Walking through the city at night isn't a comfortable thing any day, but I cannot suppress a shudder as we make our way through the streets in their current state. We pass burning cars, groups of men with torches (where are the pitchforks?) who are on the hunt for magicians—and those they hold grudges against. A woman is hanging from a balcony, her lifeless form surrounded by her nightgown swinging in the wind. It is no longer white.

      I reach for my magic to cut the rope but feel an eerie emptiness instead. I'll never get used to the feeling of being without magic—no matter how temporary or necessary. The lack of Mimir's presence leaves a gaping hole in my mind. I hate that he's stuck at the apartment with Evelyn for the night. I hate that I have to pretend to be someone I'm not to walk the city.

      "It's worse out here than I thought," I whisper to Jenn.

      Jenn's flashlight illuminates the cobbled streets. She insisted we take it, mostly to guard against groups of witch hunters who roam the streets. So far, it seems to be working. Whenever we pass people, their eyes immediately go toward the flashlight, as if it is a beacon of normalcy. They mostly ignore us. I still find myself holding my breath each time we meet people in the streets.

      "It's really amazing how intolerant people are against anything different," Jenn answers. "One day, they watch movies about witches and wizards; the next, they start a medieval witch hunt in the streets."

      "Humans are seriously fucked-up beings. It makes me sick."

      We walk in silence as the streets get more populated around us. We turn the corner onto Robertson Blvd, and the scene changes abruptly: No torch-carrying witch hunters, no cards in flames. Nothing would give away that the rest of the city is in chaos.

      Instead, groups of people walk the streets without a care in the world, vanishing into clubs, restaurants, and bars.

      "You'd think nothing is going on," Jenn whispers.

      We reach a building with impeccable white glass-paneled walls that seem to glow from the inside. Rainbow-colored strips around the door contrast vividly with the bright wall of the building. We open the black door and step inside.

      I am immediately swallowed by the cacophony of sounds and lights. Black leather seems to be almost an entry requirement. People of all shapes and sizes dance in the middle of the room. Groups are gathered around tables and the bar along the side of the room. I stop a few steps into the room. I need to catch my breath. The loudness and brightness of it all make my head hurt.

      A shirtless man with a pink mohawk so long, even the glue he seems to put into it cannot hold the front up entirely, stands in a corner with bulky pink headphones around his neck. One earpiece covers his ear. He's the one responsible for the noise, entertaining the crowd. I remember just how much I hate modern music. Yes, there are still people who create decent songs, but this stuff is getting way too popular.

      My head throbs with pain. I close my eyes for a second and take a deep breath, then let Jenn steer me into the room. She glances at me in worry, and her lips ask if I'm okay. I can't hear the words over the noise. I nod and shrug. As Jenn pulls me toward the bar, I scan the room.

      A bald guy with white snakes tattooed on both sides of his head and nothing covering what's visible of his body other than a pair of bright pink suspenders is putting on a show of mixing drinks and pouring beer almost faster than the lines of people around the bar can order them. A woman in a black leather bra does the same at the other end of the counter. She throws a shot glass into the air and catches it without looking before pouring amber liquid into it.

      With annoyance, I realize that the cabinets behind them and the light strip at the foot of the bar change color at slightly different speeds, making them out of sync.

      Jenn leans close and yells into my year, "Do you see him anywhere?"

      I shake my head and point at the opening to what seems to be another room. She nods but continues toward the bar. Somehow, she manages to make her way to the front of the line and immediately gets the bartender's attention. Within seconds, she's back out and holds out a glass.

      I don't understand what she says but accept the drink with a weak smile. My head spins. I hate this place. I take a sip and welcome the burning feeling at the back of my throat.

      Clutching my glass like a lifeline, I follow Jenn toward the back room. When we step into the room, the noise from the dance floor is replaced by ambient music, still electrical but much less intrusive. I feel my body relax when the onslaught of sensation ceases. The atmosphere here is quite different. White leather couches, groups of armchairs, low tables around which people lounge in small groups.

      "There he is," I say to Jenn in a much louder voice than planned. A few people throw me looks of annoyance. I return an apologetic smile. A very short middle-aged man with a dark black beard and no other visible hair sits in a corner. Much younger men surround him. All of them seem to share a dislike for proper clothing.

      Jenn raises an eyebrow. "I know you said he'll be able to help..."

      "Trust me."

      We walk over, and the man looks up. A broad grin splits his face in two. His deep voice rolls through the air. "Cassandra, honey, I'll be damned. Girl, what are you doing here?"

      He gently pushes two of his companions aside and walks over to us. With his arms spread wide, he pulls me into a hug. I'm uncomfortably aware of just how much naked skin is pressing against my body. I wish he was wearing more than those damn leather shorts.

      "What brings you to this end of town. And who is this lovely friend of yours?"

      Jenn eyes a group of men in a corner that seems utterly unaware of the rest of the room, exchanging hungry kisses and touching each other's half-naked bodies. She pulls her eyes from a woman licking one of the men's necks and meets Manfred's eyes.

      He spreads his arms wide again. "Manfred," he introduces himself, "dwarf, helper of magicians, and guardian of the pretty."

      Jenn snorts but passes it off as a cough.

      "Manfred," I say, "this is Jenn. She's my best friend. Is there somewhere we can talk?" I eye his companions, who stare at us with curiosity. "Maybe somewhere a little more private?"

      He looks around at the group behind him, and his grin widens. He waves a hand, and the four men get up and walk out of the room without even a word. One of them pauses and plants a kiss on Manfred's cheek. We watch them leave in mindless obedience.

      Manfred sits back down, arms spread over the back of the couch. We join him though Jenn sits right at the edge of her armchair as if scared to catch something if she touches it.

      Manfred leans closer to me, and his voice lowers to a soft whisper. "How are you even here? This is no place for witches."

      "I'll explain that part later. More important things to discuss."

      He strokes his pointy beard but doesn't answer.

      "Despite how little care everyone in this room seems to have, I'm sure you have noticed the city is in a bit of a state," I continue.

      "Don't blame us for wanting to escape that horror show out there."

      Some part of me blames him for hiding in here when there are people out there hurting my kind. He might not be a wizard, but I'm sure if people got wind that he's an actual dwarf, he'd be hunted right alongside us. I swallow all this. Not the time to piss him off. We need his help.

      "The thing is, I know how to stop all the fucked-up shit that's going on out there. So I need to talk to the council—or whatever is left of it. And I know you can help me find them."

      Manfred growls. "You know how much I hate those arrogant cock-suckers with their anti-dwarf policies and their fucked-up ideas of everything."

      In what I hope to be an understanding tone, I answer, "I know, Manfred, but they are the only ones I can trust. It's not like I can just send a sermo to MNN and be done with it. You saw those Grettir assholes. If they hear what I have to say, hell breaks loose. No, fuck, I need to talk to the council. You know full well they can't be bothered with sermos, even if you know how to get one to them."

      Manfred twirls his beard around his finger and watches two men making out at the table next to ours. "Are you sure there's no better way to deal with this?"

      "I am," I state with all the confidence I can muster.

      He snips his fingers at a waiter leaning against a wall. The man grabs a cloak from a rack by the door and offers it to Manfred. "Sir," he mutters, and Manfred allows him to help him into the cloak. I forgot how vain Manfred is. He likes to be pampered and served. He's my friend, but I'll never get used to that side of him.

      "That will be $317 for the night, sir," the waiter says with a lisp and holds a screen down. Manfred barely reaches his chest. He tilts his head up and looks the man in the eyes. A soft smile later, something changes in the expression of the waiter.

      "Of course, sir, no problem at all. Of course, this will be on the house. Thank you, sir. Please, enjoy your night."

      He bows away and vanished through a door at the opposite end of the room.

      Jenn grabs my arm with a questioning look. "Later," I mouth at her, and she nods reluctantly. I might have left out some details when I told her about Manfred.
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      We follow Manfred a few blocks through the city, and I am surprised how little the area seems affected by the riots. Here, people party and meander around, blissfully unaware of the hell going on in the rest of the city.

      "You'd think people here don't care that the city is in chaos," I say.

      Manfred chuckles. "Don't let the optics mislead you. We are about what's going on. We are just better at dealing with it. The people who live on this block are used to being different, unwanted, discriminated against. This is nothing new to us—it's just worse now. But there is no point in hiding. There's strength in numbers. As long as we stick together, those packs of discriminating assholes won't bother us. They tried that first night. Let's just say they won't be back for a while—not until they grow in numbers, and there are more of them than there are of us."

      His expression is hard, unreadable, despite the initial chuckle. I can tell this bothers him.

      He leads us into a tall apartment building with two towers that reach high into the cloudy night sky above. We step onto the elevator, and I hold my breath as the doors close shut—a metal coffin. When the damn thing starts moving, my stomach gives a jolt.

      I clench my fists until we reach the top floor and the doors open. I step into the bright loft in relief. I don't like those things. Not that I would have enjoyed climbing the stairs all the way up here any more, but still.

      "Welcome to my humble home." Manfred spreads his arms wide and backs into the space.

      I smile. "You've done well for yourself, I see." I take a look around. Every surface sparkles without a trace of a fingerprint on anything. Tall lamps stand between dark couches with golden feet. It doesn't look as if the kitchen has ever been used despite the expensive-looking appliances. I'm not even sure Manfred would be able to reach the counter-tops without a stool.

      And I thought Jenn's place was fancy. Compared to this, Jenn's place is just as much of a shit hole as mine. Cleaner, tidier, but still at the far low end of the spectrum.

      Manfred's face is split in a wide grin. He watches Jenn and me as we take a look around the loft. He leans against a rustic wooden pillar that divides the kitchen and living room. "You know I like my comforts."

      "You sure do," Jenn says. I can tell she didn't mean to judge him out loud. Manfred throws her a glance but doesn't retort. Instead, he throws his dark cloak over a chair by the door and vanishes through the only door in the place that isn't an elevator. Jenn and I hover awkwardly and, in the end, sit on one of the couches.

      "He's quite the character," Jenn whispers.

      I nod. "I know, but I promise he's one of the good ones. Just overcompensating a little for the lack of love the magical community has for dwarfs. There is a good reason he's pretending to be a Nixie."

      "And what was going on with that waiter?"

      I sigh. Jenn already seems not to like Manfred very much—no wonder looking at how she met him surrounded by half-naked deferential men in a club filled with people making out. I don't feel like adding on more to make her judge him.

      Reluctantly, I explain, "Dwarfs are pretty damn good at manipulating people if they want to. They can't do magic, which is why my kind treats them less than fairly, but they have their own kind of magic to make up for parts of it. If they look you in the eye, they can change your mood and essentially change your mind about anything. It's why he's such a damn successful agent for those sparsely-dressed leather-loving models you saw earlier. He not only makes them love him, but he can also convince anyone to hire his artists. All he has to do is get into a room with them."

      Before Jenn can react, Manfred walks back into the room, dressed in a dark purple velvet suit, his pointy black beard combed to even higher perfection than before. He sits down opposite us and leans back with both arms spread wide on the back of the couch, one leg resting on the other knee. He looks effortlessly relaxed, something at horrible odds with my own feelings.

      "So, how exactly can I help you?"

      "First of all, we need to figure out where the council currently resides. And then we need to get in touch with Alexander and borrow his dragons."

      Jenn shifts next to me. I can't tell if it's nerves or excitement.

      Manfred's expression hardens. He closes his eyes for a moment too long before he answers. "That second part might be a bit of an issue. Damn, I thought you knew. You two were always so annoyingly close in college."

      "Why? What happened? I haven't been able to reach him in a while, but he's never been good at keeping in touch." How long has it been since I last spoke with him? I try to remember our last conversation but can't. Fuck.

      Manfred sits up and puts his arms on his knees. "Alexander lost his dragons."

      I almost jump up in surprise. "What? How the fuck did that happen? Is he okay?"

      Manfred sighs and answers in a slow, calculated voice. "He's as good as can be expected under the circumstances. Not doing too well, to be honest. I mean, you know the dragons were never really  his, but he was the one who bred them, and they were bonded to him." He turns to Jenn, who looks confused. "Dragons, like birds, imprint on the first person they see. Alexander always made sure he was there for each and every single hatching. To all intents and purposes, they were his." He grunts. "But that damn college had some plans Alexander didn't quite agree with. I don't know exactly what they wanted to do. All I know is that he didn't want them to hurt his dragons, especially Seraphina."

      Despite my eagerness to ask Manfred a million questions, I don't want to exclude Jenn and turn to her to explain. "Seraphina has always been Alexander's favorite. She's the first dragon he ever bred. And such a beautiful animal!" I can tell Jenn's excited at the mere idea of dragons. "He had private lessons with one of his professors because he was so damn talented, and that's where he bred Seraphina. I was there when she hatched. He was so excited! Spent every second with her and the other dragons until she was old enough to eat on her own."

      Jenn smiles and turns to Manfred. "How did he lose her?"

      Manfred rubs his knees. "When he found out what their plans for the dragon research program were and that some of his dragons would be part of the sample, he tried to free them. He was on his way out of the stables when they caught him."

      Jenn frowns. "Wouldn't dragons easily be able to get away from humans? I mean, can't they defend themselves?"

      Manfred chuckles. "Ha. Dragons are a lot smaller than you imagine. All those Nixie stories about giant lizards are just that: stories. In reality, dragons are more the size of horses. I bet you, the first Nixies who encountered them in all those fables and fairy tales of yours were just ashamed. Much easier to tell tall tales about how you almost defeated that house-high beast in the mountains than to admit you were beaten by a winged horse with scales."

      Jenn looks at me in disbelief, and I join in Manfred's laughter. Her disbelief is cute. I realize something and turn to Manfred.

      "How did you know she's a Nixie?"

      Manfred gives a bark of a laugh. "Ah, just a lucky guess. Mostly the way she reacted to everything. Speaking of which: How the hell were you able to get into that nightclub without causing a power outage? Or here, in my home, for that matter?" He waves around at the lamps illuminating the place.

      I want to know more about Alexander but understand that I owe him an explanation.

      "It's the whole reason I need to talk to the council. I know how to temporarily disable my magic."

      He gasps in surprise and strokes his beard. "You what?"

      "It's what I've been working on for the last few years. I wanted a way for magicians and Nixies to mix, for magicians to blend in more easily. And a few days ago, I finally figured it out."

      Manfred stares at me. "Just in time, by the look of things. Can you explain how it works?"

      "More or less. I'm sure I can teach someone who has gone through the same training at the academy. But, Manfred..." I lean forward in my seat. "You cannot tell anyone about this. I need to make sure Grettir doesn't get wind of this."

      He twirls the end of his beard around his finger.

      "This is the most interesting development, I must say." His calculated voice makes it hard to guess the feelings behind his words.

      He faces Jenn, who averts her eyes automatically. Manfred chuckles again. "So, she told you about dwarf magic?"

      Jenn looks at him with an apologetic smile on her face.

      "Don't worry," he says, "I might charm my way out of paying a bill or land my models a job they should get anyway, but I would never use my powers to manipulate a friend. And as any friend of Cassandra's is a friend of mine, that includes you. You can relax."

      "Sorry," Jenn mumbles.

      "It took Cass here days to look at me straight when Alexander first introduced us. It was so much fun to try and catch her eye."

      Alexander.

      "Is he in trouble?" I ask, and Manfred's smile falters.

      "They took his dragons and stripped his breeding privileges. He—it—let's just say he isn't coping too well. I'm not sure he'd be much help. It's only been a couple of weeks since it happened, and he spends most nights trying to drown his memories at a bar down in Mid City."

      And I thought he was busy with his research. Knowing that Alexander hasn't been well makes me feel guilty. I should have checked in on him more often. How did I not know?

      "Even more reason to find him," Jenn says to my surprise. "If he's not doing well, we should get him to help us. Maybe it'll give him something better to do than drink himself to death." There's a coldness in her voice that I cannot place. I glance at her and see her teeth clench. When she catches my gaze, she adds, "My father used to drink. You know, before my mother left him."

      We have been friends for years, but there are still many things I don't know about my best friend.

      After a moment, Manfred agrees with Jenn. "He's at a bar called the Barking Dog every night. Do you want to meet me there tomorrow night? We can talk to him together."

      Jenn's eyebrows rise. "That's the place where Evelyn works. I was there last night."

      "The world really is a small place." I smile. "Looks like Evelyn isn't the only one causing the fridge in that place to fail. Oh, she'll be so glad to have a reason to go there."

      "Who's Evelyn?" Manfred asks. Nixie or witch?"

      I'm not sure where to start—or if I should even reveal this knowledge. But it's Manfred. I'd trust him with my life, so I take a deep breath and explain. "Well, until a few weeks ago, she thought she was a Nixie. Then, we had to break the news that she's a witch."

      "How the fuck do you not know that you're a witch?"

      "It's complicated. She grew up in foster care. Doesn't even know who her parents are. So, she was never trained. Her magic isn't fully developed due to this, and she has no clue how to use it. The family she grew up with was poor and not exactly nice." The idea that Evelyn went through so much makes me uncomfortable still. "The only appliances her parents had were in the kitchen and in the parent's bedroom. The kids weren't allowed near either." Next to me, Jenn scowls at the injustice. "She spent almost all of her time in her small bedroom reading. I assume her parents died when she was young or that they couldn't afford to take care of her." I pause to gather my thoughts. "But I'm still not sure why any magician would give their child to a Nixie orphanage."

      Manfred runs a hand over his bald head. "It is possible. This is getting more and more interesting. Okay, I'll help you. Can't have those damn Grettir people kill off my artists anyway. And with the city in this much chaos, no one cares about models anyway, so I'm out of a job until this calms down. No, this isn't good for business."

      I know this isn't just about business for him, no matter how much he pretends otherwise. He cares about what happens to magicians more than he likes to admit. They might not have readily accepted him into the community, but he has magic friends, and Manfred will always protect his friends.

      He sits up a little on the couch. "We start tomorrow."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            ALEXANDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Every time my eyes fall onto the stormy blue sermotera in my apartment, my heart aches. They are a vivid reminder of what I've lost. And yet, taking care of them soothes me and makes me feel connected to my family. It is strange how you can miss someone you barely ever saw (and in the case of my mother, didn't even get along with.)

      I am glad I had so little contact with my family. The fact that they weren't a big part of my life means that their loss is less noticeable. At least, I don't have to get reminded of them in everything I do. It has been two weeks, and I still wake up every night to dreams of my sister burning in flames. Mimir keeps me sane, and my friends heal the wounds.

      I place the last little sermotera onto the repurposed jewelry branch I set up for them to give them a more permanent home than my curtain rods—though some still sneak up there to sleep. The little furball nuzzles its head against my hand before attaching itself upside down to the branch. My mother left me seven sermotera: two twin pairs and three individual animals. I don't have much use for sermotera—especially this many—but they are the only thing I have left of my family. I mean, yes, there's an entire estate waiting for me somewhere, but none of that feels real, and I haven't even sent a message to the bank.

      Jenn and I filled Evelyn in on everything that happened the previous night and the plans for this evening.

      "I can't believe there was a wizard at my bar."

      Jenn casts a look in my direction that would be appropriate for the bedside of a sick person. "Makes you wonder who else was there, doesn't it?" she says casually.

      "And you say I'll get to meet a dwarf, too?"

      When Evelyn's eyes fall on mine, her excited expression falls into a more somber one.

      "Okay, guys, that's it." I walk toward them from my place at the kitchen counter. "You need to stop. I'm not sick. You can have fun around me–you should. Honestly, the more normally you act, the better. Every time one of you looks at me like that, it takes me a second to remember why and then it hurts all over again. So, please, just be yourselves. I'll tell you if I need time to myself or anything else, okay?"

      Jenn fumbles with her fingers nervously, and Evelyn stares at the ground.

      "Okay?" I repeat more urgently.

      And finally, they look up and nod.

      "Thank you," I say with finality in my voice, then continue more casually, "So, Evelyn, you were saying?"

      Evelyn grins broadly, and I can feel she almost starts giggling. "I am more than excited to meet a real dwarf. A dwarf! What's his name? When do we meet him? Can dwarfs do magic?"

      Jenn snorts, and Evelyn looks at her in confusion.

      "It's more like mind voodoo," Jenn says and can't hide the reproach in her voice.

      I push her a little and explain, "Dwarfs can manipulate minds. They can change anyone's mind by looking them in the eyes. His name is Manfred diFilippis. Well, actually, his name is Manfred. The rest is made up."

      Jenn raises an eyebrow, a perfect thin line angled up. "Made up?"

      "He's not even Italian. He just liked the sound of the name and picked one to fit in better with the Nixies. Not having a last name isn't the best start in the Nixie world. Not that Manfred would ever really fit in anywhere." I chuckle when I imagine Manfred in a boring suit and tie, briefcase in hand, walking through a cubicled office. "Anyway, dwarfs don't really do last names. Usually, they just tell you where they are from, but since Manfred grew up in a large city, that was never an option for him. Being one of many with the same name wouldn't be the kind of thing he enjoys." I turn to Evelyn and emphasize, "He's quite the character."

      "That's an understatement," Jenn says with a dry laugh.

      Evelyn strokes a hand through her hair. "Didn't you like him?"

      "No, it's not that. He's just—I don't know—special? It's not that I didn't like him, more that I'm not sure what to make of him yet. I can tell he's one of the good ones, and he really wants to help Cass, but he's also very vain and full of himself."

      "I'm sure he would have turned out very different if he had grown up among dwarfs," I chuckle. "Hard not to let it go to your head if you can get anyone to do whatever you want just by looking at him."

      "Oh, the possibilities." Evelyn rubs her palms together mischievously.

      Jenn and I both break into giggles. Once we start, it takes us a while to stop. I might not be okay yet, but the light mood makes me feel less alone.

      Now that Jenn has stopped worrying so much about hurting my feelings, she walks over to the sermotera and holds out a hand to one of them. It crawls onto her fingers and up her lower arm. Jenn giggles happily as she watches the creature. She holds her arm closer to her face and inspects it with interest. The sermo twists and vanishes into a cloud of smoke. Both Evelyn and Jenn gasp in surprise and start looking around in search of the sermotera. When it reappears on Evelyn's shoulder, she shrieks and almost knocks it off instinctively. I have a feeling the sermotera is enjoying this game as much as I am.

      After recovering, Evelyn reaches up to pet the creature on her shoulder. "These are so damn cute."

      "Oh, yes, they are," Jenn agrees but props her arm on her hips. "But I wanted to look at that one."

      Her mock outrage makes me chuckle again. "There's not really a shortage of sermotera here, girls. Calm down."

      Both of them laugh, and Jenn reaches her hand up to another one. "Did you see they are all different shades of blue? And this one has a small white mark on its forehead." Jenn can barely contain her excitement as she cuddles with the tiny creature. "It's so cute."

      "Can we name them?" Evelyn bobs up and down.

      I relish the distraction and watch my two friends enjoy my new pets. It's only been a few short weeks since we met Evelyn, but she has spent almost every free minute with us since.

      "I'm glad you are here," I say to Evelyn, who pauses her play with the sermo. "I know we haven't known you for long, but it feels like you belong with us."

      Evelyn laughs. "It's like fighting a mountain troll."

      Jenn raises an eyebrow. "What?"

      "You know, in Harry Potter. In the first book, after they defeat the mountain troll, they say that there are things you can't do together without ending up friends. Everything that happened since I met Jenn was our mountain troll."

      "To mountain trolls, then," Jenn laughs and raises her water glass. She doesn't wait for us to respond before taking a large gulp. After a moment, her face grows more pensive. "I still think you should stay behind tonight, Ev."

      Evelyn groans in frustration. "Not again. We've been through this. There is absolutely, positively, no fucking way I am letting you go to my bar without me. Plus, I have a dwarf to meet. And you two will be there to protect me. We'll be careful and take the side roads. It'll be fine, Jenn."

      Jenn holds up her hands in surrender. "Okay, okay. On your head, be it. I mean, I get it. I just don't want you to get hurt."

      More to prevent the two from bickering than anything else, I suggest leaving early to get there while it's still bright out. It's no guarantee to keep us safe, but there seems to be more chaos during the night hours when people get bored or drunk or both.
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      Mimir vanishes around a corner, and I have to fight the urge to hold my breath. Letting Mimir check that the coast is clear is slow progress but sure beats running into one of those witch-hunting gangs. With Evelyn, we can't use the flashlight trick. My heart starts thumping every time we turn a corner or cross another street. Every shadow seems to hide dangers, alive, moving.

      I imagine voices and footsteps every few moments and turn out frequently to check behind us. When I sense danger from Mimir, I grab Jenn's and Evelyn's arm and pull them into a doorway. Mimir bolts around the corner and joins us. Carefully, I peer out of our hiding spot and see a flicker of flames, casting their orange lights onto the building walls and trees in the setting twilight.

      We left early enough but underestimated how long it would take to get to the bar. A man in a green jacket with more holes than fabric and heavily parted black hair comes into view. I slink back into the shadows and don't move until Mimir lets us know it is safe to go.

      When we finally turn the corner and see a moss green door set into the withered wall of an old building, I relax a little. Mimir slinks around my leg and vanishes into the tattoo—something that earns a curious look from Evelyn, who hasn't quite gotten used to seeing this yet. As we get closer, the shield above the door creaks in the wind, and I look up to see a crumbling picture of a dog next to the words 'Welcome to the Barking Dog' in peeling red letters. Evelyn steps past me and pushes through the door. An inviting warmth radiates from inside, and I follow her. Jenn closes the door behind us.

      As Evelyn has promised, there is no artificial light in the room. Candles decorate each table and the chandeliers on the ceiling. The flames flicker orange light over small wooden tables, some free-standing, some in booths, along the wall. I feel as if I have stepped into the past. Evelyn rushes behind the bar and almost knocks over the plump woman there, who is in the middle of pouring a beer. I can hear them laugh and talk but don't understand the words.

      When Evelyn points to us and waves for us to come over, Jenn puts a hand on my shoulder, and we join Evelyn and the woman beside her. The woman, Linda, has a friendly, warm face marked by deep wrinkles and long gray curls. Her welcoming smile makes her dark brown eyes sparkle.

      "Cass, this is Linda. Linda, this is Cassandra." She points at me. "And you already met Jenn." Evelyn looks around the bar as we shake hands. "Where's Todd?"

      I only half listen as Linda explains that Todd is out for a business meeting. I scan the bar and finally spot Alexander in a corner, head on his arms, his messy dreadlocks spread out over the table. I sigh and nudge Jenn to point him out. I see her face fall when she realizes how bad of a state he is in.

      I leave Evelyn and Jenn with Linda and make my way to the table. Alexander doesn't look up until I pull out the chair next to his. He raises his head slightly and peers at me with unfocused eyes. When his gaze finally finds my face, his eyes seem lost and confused. He wipes some drool from the corner of his mouth and uses his arm to push himself upright on the chair.

      "What are you doing here?" he slurs. His breath reeks of alcohol, and I have to fight a cough.

      "Manfred told me where to find you," I answer through shallow breaths.

      Alexander grunts and reaches for his beer. I almost take it from him, but I don't want him to know I'm judging him. Instead, I catch Jenn's eye and gesture for her to get me something to drink as well. I want him to feel as if I accept him—at least for now. Evelyn hands Jenn a bottle, and Jenn brings it over without a word to Alexander or me.

      I smile a thanks and watch her walk away. I wish she could help me with this. Her father was a drunk. She probably knows how to deal with this idiot better than. I do.

      "I'm sorry I haven't been in touch lately. I heard what happened."

      Alexander almost knocks his glass over. "That stupid dwarf really needs to learn to shut his face. It wasn't his place to tell. It's my business."

      "I'm glad he did—" I begin, but he interrupts me.

      "It's none of your business either. Don't you dare pity me. I'll be fine. You can go back to your perfect little life. No need to worry about me." Spit flies as he slurs through his anger. I have to remind myself that he isn't himself right now to not get insulted, but his words still hurt. I should have checked on him more often.

      When the door to the pub opens, and Manfred enters, I sigh with relief. He takes a look around, nods curtly in my direction, and heads for the bar.

      "Of course, he's here, too." Alexander hides his face in his hands, his black hair falling over his face and hands.

      Manfred joins us with a whiskey in his hand. He pulls up a chair and uses his arms in a practiced motion to get himself up onto the chair. He throws a glance at Alexander, who still sits with his face buried in his palms.

      "Nervous one, your friend," Manfred says instead of a greeting. "Almost dropped the glass when she handed it to me."

      I laugh. "She's never met a dwarf. Keep in mind, she didn't know dwarfs exist until today. She'll get used to it."

      Manfred looks at Alexander, and his face loses all humor. He purses his lips, and his shoulders drop. He reaches over and puts a hand on Alexander's arm. Alexander shrugs him off but lowers his hands to look at him.

      "What do you want?" he asks with a frown.

      Manfred glances at me, and I know he thinks we are wasting our time. I give him an urging look, and he turns back to Alexander, who has lowered his head onto his folded forearms.

      "Cassandra here thinks that you can help her with a little problem. I don't think you are worth the trouble in this state, but the lady insists you are needed."

      I aim a kick at him under the table but miss because his feet are dangling in the air. To compensate, I throw Manfred another look.

      "Help?" Alexander moans through his arms. "How am I supposed to help anyone?"

      It hurts to see him defeated. I reach out to touch his arm but instead grab my bottle. I'm not even sure why I'm reluctant to touch him. "Alexander? Have you seen the city out there?"

      He shrugs without lifting his head. "Yeah, but why should I care. It's not like I have much to lose."

      Manfred slams a palm on the table. "Oh, stop feeling sorry for yourself, kid. They took your dragons, not your life. Pull yourself together before I lose myself."

      Alexander lifts his head and stares at the spot where Manfred's hand slammed down a moment before, then shudders. "I'm no use to anyone anymore."

      "I disagree," I begin, but at a look from Manfred, I stop talking.

      Manfred puts his hands on Alexander's arm again and doesn't get shrugged off. "Kid, Cassandra and her friends—" He waves a hand toward the bar. "They need your help. So you gotta get your shit together and sober up enough to at least listen to what the woman has to say, don't ya think?"

      Alexander shrugs and takes another sip of beer. When he sets it back down, Manfred pushes it to the far side of the table. Alexander glowers at him. "You dare take my drink from me, midget?" he snarls and tenses.

      Manfred doesn't flinch. He merely looks at Alexander with a stern expression until Alexander relaxes his shoulders.

      "Look, kid. I know what that college did to you sucks. It's fucking unfair. But it's been weeks. I've let you sulk for far longer than I should have. It's time to get your shit together and help us." Manfred's voice is kind, but it's clear he won't take no for an answer. Alexander sits and stares at him, his eyes losing focus on intervals.

      "What exactly do you want from me?" Alexander slurs, and bits of spit fly out of his mouth.

      "That's a discussion for another day. Today, we need to get you home. I will take you to your place now, and you will sleep this off. I'll stay with you. You will have another horrible hangover tomorrow, so we'll meet Cass and her friends later in the day. Then we can talk. But first, we need to take care of you. Come now, kid."

      There is no question in Manfred's words, and after a moment, Alexander's expression shifts. He seems to accept he isn't being asked. Manfred turns and jumps off his chair. When he stands expectantly next to the table, he looks impressive despite his size. There might not be much visible of him, but he stands with confidence and demand.

      "Now, Alexander," he adds. I'm not sure what my plan was, and I'm surprised at the sternness with which Manfred handles the situation. I'm even more surprised when Alexander gets up, glances at me, and follows Manfred out of the door without another word.

      For a moment, I consider if Manfred might have relaxed his rule of not using his powers on his friends for Alexander's own good. I decide not to ask.
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      As soon as the men are gone, Evelyn and Jenn join me at the table. I twist my beer bottle between my hands and stare down. I hope Manfred knows what he's doing. I hope he isn't pushing Alexander further away. I wish I could go with them.

      "Are you okay?" Jenn pulls her chair closer to the table.

      I pull my gaze from the door. "Sorry, I was just worrying about them out there. But they'll be fine. Manfred just needs to look at anyone who gives them trouble, and they'll be left alone."

      "How did it go?" Jenn asks.

      "I'm not sure. Not what I had in mind, but Manfred knows what he's doing. At least, I think so."

      "Where did they go?" Evelyn asks from across the table, her back to the room, as always.

      "Manfred is taking Alexander home to sober him up. We'll meet him again tomorrow night."

      Evelyn is unable to hide her excitement. "Does that mean I'll actually properly meet him?"

      Jenn chuckles. "You should have seen her. She was star-struck."

      "Manfred mentioned she was a little twitchy," I laugh, and Evelyn blushes.

      "Imagine how you'd act around someone you didn't even think possible. I know he's not a dwarf like Gimli, but it's still damn cool to meet a real dwarf."

      Jenn and I continue laughing, and she scowls.

      "No, I'm not making fun of you," Jenn appeases her and tries to calm herself. "It's just really cute to see you nervous."

      At this, Evelyn blushes even more, and I search for a change of topic to avoid being the awkward spectator to their suppressed romance. A few days ago, I thought Evelyn being a magician would mean the certain end of their relationship before it even started. Now, it looks like Evelyn won't be going anywhere for the time being. I've seen the two of them look at each other and their subtle hints at flirting—a touch of a hand here, an innocent comment there—but it's clear neither is ready to act on their feelings yet. I just hope they aren't doing this because they think it would somehow hurt me or whatever.

      I open my mouth to say something about it but close it again and make a mental note to talk to Jenn in private. Now is not the time. Instead, I say," You know, Evelyn, Manfred might not be like Gimli, but his grand-grandfather would have fit your idea of a dwarf. They evolved with the rest of us."

      Evelyn gapes at me. "That is so cool."

      I sit back and listen to Evelyn talk about dwarfs and dragons with childish excitement. I bite my lip and decide to bring up a topic I've been avoiding.

      "Evelyn, there's something I need to talk to you about."

      "What is it?" She and Jenn both look at me expectantly.

      "I received a sermo back from the academy this morning. I sent a message to one of my old professors, someone I trust, to figure out what you should do next."

      "I didn't know you sent something," Jenn interrupts.

      I look down at my hands. "I didn't want you to think I'm trying to send Evelyn away. I just needed to be sure before—it's complicated. Please, give me a second to explain, okay?"

      Jenn nods despite obvious reluctance and gestures for me to go on.

      "I wasn't even supposed to tell Evelyn she's a witch. I mean, we couldn't be 100% sure she was a witch, so we essentially risked telling a Nixie about magic. It's against the code of magicians."

      "But you told Jenn, didn't you?" Evelyn asks.

      "Yes, but I wasn't supposed to do that either. This means if you hadn't been a witch, I might have gotten in trouble for two things at once. It's a stupid rule, but it's still a rule."

      Evelyn looks uncomfortable. "I don't want you to get into trouble because of me."

      "I know. I know." I put a hand on hers to comfort her. "That's why I reached out to Professor Blackwell. He was my psychology professor at the academy. I trust him. I knew he wouldn't tell anyone, and, honestly, I didn't know who else to ask."

      The knowledge that I cannot ask my parents anymore reverberates in the silence on the table. I take a deep breath and break it. "Well, I was trying to find out if you even have the option to attend the academy. You are much older than the other students. He suggested it might be a better solution to find you a private mentor."

      "You, of course," Evelyn says immediately, then catches herself and adds, "Sorry, I didn't mean to assume. I mean, would you consider teaching me? I know you have a lot to deal with right now, and everything is kinda fucked-up at the moment, and—" She fumbles with the label of her bottle nervously. Pieces of paper crumble onto the table.

      "I've never done something like this. I don't have any experience," I explain. It's not that it hasn't crossed my mind. To be honest, I've been considering how to best teach her from time to time. I'm sure Evelyn could get a much better education somewhere else with someone more experienced, though.

      Jenn leans forward and says, "Let me just say this: First of all, in the current circumstances, it might be the easiest choice to get any kind of education. Second of all, you might not have experience teaching, but you are good at explaining things. I think you should at least give it a try. If it doesn't work out, you'll pass her over to a more experienced mentor when things calm down a little."

      I consider the possibility. Jenn has a point. Evelyn's options are limited with the current state of things in the city—and apparently, the news is spreading fast through the rest of the world along with the problems they bring. There are two voices in my mind fighting, one seeding self-doubt and questioning my ability to teach anyone anything. What if I teach her the wrong way and she has to unlearn everything I teach her once she gets a proper teacher? The other voice is excited and tells me to show the world what I can do, to help shape Evelyn the right way—and without the anti-Nixie bullshit that usually comes along with magical education.

      I must have been silent for a while, as Evelyn and Jenn are both looking at me in expectation. Evelyn has now made her way through half the label on the bottle, and the table is covered in white crumbs.

      "What do you think, Cass?" Jenn asks tentatively.

      I pull myself more upright in my chair. "Okay."

      It's all I can manage. There is much more I want to say. I want to tell her I can't promise I'll do it right. I want to push the point that there are much better teachers out there. Instead, I stay silent.

      Evelyn squeals and rubs her hands together. "Thank you. Thank you. Thank you."

      I cannot help but laugh at her girlish glee.

      "When can we get started? I want to know everything. I feel like this whole new world has opened up in front of me, and I am standing right at the threshold."

      "There's nothing much we can do until Manfred gets back to us tomorrow, hopefully with Alexander in a better state. So, let's meet tomorrow morning, and I'll try my best to get you a first impression."

      "I can't wait." Evelyn squeals again, and I see her stealing glances at Linda. It hurts me to know she won't be able to tell the one person in her life, the woman who took her in and gave her a way to survive. She might have entered a new world, but there is loneliness in being a magician in this city.
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      "Jenn, stop hovering. You make me nervous," I remind her again. "You are welcome to stay, of course, but stop acting like this."

      Evelyn and I sit on the couch, facing each other, and Jenn walks back and forth in my apartment, idling over every few seconds to get a closer look. I get that she's excited but focusing is hard enough without her making my nerves worse.

      "Sorry. Sorry," she mutters and sits down at the kitchen table. She pats her lap to let Mimir crawl up there and pets him absent-mindedly while watching us intently.

      Evelyn waits patiently for me to regain my train of thought.

      "Okay, using magic is all about focus and control." With as little focus as I have right now, I feel like a hypocrite talking about focus. "I wish it were as easy as books make it sound, but there are no spells to help us. All we have are our minds. The first step is to be able to reach your magic. The next step is to be able to shape it into whatever you want."

      I pause and look at Evelyn, who nods her understanding. "So far, so good," she says, and I know she's eager for me to keep talking.

      "There's almost nothing magic cannot do in essence, but you won't have the power to do everything. Magic takes energy, and the energy has to come from somewhere—or someone. And while some of it comes from your surroundings, much of it comes from you."

      I remember my own teacher at the academy who kept reminding us just how important this is and ponder how to best convey the importance to Evelyn. I rub my nose and continue with as much urgency as possible. "Look, you must understand this. Your magic will keep growing. You will get stronger every time you push your limits. It's like working out. If you try to climb a mountain today, you'll probably fall to your death from lack of experience and strength or collapse along the way. But train hard every day, and you will eventually be able to do it without putting yourself in danger. Do you understand?"

      Evelyn nods again. "I understand. Don't overdo it. Got it."

      I shake my head at the lightness of her tone. "It sounds a lot easier than it is. You won't know your limits. You'll have to find them. Overdo it, and you put yourself in danger. Seriously overdo it, and you could kill yourself."

      Evelyn's expression hardens slightly, and I know the seriousness of the information is dawning on her. "I really do understand," she says, "I promise to be careful."

      "You better be," Jenn adds from the table. I glare at her, and she falls silent immediately.

      The deal was simple: She can watch if she keeps quiet and out of the way. So far, she has a hard time keeping up her side.

      "Is there anything magic can't do?" Evelyn asks, and I can tell she's a little scared now.

      I don't know where to start. I don't want to scare her, but I need her to respect her powers and limitations. "There are things you cannot do. You have to understand that magic is energy, so while it is easy to conjure up a ball of fire, ice, even fancy balls of lightning, you will not be able to conjure up anything more materialistic. Food, furniture, fabric, anything that you can touch is very hard to do."

      "So, no conjuring up chairs by waving a wand around?" Evelyn answers with a chuckle then returns to a more serious expression. I have an idea what she might be thinking about. When we first told her she's a witch, she got angry at her parents for leaving her. If you cannot conjure up food or a roof over your head, magic might not be a guarantee against being poor. I decide not to point out that you can still get most of these things with magic—just in a round-about way. She'll find out soon enough.

      After a moment, she asks in a thick voice, "Anything else?"

      I watch her for a moment. "There is no way to fool death. Dead is dead. There are things you can do while a person is dying, but when the soul leaves the body, there is nothing you can do." I lean forward a little. "Never, ever forget that. People have tried time and again, and it always ends badly."

      I feel Jenn's gaze on me and meet it. She looks apprehensive but doesn't say anything. I have told her a million things about magic over the years, and she knows most of this, but I assume the urgency with which I am telling Evelyn about the rules makes them sound worse than hearing about them during game night.

      "That makes sense," Evelyn says, and I return my attention to her. "Magic requires energy. You can't make something from nothing. And the dead should stay dead. Anything else I need to know?"

      I laugh. "A million things. Like, don't try to fly a broomstick."

      Jenn chuckles because she knows the story, but Evelyn looks completely lost. "Why not? Isn't that like the number one means of magical transportation?"

      "Actually," I chuckle, "No magician in their right mind would use a broomstick."

      Evelyn gapes at me and says in mock exasperation, "All my life, books lied to me."

      We all laugh, and it takes me a moment to stop long enough to explain. "Well, as I told you, magic requires focus and concentration. You can absolutely jump on a broomstick and make it take off into the wind, no problem at all. But, ignoring the fact that it is really fucking uncomfortable, you'd have to make sure not to get distracted, or you'd start plummeting. And try regaining focus when you are falling to your death. No, thank you, I don't like the idea."

      "Noted. So, if broomsticks are not a thing, how are magicians getting around? I mean, you can't walk everywhere."

      I feel like we're getting side-tracked but understand the curiosity and decide to answer. "Honestly, some magicians like horses and vintage chariots, but that's not really efficient.

      "There are creatures that can jump from location to location or fly. Magicians use those to get around. My favorite way is traveling on dragons. It's been a while, but it's a wonderful feeling." I pause and reminisce about the last time I was on a dragon. My father taught me how to ride them when I was young, and every year, he'd arrange for my sister and me to go dragon-riding for a week in summer. It was my favorite time of the year.

      I pull myself from the memory. "The fastest choice is probably vadetera—kind of like large, red sermotera. They are a related species with enough magical power to take you along when they jump. They still can't go far in one jump but a few miles at a time is still faster than even flying. I'm not the biggest fan of them. I get too dizzy with all the twisting and turning."

      Jenn comes over, Mimir in her arms, and sits down between us. She ignores the frown on my face. "You never told me about vadetera. Those sound cool. Are they as cute as sermos?"

      When she lets him go, Mimir crawls up next to her and puts his head on her lap.

      I shake my head. "Personally, I think they look a bit creepy. They are blood red and have long fangs. They look as if they could eat you alive—and would like to. Fuck, they probably actually could."

      "Did your family own any?" Evelyn asks.

      "My parents were issued a few by the government when my dad became prime minister, but they should have returned to the council by now. My mom hates—hated the creatures, so she never bought any for herself."

      I can tell Evelyn and Jenn are not done asking questions about vadetera, so I urge a return to our lesson.

      "Okay, so the first thing we need to teach you is how to feel your own magic. Unfortunately, that's easier said than done. There's no telling how long it will take you to figure it out. Even worse, there isn't much I can do to help."

      Evelyn shifts on the couch and looks at me in expectation.

      "Close your eyes."

      Evelyn obeys without a word.

      "Now, Imagine your magic as a warmth or fire inside you. Try to conjure up a flame in front of your eyes. Focus on the energy inside you and shape it into that flame."

      I watch Evelyn's face tense. I can tell she is straining to manage the task. When nothing happens for a few minutes, Jenn looks at me in worry. I shake my head a little to indicate this isn't a reason for concern.

      "Don't worry about it, Ev. You'll figure it out."

      Evelyn opens her eyes and looks at me with disappointment.

      "Really," I insist. "I didn't expect you to get it right away." I reach for her shoulder. "When I first learned this at the academy, my class received the same instructions, and we sat in silence, all of us trying hard to feel the damn warmth. There was one girl in class, a really shy type; I'd never noticed her before. Anyway, she managed after a couple of minutes. The rest of us took days of silent concentration. Well, as silent and concentrated as a bunch of six-year-olds can be."

      Evelyn still looks disappointed but a little more cheerful. "Okay," she says, "I'll keep trying."

      "Great. Keep trying, and when you figure it out, we'll continue." I hesitate, then add. "There is nothing more I can do at the moment. But please, let me know as soon as you feel it, so you don't accidentally harm anyone—most of all yourself."

      She closes her eyes again. With clenched teeth, she strains until her face is turning red.

      "Relax, Ev," I say calmly. "Don't force it. Let it come to you."

      With an effort, she relaxes her face and rolls out her shoulders, then closes her eyes again.

      When Evelyn almost falls asleep while trying, Jenn announces that we've done enough training for the day. Evelyn agrees reluctantly and excuses herself for a nap until Manfred and Alexander arrive later.

      As soon as the door closes behind her, Jenn scoots closer on the couch. "And? Do you think she has potential?"

      I look at her in surprise. "How the hell am I supposed to know anything yet? We barely started. Relax, girl, we'll find out soon enough."

      She purses her lips. 'Okay, okay. I just thought you might have a feeling."

      I lean back on the couch and pull my legs up. Now that Jenn and I are alone, I might as well get something else over with.

      "Speaking of feelings," I begin. I'm not sure how to broach the subject. I hesitate. "You and Evelyn... You two obviously like each other. You keep dancing around each other. I just want to be sure you are not holding back because of me."

      I'm sure this was the worst way to say what I want to say, but it's out there now, and I watch Jenn's expression for a hint of what she's thinking.

      After a moment, she replies. "It's not you. At least not for me. I know you don't want to be mollycoddled. I'm just scared. I don't want to overwhelm her."

      I ponder this for a moment. I let myself forget how vulnerable Jenn is when it comes to relationships. For some reason, I was sure it was about me. I feel selfish.

      "What are you scared will happen?" I ask her gently.

      Jenn closes her eyes and leans back into the cushions. "I'm not even sure. Part of me wants to push her away, not let her in, so she can't hurt me like she did. Part of it is the fact that she's so young, and now the whole witch thing. It's enough to make anyone feel overwhelmed. I'm not sure now is the right time to add a romantic relationship on top of that."

      I squeeze her knee. "Oh, honey, she clearly adores you. And you can't even pretend you don't like her. I think it's too late to prevent this from happening, so you might as well enjoy the process, don't you think?"

      Instead of an answer, Jenn gives a noncommittal grunt.

      "Go as slowly as you need, but, please, for both of your sakes, don't push her away now, okay? Allow yourself to like her. I know things are shit right now, but that makes it even more important. We don't know what will happen next."

      Finally, Jenn opens her eyes and faces me. "So you are saying this might be a now or never situation?"

      I laugh. "Yes, kind of. Just... don't push her away, okay?"

      Jenn still looks lost in thought but nods. I want her to be happy. I want her to find someone who can heal the wounds her ex has left. But I know the conversation is over—for now—and accept the partial victory.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      While we never agreed on a time, I expected Manfred and Alexander in the late afternoon. When a knock at my door breaks my silence, night has fallen. I walk over and open the door. Manfred stands outside with a mischievous grin. Relieved, I see Alexander next to him. Admittedly, he looks like shit, but the fact that he's here is the first step. I gesture them in, and after initial introductions, Jenn leaves to fetch Evelyn.

      Without delay, Alexander slumps down on the couch and closes his eyes. It hurts me to see him in pain, even if it's from a self-induced hangover.

      Manfred leans against the wall next to the couch and looks at me curiously. I have a feeling he is sensing my mood and judging my pity for Alexander. Sometimes, I hate dwarfs. They never know when to mind their own business. I scowl and receive a grin in return. The judgment leaves his expression.

      "Are you feeling better?" I ask mostly to kill the awkward silence. Alexander grunts and shrugs.

      "He's not sick, dear," Manfred interrupts. "He drank too much. To quote my dear old dad—may he rot in peace—if you are well enough to drink, you are well enough to get your ass out of bed in the morning. He thought hangovers are an unworthy excuse to not get to work the next day."

      Alexander actually growls. Manfred chuckles and waves a hand as if he just proved a point though I’m not sure which one.

      I sit next to Alexander. I'm not sure what to say and glad when the silence is broken by Jenn and Evelyn entering the room. Evelyn hovers and waits to be introduced. Jenn obliges her.

      "Evelyn, this is Manfred. Manfred, meet Evelyn. I know you met briefly yesterday, but a proper introduction seems in order."

      Manfred reaches out a hand, and Evelyn shakes it. "Very pleased to meet you, Evelyn. So, I gathered I'm the first dwarf you have the pleasure to meet?"

      Evelyn averts her eyes, and I'm sure she remembers what Jenn told her about Manfred's powers. After a chuckle from Manfred, she looks him directly into the eyes and draws herself upright. "Yes, indeed, sir. It's an honor to meet you."

      Manfred raises an eyebrow, but I can tell he's both impressed and pleased. "An honor, eh? Relax, kid. I'm just a dwarf. If you react like this when meeting a dwarf, what would happen if you ever met a Shapeshifter or a Vampire?"

      Evelyn's jaw drops at those words. After a moment, she stammers, "There are Shapeshifters? And Vampires?"

      "Much to learn, kid." Manfred pats her on the shoulder. "So much to learn."

      "Don't scare her off, Manfred, or she won't want to be a witch anymore," I say.

      Manfred puts an arm on his hip in an extravagant motion. "Just trying to warn the kid that there's much more out there. Dwarfs really shouldn't scare anyone. We are quite the kind people, really."

      I snort, and he pretends to pout. Evelyn joins Alexander and me on the couch, who still looks like his strongest desire is to crawl into bed. The skin under his eyes is even darker than the rest of his brown face, a worrying grayish black. I catch the sigh that almost escapes me.

      Jenn waves at Alexander. "And this charming young wizard here is Alexander," she adds as though Manfred never interrupted his introductions. She doesn't quite manage to keep the judgmental tone from her voice. Evelyn looks Alexander up and down, and when he doesn't give a sign of greeting, she simply says, "Nice to meet you, Alexander."

      "You too," Alexander murmurs without much conviction. I want to push him to make him act like a normal human being but resist the urge. Instead, I look helplessly at Manfred. Wasn't the whole idea of postponing our conversation to today to make Alexander more receptive? It seems like the hung-over version is even less human than the drunk I met yesterday.

      Manfred walks over and kicks Alexander in the chin. Alexander bolts upright and swears loudly. "What the hell did you do that for?" he bellows.

      Manfred gives an innocent shrug. "Trying to get you a little more present, so we can get started. No offense. No offense at all."

      "Anyone want anything to drink?" Jenn asks and walks toward my kitchen. After a moment—and no answer from any of us—she returns with a tray of glasses, as well as water and orange juice. She pours each of us what we want and hands out the filled glasses.

      Alexander takes a sip of the orange juice, then leans forward, his arms propped up on his knees. "Okay, so what do we need to do?"

      I start at the beginning and fill Manfred and him in on my research, how I finally figured out how to temporarily disable my magic and how it has kept me safe over the past few weeks. I tell them how I think it might affect the outcome of this war. I explain why I need to get to the council and share my secret with them.

      Too late, I stop myself from mentioning how I hoped to use the dragons and take a detour to tell Alexander how very sorry I am about Seraphina and his other dragons. I tell him how much I would like him to stay anyway and help us figure this mess out.

      Through it all, Alexander looks at the coffee table and doesn't say a word. When I finish, he looks up at me, and I wait for him to find his voice. "So, you are saying you can teach magicians how to hide their magic, so they can pretend to be Nixies and not get killed?"

      "In essence, yes."

      "And have you ever considered what else magicians might do if you tell them how not to fuck up electricity?"

      I pause. It's not the reaction I expected. "What else would they do?" I ask, fully aware of how stupid I sound.

      "Well, what makes you so sure magicians wouldn't use the knowledge to sneak into witch hunter gangs and kill them off one by one. Revenge is a powerful thing."

      The way he says the last words makes me wonder what horrible things he has dreamed of doing to those who hurt his dragons. It makes me shudder.

      "That's why I'm not announcing it to the world. That's why I want your help, and Manfred's, to get to the council and tell those who can make the right decisions. They'll know how to handle this." Or at least, I hope so.

      Alexander laughs a cold, eerie laugh, and I recoil a little. "Oh, Cass, what makes you think the council can be trusted?"
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      In the end, Alexander agrees to help us. Two conditions: The first is that Manfred does some digging into the council to see if anyone there might be compromised by Grettir. The second is that, when this is all over, we help him get his dragons and his reputation back or at least free them for the torture they have been going through.

      For a moment, I wonder what experiments the academy had planned that Alexander refused to be a part of but decide not to ask. I'm not sure what exactly any of us will be able to do to help, but I agree. I would want to help him either way. We might not have talked much over the past few months, but he's my friend, and I will always help a friend in need. Not to mention the dragons... I would want to free them from pain even without the connection to Alexander.

      Manfred offers up one of his offices as the base for what he calls our operation. He says it's a large complex he rented to rebuild into a modeling agency but hasn't gotten around to using it yet. "We'll have to make some adjustments to let you be around there. You might be able to hide your magic, Cass, but even if you manage to teach Alexander, I assume Evelyn isn't quite ready for that yet. I'll figure that out for us. Don't worry."

      It feels good to be doing something, to be planning the next steps. Watching the city fall into chaos has made me feel small and helpless. Now we are finally doing something about it, even if it moves at a slower pace than I would have liked.
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      When Evelyn invites me in, I find her cross-legged on a cushion in the middle of her living room. Mimir runs over and licks her face. She giggles and pushes him away gently. He sits down in front of her and stares at her with cute puppy eyes until she finally gives in and scratches him between the ears. Evelyn looks up at me and gives me a wide smile. "I have good news."

      I sit down on the floor next to her with my back against the saggy couch. The fabric pokes through my shirt and itches my back. Mimir jumps up onto the couch and starts digging in a pointless attempt to make it more comfortable, then jumps back down and rolls up next to me on the floor.

      "So, what's the good news?" I ask when I'm as settled in as I'll be.

      Evelyn puts her hands in her lap and closes her eyes. "I think I did it. I think I found that bloody warmth you've been talking about."

      My heart skips a beat, and I feel a grin broaden on my face. "That's great" Let's find out if you did."

      Evelyn sits still and relaxes. It's a very different scene from when she first tried. Her expression is much less strained, and she looks comfortable, as if in meditation. I close my eyes and concentrate on her presence. After a moment, I feel it. It's like something is reaching for my mind as mine reaches for hers, gentle touch at the edges of my being. Evelyn suddenly gasps, and her mind recoils. Mimir raises his head and looks at her curiously.

      "What the fuck was that?" she asks. "What happened?"

      I laugh. I guess I should have told her what I was doing. "That was me. Well, my mind. Sorry if I freaked you out."

      Evelyn stares at me. "It's okay. Felt weird. Didn't expect it. So, what did you do, and what does it mean?"

      "Magicians can feel the presence of other magicians—well, magicians with enough control of their magic to contain it." I rub my neck absently and try to find the right words to explain. "Before you channel the magic, it's essentially just a bunch of energy whirling around. Energy like that exists in everything; animals, plants, even Nixies. Once you gain control of your magic, you claim it, shape it, make it part of yourself."

      I see the excitement on Evelyn's face. "Does that mean magicians can communicate through their minds?"

      I shake my head. "That would be stretching the truth to breaking point. You can feel the presence of someone, and sometimes you can get an idea of their emotions, especially in untrained magicians who are not as good at controlling their own powers yet. But communication, no, definitely not."

      Evelyn nods and closes her eyes again. I watch as she regains her focus., faster this time. I can feel her presence nearby and reach out to her. I make sure not to press on her consciousness to not overwhelm her. After a moment, her presence stabilizes. She's getting the hang of this faster than I thought.

      "Evelyn?" I ask quietly. Her presence wavers but doesn't retreat. "Try not to lose focus. Open your eyes whenever you are ready."

      After a moment, Evelyn opens her eyes, and I immediately feel the gentle touch at the edge of my mind vanish.

      Disappointed, she groans. We try again. And again. It takes us hours (and a large pizza) until she figures it out. By the end of the day, she can talk without losing control of her magic. She's still frustrated with what feels like slow progress to her, even though she's grasping this much faster than most.

      We take a walk around the block to add some distraction. She only loses focus once. When a dog runs out of a house and barks at us loudly at the gate, she jumps, and her presence vanishes. Mimir starts jumping up the fence and returns the barks. It takes me a few seconds to get him away from the chihuahua, still yapping shrilly. By the time I return to Evelyn, Mimir at my heels, Evelyn has regained control. I smile. "Soon, it will be second nature, like breathing."

      Evelyn returns the smile. "Thank you."

      When we reach the door of the apartment building, I bend down and pick up two pebbles. I pocket them. Evelyn eyes me questioningly but doesn't ask. We return to her apartment. Evelyn hesitates at the door. "Would you mind going to your place? It's much more comfortable."

      As the skin on my back still itches from leaning against her couch, I happily agree.

      We sit down on my couch, and I hold out the pebbles. I put the other onto my palm, and she mirrors my motion. Her look is impatient, awaiting instructions. Instead, I focus on the pebble and let it rise slightly from my palm. Evelyn gasps. The novelty hasn't worn off yet.

      "Now, your turn." I lower my hand, but the pebble stays hovering in mid-air. I move the stone over to the coffee table and lower it onto a coaster. Evelyn's eyes follow it the entire way.

      "And how exactly do I do that?" she asks with a nervous chuckle.

      "Focus," I answer, and I'm sure she hates my vagueness just as much as I did when I first heard the instructions.

      Evelyn throws me a look that tells me she doesn't believe it possible. I push on. "Trust me. You already know everything you need to know." Evelyn still looks doubtful, so I add. "Feel your magic and then channel it into doing what you want it to do. There's no spell, no crutch to help you. Though saying 'Rise' out loud might help in the beginning. It's all mind power."

      I remember all the failed attempts and mishaps over the years because focus is not my strong suit. I shouldn't be the one to teach Evelyn. I push the thought away. I'm the best option she's got at the moment.

      She shrugs and stares at the pebble intently. Nothing happens. She squints her eyes, frustration growing in her features. "Rise. Rise. Rise."

      "Relax," I say. "You can do this. The more you strain, the harder it gets. Much to my own detriment, a calm mind is the easiest place for magic to take shape. If Jenn were here, she'd tell you all about my cooking skills." I shudder. I can almost smell the burnt food. "One tiny thing goes wrong, and it snowballs from there. Last time I tried to cook with magic, I set my dinner on fire." I don't mention the smoldering ends of my hair.

      Evelyn laughs and drops her pebble. She bends to pick it up, but I raise it with magic instead. When she tries again, her expression is less anxious. I guess it helps to know none of us are perfect. I'm the ideal teacher for that lesson.

      Evelyn places the pebble back onto her palm and tries again. And again. And again.
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      When Jenn joins us a while later, a sandwich-laden tray in her hands, Evelyn still hasn't moved her pebble but has managed to keep her frustration to occasional outbursts.

      "Finished your blog post?" I ask as Jenn makes herself comfortable on the couch and greets Mimir.

      She nods and tells us about her day while we all munch on the sandwiches. Since magic is officially out of the box, Jenn has been covering the events on her lifestyle blog. Before all this, she mostly wrote opinion pieces on this new book or that new legislation, random bits and pieces—not that I understand much about blogging.

      From what she told me, she's actually doing pretty well for herself. She has quite the following, which now gives her a platform to make her opinions heard on how magicians should be treated and integrated instead of hunted.

      "I'm still not sure I like you writing about something this controversial." I set down my sandwich. "You might be putting a target on your back for those witch-hunting assholes out there." I know I won't change her mind.

      After a much-expected speech on needing her voice to be heard even if it's dangerous and how we cannot let narrow-minded bigots dictate what we say, she wants to know if Evelyn has made any progress, and I know the topic is closed. Jenn has always been proud of her work, and I know there's not much that could stop her from writing.

      When we fill her in on Evelyn's success from earlier, she claps her hands together and exclaims, "I knew you could do it."

      "Well, that part I might have managed, but this bloody pebble here is getting the better of me." Evelyn holds up her palm and explains what she is trying to do.

      With encouragement from Jenn, she gets back to it. Jenn and I cuddle with Mimir and watch her work. When I'm about to call it a day, the pebble in her hand shifts and wobbles slightly before she drops it again in surprise.

      She crawls down next to the coffee table to retrieve it from underneath the couch, chanting, "I did it. I did it. I did it." in a muffled voice.

      Jenn and I laugh, and it's impossible not to join her celebration. I let her try a few more times, and she manages to raise the pebble a few inches before it falls back down. When Evelyn yawns from exhaustion, I decide she's had enough. After all, we've been at it for hours.

      Evelyn pockets the pebble reluctantly, and I'm almost certain she will continue her training the moment she gets to her place.
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      "How's Evelyn's training going?"

      Alexander and I stand on Manfred's balcony the next evening. It's chilly outside. Plumes of smoke rise over the city from cars and buildings set on fire by Grettir or plundering groups taking advantage of the chaos in the town. Alexander stands in front of the skyline, his hands on the balcony rail.

      "She's making progress. The main problem is the pressure she puts on herself. Not that I blame her..."

      Alexander doesn't look at me when I walk up next to him. Instead, he keeps his gaze on the city. He appears healthier today. The black rings under his eyes are diminished slightly, but he still looks exhausted, and there is a sadness underneath. Even on the rare occasions when he smiles or laughs, it doesn't quite reach his eyes.

      I want to say something to make him feel better, but nothing seems right. The guilt about not checking in on him more frequently when I should have burns strong. I wasn't there when he lost Seraphina. I feel helpless that there is nothing I can do to help him get her back, at least not in the middle of this mess.

      "Alexander," I begin without a clue where I'm going with it. I put my hand next to his on the railing and look out over the city. A car alarm goes off in the distance, and I'm sure another car has gone up in flames. "I want to help you."

      He still doesn't look at me, so I continue looking out into the falling night. After a long time, he answers. "I don't need your pity."

      "Pity? No, Alexander." I turn toward him, but he ignores my efforts. "I don't pity you. I worry about you. I care about you. I want you to be... to be okay."

      Finally, he turns and looks me in the eyes. The sadness there threatens to overwhelm me. "I don't know if I will ever be okay again."

      The resignation hurts. He returns his gaze to the city, and, lost for words, I follow suit. We stand there for a long time, each of us lost in our own thoughts, together but alone.

      When a siren sounds in the distance and the red and blue light of an ambulance or fire truck fills the night, he reaches for my hand and puts his on mine. His hands are warm and soft in harsh contrast with the cold metal railing I hold onto. It's a small gesture.

      I missed him more than I thought. Neither of us moves, and we just take comfort in each other's company, no longer alone.

      After a long pause, Alexander starts talking. He fills me in on everything that happened after I left the academy. He tells me about his successes as a dragon breeder, what it felt like to be bonded with Seraphina as she grew up. He doesn't tell me what happened in the end. He focuses on the good parts, and I'm glad the bad news will be left for another time.

      When it gets too chilly to stay outside any longer, we return inside, his hand still holding mine. Jenn, Evelyn, and Manfred sit around a conference table chatting about something that makes all of them laugh. Jenn's eyes fall on Alexander's hand, holding mine, and I immediately let go. We join the others at the table. Alexander chooses a chair to Manfred's right. I choose the chair next to Jenn, which is furthest from him. My eyes find his, but they are impossible to read. With a lot of effort, I turn to Jenn. "Any news?"

      Jenn simply purses her lips, and it is Evelyn who answers me. "There have been reports on the Nixie news. Manfred was just telling us about them. Apparently, the news has spread to the whole world." She scowls. "France has already declared a state of emergency. The German chancellor is offering refugee status to magicians in need. Japan has closed its borders. The world is in chaos. We need to do something, and we need to do it now."

      A heavy weight seems to settle on my shoulders. The whole world? Even if I can reach out to the council, how am I supposed to help that many people? I'm scared. I look at Alexander, and even though he doesn't smile, his presence soothes me.

      "I guess it's time to act," I declare. I feel out of breath. I wish my father was here. He would know what to do. His second-in-command has taken over everyday affairs, but I cannot imagine talking to the man. I met him a few times when I was younger. Thin, perfectly groomed, unpleasant man with a giant mustache. My father believed him to be competent. Maybe, but not approachable, not someone I can trust.

      "There's just one problem," Manfred says, and we all look at him. "Two of the elders were arrested this morning. Apparently, they've been taking payments from Grettir for lookin' the other way." Manfred meets each of our gazes in turn. "We have no way of knowing who we can trust."

      "So, we have to get there even more," Alexander says to everyone's surprise. His voice is somber, but his expression is more present than it has been in days. "If there is corruption in the council, we need to get there and find out who we can trust with this secret. Look at the state of the city outside. We need to act fast."

      A sparkle lights up his eyes, and I feel his determination rub off. A sudden eagerness to get up and do something overwhelms me.

      "Do we have any clue as to where the council is, corrupt or not?" Evelyn asks with a frown.

      Manfred puts his hands on the table as if ready to get up. "Yes, I got a message before you two came in." He gestures at Alexander and me. "I was just about to tell everyone. One of my men found something. Looks like the council is hiding in the hills north of the city."

      "That's not too far," I say.

      "Yeah, but a lot of the journey would be through the city." Jenn frowns. "I'm not sure I like that."

      Evelyn puts a hand on her arm. "We have a witch, a wizard, and a dwarf at our side." She strokes her thumb over Jenn's arm. "We'll be fine."

      Jenn looks down at the touch and smiles. "Okay, okay. You are going to put yourselves in danger no matter what I think, so I might as well come with you to make sure you don't do anything too stupid."

      The idea of her coming with us worries me. I'd prefer her to stay where she is safe. I know there is no chance she'll stay behind. I know she'll want to be with us. I hate putting her in danger. This isn't her fight.

      Manfred moves his chair back and jumps down. "There. That's settled then. I can have everything prepped within a day. We leave the day after tomorrow at first light. I don't want to be out there in the dark, but early morning should work well. Light but fewer people around."

      The prospect of doing something raises the mood that night. Even Alexander laughs a few times. We make plans for the best travel route over dinner and chat until late into the night when Alexander excuses himself and leaves to lie down on one of the office's couches.

      It might be more comfortable in his own apartment, but I know he doesn't want to be alone with his thoughts. In addition, we all agreed that it was too dangerous to travel back and forth between our homes and the office building. There are three bedrooms on the upper level. Manfred already claimed one of them—the largest one, of course.

      "How is he doing?" Manfred asks in a low voice, nudging his head in the direction where Alexander vanished.

      I give an uncertain shrug. Jenn sits with her arms crossed and her lips pursed. I know something is bothering her. I wish we were alone so I could ask her what the problem is. I have a feeling it has something to do with Alexander.

      "He'll get better," Manfred says. The certainty in his voice raises my hope. I know he can't know that for sure, but it is good to know that someone other than me believes Alexander will recover.

      Evelyn puts the pebble I gave her onto the table and starts practicing. Manfred watches eagerly. Jenn encourages her each time the stone falls and joins in Evelyn's happiness every time it hovers above the table—no matter how short it lasts. But I catch her looking at me whenever she thinks I'm not paying attention to her.

      "Will you two be fine for a while?" I ask Evelyn and Manfred when I cannot stand the tension any longer. "Jenn, can I talk to you?"

      Jenn looks at me, and I almost recoil. Either I have forgotten just how high her eyebrows can rise, or she set a new record. After a moment, she shrugs, gets up, and steps out onto the balcony without a word.

      "What's the matter with her?" Evelyn asks in a whisper.

      "I'm about to figure that out," I answer and follow Jenn onto the balcony.

      The air has cooled off even more. It is as icy as Jenn's attitude. Goosebumps erupt on my arms. I shiver and cross them against the cold. I find Jenn sitting in a chair against the wall, looking out onto the city. Now that night has fallen completely, the city is a sea of lights.

      I sit down in the chair next to hers. "You've been weird all evening. What's going on?"

      Jenn scoffs. "Alexander. I don't want you to get hurt."

      Surprised, I stare at her. "Why would I get hurt?"

      "You like him." It's a simple statement of fact. "You still have a thing for him after all those years."

      I don't answer. It is true, but I don't think that's the issue.

      "He's a drunk," she goes on, and I know we are getting closer to her actual problem. The pieces fall into place. I understand. Jenn is not mad at me for falling for Alexander. She is mad at Alexander for being weak enough to get drunk. This is about her father.

      "He's not your father, you know?" I say. "You never told me what happened with your father, but I imagine it was very hard on you. It's not fair to Alexander to judge him with the same lens. He's been hurt and was trying to cope. Drowning your sorrow in alcohol during a rough patch doesn't make you an alcoholic."

      "It can," Jenn says, then pauses. Her eyes glaze over with tears. "He hurt my mother. My father, you know? Whenever he got drunk, he would get into a temper and let it out on one of us. My mother always let him to protect us. It was months before she finally left the bastard."

      Bastard. The fact that Jenn would call anyone a bastard despite her hate of swearing makes me understand how much she loathes the man. I reach out for her hand. "I'm sorry you were hurt like that, Jenn. I really am."

      A tear rolls down her cheek. "Thank you. I'm sorry, too. I shouldn't have treated Alexander so coldly. You are right. It's not fair to him."

      I tighten my grip on her hand. "It's okay."

      "I'll try to give him a chance," she promises.

      I thank her and hold her hand until she has calmed herself. She wipes away the last tears.

      "Ready to go back inside?"

      She nods, and with a steeling breath, she gets up and leads the way back into the room. Evelyn eyes us curiously. I shake my head and hope she won't raise the subject.

      "You two figure it out?" Manfred asks, and I almost groan.

      Jenn smiles at him. "We are okay. Just a little misunderstanding."

      It's not quite the truth but close enough that I don't challenge it. I'm not sure we are okay yet, either. Can she just decide to give Alexander a chance and put her father-induced prejudice on hold?

      Manfred points at something I didn't notice before and says, "Something to brighten the mood."

      Evelyn's pebble hovers a few inches above the table, turning slowly around its own axis. "I think I've got it," she says. The pebble doesn't stop its slow rotation. "Will everything be so hard to figure out?"

      I shake my head, and a grin spreads on my face. "No, Ev. Once you've got the idea, the rest will come much easier. I'm not saying it will be all fun from now on, but the hardest part is done."

      Her pebble does a summersault in mid-air, and we all laugh. I get an empty shot glass from the kitchen and challenge her to land the stone on the small surface. The pebble soars through the air and way past the glass. Slowly and smoothly, she corrects and manages to let it hover directly above the glass, then lowers it until it lands on it with a small clonk.

      Manfred claps in excitement. "Oh, it's so much fun to be part of a young witch's education. I can't wait to see her grow."

      She will grow. She will have to—and fast.
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      I'm woken up by voices in the room next to mine. The covers are too comfortable to leave, and I pull the blanket tighter. The voices outside grow louder, and I begin to make out words.

      "... feel so useless." I recognize Jenn's voice.

      Evelyn answers, "You are never useless."

      I hear a scoff from Jenn and catch a few words of the next sentence before the voices grow fainter again. "I'm just a Nixie, not a witch or—"

      I can't help myself. I nudge Mimir, who stares at me reproachfully but obliges and jumps out of bed. He slinks out of the door. It stands ajar. I must not have closed it properly last night.

      I close my eyes and let Mimir's presence wash over me.

      "... don't want to endanger anyone by being there without any means to defend myself." I can hear Jenn's voice clearly through Mimir's ears. "But at the same time, I can't just stay back and let you all walk into danger without knowing what's going on."

      "What if we take a twin sermo?" Evelyn offers. I can tell she is worried.

      There's a pause, then Jenn answers, "No, I can't do it. I can't stay behind."

      Another pause. I watch Mimir crawl closer to their door. "I understand," Evelyn says. "And I think we need you. Who will stop us from getting into trouble if you are not there?"

      I hear footsteps in the hallway, and a moment later, Mimir slinks back into the room. He stands up and puts his front paws against the door until it closes. Now that the curiosity is fading, I feel guilty for eavesdropping. Mimir jumps up onto the bed and nudges me until I let him back under the covers. I need to order my thoughts, so I scratch Mimir absent-mindedly behind the ears.

      The idea of having Jenn with me gives me both comfort and scares the shit out of me. I feel I need her by my side, but the fact that she's a Nixie in a fight with magic and guns makes my insides turn over. She doesn't have a weapon, and the two sides in this war are fighting to the death. I don't like this, don't like this at all.

      After a while, I leave the warmth of my bed and get dressed. I step out into the hallway. Jenn and Evelyn are still in the larger room next to mine. I knock on the door and wait.

      Part of me wants to confess that I heard them talk, but I'm too afraid they'll think I was snooping—know I was snooping. My stomach gives another guilty clench.

      Jenn calls for me to come in, and I push the door open. "Good morning," I say a little too cheerfully. Neither of them seems to notice. Mimir runs up to them and demands pets from both in turn.

      They sit on either side of him on the bed. Clothes, bags, and other belongings are all over the couch. Looks like they shared the bed.

      "Did you guys sleep okay?" I ask. I'm happy to hear my voice has returned to normal.

      They both nod. "Evelyn wanted to sleep on the couch, but I told her that was ridiculous. The bed is large enough for all three of us, and Mimir who takes up more room than a person. There's plenty of room."

      I laugh. "A girl can be a gentleman," Evelyn says with a grin.

      "Your neck is probably more thankful than you," Jenn answers with a grin at least as wide as Evelyn's. "Those couches don't look too comfortable."

      We make our way down to the kitchen and find Manfred twirling around in a pale pink bathrobe and fluffy pink slippers. He hums cheerfully and dances through the kitchen, jumping up and down a stool in front of the stove. He flips two pancakes before he turns. "Morning. Morning. Sit. Breakfast is almost ready. One of you get Alexander."

      Jenn volunteers to everyone's surprise, but no one questions it. A few moments later, she returns, and Alexander slumps into the kitchen, upper body naked to reveal his many tattoos, pajama pants covering the rest of his body. He yawns a greeting and sits down in a chair. Alexander has always disliked mornings.

      "Do you have a companion as well?" Evelyn asks as her eyes fly over the tattoos covering Alexander's upper body.

      Alexander grunts. "No, I'm afraid these are just normal tattoos, Nixie style." He turns to Manfred. "Coffee?"

      Manfred pours him a cup, and he sniffs the coffee expectantly. During our time in college, I learned not to talk to Alexander until after his first cup. Not a morning person.

      A loud book reverberates around the kitchen, and Alexander's coffee hovers halfway to his lips. Mimir dashes away into the hall. We look at each other in confusion, then run onto the balcony. Another loud bang shakes us as we slide the door open. Two large columns of smoke hang above the skyline, dark and ominous.

      "What the fuck happened there?" I ask in a shaky voice.

      A third explosion adds another column directly next to the first two. Evelyn grabs Jenn's hand. Manfred climbs onto one of the balcony chairs for a better view but jumps down in shock when a fourth crash explodes down in the city.

      "I'll be right back," he announces and vanishes back inside. Alexander steps closer to me, and I feel him hover directly behind me. Jenn and Evelyn stand hand in hand, shock evident on their faces. No one says a word as we stare at the four columns of smoke. They slowly melt into each other to form one gigantic cloud of gray in the bright morning sky. The wind carries the smoke away, but new smoke gets added by whatever is burning. The sheer amount of smoke indicates buildings, many buildings.

      "Fighting... in... the... city," Manfred announces through panting breaths when he finally returns. "Fuck, I'm out of shape." He takes a few deep breaths. "Gimme a sec."

      He holds a stitch in his side.

      "Where did you go?" Alexander asks, but Manfred waves him down.

      "Manfred, what's going on out there?" I ask impatiently when he doesn't speak.

      Finally, Manfred recovers enough to talk. "Group of those damn witch hunters. They found a few of those old apartment complexes like the one you live in. Witches and wizards all over the place plus a few poor Nixies."

      I gasp. More people are dead. I feel as if every single one of them is my fault. I should have acted sooner.

      "Apparently, they decided to blow up the buildings instead of facing the magicians head-on. A few of them got out and started fighting the Nixies. It's pretty bloody from what I saw on the Nixie news."

      Everything inside me freezes. It's all my fault. If I had shared my secret with every magician I saw since I found out, people would be safe. Or at least my people would be okay. I look at Jenn and try not to think what would happen to Nixies like her if Grettir learned how to hide their magic.

      "We need to do something," I say helplessly. I can't stand this any longer. I sit down on the chair Manfred stood on earlier and bury my face in my hands.

      I feel helpless. Helpless, useless, guilty, my feelings begin to overwhelm me. Panic rises inside me. I want to run away from everything and hide in the hills like the damn council. I want to run toward the fighting and stop them. I want to kill those Grettir assholes who started this whole thing.

      We've been living in hiding for hundreds of years. Why the fuck do they think they have the right to expose us? Blaming Grettir makes me feel a bit better.

      I let my hands fall. Manfred, Alexander, Jenn, and Evelyn all watch me. My friends... my friends who are following me into danger. Jenn, who can't even defend herself. Alexander who has so much to deal with. Manfred who can only do something if he gets eye contact. Without he's just a short man with as little protection as Jenn.

      I cannot ask them to follow me in this fight.

      This is my fight.

      "Are you okay, kid?" Manfred asks and puts a hand on my shoulder.

      Cold determination grows inside me. I swallow my fear and get up again, slightly shaky on my feet. "Yes, I'm fine. Just a little shocked anyone would do something like this." I wave a hand at the dark cloud in the distance.

      Jenn agrees with worry in her eyes. "It's horrible."

      "People are dying down there, and there is nothing I can do. Not yet. I feel helpless," I explain.

      'We are doing something," Alexander says in a soothing voice. "We're preparing. We set out tomorrow morning, and we'll find the damn council. They'll know what to do."

      "Once we find out who we can trust," Evelyn reminds us.

      "We'll figure that out, too," Alexander says confidently. My feelings of unease soften slightly. He seems to believe what he says.

      A knock at the door pulls all of us from our preoccupation. Manfred hurries to the front door and tries to look through the peephole. As it's too far up for him, he asks, "Who is it?"

      A high-pitched voice answers, "Soda, sir."

      Manfred opens the door, and a lanky young man walks through the door. He sets two heavy duffel bags down on the carpet, then turns to close the door behind himself.

      "Did you get everything?" Manfred asks with a gesture at the bags.

      The young guy nods vigorously. "Yes, sir, yes. Everything in here. Pop is bringing his part later this afternoon. Last few items to round up."

      Manfred looks at him with appreciation. "Thanks, kid. Go help Pop with the rest, and we'll see you this afternoon."

      Soda twitches nervously then nods. "Yes, sir, yes. I'll be on my way."

      He turns to leave. With a nervous look at the rest of us, he pulls the door behind him.

      Manfred gestures for Alexander to put the bags on the table. Alexander bends down to lift them, but he levitates them onto the table when he realizes how heavy they are. "That kid is stronger than he looks."

      We laugh and follow the duffel bags to the table. Manfred jumps onto a chair and kneels on the table next to the bags. He opens the zipper, and I gasp when I see the weapons inside. I have never looked at a real gun. They make me feel uneasy. Manfred takes out a few of the guns. He holds up a small black handgun.

      "Ah, my favorite. No plasma weapon is as effective on short range as this one." He puts it on the table and grabs an assault rifle from the bag. "And this one will be damn handy at a distance." He sets it down gingerly next to the handgun. His eyes light up when he picks up a third weapon. This one looks different from the other two, somehow less intimidating. A sleek black design ends in a rounded chamber above the grip. "This baby is special," he explains. "It shoots tranq bullets instead of plasma. Very handy. Very handy."

      We look at him as he places the weapon onto the table with a care of a mother setting down her child. I feel uneasy just looking at the gun and cannot imagine using them.

      "Don't weapons have fingerprint protection?" Jenn asks, and I look at her in surprise.

      "Why do you need a fingerprint to use a gun?" I ask, confused.

      Manfred answers in her stead. "In 2028, the country was plagued with terrorist attacks and school shootings bad enough that people almost considered it part of their daily routine. The government evaded change to gun control for decades, trying to blame other things, you know?" He slides a finger along the barrel of the gun, almost like a lover would touch the skin of their partner. 'When things got really bad, they finally changed the laws." He picks up the handgun and holds it up to his face. "They collected every single weapon held by the general public, military, even government facilities."

      Alexander interrupts, "And people just handed them over?"

      Manfred laughs sardonically. "Oh hell, no. People protested. Some tried to hide their weapons. Some plain out refused. It took forever to round them up. Some are probably still out there, but most of them were found over time."

      Alexander looks incredulous but doesn't challenge the notion, so Manfred continues. "Those who were legally allowed to possess weapons could trade theirs for one of these." He holds up the gun. "Well, older versions of these."

      "So, all the crooks kept theirs?" Alexander challenged.

      "Ha, well. They certainly tried. But getting a fake gun license was much more popular. Steal a gun, fake the license, make the government issue a state-of-the-art plasma or laser weapon. Neat, right?"

      Alexander shrugs. "I'm sure those who really wanted to keep their old ones found a way."

      "In the beginning, yes," Manfred admits. "But over time, old-style weapons became rare. I know many shady people, and I don't know a single person who still owns one.

      "Or admits to own one," Alexander corrects.

      "Anyway," Manfred continues without acknowledging Alexander's interruption. "These have been the standard ever since. You register your fingerprint, and the gun works only if someone with that fingerprint holds it—so it's limited to you. No more kids playing with guns. No way to steal your gun from you in a fight and use it against you. It's a neat idea." He pauses. "Naturally, not everyone wants to hand over their fingerprint to the government now they own a weapon—let alone allow them to trace the plasma's signature back to them after an attack. Soon after these were released, someone cracked the software and figured out how to change the fingerprint. Later, they figured out how to disable the checks to make the gun react to any finger that touched it."

      "Ha," Alexander exclaims, "I knew crooks found a way. They always do."

      "Indeed they do. Anyway, all of these will work fine. So, don't break your heads about it."

      I'm growing impatient again. This is taking too long.

      "So, what are we waiting for now?" I ask.

      Manfred puts the weapons back into the duffel and closes the zipper before turning to me. "The guy who was here earlier, Soda, and his friend are still working on the last few things. We'll be ready in time for the planned departure tomorrow. Don't worry."

      "Soda and Pop?" Evelyn asks with a grin.

      "Yeah, I couldn't even tell you their real names," Manfred answers. "They've been Soda and Pop to me since I met them a couple years back. Good kids. Twitchy. Chronic caffeine overdose but loyal."

      I wonder for a moment what Pop—what a stupid name!—is still working on but decide not to ask. It doesn't matter. I won't wait for morning. The longer I sit here, the clearer that becomes. To overcome my annoyance at the slow pace of everything, I reach out for Mimir's mind and let him know the coast is clear to come down. I hear the others talk but don't pay attention.

      Moments later, Mimir comes running down the stairs and jumps onto my lap. Having him near me comforts me.

      For the rest of the day, we crowd around the conference table and figure out every detail of our plan to get to the council. I only pay as much attention as necessary, tuning in and out of the conversation at random. When the kids—I'm not sure why Manfred keeps calling them that, as they both seem to be older than at least Evelyn—get back with the remaining supplies, I'm relieved at the interruption. My head is spinning, and all I want is to get away from all of this.

      Pop looks almost exactly like Soda, same lanky body. Soda is pale with black hair. Pop is dark-skinned with fake silver-blonde hair. If you combined them, they would cancel each other out. Invisible. The pair seems nice enough, but they annoy me immensely with their nervous manner.

      The two sit down on a couch in a corner and chat while we continue our planning session. I am distracted enough without their nervous chatter.

      Manfred opens a backpack Pop brought and spreads a map out onto the table. He sits down on the edge of the table and starts pointing out sights. Finally, something useful. I lean closer and pay attention.

      Manfred points out a spot in the hills. "This is where my man thinks the council is hiding. It's an abandoned filming complex. Bunch of Westerns were filmed there. It burned down a couple of times but always got rebuilt. It's been abandoned for over a decade now. Shame, really."

      "Manfred, get to the point," I say in annoyance. Jenn glances at me, and I am sure she knows something is wrong with me. I smile at her and hope that will suffice for now. I can still feel her eyes lingering on me.

      Manfred points at the same spot on the map again. "It's a little more than a day's journey. I have arranged for a place to stay somewhere around here. He points at another spot on the map, close to the ocean. "We should arrive at the council around noon, the day after tomorrow."

      "Where are we now?" Evelyn asks.

      Manfred points at a third place in the middle of the city. It seems a long distance away from where we need to go. I sigh. "That's a long walk."

      A murmur of agreement reverberates around the table.

      "But it has to be done," Alexander states with determination. I know he is right. It has to be done. I have to do it.

      I listen through the rest of the planning session—occasionally distracted by Soda and Pop's cheerful chattering. I join the lighter conversation over dinner, laugh at jokes the 'kids' make even though I don't feel like it. I still feel Jenn's eyes on me. She can't know something is up.

      I fight my tiredness and stay until everyone is ready to go to bed. Somewhere along the way, Soda and Pop excuse themselves and explain that they have to get home. I hang back when everyone else slowly files out of the room. Jenn waits by the door. "Are you doing okay?" she asks. "You've been acting strangely today."

      I shrug and search for an excuse. "It's been a lot. I can't wait to finally get moving tomorrow."

      She puts a hand on my shoulder. "I'm sure it will all work out in the end. You've got all of us at your side."

      Hearing those words hurts. Having them by my side means the world to me, but I cannot accept it if it means putting even one more person in danger. I have to do this. Alone.

      I put my hand on hers and smile. “Thank you.” And I mean it.

      Jenn turns and walks up the stairs. Evelyn hovers at the top of the stairs, waiting for her.

      I wait until they are gone, then go back into the kitchen. Slowly, I open the zipper of one of the duffel bags and take out a handgun. The smooth plastic feels wrong against my skin. I know I cannot accidentally set it off with my magic active, but I still feel a chill running down my spine.

      I push the gun into my jeans and pull my shirt over it. I close the bag slowly to avoid making a sound and sneak up the stairs. I don't want anyone to hear me. I don't feel like talking to anyone.

      Mimir follows my every step. His tail wags side to side. I open my door and slip inside. The gun is cold against my skin. Where can I hide it? I place it underneath my pillow, but the idea of sleeping that close to it makes me nervous. In the end, I push it underneath a stack of my clothes. I throw one of my shirts haphazardly over it. I look at the result. Looks like I threw the shirt back onto the pile after picking something else to wear. Good, that should do.

      After getting ready for bed, I slip under the covers. Mimir licks my cheek when I lie down, turns in circles for a few rounds, then settles by my side.

      I put a hand on his side, thankful for the company. Soon it will be just Mimir and me.

      When I turn off the oil lamp on the nightstand, the last thing I see is the pile of clothes where I hid the gun. Having it in the room makes me nervous, but I might need it where I'm going. I pull Mimir closer and nuzzle my face into his fur.

      The longer I lie awake thinking about all the things that could go wrong, the more determined I become to do this on my own. I cannot endanger any of my friends.

      "Mimir, wake me up in a few hours, will you? We'll get out before the others wake up." Mimir doesn't move, but I know he heard me. I feel it.

      I twist and turn until I finally fall into an uneasy sleep. My dreams are filled with worry, and I watch my friends die many horrible deaths. I wake up a few times throughout the night, sweaty and dreading the future. And then it's time to go.
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      It's still dark outside when I feel Mimir nudging my face. I slip out of bed and pull on my clothes. I toss everything I need (including the stolen gun) into a backpack and throw it over my shoulder. I open the door a gap, and Mimir slinks down the corridor. I wait for him to confirm the coast is clear.

      Despite his reassurance, I check the corridor myself—just in case. When I make my way down the hall, I take care to walk slowly. I don't want to wake anyone.

      I hold my breath when I sneak past Jenn's and Evelyn's room. Neither of them would understand why I'm leaving. In a few hours, they would set out with me. I put the note explaining my intentions next to the coffee machine and leave the kitchen.

      When I'm about to pull the door closed behind me, I see Manfred standing in the darkness. Pink fluffy slippers, satin pajama pants, no shirt. He looks at me with an understanding look in his eyes. "You have to do this?" he asks in a low whisper.

      I nod, and his face falls. "I'll pretend I didn't see you."

      "Thank you," I whisper. "They wouldn't understand."

      "I'm not sure I do either," he answers but doesn't try to stop me. "Be careful, Cassandra," he says when I turn to leave.

      "I promise." I pull the door shut.

      I let out a long breath to steady myself. The hallway lights flicker out when I step in. I close my eyes and concentrate. It's dangerous to be this detectable where I'm going. I feel the magic drain away, leaving nothing but emptiness behind. I open my eyes and find the corridor bathed in a cool sterile light.

      Mimir looks at me reproachfully. The missing connection between us makes communication a lot harder. I'm not even sure he'd be able to vanish into the tattoo if we got into trouble. It is part of his magic, not mine, but it still makes me nervous.

      I should have tested that, but now is not the time.

      I need to get away from the building before the others wake up and notice my absence. Mimir stays very close to me as we walk as if making up for the missing mental link. I can tell he is nervous and not too pleased with the situation.

      The streets are eerily empty. No people. But there is evidence of ongoing violence everywhere. Things have gotten worse since I last walked the city. A burnt car at the side of the road still displays 'Emergency. Passengers: 3. Baby on board' in every window and mirror for the emergency first responders. There were people inside when it burned. Unable to stop myself, I look inside as I pass and regret it immediately. Half-burned bodies sit in the seats. A baby shell is fastened to the passenger seat. I force myself to look away before I can see what's inside.

      A few blocks later, I barely avoid a group of witch-hunters, thanks to Mimir. He paws my leg until I hide behind a dumpster. I see them pass, torches in hand, and pet Mimir in thanks. When they vanish down an alley, we walk on. Mimir makes sure to stay close but always in front of me. He might not be much help in a fight, but his presence still calms me.

      A man steps out of a building, and I tense. Mimir growls at him, and he holds up a hand. "I mean no harm, ma'am. No harm at all." He hurries past with a wide berth around Mimir. I don't relax until he turns the corner. I have to remind myself that most people mean no harm.

      I dig in my backpack for the flashlight. Best to follow Jenn's idea and let people know I'm a Nixie early on—or rather, let them think that. The flashlight illuminates the road in front of me. It falls onto a shop with shattered windows. Boarded up with wood to protect from further harm.

      "I don't like this," I whisper to Mimir. I don't know if he understands me or not. I hate not being connected to him. He looks around at me, but I can't interpret his expression. I feel alone.

      We walk through the city until the sun rises behind us, bathing the streets in an eerie light. The shadows stretch far, and everything is tinted in a purple hue, even creepier than the darkness of the night. It looks out of place.

      A woman in a stained nightgown dangles from a balcony, rope around her neck, matted hair flying in the wind. I think back to the scene that first night Jenn and I walked the city.

      I fight a scream. My throat tightens. For a moment, I wonder if she was a witch. If she was, she could have cut the rope. Bruises cover her face. Did they beat her unconscious before stringing her up? Or was she a Nixie who got in the way? I avert my eyes as I feel another pang of guilt. I could have prevented this if I had not held onto my secret for this long.

      I speed up. I need to get away from the woman. More and more people appear in the streets. Harmless people. People on their way back to work. Hard to believe something as normal as work still exists. No one pays me much attention. When I finally reach the edge of the city, I collapse onto a bench. We've only been walking for a couple of hours, but I have been tense the whole time, not to mention the emotional effects of seeing all the chaos in the streets.

      I long for Mimir's presence and look around. The street lamps turned off at dawn, and there are no signs or other electronics around. I close my eyes and let my magic wash back over me. Mimir purrs when we reconnect. I feel his worry and relief. His presence both in my lap and mind pushes some of the horrors away. Being without him feels like a part of me is missing, like cutting off a limb. His mind belongs with mine, always has. He's a part of me.

      A group of people appears at the far end of the street from the direction we came from, so I get up and walk the opposite way. The air is salty and fresh. We are close to the beach. I speed up to get away from the group behind me. Mimir jumps happily around my legs. I knew he didn't like being disconnected, but I still smile when I see him happy at the reunion.

      Every few seconds, he lets me know how far away the group behind us is, further and further. Good. Then, finally, they turn into an alley and vanish from sight.

      When we reach the beach, I follow the walking path North. It will lead me right where I need to go. No street lamps or cars around, so I feel safe with my magic. Mimir runs through the sand and chases seagulls. It's hard to feel worried while watching him happy. We've been stuck inside for most of the last few weeks since all this started. It's clear how much he missed the freedom of running around.
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      The sun rises higher and higher, bringing increasing heat. Mimir runs into the waves. He jumps the first few smaller ones, then dips into the ocean. I wish I had time to cool off myself. I'm sweating in my dark coat and pause at the beach to take it off. I stuff it into my backpack, which is now getting quite heavy, bands digging into my shoulders.

      I chance a little magic to lift it, just a little. It still rests on my shoulders but with a lightened load. Focusing on the task leaves less room for worry, not a bad thing. When the afternoon sun gets too hot to bear, we turn right into the city's streets, which is following the coast in a thin ribbon. Buildings shade me from the blaring sun, but there are people around. Before I reach the main road, I pause.

      "Mimir, come here. You can't be seen running around here."

      There are cars, shops, people everywhere. No place for a fox between fancy buildings and extravagant shops. Mimir protests but slinks around my legs, then vanishes into the tattoo. I close my eyes and sever the connection. Immediately, I feel exposed. Mimir's presence meant a second pair of eyes.

      Now I am alone—in the streets and in my mind.

      I walk out onto the busy road. The effect of the chaos in the city is less visible here. There are small signs of disturbances here and there, but things seem to be much worse in the densely populated city. People here sit in coffee shops, chat on benches, and peruse small boutique stores' windows. Electric cars drive past without a sound. No burnt cars. No strung-up people. The occasional smashed car window or damaged property, but nothing major.

      I buy a burrito and soda from a small restaurant and sit down at a metal table. A yellow-green umbrella shields me from the blazing sun. I don't feel like lingering, so I eat quickly. I take two bottles of water to go when I deposit the empty tray inside.
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      A few hours later, I'm still walking. My feet hurt, but I have settled into automatic robot mode. My mind is on shelter for the night. I don't pay attention to where I'm going. A wrong turn leads me into an alleyway. A factory sits at the far end. Barbed wire fences line the property. I turn to make my way back to the main road. A group of teenagers strolls toward me. An owl sits on one of their shoulders, an unusual choice for a pet. Gut feeling tells me I'm looking at a group of young wizards. The fact that they don't even try to blend in makes me nervous.

      I dash behind a truck parked at the side of the road. I reach for my magic and panic when I don't feel a response. Ragged breaths make my head swirl. I force myself to slow my breathing—no reason for alarm. I cannot feel my magic because I disabled it earlier. All I need to do is focus. I've got this.

      I don't dare close my eyes, so I focus on a peeling poster on the wall next to me. I let my magic rekindle. Mimir immediately jumps out of the tattoo and stands in front of me, tail and neck hair tensed up, ears poking up in attention.

      I peer out behind the truck and back at the group. They've covered a good distance in the moments it has taken me to get my magic back. None of them pay me any attention, so I'm pretty sure they haven't seen me yet. I crouch behind the truck until they pass me and vanish into the factory grounds through a small gate in the fence.

      I wait for them to disappear between two of the factory buildings, then follow. I'm not sure what makes me follow them, but I have a suspicion, and I intend to find out more. Their arrogance can only mean one thing.

      With careful steps, I sneak through the gate and down the same path the teenagers took earlier. When I reach the building, I lean against the side and look around the corner. The group is standing nearby. One of them leans against a metal gate, the other pets his owl absent-mindedly. I pull back and push myself against the wall, my breaths uneven. Mimir slinks closer to the edge and keeps an eye on the group. I calm myself with slow breaths.

      "Any of you know when Elak is getting back?" A bored voice asks from between the buildings.

      "I heard one of the guards earlier," answers a gravel of a voice. "Said he'd be back tonight." A pause. "Why do you care?"

      "So much calmer around here without the man. Grettir isn't the same when he's around." It's the first voice again. I was right: They are Grettir magicians. My hands are shaking, and I want to run, but something roots me to the spot.

      "Don't let him hear that," a third voice says, a mocking sing-song. All of them laugh.

      A shuffling of feet on gravel tells me they are moving. I peer back around the corner, taking care not to let the gravel betray me. They walk away into the distance. The owl turns its head, and my heart stops. I freeze and can't even manage to pull my head back around the building.

      Mimir nudges me urgently. A split-second decision I'm sure I'll regret later makes me step out between the buildings. I could run, but they'd probably catch up with me. No, instead, I wave a hand at the group. "Hey, guys. I'm a little lost here."

      The boy with the owl eyes me suspiciously. The rest of the group falls into place around him, arms folded, all eyes locked on me. I fight not to let it show that they succeed in intimidating me.

      "What do you want?" the owl asks in a growl.

      I hold up a hand in surrender. "Sorry. I just thought you'd be able to help me find Grettir." The suspicion in the boy's eyes deepens. It's all or nothing now. "I was hoping to join, and you looked like you might be able to help."

      One of the boys lets out a barking laugh. Owl boy silences him with a hand in the air. "Now, now. Don't make fun of a new recruit. What would Elak think if we send away someone who shows up willingly."

      His voice is calculating, and I can see thoughts moving fast behind his eyes. He walks over to me and circles me once. His braid bobs up and down with every step. He crouches down and reaches out to pet Mimir. Mimir recoils and hisses at the boy. I try to calm him to make sure he doesn't fuck this up for both of us.

      The boy stands directly in front of me, his face inches from mine as if to dare me to recoil like Mimir did. I stand my ground and look at him. He takes a step back and inspects me.

      "Let's get her inside, boys," He grabs my arm roughly and starts pulling me down the alley. A snap at his lackeys, and one of them, a boy with a vivid pink mohawk, grabs my other arm. His fingers dig in, and I clench my teeth.

      One of the other two reaches down to grab Mimir, but he dashes out of the way, runs around the boy, and vanishes into the tattoo where none of them can harm him—or take him away from me. They pull me past the buildings and towards the factory in the back—narrow windows set in rusty red line the upper half of the wall. The lower half is painted a mossy green interrupted by a large metal door the same color as the window frames. It reaches from the ground all the way to the roof. A smaller door is set into one side of it.

      When we approach, the small door opens without anyone knocking. Either someone was keeping an eye out, or they felt our presence.

      A man in a dark green robe with stripes on his shoulders and a beret stands in the doorway. A medal is pinned to his left shoulder. A belt with a golden buckle holds his long robes together at the hip. He steps aside and ushers us inside.

      When the door closes behind us at a glance from the soldier, there is no way out of this anymore. The lock slides shut with certain finality. I begin to regret my recklessness and the stupid decision to follow the group. I should have turned around and looked for the way into the hills. What did I get myself into?

      Murmuring around me tells me there are many people in the hall even before I look up. The room seems to span the whole width of the building. Tables with benches stand in rows, most of them occupied with people eating, leaning over stacks of paper, or talking. Everyone seems to be looking at me now.

      I spot people of almost all ages, from teenagers to people in their sixties. Many of them are wearing the same uniform robes as the man who opened the door. I don't see children or elderly anywhere.

      I feel rather than hear the boy with the owl whisper with the soldier. The soldier snaps his finger at two men at a nearby table. "Cobra, Bandit, take her to the back. I'll be with you as soon as I deal with these idiots."

      I wonder for a moment what will happen to the boys who were careless enough to let me follow them and stupid enough to bring me into their hideout. When the two men put a hand on each of my shoulders and stir me out of the room, I remind myself that I should worry about myself instead. Where are they taking me?

      Neither of them speaks as they usher me through a door at the far end and down a brightly lit hallway with no doors or decorations, just oil lamps hanging from the walls.

      We turn right at the end of another corridor, this one lined with identical doors. Each door is labeled with a four-digit number in thin black writing. We stop in front of 0046. Again the door opens without anyone's touch. The men push me inside without a word and shut the door behind me. The lock clicks ominously.

      I find myself in a small room with a bed, a small desk, and a chair, as well as a sink and a mirror. A tiny bathroom is set into a nook in the sidewall, a wardrobe into another.

      I sit down at the desk, and Mimir jumps out of the tattoo. He settles onto the bed and stares at me until I join him and let him curl up next to me. I feel alone despite his warmth against my leg. I miss my friends who are probably worried sick about me at the moment and wonder for the thousandth time why I acted like the teenage protagonist of a predictable Young-Adult novel.

      Leaving them and setting out on my own had felt like the right thing to do yesterday. Just hours later, I wish I would have stayed and allowed them to help. What did I do?

      They all knew what they signed up for. Why did I insist on making the decision for them? I long for Jenn the most right now. She would find the right words to comfort me and make me feel less useless in this fucked-up situation.

      I imagine what she'd have to say right now. Of course, she'd be angry, but she wouldn't let me feel that. She's the kind of person to understand the motives behind the injury and not get too hurt over things. She'd understand, wouldn't she?

      I imagine them all running around the office building, searching for me until someone spots the note. Manfred wouldn't tell them I left. He wouldn't want to admit that he let me leave. Easier to join in. I hate myself for abandoning them. I feel guilty for leaving Evelyn without a mentor, for betraying Jenn's trust, for not being there for Alexander—again. And Manfred has done so much to help. He prepared this whole thing, readied everything for us to leave this morning. I should have waited a few more hours. I should've let them help me.

      My thoughts chase each other in circles, and all I can do is sit on the foreign bed in this sterile room. Alone.

      I dread the moment the door will open again. The worst possible scenarios for what might happen play in my head. Every once in a while, I briefly manage to convince myself they'll welcome me into their fold. Those moments of hope are quickly pushed away by visions of getting interrogated.

      There's no window in the room, and I have no idea how much time has passed. I wish I wore a watch.

      Mimir purrs on my lap and sends soothing emotions my way, but I barely register them. I pick up Mimir and get up. My steps echo loudly as I pace the hard concrete floors. I sit back down, feel too restless to sit and get up again. Over and over, restless.

      When the lock clicks, I step back against the wall to put as much distance between me and the door as possible. I urge Mimir to hide. Reluctantly, he obeys just in time before the door opens. A woman in the same moss green soldier robes enters and puts a plate onto the desk.

      "Wait," I begin, but the door closes before I can get another word out. How long have I been in here? The food on the plate steams, and Mimir appears by my side. He sniffs the air. Tentatively, I walk over and claim the plate before Mimir can declare it his dinner. Mashed potatoes, carrots, peas, and a few strips of something breaded. I assume tofu, and my stomach growls.

      A voice in the back of my head wants me to flush the food down the toilet. It might be poisoned. I ignore the warning and dig in. After a few bites, I get up to grab some water from the sink. I throw a carrot down onto the floor for Mimir, who gulps it down as if he hasn't had food in weeks. Dramatic little guy. He doesn't need food at all. He is part of me, so as long as I eat, he won't starve.

      The food tastes even better than it smelled. Even the tofu has taste to it. I eat quickly, then sit down on the bed with my back against the wall. I make sure to face the door. Getting food into my belly allows me to organize my thoughts. I have no choice but to wait for someone to decide what to do with me. I can't get out of here, not with the soldiers crawling the building. No, I'm at their mercy, so I better get prepared to deal with whatever comes my way.

      I'm about to extinguish the oil lamps by the door and bed to get some rest when the lock clicks again. I turn and find a handsome wizard in midnight blue robes framed in the doorway. He reminds me of the fancy businessmen I used to see rushing past my bench in the park with their brown leather briefcases and perfectly groomed faces, always staring at their phones or talking to someone who wasn't there—headphones glittering in their ears.

      There's no air of a soldier about the man, no stripes on his robes. I know I'm looking at a man who demands obedience. His deep blue eyes are kind, and his smile deepens the lines on his forehead. Nonetheless, there's an authoritative air about him that tells me this can change in an instance. I take a step forward, mostly to convince myself I'm not afraid of the man.

      His smile widens. "My name is Elak."
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      The softness in the man's voice surprises me. From his impressive appearance, I expected a low thunder instead of this soft and smooth voice. I'm very aware of how stupid I must look standing a few steps from the wall, staring at the man.

      When I don't manage to speak, he continues. "May I ask what your name is?"

      "Cassandra," I answer with as much confidence as I can muster. My voice is stern and strong. Good.

      The man's eyebrow twitches. "I'm very pleased to meet you, Cassandra." He takes a few slow steps into the room and holds out a hand. I don't take it. He lets his hand fall to his side. Elak towers over me, more than a head taller. "I'm sorry for the way you were treated. My friends didn't know how to handle the situation. Naturally, they handled it the worst way possible. We don't get many volunteers just showing up at our doorstep."

      I notice the slightest hesitation before the word 'friends' and wonder if he's trying to make himself less intimidating. Clearly, the people I met earlier are not his friends. Henchmen would be more like it.

      He sits down in the chair so that I'm now taller than him. This man is really trying everything to seem less impressive, and somehow it makes me even more cautious around him.

      He doesn't seem to mind that I don't answer him.

      "I'm sure you are wondering what will happen to you. The easy answer is nothing. I was made aware that the fellows who picked you up were a little rough on you. I must apologize on their behalf." He sighs. "Usually, people are recruited through existing members. It is rare that someone seeks us out, and my friends are a suspicious bunch. You can never be too careful." He shifts slightly in the chair. "I have three questions for you, and all I ask is that you answer them truthfully. Don't tell me what you think I want to hear, and, please, don't worry about saying the wrong thing." He looks straight at me. "Can you do that for me?"

      His tone is patronizing, every word chosen with care. I decide to play along and nod curtly. The way he talks to me, I have a good chance he'll underestimate me if I handle this right.

      "Thank you," he continues. "First, please let me know where you are from."

      This one is easy, no trick question there, probably to make me relax.

      "I live in one of the old apartment buildings near downtown. The ones so—I pause. I was going to say 'decrepit' but decide to choose a simpler word. No need to let him know I have a brain. "—run-down that the power is out all the time and no one notices a witch on the first floor."

      He notes his approval, and I relax a little. So far, so good.

      "Second: how did you find us?"

      He's trying to find the weak spot to prevent discovery. I decide to go with the obvious answer, close enough to the truth. "I saw that young dude with the long braid, shaved undercut on both sides. He had an owl on his shoulder in bright daylight in an area full of Nixies. From the way he and the other idiots carried themselves, I had a feeling. Most magicians in the city are terrified of what's going on. They seemed—" I hesitate for a moment, pretend to search for the right words. "They seemed at ease. Looked like they felt pretty safe. I've heard Grettir is home to many powerful magicians and that they protect their own."

      What I really heard is that Grettir houses a bunch of reckless idiots who are too full of themselves but fucking loyal to the wrong cause. I don't plan to tell them that.

      Elak's eyebrow twitches again. "How careless of them. I will have words with them to ensure they don't give us away that easily again. This town is no place for an owl in public. Thank you for being honest with me."

      I sit down on the bed to make him believe I'm beginning to warm up to him as if I start to trust him. A smile flickers in the corners of his mouth. Arrogant people are so predictable.

      "You said you had a third question." I'm careful not to seem eager or nervous.

      He leans back in the chair and puts one leg on top of the other. He's relaxing, and I don't think it's an act. He was just as nervous about me as I was about him. "Yes, that's correct. Would you please let me know why you want to join Grettir?"

      This question is trickier, and there is no version of the truth to go with. "Well, as I said, I heard people here look out for each other. I want to feel safe. My parents were killed by Nixies after the bombings. We have been living in hiding for far too long." I close my eyes for a moment, pretending to steel myself. And indeed, I have to prepare for the words I'm about to force. "As the superior race, we shouldn't have to hide from powerless Nixies." Those last words were those of a classmate at the academy. I detested him and his beliefs with every fiber of my being. He always embodied what I felt was wrong with our society.

      Elak looks pleased at the words. This is too easy.

      "Do you know what Grettir means?" he asks, and I'm taken aback by the question. I shake my head even though it's not true. Of course, I know what Grettir means.

      "Grettir is a giant of Icelandic myth. Grettir Ásmundarsson, so his full name, is renowned for his superhuman strength. People in Iceland believe he moved the rocks in the wilderness."

      He doesn't mention that Grettir is also known to be a lazy, stupid idiot who was mean to people and animals. Convenient to forget the less fortunate traits of those one worships. I fight a smile. I'm not sure where Elak is going with this, so I cannot get distracted.

      "Just like Grettir," he continues, "we here believe that strength is something to celebrate. To us, strength lies in unity. Everyone here is loyal because loyalty makes us strong. We are Grettir, every single one of us and all of us together."

      I'm still not sure why he's telling me this, but I nod politely. "Loyalty is important," I agree, unsure what else to say.

      He smiles at me, a patronizing smile that makes me want to punch his pretty face.

      "Do you consider yourself loyal?" His smile vanishes as quickly as it appeared. It is my turn to smile. "Yes, I do," I say in a chipper voice. "I was loyal to my parents and will be loyal to those who fight for the right ideas."

      He scans my face for any betraying motion, and I hold his gaze. After what feels like minutes, he allows his smile to creep back onto his face. I have never seen a man who uses smiles quite this way as a currency to manipulate and intimidate. The way he withheld it when he demanded my loyalty now rewards me with it for giving my pretend-loyalty. I'm sure this is a man I don't want to underestimate, a man to keep a close watch on.
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      I sleep in the small room, but the door remains unlocked. For some reason, this makes me feel more trapped than being locked up. It took me forever to fall asleep as I played the conversation with Elak over and over.

      In the morning, a knock at the door wakes me.

      "Who is it?" I ask, fully aware I don't know anyone here. The answer doesn't really matter. It still makes me feel more in control to ask.

      "Halo," a pleasant female voice answers from outside. What is it with people and code names nowadays? Soda and Pop were one thing, but those idiots yesterday were called Cobra and Bandit. Now, Halo. Can't people use their real names anymore?

      "Come in."

      Taking care that Mimir is hidden from sight, I get up and walk toward the door. It opens when I'm a few steps away, and a woman about my age steps in. It strikes me how beautiful she is. She doesn't look like the type of person who would be at home in an organization like Grettir. Glittering jewels decorate her ears, especially evident because of her extremely short haircut. Her piercing brown eyes inspect me curiously. She is as intrigued by me as I am by her.

      She smiles a radiant smile and holds out a hand. "Hello, I'm Halo. We'll be sharing a dorm room. Elak asked me to show you around. Do you need a few minutes to get ready? I can wait out here."

      I nod, still confused why someone like her would be in a place like this. She looks much too—I don't know—nice? I remind myself I cannot trust her. If she's here, she's Grettir.

      Mimir raises his head as soon as the door closes behind Halo, her airy white dress flowing behind her. I don't even have to say anything before Mimir slinks around my legs and vanishes. So far, only the idiots who picked me up yesterday know about Mimir, and I have a feeling they won't mention him. Arrogant guys don't like admitting failure, and if they mention Mimir, they'd have to admit they were unable to catch him.

      If I'm right, I want to make sure no one else sees him, not unless I have to let them. He's safe where he is, and that's all that matters.

      When I open the door, Halo stands leaning against the opposite wall. I expected her to be impatient, as it took me a few moments to get ready, but she looks at ease. "Ready?"

      "Yes," I answer. "Thank you for waiting. I'm Cass." I hold out a hand for a formal introduction. I know Elak told her my name but telling her myself makes me feel in control. She takes my hand and shakes it, her hand warm against mine.

      I follow her through the complex and pay detailed attention as she explains the layout and where everything is. Along the way, she introduces me to a few people we meet, mostly soldiers.

      What I saw yesterday was a small part of the factory. The large hall in the front, the dining hall, is where most social interaction happens. There are two conference rooms on either side meant for meeting with smaller groups. They have large glass windows, but curtains are pulled, so I can't see inside.

      The corridor where I spent the night and the one adjacent hold fifty single rooms, most of them occupied by senior members who don't like to sleep in group dorms. Another corridor is filled with similar-sized rooms that hold offices.

      We make our way to the second floor, where Halo shows me around the training facilities and dorms. Everything is so perfectly in order; not a single thing seems out of place. Well, except for Halo herself, that is. I don't see any other person wearing a dress or anything even remotely as unpractical. Most people wear the same soldier robes I saw when I first arrived.

      "And that's the tour. Don't worry if you don't remember everything yet. You can ask me at any time, and most of these guys are a lot nicer than they look, so don't hesitate to let them help you out," Halo explains when she leads me into our dorm room.

      A young girl sits on one of the our beds. When we enter, she looks up and smiles widely. "This the new girl?" she asks in a chipper voice, and Halo introduces us. Apparently, the girl's name is Monkey, or at least that's what she's called here. I doubt anyone would call their child Monkey.

      "Jack isn't here at the moment, but we'll introduce you when training is over." I wonder for a moment why this person has a normal name until I realize this is a girl's dorm. Jack is a male name. This makes me even more curious about the girl. What girl would choose a generic male name as their code name?

      "You'll sleep up there." Monkey points to the top bunk above hers. I see my backpack has already been brought up. I was wondering if they'd let me have it back now that they supposedly trust me. The zipper is at the top, so I know it has been opened. I always slide it down to the side, harder to open that way, and it doesn't open accidentally. I want to search it to see if anything is missing but fight the instinct. These people think I trust them. They need to believe I actually want to be here.

      Now that I'm here, I have a mission and can't forget that. I need to figure out what I can about Grettir and their goals. If I play my cards right, maybe I'll even find out which of the council members I can trust.

      I climb up into my bed and lean against the wall. I force myself to seem at ease.

      Halo sits down on the top bunk of the other bed, facing me. "You'll start training tomorrow. I think they didn't want to overwhelm you today. So you have the rest of the day to find your way around and get to know a few people. Anything specific you'd like to do with your day?"

      She pulls a blanket over herself. I have a million questions, but most of them would be dangerous, so I go for small talk instead. "Does everyone here have code names?"

      Monkey laughs from below then climbs up onto Halo's bed and makes herself comfortable next to the woman. "What, you don't think my name is Monkey?" she giggles, and Halo joins in. I just look at them, which makes them laugh even harder.

      "No, no, you are right," Monkey manages between laughs. "I don't even know who started it. Seems to be mostly younger people. Some older folks get nicknames over time. They say they earned them, but I don't know. When a childhood friend of mine brought me in after my parents got killed, he introduced me as Monkey."

      I notice a subtle shift on her face when she mentions her parents and feel myself sympathizing with the girl. I remind myself I'm not here to make friends.

      "He used to call me Little Monkey when we were kids because I always climbed up everything I could find. It was cute back then. When he introduced me here, I was mad at first. I didn't want to be cute anymore, and it was ours—private, you know, not for everyone."

      I'm surprised at how willingly she volunteers information about her past and the feelings associated with it. Is she always like this, or have I somehow earned her trust? How could I have? I've been here for minutes.

      She rambles on. "Over time, I grew to like it. By now, it feels like me, and I don't mind it at all. It's as 'me' as my real name to me now."

      She doesn't volunteer her real name, so I know there are secrets being guarded after all. Halo strikes a hand over her short stubbles. She looks pensive, and I can't quite place why. The woman intrigues me, but I don't dare ask too many questions.

      "How long have you been here?" I ask.

      This time it is Halo who answers. "I've been here since I was a child. My parents joined Grettir during the last recession when they had no place to stay. Elak offered them a home in exchange for helping out, and they never left. We were in a different location back then, but I've grown up inside this organization. This is my home."

      Somehow, this explains a lot. I want to ask if she believes their bullshit. She has to if she decided to stay, right? If she didn't believe in Grettir's ideals, she'd leave.

      "So, do I need a code name?" I ask to keep the conversation moving.

      Monkey giggles again, and it somehow makes her nickname more fitting, but Halo shakes her head. "No, you don't have to do anything like that. You can choose one, but you don't have to. Tomorrow, when you start training, they'll ask for your name, and you answer whatever you want."

      The idea intrigues me. While I have already given Elak and Halo my real name, I like the idea of keeping it like that.

      "Okay, last question, I promise. What do you do for fun around here?"

      Monkey moves forward on the bed and claps her hands together. Halo eyes her with a smile. "Well, training is quite fun during the day, but the real fun happens in the evening down in the dining hall. You should come check it out tonight. We'll take you, won't we?" She looks at Halo, a sudden expression of uncertainty, like a child worried she said the wrong thing. Halo puts a hand on her arm. "Of course, we'll take her. It will be a good chance for her to get to know people. That is—" She faces me. "—if you'd like to go."

      "I'd love that," I answer. It sounds like the perfect opportunity to look behind the scenes a little.

      A short while later, Halo excuses herself to take care of her duties. I ask Monkey why she isn't at training, and she explains that she hurt her ankle. She tells me she'll still be attending the afternoon lessons, just sitting out the physical training that takes place at the moment.

      When she leaves for the afternoon session, I am left alone in the room. As soon as she's gone, I pull my backpack toward me and inspect it. Everything seems to be where it should be, but it has definitely been searched. The coat I stuffed in at the very end is further down with a few smaller items on top.

      When my hand touches the cold metal of my plasma gun, I gasp. I didn't expect it to still be there. I'm glad it is, but it strikes me as odd that they didn't take it and even more that no one questioned me about it.

      I’m a magician. I can’t use guns. The fact I carry one should raise some suspicion, shouldn’t it? Or did they simply not notice it when they searched my pack? It was wrapped in a shirt, but it’s bulky and heavy. Someone searching the bag for items I shouldn’t bring into their camp would definitely have found it.

      I grab fresh clothes from the bottom and head toward the showers. I walked all day yesterday, and if I’m supposed to be around people tonight, I should get some water on my skin.
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      Halo and Monkey escort me to the dining hall that night. My feet still hurt but otherwise, I feel like a completely new person after the shower.

      Laughter and conversation dulled by the heavy metal door reach us long before we get to the dining hall. The scene inside is completely different from the one I stepped into when I was brought in. Most of the tables are empty, but a large group of people is gathered in a corner of the room, some sitting on tables, some standing, all of them watching something I can’t see.

      Halo strides ahead, and Monkey and I follow. She’s still wearing the same white dress, but it seems much less out of place now. Not a single uniform in sight. Most people wear casual clothing, but some have dressed up for the occasion. I even spot a guy in a suit. It reminds me of outings at the academy where people tried to shine after spending the day in school robes.

      No one pays us any attention until Halo sits down on a table to the side and the people around her greet her eagerly.

      “What are they all watching?” I whisper to Monkey. I don’t even know why I’m whispering. The room is filled with noise, and there’s no need for hushed voices. Nonetheless, I feel as if I’m intruding on something I’m not a part of.

      “Come and see,” Monkey answers. With ease, she jumps up onto one of the tabletops, reminding me of a monkey, and I realize how deserved her nickname might be. I slide onto the table next to her and set my feet onto the bench.

      Through the crowd ahead, I see two witches and two wizards sitting across from each other with a few feet between them. When I look closer, I spot balls zooming around the space between them, each a different color. An orange blur chases a pink ball through the space between the magicians. A green one hovers back and forth at dizzying speeds in front of one of the wizard's faces. I don't see a fourth ball anywhere and notice one of the wizards isn't really paying attention. I am sure he's out of whatever game they are playing. He leans on his hands behind him, idly following the movement of the remaining pieces.

      Suddenly, the green ball dashes forward into the other two, knocking the pink one aside, which gets toward us, shudders, and lands a few feet away on the ground.

      I gasp when I realize the thing is not a ball at all but a creature I have never seen before. Its tiny little arms and feet are barely long enough for the round-bellied thing to stand up. It opens one eye slowly, then the other, and sits up. Its long wobbly ears hang sadly at its sides. It is disappointed. Slowly, it shuffles back toward its player and plumps down next to her. She pats it on the head and returns her attention to the game.

      Two players left. Now that there are just two creatures left in the game, they begin to chase each other without pause, retreating and attacking in turns, neither of them getting close to the other.

      They circle each other. The green creature tries to repeat the same feat, hovering side to side and then zooming toward the other. Looks like the witch expected this. She zooms her ball out of the way at the very last moment and dashes around the green ball, bumping it from behind. The green creature freezes and falls to the ground with a heartbreaking cheep. They get up and empty the playing field.

      A small boy, no older than ten, and easily the youngest person in the room, runs to collect the creatures. Tenderly, he places them onto a branch much like the jewelry branch I use for my sermos. I didn't notice it before. It's filled with small fur balls in all colors of the rainbow.

      A moment later, four new players sit down and laugh cheerfully.

      "Explain to me what's happening," I whisper to Monkey, who scoots closer and explains. "Four players, four cepa, those little furry things over there. They are cute, loyal little pets and have just as much fun at this game as we do.

      The boy holds his arm in front of the branch, and four of the creatures hop onto it eagerly, shoving others out of the way to be next. It occurs to me that the boy is not only the youngest person in the room but the first child I've seen at camp. I scan the crowd. Everyone seems to be at least fifteen or sixteen. There are no older people around either, no one above forty or so. This seems to be what the younger people do at night.

      "Okay, to the rules: Each player has three lives. See those glimmering shells around the cepas?"

      Upon closer inspection, I see each ball is surrounded by what looks like a buzzing outer layer. I nod. The game in front of us has started, and Monkey narrates what's happening and throws in bits of information. "That layer gets smaller every time a cepa is hit until the creature is exposed and vulnerable. The goal is to get everyone's shield down—see, there, the blue one." One of the creatures hits another, and the field around it buzzes and shrinks. "They are especially vulnerable for attack from the back. Look!" A purple and yellow cepa circle each other. "That's why they keep trying to get around each other."

      "How do they attack? Those arms and legs are pretty useless looking," I laugh.

      Monkey shrugs. "I'm not completely sure. But from what I understand, it's some kind of shock wave. And that's why they freeze when they lose. It's a little unfortunate, as it also severs the connection with their player."

      "Oh, they are connected?" I interrupt.

      "Yeah, the magician who directs them stirs them with magic, but when the shock hits them, the magic can't get to them for a little while. Kinda like us with electricity, just the other way around. I don't think it's real electricity, or it wouldn’t work here, but I don't understand enough to explain what it really is."

      I watch as the last two players face off against each other and join the cheers when the game is over. The boy collects the exhausted little cepa, and new players sit down. The guy with the braid is one of them, and when a fourth player moves to join the game, he holds out an arm and shakes his head.

      His eyes find me, and I almost shudder at the dislike in them. What did I do to make him hate me like that?

      "Time to see how the new girl holds up," he growls and gestures for me to join them.

      I freeze.
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      All eyes are on me. I glance at Monkey, who shoos me forward with her hands. As I walk toward the other players, pink mohawk—was it Cobra?—and a few other guys cheer my opponent on. My leg itches, and I know Mimir is longing to attack the boys who tried to catch him yesterday.

      "You show that little girl, Bulldog," one of them cheers. Bulldog. No surprise, this guy has chosen a code name as arrogant as his demeanor. I don't even know how to play yet, but I'll definitely not back down from a barking dog trying to establish dominance.

      I sit down and accept an ocean-blue-green cepa from the boy in charge of them. After handing them out, he runs back to an older teenager at the side of the playing field. The way the older boy puts his hand on the younger one's shoulder tells me they are siblings.

      Something nudges on my mind. I stare down at the cepa in my arms. My first instinct is to recoil from the contact, but when I see the eyes of the cute little furball in my hand, I open my mind—just a little—and let it in. The presence is quite similar to that of Mimir. There are no words, but I know exactly what it wants and feels. It's brimming with excitement for the battle.

      "You've never done this, right?" the witch next to me asks, and I shake my head.

      She leans closer and whispers eagerly into my ear. "Okay, just focus on what you want the cepa to do. It will understand. You'll need a little while to get the hang of it, so you might want to stay out of the way for a little bit. Let's show this arrogant bastard he's not as tough as he thinks."

      Her smile is mischievous. When I laugh, Bulldog and his crony squint at us. I don't get a chance to do more than nod at the woman in thanks before the boy starts counting down the beginning of the game.

      My cepa squeaks the cutest battle cry I have ever heard and hovers in front of my face.

      "And..." the boy yells. "Go!" he draws his arms down, and the game begins.

      I hang back to figure out how to control the cepa. At first, it's immensely hard, and I miss my marks more often than not. The cepa follows my orders, but I can't express what I want it to do. I feel Mimir press on my mind, urging me to trust it. I take a deep breath and let the presence of the little creature wash over me completely.

      Instead of telling the cepa what to do, I allow the creature to feel my goals to know what I want to do. We melt and become one. This changes everything. He sees through my eyes. I see through his eyes. We both see the close-up and the overview, feel each other. We circle, ready to join the game.

      The witch has already taken a layer of protection from each Cobra and Bulldog. Unfortunately, it has cost her all of her defense. She's now vulnerable. I have a feeling she defended me while I was distracted.

      When Cobra's creature zooms toward hers, I join the game and attack him from behind, just before his cepa can get to the witch's. She lurches back and attacks immediately. With immense speed, she knocks Cobra out of the game.

      One down. We don't pause to exchange a smile. Instead, we batter Bulldog over and over until he has to admit defeat, his cepa lying on the ground. My cepa's happiness washes over me.

      It's me against the witch, but thanks to her help and tips, I still have two layers of protection, and she's bare. My cepa jumps up and down in mid-air, ready for the final fight.

      We circle each other, both of us smiling. I didn't expect to enjoy this game so much, but the pure happiness of the little creature connected to my mind is overwhelming my feelings. I almost forget where I am and who these people are. I see Bulldog pouting, and it spurs me into motion. I don't want to beat the witch, but I want to show him I'm not a little girl, damn it.

      I stir my cepa, first zooming up toward the ceiling, then down past my opponent, almost crashing it to the ground—or that's what it looks like. We are one, and the creature knows exactly what we are doing.

      It works. Taking advantage of her confusion, I flip back up, and my cepa zaps hers from the back. I win.

      My cepa does a little happy dance, then zooms over to hover in front of my face until I pat its head. I can feel its happiness, pride, but mostly his feeling of accomplishment at having served me well. After sending another thanks to the creature, I withdraw from the connection, and the boy takes the cepa from me. Much of the elation vanishes with the connection, and I feel lonely, but the look on Bulldog's face makes me feel accomplished.

      The witch follows me to the table where Monkey is now standing for a better view. When I come over, she claps her hands and congratulates me. "That douche had to be taught a lesson, girl. Well done!"

      "Wouldn't have been able to do it without her." I indicate the woman next to me. "If she hadn't knocked them down that much, I wouldn't have stood a chance. Plus, she was the one who suggested avoiding the fight in the beginning."

      She laughs. "Happy to help. Anything to wipe the smile off that stupid smug face. Teaching a lesson is definitely worth losing. But honestly," she pauses and turns to face me. "You would've done this without me. I've never seen someone that in control of their cepa, especially during their first game. You're a natural." She holds out a hand. "I'm Jack, by the way."

      I hesitate. I had some time to think about this, but it still feels weird. "Spark," I answer. "Nice to meet you."

      I hate just how much I mean it. Monkey and Halo have been nice, and I find myself enjoying their company. And now Jack has helped me defeat someone who reminds me just how much I hated my time at the academy. Fuck, I can't like these people.

      We sit down at the table, and Halo comes over with bottles in her hands. "To defeating arrogant bastards," Jack says, and we drink. "So," she adds after a big gulp. "Where do you come from? I hear you weren't recruited but showed up at our door."

      I remind myself I need to be careful. These people are not my friends, no matter how easy it is to be around them. I force myself to think of my friends at home, especially Jenn, and wonder what she would think if she knew I'm drinking and laughing with people who kill and rule Nixies. I can't like these people.

      "To not spoil the mood," I answer with a smile, "let's go with the short version. My family was killed by Nixies, and I'm not the biggest fan of anyone who defends them at the moment." Lying about my family's death makes a lump form in my throat—an insult to their memory.

      Jack puts down the bottle. "Sorry to hear that. Welcome home."

      I smile and hope it will be enough. To avoid drawing attention to my discomfort, I ask how long she's been at camp.

      "A friend brought me in just a few weeks ago. And I really like it here. Well, except for assholes like Bulldog and his minions. They really take the fun out of things sometimes."

      The arrogance on Bulldog's face when he challenged me, the way he sulked afterward... I don't have to fake it when I join her happiness.

      "Did you leave anything behind?" I ask.

      Jack hesitates. I can tell she doesn't want to think about it, and I'm about to apologize when she answers, " Lived with my parents before. Not the best situation. I'm glad I'm out of there."

      "Sorry for bringing it up."

      "It's okay. Most of us here have similar stories, something that drew us here. We needed a place, and the Grettir family accepted us into the fold."

      I wonder how many people here came as a way of escaping whatever fucked-up situation they were in before. Do they even believe what Grettir stands for?

      Over time, the beer makes me relax. More people join our circle, and one of them produces a joint. They begin handing it around, taking turns. Whenever drinks are low, someone brings another round. The alcohol and weed loosen me up, and I make sure to slow my drink. I need to stay in control of my senses.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, I regret staying up until past midnight and drinking any beer at all. I shuffle toward the bathrooms and take a shower. The water washes off some of the drowsiness, and I begin to wake. Still, I yawn my way through breakfast and barely catch any of the conversations around me.

      I share a table with Monkey and Jack, who are deep in conversation, obviously used to last night's partying. They poke fun at me when they realize how hungover and tired I am.

      I groan when Jack starts singing into my ear. My head throbs.

      Breakfast lightens my symptoms a little, but the idea of any kind of training makes me cringe. I follow the girls into the training area above the dining hall. People are gathered in small groups. No one looks much affected by all the drinking and talking of the previous night.

      Jack leans over. "You'll be fine. I was at least as hungover as you on my first day. It gets better fast. And training will distract you. No worries."

      I groan acknowledgment, doubtful I will be able to accomplish anything physical properly today. Before I can wallow in my self-pity for long, a wizard in deep purple robes enters the hall, and complete silence falls.

      This man has the respect of the group, no doubt about that.

      He walks into the middle of the area and holds out his arms. "Good morning, students," he bellows.

      In unison, the group answers. "Good morning, master."

      Master? I wait for the man to begin his lesson, wondering what he will teach. After a moment, he lowers his arms. "Pair up."

      Scared to be left alone, I look at Monkey and Jack. Jack beckons a friend over, and Monkey joins me. I'm thankful Monkey volunteered. The mere idea of being picked last or even be assigned, someone... I hated it at the academy. This whole thing is giving me flashbacks I don't like at all.

      "What happens now?" I whisper, but Monkey shakes her head. Her deep black hair flies around her golden face. "Shh."

      I guess I'll find out soon enough.

      I look around and see everyone paired up and facing their partners. The whole room has sorted itself into neat rows. Structure seems to be valued by these people. It reminds me of the stories Jenn told me about Nixie armies.

      Thinking of Jenn brings up the guilt again. Fuck, I hate being here. It doesn't matter why I came. It doesn't matter why I'm staying. Every minute feels wrong, like a betrayal, and I find myself wondering again why I didn't learn my lesson from all the stupid young adult novels I read, where I hated the protagonists for acting the exact way I did.

      And then the training begins. The first game is simple, a warmup. One ball per pair hovers between us. We then try to get the ball close to our own body. Fighting another magician trying to control the same object is surprisingly challenging.

      Monkey keeps trying to distract me. Fortunately for me, this seems to distract her more than me, and she loses focus, allowing me to take over control of the ball. I win three rounds in a row which frustrates Monkey and makes it easier for me to gain an advantage even after stopping the fruitless distraction attempts.

      Next, we face the wall. It's separated into rows upon rows of yellow tiles, plenty for half of our group to practice on. The other half hangs back and watches. We summon an energy orb in our palms and throw it at the red tiles set on roughly eye level in each column.

      It takes me a few attempts to hit mine. Just when I am starting to figure it out, the wizard in charge holds up his hand, and a loud bang sounds. All of us stop immediately. Well, except for a boy at the side of the room who apparently was too focused to notice. He keeps throwing energy balls at the wall.

      The teacher takes a few steps toward him with a stern expression on his dark face. The boy throws another energy ball, still blissfully unaware that the game has stopped and everyone is watching him. It never finds the target on the wall. Instead, it hovers mid-air, half-way between the boy and the wall, turns around and flies toward the young wizard.

      He gasps when his own energy ball zooms closer and closer to his face until it stops mere inches from his nose and disappears in an explosion of light and sound. Finally realizing everyone staring at him, he looks around and sees the teacher scowling at him.

      His face changes to an expression of shock, and he opens his mouth. The teacher walks over slowly—a calculated speed for maximum impact—until he is right in front of the student. No one moves or says a word. All of us watch the scene in anticipation.

      "I'm sorry, master," the boy stammers. "I didn't mean to disturb your lesson, sir."

      The teacher frowns but doesn't speak, so the student keeps muttering apologies. He immediately falls silent when the teacher holds up a hand.

      "Out" is the only word he says. His voice is calm and controlled, but the authority behind it is enough for the young wizard to not hurriedly run from the room without as much as a backward glance. I'm sure I hear a sob before the door closes behind him. A few people giggle but stifle them when the teacher looks around for the source of the sound.

      "Continue," he announces, still in the cold, even voice. At a lazy wave of his hand, the patterns on the wall begin to move. The red tiles slide up and down within their columns. Great, a moving target just when I was figuring out how to hit a stationary one.

      The teacher paces back and forth, watching each of us in turn. He pauses to make suggestions, yells at individual students, or adjusts the tiles' speed in a student's column.

      To my dismay, I'm one of the students he has to adjust the speed to almost a crawl for. I have a hard time hitting my target. He looks me up and down, as if judging me, then moves on without a word.

      At the slower speed, I begin hitting the mark. I even enjoy the exercise despite the tense atmosphere after the boy's dismissal.

      For the final exercise, we sit down, and a few students hand out bowls filled with a mossy green substance. This is a precision exercise. The goal is to burn out initials into the surface without setting the whole thing on fire.

      The hall is quiet except for the occasional swooshing of flames when someone fails at the task. The first time it happens, I look up to see a girl quickly drown the fire with water from her palm.

      Fire, why does it have to be fire?

      I think back to all my failed attempts at cooking or even sparking the oven. Fire seems to be my weakness. Dread fills me as I stare at the dark green moss. I don’t even dare start the exercise.

      When I feel the teacher's gaze on me, I conjure up a flame and carefully lower it to a tiny spark before slowly aiming it at the bowl. My hands shake, and I almost drop the bowl. The distraction makes me lose the flame, which lands inches from my foot. I extinguish it quickly before it can set my shoe on fire. The teacher scowls but again doesn't say anything. I have a feeling I'm getting a first-day benefit of the doubt.

      I close my eyes to regain focus. I conjure up a new flame and constrain it to the smallest size possible before allowing it to touch the grassy surface. I draw a half-circle with the flame, then raise it slightly before drawing the next set of lines. I inspect my work. Shaky lines but definitely distinguishable. I smile.

      "Good," the teacher states simply. I didn't hear him approach. "Again."

      At a wave of his hand, the initials in my bowl vanish, and I try again with more confidence—big mistake. The bowl goes up in flames.

      Quickly, I conjure up water and drown the bowl. Now my moss is soaking wet. I draw the moisture from the bowl and raise it into the air, where it disperses back into humidity.

      I try again and again until I can reliably control the size and position of my flame. While I don't earn another comment from the teacher who is now helping other students, I feel accomplished.

      After what feels like an eternity, we break for lunch. My brain is throbbing with pain, but the fatigue from the morning training is distracting enough to cope. Monkey finds me when we reach the door. We walk down to lunch together and sit at the same table as this morning, where we are quickly joined by the girl she partnered with.

      "Thorn," the girl announces and holds out a hand. I reach over to shake it and introduce myself as Spark. We have time to relax after lunch, and I decide my time is best spent in bed. I need a nap.

      Halo lies on her bed, propped on her elbows, and reads a book. Why was she not at training this morning?

      She greets me, and I fall into bed. I wish I could let Mimir out to keep me company and warm me, but it's not safe. His presence on my mind calms me, but there is no replacement for physical touch. I want him here.

      I suddenly feel very lonely. I want nothing more than to be back with Jenn, Evelyn, Manfred, and Alexander.

      Alexander.

      How is he coping with my abandonment? I feel nauseous. I shouldn't have left. I left them, him, my friends. And now I'm playing rebel here at camp.

      Luckily, I drift off to sleep the moment I close my eyes. I don't wake until Halo shakes me gently. "Time to get up. Your afternoon lessons are about to start."

      I groan but open my eyes and roll myself over to the edge of the bed. Half asleep, I climb down and head for the bathroom to douse my face in cold water.

      Tonight, I'm definitely not going to any parties. I'm going to sleep as much as I can. I'm too old for this shit.

      The afternoon lessons are very different from those in the morning. We sit in a circle in the large training room and listen to an elderly witch tell us about her encounters with Nixies and the dangers of mingling with them. When she describes how she ran into a witch hunters group in the city, I watch my fellow listeners carefully. She's very convincing. People nod along as she talks.

      "We will never convince Nixies to include us into their society. They regard us as the evil in the world even though we are the superior race. We should not live in hiding. We should not have to compromise or change who we are to live in harmony with a race so much less developed than we are." Her voice grows even stronger and sterner. "We need to show them their place in the hierarchy."

      Cheers meet her words, and excitement fills the room. My skin prickles. I force myself to clap along with those around me though I really feel like running as far and fast as I can. These people killed my parents, and they dare call themselves the superior race.

      My hands are sweaty from the effort of pretending. I wipe them onto my pants, a motion not missed by Monkey. She leans in closer and whispers, "You okay?"

      "Brings up memories of my parents." My voice is thick. Monkey's eyes hold sympathy. Or is it pity? She gives me a small smile and pats my shoulder. Before we can exchange more words, the woman in front holds up her hands, and the cheers and clapping die down.

      "Thank you all for listening. I appreciate the opportunity to speak in front of you today. Let us show the Nixies their place. Let us show them they are the ones who should be compromising on living with us, not the other way around. They should respect us, worship us. They will learn."

      With those final words, she walks out of the room to more cheers. When the door closes behind her, excited chatter fills the room. I'm sick to my stomach and focus on a spot of sunlight dancing on the wall to not throw up in the middle of the training arena.

      As soon as possible, I dash out of the room and into the bathrooms. I throw down the lid and sit on the toilet. My breaths are unsteady, and my head spins. I bury my face in my hands and take conscious deep breaths to regain my composure.

      The bathroom door opens, and I quickly quiet my breathing. I stand up and flush the toilet to cover the last of my gasping breaths. When I walk out, Monkey hovers by the sink.

      I smile at her, probably not very convincingly, and walk over to wash my hands. She eyes me through the mirror, and I'm very conscious of how shaky my hands are as the water runs over them.

      “It can be overwhelming to hear the stories," Monkey says in a gentle voice. "I'm sorry this one has been rough for you."

      I look up to meet her eyes in the mirror. Against my will, I'm thankful for her presence. "Thank you," I say, "I'm sure it'll get better once I get used to the new routine."

      I don't think I could ever get used to this. It goes against every fiber of who I am and what I believe in. To me, these people are not much more than murderers and mindless minions following them. The image of Monkey cheering with the rest pushes away any thankfulness I might have felt.
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      I do not join the magicians downstairs in the dining hall that night. Monkey and Halo blame my hangover, and I'm happy to let them. I just need a break from these people.

      I lie awake for hours, unable to find sleep. I miss my friends and have never been in a place that felt more hostile.

      I know why I am here, but it doesn't make it easier. A new dedication to find out as much as possible about who these people are and how to beat them sets in, and I'm finally able to get some rest.

      I will not miss another gathering, but I will make damn sure I'm fully aware of every single one of them. I owe it to my family, to my friends, to every suffering Nixie and magician out there.
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      Over the next two weeks, I settle into a routine. The most enjoyable part of the day is the morning training, as it is physically and mentally challenging. It keeps me distracted from my worries. Plus, it actually helps me finetune my magical ability. I make quick progress and learn a lot.

      The thing that separates me from my fellow classmates is how much I look forward to using every bit of this progress against them once I get the chance.

      I eat lunch with my classmates, Monkey and Jack, always by my side. Sometimes Halo joins us, as well. I poke careful questions to learn more about the history and motivation of those around me and quickly learn there are very different people here. Some are here mostly out of necessity; some expected something else. Most actually believe in Grettir's motivation and the extreme measures, but I spot cracks of doubt in others.

      It is those people who give me hope.

      During the afternoon lessons, I listen to the speeches and gain insight into the mechanics of how Grettir trains its recruits, the careful propaganda thinly veiled behind motivational speeches, the promotion of the feeling of unity to make people feel as if they belong.

      I watch those around me for the reactions they carefully hide behind cheers and clapping. I see the same slivers of doubt—sometimes even revulsion—in the faces of those who betrayed doubt during our conversations.

      Slowly, a picture forms, and I get an idea who is loyal to Elak and his extremism and who might be convinced otherwise.

      I make an effort to attend as many of the evening gatherings as I can. I join the games, the conversations. I smoke with them and laugh with them. To stay alert, I skip as many of the drinks as possible. No one questions it. They saw me that first morning after having a few beers. They accept I'm no big drinker.

      Those evenings bring the most insight. Loosened by laughter and alcohol, the filters weaken, and people let things slip.

      One of those nights, I sit in a corner with Monkey and Jack. This afternoon's lesson has been particularly hard to listen to. Elak himself told us about his past, the reasoning behind it all. I can still see him standing in front of us with all his arrogance and self-importance, shoulders drawn back, standing tall, not a single wrinkle in his dark robes.

      "All of you know me as your leader," he said. "Before I was your leader, I was merely a struggling magician. Today, I am going to tell you about that past.

      "I do not talk about it often. I don't enjoy remembering. But here at Grettir, we are a family, and family means trust. I trust each and every one of you." He paused here to look around the room, managed to give the impression he was talking to each of us individually. "I was not born with the name Elak, but I am Elak now. I barely remember who I was before. My name was Phillip, Phillip Edelstein. It's been years since anyone used that name." His face grew hard, a tiny betrayal of real emotion. "It was a weak name, the name of a wizard who didn't know his worth. I grew up in a village in the South. The remote village lay away from Nixie influences and held a beautiful community with support and deep culture."

      He waited for the picture to sink in, a smile playing with the corners of his mouth. Real reminiscence or, for effect, it was successful. When he continued, his voice was stern. "When my father died of cancer, my mother struggled to provide for the family. We had no money to make the necessary repairs on the house. Some nights, there wasn't enough for groceries, so my mother was forced to accept a job in a nearby city."

      At this point, his eyes were glistening, a practiced emotion, I'm sure. Nonetheless, it had the wanted effect on his audience. Every person in the room hung on his lips.

      "There were non-magicians everywhere. I had a hard time fitting in anywhere at all. Whenever I tried to mix with Nixies, I was the odd kid that didn't have the money for a TV or even a phone—or at least that was what the other kids suspected. Kids are cruel to anyone different. They sure were cruel to me." He winces slightly. "I soon realized I had to isolate myself from those I wanted to call my friends. There were not many magicians in the area. I felt lonely. It made me aware of the injustice of the status quo. I could do so much more than the Nixies around me. So much more. Yet, they forced me into isolation.

      "Later in life, I found there were many like-minded magicians, magicians who agreed that Nixies had to be put in their place."

      His deep racism against non-magicians left a bitter taste in my mouth that is still strong at the thought of it.

      "It was years later that I founded Grettir and shed my name. It was an attempt to make my vision come to life. Many, many years ago, a smart man declared that life is the survival of the fittest. This truth has been put to perversion with the ascent of the non-magical population. They put us—a much stronger race—below them in the hierarchy of the world.

      "The same man, Darwin, also said the following which has become a credo for me in life: 'To kill an error is as good a service, and sometimes even better than, the establishing of a new truth of fact.' This credo has been forgotten.

      "Our truth, a current fact, is that magicians are in hiding. Yet, I say it is time to honor Darwin. It is time to weed out the weaker branches of the magical community. It is time to step out of hiding. It is time to fight for what is rightfully ours."

      A heavy pause in which he raised his arms wide, a hungry expression on his face, left an impact on the listeners. With strength and conviction, he delivered the final words. "We need to kill the error. It is our right to survive, to strive."

      The speech had a strong effect on all of us.

      Learning about his past has given him a deeper layer, and I begin to understand the reason behind the madness. Meeting like-minded people who shared his distorted ideals must have strengthened his conviction and given him purpose. I assume finding a following made him embrace these ideals more than he would have if left alone in his discontent.

      I'm pulled from my thoughts when Monkey nudges me. "What did you think about the speech this afternoon?"

      I shrug. "Think he knows Darwin was a Nixie?"

      Jack laughs, and Monkey quickly joins in. I'm sure Monkey has no clue who Darwin was.

      "I think there might be a lot of things Elak—or should I say Phillip?—is not aware of." Jack chuckles. I raise an eyebrow at her and ask, "What do you mean?"

      She leans closer, and Monkey scoots a little.

      "It's not just that a lot of things here are held together by ignorance of a lot of the recruits. If people had the brains to question things, they would spot the cracks—" Jack whispers. Monkey finishes the sentence for her, "—and soon the foundation would crumble."

      They both look at me nervously.

      "So you mean," I ask, very aware of the risk, "you don't believe everything that is going on here?"

      My heart pounds. Seconds stretch on. I look at my companions and find my nervousness mirrored in their faces. They are just as nervous to admit any of this as I am.

      "Of course not," Monkey finally answers in a barely audible whisper. Jack nods beside her.

      I don't know what to say. The thought that they might be testing my loyalties crosses my mind, and I panic. "If Elak heard you say that, you'd be in trouble."

      Monkey shoves me a little and giggles. "Of, come on, Cass." I notice the use of my real name. "You've been grilling us ever since you got here."

      My stomach sinks. Have I been that obvious?

      "Don't worry," Jack adds, all laughter gone from her voice. "We won't rat on you. Your secret is safe with us." She puts a hand on my arm. When I still don't answer, she goes on, "And we don't think anyone else has noticed, so stop worrying."

      I relax a bit, but my hands are still sweaty. I look at Jack and Monkey in turn. There's no suspicion, no malcontent. Their smiling, gentle expressions are genuine. I don't detect anything but honesty.

      "Are there any others?" I ask very quietly.

      Monkey hesitates, then nods slowly. "There are a few people here who don't agree with some of the more radical ideas of Grettir. Most of us joined because someone brought us in when we needed it. Many of us had nowhere else to go."

      A girl nearby looks at us, and I'm suddenly aware of how exposed we are in the middle of this crown, even when whispering. She quickly looks away when I meet her eyes. I hold up a hand to Monkey, who immediately stops talking.

      "What's wrong?" she asks.

      I nudge my head at the girl. "People are watching us. We should talk somewhere else."

      Monkey and Jack look around nervously, then nod. Jack lowers her voice even further and says, "Tomorrow. It's the weekend, so no training. We'll find a good place and time."

      We join another group and melt in with them. We laugh. We drink. We talk. It's as if our little conversation never happened. That doesn't stop my brain from repeating it in an endless cycle, a broken record stuck on the same few lines of a song.
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      My heart is pounding in my chest when I step into the small laundry room the next day. As it is the weekend, nobody works here, and we have the place to ourselves. Monkey and Jack are already here, along with ten, maybe twelve, other people.

      The sheer amount of people in the room makes me nervous.

      I look around the room. I know most of the faces around me from training and the nightly gatherings but haven't spoken to many of them. Trusting Monkey and Jack like this makes me feel awfully exposed.

      I'm about to tell a room full of people who I am and why I'm here, and I know nothing about most of them. It's a risk, a big one.

      This morning, Monkey and CJackoral told me about their plan to bring a group of like-minded people together to expose Elak's propaganda and manipulation.

      They think I should take the lead as I have lived in hiding among Nixies and will be the most convincing against Elak's horror stories. I'm not sure the plan is good, but for lack of a better one—and fully aware how long I have been here with little to go on—I agreed.

      It's high time to do something, but it's making me fucking nervous.

      Monkey stands in front of a wall of laundry machines shifting her weight from side to side. This is just as much of a risk for her as it is for me. The rest of the group is spread around the room facing her, some leaning against dryers or tables, some on chairs, others on the floor. Halo stands in the back, a beautiful yellow dress making her look as out of place as ever.

      I join Monkey in the front, and she hugs me in greeting. My whole body feels weak.

      "Are you sure about this?" I whisper in her year. I'm putting a lot of trust into someone I barely know, someone who spends an awful lot of time pretending to be a Grettir enthusiast.

      Monkey smiles at me with reassurance. "Absolutely."

      She turns toward the people in the room and introduces me. "Everyone, this is Spark."

      I notice she didn't use my real name this time. It gives me some anonymity, but I'm sure that won't help much today. I step next to Monkey and face our audience. "Thanks, Monkey. Yesterday, Elak shared his real name with all of us. I will be trusting you with much more today and hope you will return the favor—at least in part." My stomach flutters. "Let's start with a simple fact: My name is Cassandra, Cass for short. I hope that you will trust me enough to share your real name, as well, but I won't push you."

      A few of those in front eye me with suspicion, and my hands begin to sweat. I fight the urge to wipe them on my jeans.

      "I know this place doesn't exactly invite trust, so I'm asking a lot of you. But I believe that when I'm done talking, you'll be either 100 percent with me or not with me at all. If you are with me, sharing your name will seem like a small thing." I hesitate, fiddling with my fingers. The only way I'll get through this is by getting the worst over with right away. "You probably heard how I joined Grettir. I was told it is rare that people willingly show up in your midst. Well, it wasn't so willingly." I pause and watch the crowd, but none of them betray enough emotion to interpret. "To be honest, I was eavesdropping on the guys who picked me up and knew I'd been spotted when I stepped out behind that building. I didn't join Grettir to help hunt down Nixies. I'm here to learn as much as I possibly can about my—" I swallow hard. "—about my enemy."

      There. I said it. I look around the room and scan the faces in front of me. One of the boys in the front seems skeptical, and the girl next to him frowns slightly. Everyone else looks at me in mild surprise but without any signs that they disagree.

      "So, you came here to infiltrate us?" the boy in the front asks. The girl next to him nods her agreement. "What's keeping me from dragging you up to Elak's office right now?"

      Before panic can build up inside me, Monkey takes a step forward. "Calm down, Peaches. Please, stop pretending you're anything more than a cockroach living here for food and shelter."

      This shuts him up but doesn't stop him from glaring at me. I find it ironic that his name is something as sweet and innocent as Peaches. Fangs seems more like it.

      "Don't worry about him," Monkey says to me in a low voice. "His Nixie boyfriend was killed by a group of witch hunters, and now he's hurting for revenge. He doesn't actually believe any of the shit Grettir is selling."

      I face Peaches directly. "I have no love for the witch hunters, no more than any of you. But some of them are in a similar position as you are, to be honest. They joined a cause to find community only to realize they didn't agree with the means or even the whole sentiment of the group they joined. Let's give them the benefit of the doubt when we encounter them. But I promise you, those who actually look to harm magicians—or any living being for that matter—will be dealt with."

      Peaches answers through gritted teeth. "I want those bastards to pay."

      "And they will," Monkey assures him in an appeasing way.

      I hold out a hand to her. I've got this. "But we cannot forget that not all Nixies are bad people. And not even all of those witch-hunting assholes are evil. They might be impressionable idiots, but that doesn't necessarily make them bad people. Look around. You wouldn't want Nixies to kill you just because some of your fellow Grettir members are having too much fun hurting and killing, would you?"

      "So, we should just turn our backs on a community that has been providing for us? Is that what you want?" the girl in the front asks.

      "I want you to stop pretending to be something you are not. I want you to stop listening to and accepting Grettir's propaganda. I want you to stop standing by as Grettir members commit horrible acts of violence. And most of all, I want you to help me end this fucking war."

      A few people clap and whoop at these words. I feel elated at the support. It spurs me into motion.

      "I believe Nixies and magicians can live harmoniously with each other. We need to educate both sides, not kill each other. The main issue with this—as with any kind of racism—is ignorance.

      "Have a look at the people next to you. We have black people here." I indicate Halo and the two other black people in the room. "Indian people." I point at Jack. "Latin American people and about any other race that has been discriminated against in the past." I snort. "Fuck, we are still being discriminated against to a degree. Let's not make the same mistake with magic. We are all human."

      "Preach, sister," Halo agrees from the back, and I laugh. Even the skeptical girl and Peaches seem to agree with me now. If I can convince them, I can persuade others, and we might just stand a chance. "So? Are you with me?" I ask as nervousness tugs at my stomach.

      Jack stands and walks up next to me to show her support. Halo joins her by my side. A few people follow. Slowly, the whole room stands, a united front against what faces us. In the end, only Peaches and the girl next to him remain seated on the floor. After a nervous look around, they follow suit, lining up behind me.

      "You didn't have to get up," I stammer, overwhelmed by the response. The scene reminds me of books about rebellion, and I can't stop smiling.

      "Of course, we did." Halo laughs but walks back to her place by the dryer. The rest follow her lead, all returning to their original positions. Even though we aren't standing next to each other anymore, there is unity in the room. Smiles shine on most faces. I feel a pang of guilt when I realize I'm doing exactly what Elak does, giving these people a group to belong to.

      "Okay, okay," I say in a calm voice despite the state of chaos inside me. "We need to be careful—more than careful. What we talked about today cannot leave this room. We cannot mention this to anyone. And be careful when you talk amongst each other. We cannot give the impression that we're planning something."

      Peaches and the girl exchange a look. "What exactly are we planning?" she asks.

      I explain that it will be important to get as much insight about the organization's higher-ups, and then we need to get the hell out of here to put our knowledge to good use.

      "Where would we go?" a boy in the back asks. Scrawny dude, looks like he hasn't eaten a proper meal in a decade. The worry is evident on his face.

      "Don't worry." I smile. "I know a place we can go. You'll be welcome there, all of you."

      The face of the boy relaxes, and he gets up again. "When can we leave?"

      He seems eager to get out of here now that he thinks there is an alternative. It's frightening how desperate these people must be to stay in a place they dislike so much.

      "Soon. As soon as we find out more about the weaknesses of this place. If we want to beat Elak and his cronies in the end, we need to know as much as possible."

      Halo suddenly walks up to me. "I think I might be able to help with that." Her face is split into a mischievous grin. "Or did you never wonder why I have so much freedom around here?"

      Am I about to find out why Halo looks so out of place?

      "I think I should stay behind when you leave. I have access to information not many people do. My parents helped Elak through a few tight spots in the early days, and he treats me like a daughter. I've cultured the relationship for years, and it's gained me quite a bit of trust and leeway."

      The idea of leaving someone behind, especially someone who intends to snoop around, makes me nervous. I don't want to endanger anyone. I remind myself that the last time I did something to keep people safe, I regretted not relying on them and force myself to agree with Halo. "Okay, if you promise to be careful. Don't take any risks you don't need to take, okay?"

      "Of course. Plus, I should be able to inform you when Elak plans something big," she explains. "You'll be able to intervene and get as many innocent magicians and Nixies out of the way as possible. But you'll get one chance only. They'll know it was me who snitched on them. I'd be in real trouble if I didn't get out of here fast afterward."

      Even though people are excited to keep planning and figuring out the details, we agree it would be better to mingle with the rest of Grettir to not draw attention to the fact that a good dozen recruits are missing from social activities. We agree to meet again the next day to finalize our plans. Excited chatter sounds around the room as we all get up and leave in smaller groups.

      "And don't forget to be careful, everyone," I urge as people file out.

      When everyone is gone, I'm left with Monkey, Jack, and Halo. "That went better than I thought," I admit. "Thank you, Monkey, Jack, for organizing this. I had no idea there were so many people here who didn't want to be."

      Halo runs a hand over her short hair. "I'm sure there are more. But these are the only ones we could be sure about."

      It makes me feel hopeful there might be a way to dismantle Grettir, and that's the first step. If we can do that, there's a chance, sharing my secret with the general public won't lead to more bloodshed but to a higher unity between Nixies and magicians.

      I don't want magicians to use weapons. I want them to be able to enjoy Nixie activities with their friends, just like I want nothing more than to be back home with Jenn and Evelyn and play some stupid game on her console.
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      When I enter the laundry the next morning, I see a lot of excited faces. I scan the room for the only two people to show some skepticism yesterday: Peaches and the girl next to him. I spot him further back in the room, leaning against a large laundry basket. The girl is nowhere to be seen. I try to convince myself she's just late or got too busy. I'm sure everything is fine.

      Monkey smiles at me encouragingly, mistaking my panicked expression for nerves. I smile back and pull myself together. Now is not the time for panic.

      "Good morning, everyone," I start, and a very uncoordinated 'Good morning' in varying degrees of cheerfulness comes back from all over the room. I still can't believe how many people are here who are not loyal to Elak or even Grettir in general.

      "So, what's the plan?" a petite boy to the right asks cheerfully.

      I hold up a hand for everyone to calm down. When they finally do, I answer. "That's what we are supposed to figure out today."

      The boy looks disappointed I don't have a plan yet. I ignore the feelings of inadequacy forming inside me and continue. "My idea is that we allow ourselves a week to gather as much information about Grettir, the people here, and their motivations. Well, and Elak, especially Elak.

      "One week from today, we leave. We'll need to figure out how to get out of here without anyone stopping or following us."

      Halo steps up next to me and adds, "And whatever we do, we need to be more than careful to avoid detection. If anyone gets suspicious, we will need to leave immediately. If one of us gets caught, we leave immediately. There are no second chances here."

      "Agreed," I answer. "If you get caught, don't tell anyone who you were with or what our plans are. We should come up with a cover story if anyone does get caught. It's easier to lie if you don't have to make stuff up. But either way, don't talk. There's too much at risk."

      The idea of someone getting caught because of me makes my insides turn, but I force myself to be strong. I can't abandon another group of friends.

      I look around to meet the eager faces. A few people look slightly uncomfortable, but no one objects. Monkey jumps up before I can say anything else. "I solemnly swear I won't tell a soul about this group. I'm with you, Cass. All the way."

      I laugh. I know she's serious, but there's something cute about the way she delivers it. She looks befuddled at my reaction, maybe a bit hurt. "Thank you, Monkey," I say quickly. "You didn't have to outright swear. We know you're with us."

      She looks appeased. "Kiania. My name is Kiania."

      Revealing her true name makes this all feel more real. She trusts me. She trusts everyone in this room. And it's the fact that she just told us who she is more than her swear that makes me believe this might actually have a chance.

      Jack gets up and stands next to Monkey—Kiania. "Amninder," she states. "Amy is fine."

      A few people follow suit and get up to share their names. Some merely introduce themselves to the group from the ground. Halo is one of those who don't get up but introduces herself as Ariana.

      After a while, almost everyone in the room has shared their name. "What about you, Peaches?" Monkey asks the boy in the back, who is still looking unsure about the whole situation. The girl who sat next to him yesterday is still missing.

      He shrugs. "Maybe tomorrow."

      We decide not to push anyone and let people trust us at their own pace. I still keep a close eye on the boy. Except for this incident, he's helpful and cheerful for the rest of the meeting. He makes valuable suggestions to the plan and helps us figure out how best to approach things. The longer we talk, the less I worry about him. I'm sure he'll share his name tomorrow.

      The girl worries me more.
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      Later that day, I sit at lunch with Monkey, Jack, and Halo. It will take me a while to get used to their real names, and we shouldn't use them in public anyway.

      Halo looks around nervously, then leans closer. "Cookie, the girl who was missing at the meeting this morning—" She looks around at each of us waiting for a sign that we know who she's talking about, then continues, "Cookie hasn't been seen since the meeting yesterday. She hasn't been at any of the meals. She didn't sleep in her bed. No one has seen a trace of her."

      I almost drop my spoon into my broccoli soup. "You think they know she was planning something?"

      Halo shakes her head, but it is Jack who answers, "More likely she went to them and snitched, and they are now questioning her, keeping her away from us."

      Halo looks uncomfortable.

      "Told you we shouldn't invite her," Monkey interjects and earns herself a reproachful look from Jack.

      "You had doubts about her?" I can't believe they would bring along anyone they weren't completely sure about.

      Halo shakes her head, not looking up from her soup. "It's my fault. She's my friend. I was sure we could trust her."

      Before we can discuss the matter further, a loud explosion sounds in the distance. The room erupts into panicked noises as all of us try to understand what happened. Some people run out of the room, others cower under tables and benches.

      "What the fuck was that?" I ask. When no one answers, I add, "What now?"

      None of us move, unsure what to do. We strain our ears for more noises.

      "Was that a gunshot?" Monkey asks cowered down next to me.

      A booming voice fills the hall. "Silence," he bellows over the panicked chatter in the room. We look up and find Elak standing on one of the tables, arms spread wide. Silence falls immediately except for the occasional crashing sound in the distance.

      "What happened?" a voice in the front asks timidly.

      "We had an accident in one of the signal quarters—nothing to worry about. A recruit accidentally set his room on fire. The explosion you heard was the old gas generator in his room, one of the leftovers of Nixies using this as an actual factory. Please, don't panic. Everything is fine. You can return to your meal while we clean up the mess back there."

      He looks around the room in a slow, meaningful arch, his gift for making people feel included obvious. This guy is way too good at controlling a crowd.

      "Please, don't enter the back quarters for now. We will inform you when they are safe again."

      Without another word, he turns, his blue robes swinging around his ankles, and walks out of the room. No one says a word. And then the room erupts into chatter, all of us discussing the incident.

      "You really think someone set their room on fire?" I ask in a whisper.

      Halo, Monkey, and Jack all shake their heads. "No way," Monkey and Jack say in unison.

      A few of the others in our group walk over, but at a glance and the slightest shake of Halo's head, they divert and join random people at other tables. The noise from the back dies down soon after, and all we hear is the chatter around us. Whatever happened back there is now over.
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      I wake up with a hand on my mouth and fight the panic inside me. They found me. The warm hand muffles my squeal. I open my eyes to see Halo looking down at me. I relax, and she releases my mouth. She holds a finger to her lips and beckons me to follow her. As quietly as I can, I slip out of my bunk and down onto the floor. Monkey and Jack are asleep in their bunks. Halo doesn't move to wake Monkey, so I follow her out of the room.

      "Where are we going?" I whisper when we pass the training rooms and make our way downstairs, but Halo silences me with a glower.

      We walk through the dining hall and into the back quarters where the explosion happened earlier today. A gaping hole in the outer wall reveals the dark night sky. Stars are glittering, and I can see some lights in the distance. I didn't realize how much I missed the outside world. I've only seen shadows of it through matted windows in the dining hall for weeks. I breathe in the night air and don't move until Halo pulls me along by my arm, and I remember we were headed somewhere. The wall across from the hall is covered in round burn marks, and the concrete is cracked. There is no way this was a gas explosion.

      I follow Halo into a small room to the left, carefully stepping over the burned rubble all over the floor.

      "This is the room that supposedly had the gas explosion," Halo whispers.

      I look around. There is no sign of any damage here, let alone that of an explosion. The room is completely intact.

      "What are they covering up here?" I whisper back.

      Halo shrugs, "I think this was an attack. Come, look."

      She leads the way out of the room and back to the hole in the wall. She steps through the hole into the chilly night air. It's the first time I've been outside since I got here. The gravel crunches underneath our feet as I follow Halo into the night. I almost walk into her when she stops right outside and moves to the right, where she pulls me down into a corner.

      "I think this hole was made from the outside. Most of the gravel is on the inside. Plus, you saw all those marks on the opposite wall. I think there was a fight here."

      She points at a stack of barrels in the distance. "I think those barrels are where the attackers hid. I was there earlier, and there are footsteps all over the place in the mud around them."

      I get up to walk over, but she pulls me back. "Don't. There are patrols around the building."

      I slide back down the wall. "Did you see the round burn marks inside? Looks like the marks on the tiles in the training room."

      She nods. "That's why I started getting suspicious. No one is allowed back here at the moment. I needed something from the storage room in the back and forgot about that. Still glad no one saw me..."

      I pause and wonder what would have happened if anyone had seen her. I shudder.

      Footsteps inside make us cower closer to the wall. We don't move an inch and wait for them to pass. The footsteps halt at the hole in the wall.

      "They definitely improved the view here," a deep male voice rumbles.

      A chuckle from another person, probably another man, follows.

      "Still stupid to attack a camp this big with half a dozen people. And I don't even think all of them were magic," the first voice continues.

      "And a dwarf?" the second one chuckles incredulously.

      Panic rises inside me. They aren't talking about my friends, are they?

      "You should have seen the one leading the group. She had real trouble controlling her powers," the second voice—a much higher pitch—answers. "When her friend was hit and collapsed, she looked like she couldn't get to them at all. Face was bright red but no more lightning to throw."

      Evelyn... And, someone was hit. I want to jump and shake the men inside until I get answers. Instead, I am frozen in place and can't do anything but wait it out.

      "Boss thinks there's an insider in the place. They knew where to hit us."

      Halo looks at me and puts a hand on my shoulder. I don't know if it is meant as comfort or to root me in place. Either way, I don't move.

      "You think someone's snitching?" the man with the deep voice says.

      "It's possible. Elak said we'll start investigating tomorrow, question a few people, look into recent additions to the camp."

      I can't move. I can't sit here anymore. Halo's hand on my shoulder steadies me. It feels like forever until the men finally move on, footsteps ebbing off in the distance.

      Halo holds an arm across me to keep me from getting up until she is satisfied that it is safe for us to leave.

      Swiftly, she gets up, and we hurry up to our room as far as we can. As soon as the door closes, I can't keep it in anymore. "I need to get out of here."

      Monkey and Jack stir in the darkness. Halo shushes me and wakes them up, whispering words I cannot hear. When both are awake enough to listen, we light one of our lamps and sit down on the bottom bunks.

      "They were talking about my friends," I exclaim in a carrying whisper.

      Halo stares at me, and something falls into place. "That's why you got so weird down there."

      "Someone is hurt. The guard said someone got hit."

      Halo fills the other two in on what we overheard and saw. It costs me all my energy to not interrupt every few words.

      "I'm sure they were talking about my friends," I repeat when she's finally finished. "I need to get out of here."

      Halo adds, "All of us. They'll start looking for a snitch tomorrow. It's not safe to stay."

      "We'll have to act fast," I say. "How are we getting all of us out of the dorms without waking anyone else?"

      To my surprise, Halo smiles. "One by one."

      She tells us to stay put while she sneaks out of the room. Monkey and Jack try for small talk a few times, but it dies down quickly on each attempt. We are far too nervous for idle conversation. I keep my ears strained for any sound from the outside. I expect to hear guards shouting at any second or for someone to burst into the room.

      When Halo finally returns, she doesn't say a word and just beckons for us to follow. She leads us through the dark hallways and towards the laundry room we met in before. Oil lamps illuminate the small room. Somehow even laundry machines and piles of half-folded robes look spooky in the flickering light.

      No one sits down this time. They all stand yawning and eager to find out why they've been raised at this hour. "How the fuck did you get them out of bed without waking anyone else?" I ask.

      Halo smiles. "I know this place better than anyone. I've been here all my life. I know which floorboards creek and how to open doors without making a sound."

      "Why are we here?" someone yawns from the back, and I spring to action.

      "It's time for us to get out of here. It's now or never. Time for each of you to decide where your loyalties lie."

      Chatter breaks out in the room, but Halo quickly stifles it. "Shut up, everyone. If anyone hears us, that choice will be made for us. Quiet, one after the other."

      A girl in the front raises her hand, and Halo indicates her. She whispers, "Why now? What happened?"

      Halo looks around at me, and I answer quietly, "The explosion earlier today was not an accident. The camp has been attacked. They suspect an insider is feeding the attackers information and will start searching for a snitch tomorrow."

      The girl raises her hand again. "How do you know all this?"

      Halo takes this one. "I saw the battlefield downstairs earlier and took Cass down to show her. We overheard two of the patrols talking."

      A boy lifts his hand, standing on tiptoes to be seen better. "Who attacked the camp?"

      I swallow. Will they judge my friends for attacking the camp?

      "We have good reason to believe that my friends did. I don't know why they did it or what their goals were, but I am sure they attacked for a good reason."

      I look around the room. A few people raise their hands with more questions, probably about my friends.

      I indicate a boy right in front of me, but Halo steps forward. "We don't have time for a lot of questions right now. We need to get out of here now."

      A slow murmur goes around the room. One by one, the hands get lowered until only one is left. Reluctantly, Halo points at her.

      "What about our things?"

      Halo sighs. "Is there anything anyone in here really needs before we leave?"

      A few people raise their hands. "Okay," Halo says with a heavy sigh. "You three, follow me."

      She leads them out of the room, and they return a few minutes later. I watch the whispering groups spread out throughout the room and am proud that no one left. Halo leans closer and holds out my bag. "I thought you might want this."

      I nod and accept the pack from her. "Thanks."

      "Anyone else?" Halo asks, but her voice makes it clear she would prefer no further delays. No one says a word.

      "Good," I say. "Let's get out of here. Halo, lead the way."

      Halo turns to the room at large. "There are a lot of us, so being quiet will be hard enough. No talking. Try to step where I step. Those further back, follow those in front of you. Let's go."

      With one last sweep of the room, she turns and vanishes through the door. I extinguish the lamps before following the group out. It is completely dark in the hallway, and I can barely make out the person in front of me. I take care to follow the same path, no matter how much it zigs and zags. When we reach the staircase, a loud creak disturbs the silence, and everyone freezes, listening for sounds. When it remains quiet, the queue ahead starts moving again, and I follow. My heart is thumping in my chest, and every tiny sound seems magnified in the silence. When we reach the downstairs hallway, it is completely dark, not the slightest bit of light to guide us toward the corridor or the hole in the wall. Something lights up in front, and I see Halo illuminated in the soft glimmer of a flame dancing in her hand. She gestures for me to mimic her, and I conjure up a single flame. Now that it's a little less dark, I make out Peaches as the person ahead of me. His pitch-black hair reflects the glowing from my palm.

      We extinguish the lights when we reach the corridor with the hole in the wall. The moon shines brightly outside, and we can't risk being seen from afar. One by one, we step through the hole, some people stopping briefly to inspect the damage to the walls. We huddle in the same corner where Halo and I took cover earlier before running past the stacks of barrels and toward the gap in the building across. We no longer run in a single file but stick together, focusing on speed. There is no way to avoid the sound of the gravel below. I still try to step lightly and swiftly. I feel Mimir jump out of the tattoo, running beside me.

      When we vanish between the buildings, I breathe a sigh of relief. Almost there.

      We run from the buildings to the gate I took to get inside. It feels like it was years ago, even though it has been no longer than a few weeks. We speed down the alley and toward the city. We ignore the flickering lights of shop signs around us as we cross the main road but make our way to the beach as fast as possible.

      Halo waits for all of us to catch up on a playground surrounded by low-growing bushes and high palm trees. I hold a stitch in my side and pant when I arrive. I'm really not used to running even such a short distance. I look around and see a few other people seriously out of breath. We pause long enough for all of us to catch our breath. I bend to properly greet Mimir, who seems excited to roam free again. The only times he could get out of the tattoo was when we were alone in the dormitory with Halo, Monkey, and Jack—a tiny room without even a window.

      "Where do we go from here," someone asks from behind me.

      Halo looks at me expectantly. "I need to get back inside before anyone notices I was gone. I'll give you as much time as possible before I raise the alarm. You got this?"

      I nod and watch as she vanishes into the darkness. Being without her makes me feel exposed, and I feel the need to move as soon as possible. I turn to the group.

      "Now, we get as far away from here as possible. It's a long walk to the city, but the faster we get away from camp, the better. We don't know how long we've got."

      "And I don't like the idea of what they might do once they realize," Monkey adds, her feet now dangling from the side of the play tower.

      Everyone is looking at me, waiting for instructions, so I rearrange my backpack on my back and lead the way along the path. The waves crash into the sand to our right, filling the night with a salty smell. I look up at the sky, where thousands of stars glimmer in the distance. I'm going home.
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      At first, none of us talk much, and we follow the dark beach in silence. The further we get from Grettir, the less power Elak seems to hold over us. My thoughts return to Halo every few minutes, and I wonder if she made it back undetected, if she's raised the alarm yet. She'll be without her friends in that hostile place now. Mimir, finally free, is jumping in and out of the waves in the distance. Being cooped up for weeks was even worse for him than it was for me. He dashes into the water, splashing it around. His presence is filled with joy and overshadows most of my worries.

      "He's so cute," someone observes. I smile. I've missed my little friend. His presence was there the whole time, but it's not the same as having him physically with me.

      As we get closer to the city, we see more and more signs of the ongoing fight we were shut away from. The idyllic beachside town slowly bleeds into the city. No one is out in the streets. It's as if a curfew has been set on the city. Windows are bolted, extra locks attached to doors—not that any of that would keep magicians out. For a moment, I wonder which side has the upper hand at the moment. I've been inside for weeks, shut away from what has been going on. How bad have things gotten in my absence?

      The closer we get to downtown, the more obvious the chaos and destruction are. A coyote is silhouetted against the light of a burning playground feasting on something on the ground. I can hear more coyotes call in the distance. Mimir hisses at the animal, and the coyote looks up at us, yellow eyes glimmering in the dark. In the light of the fire, we make out the dead woman. I reach for my magic to scare the coyote away, but something flies past me and hits the creature squarely in the chest. With a small squeal, the coyote freezes in place, then thuds to one side. Lifeless, it's just a black shadow on the ground.

      "Why did you do that?" a girl asks in horror.

      I look around and find Peaches's face marred with horror. "It was eating that woman. I couldn't watch."

      The girl looks up at him with a softened expression. "You could have scared it away or something. It doesn't know better."

      I hold up a hand. "It's okay. Let's keep going."

      I try not to look at the half-eaten corpse as we pass. It draws my attention anyway. It's a young woman, girl, probably not even twenty years old, though it is hard to guess through the jarring wounds spilling blood onto the street. Her eyes are wide open in an expression of horror and agony. What happened here? Did the coyotes kill her, or was she dead when the animals showed up?

      We have been walking for hours, and all of us are tired and exhausted. With the shadows of the dreary scene on our minds, morale is low.

      "Let's get some rest," I suggest and point up at a vacated apartment building. Most of the windows are shattered, and the front doors stand ajar, but the building seems intact. We choose an apartment a few stories up to avoid easy detection. When Jack has drawn all the curtains in the living room shut, Monkey conjures up a fire and lights the ancient fireplace. There's still wood in there as if the owner left the house in a hurry. We scavenge the surrounding apartments for mattresses, blankets, pillows and set up camp around the fire. None of us feel like sleeping alone tonight.

      The idle chatter dies down soon, as people fall asleep one by one. I lean my back against the wall, my eyes heavy with exhaustion, but I don't dare sleep myself.

      "I'll take first watch," I whisper to Monkey and Jack, who nod. Even though they make me promise that I'll wake them in a few hours to take over, they seem relieved at the prospect of sleep.

      The fire draws shadows on the wallpaper and crackles. Coyotes howl outside and make the woman's mauled body impossible to forget. Every little sound makes me jump. The wall is cold against my back, so I pull the blanket tight around me. Mimir curls up underneath it, and I feel his purrs against my leg. The fire warms me from the side. It's comfortable, too comfortable, and I drift in and out of sleep against my will. Flames dance across the sleeping bodies of my friends.

      "Now, now, now." A deep, growling voice makes me jolt upright. "What do we have here?"

      A man in a long leather coat steps into the room, followed by two others. I can see that more stand in the hallway outside. A flashlight dangles from his arm, useless in the presence of so many magicians. Mimir struggles out from under the blanket. His neck hair is raised, ears standing at attention. I don't need to see his face to know he is showing the men his teeth.

      "What do you want?" I ask, and a few people around me stir. Monkey looks ready to launch herself at the man, but I hold up a hand. I look at the man with his muddy-brown hair, matted with grease, and raise an eyebrow.

      "Did you hear? The girl wants to know what we want," he sneers and turns to his companions, who laugh. Girl. I'm not a girl.

      "Let us know what you want or leave us in peace," I demand. My voice is confident despite my thumping heart. I brought my friends here. If they get hurt, it's on me, and I won't let that happen.

      The man laughs a malicious laugh, his yellowing teeth showing through cracked lips. "There is a magician in this room."

      "What if there is?" Peaches asks, and I curse under my breath—the idiot.

      "Looks like we have a volunteer." The man takes a few steps toward Peaches. Peaches's hand bristles with electricity, an evil glare in his eyes. I see the coyote fall to the ground again and know that I need to act before it is too late.

      "Relax, Peaches," I command, and after a rebellious stare, Peaches lowers his hand. The light around it fades away and leaves dense darkness behind as if the magic sapped the light from the air around it.

      The man stares at Peaches's hand, then turns his attention back to me. "So, you're in charge here, girl?"

      "You will not harm any of them," I state instead of an answer.

      He sneers. "And what are you going to do about it?" The men around him raise their weapons.

      "All of us know these are useless in here," I answer with a smile. "Too much magic in the air. A room full of magicians will do that."

      His face lights up, and before any of us can react, he grabs Monkey by the shoulder and pulls her into his arms. A knife glitters at her throat. "Those weapons might be useless in here, but it doesn't matter. You will follow me outside, or I will slit your friend's throat and show you how dirty the blood of a filthy little witch is."

      I'm frozen to the spot. My mind races. My heart thumps. Everyone is looking at me, my friends for instructions, the men for a reaction. I close my eyes and let out a slow breath. Slowly, I walk toward the man. He tuts and holds the knife closer to Monkey's throat, a single drop of blood erupting at the point of the blade, slowly running down her neck. She doesn't even wince.

      I hold up my hands. "Lead the way."

      Slowly, his men file out of the room, and he backs out. He keeps Monkey in front of his body like a shield. She might be much smaller than him, but it is still effective. None of us dare try anything with her in the crossfire.

      The people around me get up and join my side. Jack moves up close to me, and I can feel rather than hear the whisper through unmoving lips. "What now?"

      I give her a look and hope it tells her to trust me. I have an idea. Nothing can happen to Monkey, but I also can't let my friends follow this group outside and allow them to get far enough to shred them with bullets. We are magicians, for fuck's sake. We are stronger than this. I reach for Mimir's presence and feel his encouragement.

      The flames of the men's torches bathe the hallway in an eerie light. When the last man steps through the doorway into the staircase, I reach for my magic. Flames dance around my palm. The man holding Monkey hesitates. I throw the fire at the ceiling above the door, and it collapses down onto the ground. Darkness surrounds us in the absence of his companions' torches. I close my eyes. Mimir dashes towards the man and pounces into his side. He sinks his teeth into the man's shoulder until he releases Monkey, who stumbles forward and drops to her hands and knees. Guided by Mimir, I walk forward and help her up. Together, we retreat into the darkness. The man struggles against Mimir, hitting him hard with both hands. I can feel the pain, Mimir's pain, and reach for my magic again. The fire in my palm lights the hallway. Balls of fire and lightning erupt all around me. Mimir jumps down to the ground and dashes toward us. Out of harm's way, he stands tall between my legs.

      In the combined brightness of the dancing flames and crackling electricity, the man's eyes widen in horror. He is alone, defenseless, against a group of magicians. He sinks to his knees and holds up his hands. I take a few steps toward him and smile. I don't feel like smiling.

      "You know how easy it would be for us to end your life? Right here? Right now?"

      He whimpers and shrinks further into the mess of ceiling pieces behind him. I take another step toward him. What a weak, pitiful creature.

      "Not so tough without a group of men with weapons around you, are you now?"

      I hate sinking to his level. I grab him by the scruff of his neck and pull him to his feet. "Get up." He's taller than me, but with his arrogance drained, he looks shrunken. I point toward the collapsed ceiling separating him from help. "Do you think your friends will come back to get you?"

      He doesn't respond, but his eyes tell the story. He isn't sure anyone is coming for him. I drag him over to the apartment we slept in and toward the window overlooking the street. The group stands scattered on the pavement below like a headless snake. I am relieved to see their lack of organization without their leader. None of them have raised their weapons. I throw our captive into a corner of the room.

      "Can you watch him, Jack?" Jack steps up next to him and gestures for two others to join her.

      Monkey is staring out of the window. I step up next to her and put a hand on her shoulder. "You okay?"

      "I think so." She points at the scene in the streets. "What do we do about this?"

      I feel more eyes watching us. People are eager to find out what the plan is. I turn to face the room at large. "I count 12 men out there. There are fewer of them than there are of us, but they have weapons. What they don't have is a clue." I indicate the man on the floor. "Without this asshole, they have no fucking clue what to do."

      Monkey chuckles nervously. "So what do we do?"

      "We have two options: fight or flight. We can either find another way out of here and avoid them, or we can fight them. I think we would have the advantage at this point. Those in favor?"

      Most raise their hand immediately, and after a few nervous glances, the rest follows suit. I bow my head. "Good. Here's the plan: Let's divide into groups and station ourselves on the windows facing the street here and next door." I point out members of the group and divide them. "Okay, aim to wound, not to kill. We don't want to give them affirmation that magicians are bad. Knock them over, knock them out, but avoid killing them if possible. Okay?"

      I look around the room, and despite a mix of confusion and doubt, everyone nods. "Okay, let's go. Be quiet and wait for my signal."
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      "Fire!" I yell, and the elements fill the air: ice, lightning, earth, and flames. The men at the bottom scatter after some of them get hit. We aim for their feet and legs, the weapons in their hands. Gunshots fill the air, and we duck. Someone screams. I close my eyes and hope no one is seriously hurt. I peer back up to see more magic flying around the air. Movement in the shadows draws my eyes, and I squint to make out details. A broad-shouldered man leans against a building, a rifle in his hands. He's aiming for the window next to ours, his hand on the trigger.

      "Duck," I scream, but it is too late. A loud bang vibrates through the air, and Jack collapses to the ground. She falls in slow motion until her body thumps down. Mimir runs over and nudges her face. Her friends group around her, muttering, begging her to wake up. Peaches looks up and finds my eyes. At the slightest shake of his head, I know she's dead. And it is my fault. I brought her here. I decided to fight. Rage fires up inside me, causing my hands to crackle with electricity. Furious, I storm toward the window and throw lightning at the man in the shadows. I don't aim for his legs. I don't care if he dies. I want him to die. He killed my friend. He deserves punishment. Moments later, his lifeless form is invisible in the shadows except for the dancing lightning across his chest. I watch until even that dies down before focusing on the rest of the group.

      Without pause, I attack and attack and attack. I aim for the ground around them, right next to their feet. They jump like Rumpelstiltskin around the fire, avoiding flames and lightning. Fueled by rage and grief, my friends join my attack, more ruthless than before. The witch hunters scatter and flee into the night. A coyote howls in the distance, and the fight is over. We have won, though it doesn't feel like it. I sink down next to Jack, brush hair out of her face, and stroke her dark cheeks. Tears roll down my eyes, cool on my hot cheeks.

      I feel someone crouch down next to me and look up at Monkey. Her face is wet with tears, but her eyes are strong. "We can't stay here," she says.

      I know. I don't answer. Jack's bright eyes are dull, and stare up at the ceiling. I close them and stand. My legs shake. My hands tremble. Sadness and rage build inside me again, joined by memories of losing my parents, leaving my friends behind.

      The sad excuse for a leader cowers in the corner, hands raises over his head. When I walk toward him, he looks up at me. At the look on my face, he whimpers and begs, "Don't hurt me, please. I'll leave. Just don't hurt me."

      I want to snap his neck. I want to tear him apart. I want to hurt him, to see him suffer. Instead, I grab his arm and pull him out into the hallway. I drag him unceremoniously toward the caved ceiling and throw him into the adjacent corridor. "Don't move, or I will hurt you," I growl at him, then turn around to face my friends. "Help me get this rubble out of the way, please. We need to get out of here before they regroup."

      "What about him?" Peaches hisses. His eyes are dead and dull, but the hunger is evident in his voice.

      "We can't kill him. If we do, they were right about us."

      The groups that fought from the other rooms join us, one of them carrying a body. Someone else is dead. I didn't know the girl but seeing her pale, fragile body still makes my insides freeze.

      "They killed Simone," the boy carrying her snivels. I barely register that he doesn't use her code name.

      "And Jack," Monkey adds. "He deserves death."

      I feel like a hypocrite after killing the man outside. "We can't. We need to be better than them. We need to show them we are not the bad guys. This is so much bigger than one man."

      Peaches scoffs, and I hold up a hand before he can argue. "Peaches, please... I hate this as much as any of you, but we can't sink to their level. If we do, we are no better than them, no better than Elak. We left Grettir to be something better, something good."

      Monkey joins me and faces the group. Her face still glimmers with tears. I know it costs her every bit of strength to agree with me. "Cass is right. The blood for blood has to end somewhere." When she looks up at me, her expression doesn't match her words. Like me, she looks like she would like to rip him limb from limb.

      Slowly, the murmurs die down, and when I turn and levitate the first boulder out of the way, they follow suit. It doesn't take long to clear the way enough for us to squeeze through. Peaches carries Jack down the stairs, her lifeless form a constant reminder of what we lost. It makes it even harder to leave the man in the corridor. I glance at him, and he raises his hands. "Thank you, girl."

      I walk over and kick him, unable to contain the anger. "Don't call me girl, you condescending piece of shit. I just saved your life."

      Before he can answer, I turn and follow the others down the stairs. They wait for me outside. Some looks of confusion follow me when I turn left, back down the way we came from. I don't turn around to see if they are following. I know they will. When I reach the playground, I walk over to the woman's body. I reach for my magic and lift her off the ground, something I would not be able to do without my powers. I will feel the exhaustion later, but I don't care.

      I levitate her in front of me, and her blood leaves a red trail on the sooted pavement. Even though the flames have burned down to smoldering heaps of wood and plastic, the air smells like fire. The metal chains of the swings glitter on the ground. Monkey sniffs behind me, the only sound to disturb the silence of the night. I walk towards a clearing between trees. It's not much, but it is better than leaving their bodies.

      I set the woman's body down on the ground. Peaches lowers Jack next to her, and the boy carrying the girl—I can't even remember her name—follows suit.

      Tears blur my visions as I dig, lifting the grass and then the soil with my magic. Monkey stands beside me, and one after the other, the rest join us. Monkey reaches for my hand, sharing her energy with mine, and I feel more power added. We stand side by side as we dig three graves. I lower the body of the woman into the first. Peaches walks over to Jack, but Monkey stops him with a hand on his chest. He steps aside and lets her levitate Jack into the second. After the girl—Simone, her name is Simone—vanishes into the third hole, we stand in silence and stare at the lifeless figures.

      I hold out my hand and produce a small light in my palm. Lights erupt around me as each of us conjure up a small glowing sphere.

      "No words could be strong enough to express our grief, so let our shine for Amninder, Simone, and the woman whose name we will never know."

      I raise my light into the air and let it hover above the grave. The grave shines in the darkness when the lights of the rest join mine.

      "To those, we lost," I say.

      "To those, we lost," the other echo.

      The lights illuminate the darkness while we fill the graves. When three heaps of freshly turned soil lie in front of us, we grasp hands and bow our heads. I open my eyes and turn away from the sight, unable to look at it for one second longer.

      When we reach the houses, I turn around and see the light still glimmering above the glass. It's a very public display of magic that we would never dare in normal times. But these are not normal times. This is war, and there is no longer a secret to protect, no society to hide. We are out of hiding, and there is no taking that back.

      One last glance at the graves, and I turn away. The lights will extinguish when we get too far away to hold up the connection, sniffed out like the lives of those who rest beneath them. Gone forever.
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      It is almost noon by the time we reach Manfred's office building. The windows reflect the city's skyline, and the sunlight plays with droplets spraying away from fountains in the atrium. When we step into the shade, the elevator at the far end opens, and Manfred steps out in his characteristic leather coat. Seconds later, three figures emerge from the staircase next to it: Jenn, Evelyn, and Alexander. Jenn nearly knocks me over when she pulls me into a hug. Evelyn throws her arms around both of us, and I hold them tight. My eyes find Alexander behind them. His arm is in a sling, but he looks otherwise unharmed. He's alive and okay. Nothing could have made me feel more at home than seeing my friends in one piece again. It suddenly feels like years since I walked out of here.

      "How did you know I was here?" I ask and pull out of the embrace. Monkey shuffles her feet next to me. I look around and see that the group behind me looks lost and wary of our welcome committee.

      "You didn't think we wouldn't know if a group this large stampeded down the street at our doorstep?" Manfred grins and steps up to me with his arms spread wide. I let him pull me into his arms. "So, who are these friends you brought with you?"

      He waves a hand at the group standing awkwardly behind me. Before I can answer, he beckons them closer. "Come in, come in. Any friend of Cass is welcome here. Let's get out of the fucking sun. Dwarfs are not made for this heat."

      Curious looks and excited whispers fill the air. Manfred intended this, I'm sure. Casually dropping that he is a dwarf changes people's perception. He much prefers to be looked at in awe for being a magical creature to being seen as a short man. His chuckle echoes off the walls and ceiling in the atrium. He leads us to the stairs. "I'm afraid you'll have to take the stairs, my friends."

      Evelyn leans closer, and whispers, "Alex and I wouldn't need the stairs, just thought it wise to not spread that around."

      My heart flutters with excitement. "You figured it out?"

      Evelyn's grin widens, and she nods proudly. They figured out how to do it. I am grateful they didn't share my secret this readily. I might trust this group with my name and our headquarters' location, but I'm still not sure I should tell anyone about what I know and can do.

      The large kitchen feels small and stuffy when we enter. A few people, Soda and Pop among them, are already there. They wave a hand in greeting, then return to the notes in front of them. Manfred purses his lips then shrugs. "Anyone hungry? Thirsty?"

      "I'm sure we all are," I answer over the murmurs around me.

      "Soda, Pop," Manfred yells down the hall. "Food and drink for..." He looks back into the room, then adds, "23 people."

      He doesn't wait for an answer but sits down at the head of the table. He looks more like a miniature mafia boss than ever.
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      A lot has changed at headquarters since I left. Manfred leads us past the small offices to either side of the corridor, which were all stacked with identical desks, chairs, shelves, cabinets, and small leather couches before. Now, many of them seem inhabited, stacks of papers on the desks, picture frames, and small knick-knacks decorating the rooms. Some of the couches are replaced with beds. The glass windows of many have been equipped with curtains for privacy. Some don't even hold desks anymore but two or three mattresses instead. It is obvious that people have made these their permanent sleeping quarters since I left.

      "Cass, your room upstairs is still available if you'd like to sleep there. Evelyn has been sleeping there, but I'm sure she won't mind bunking with Jenn again," Manfred suggests.

      Evelyn glances at Jenn, who purses her lips. Her eyes are cold when she smiles. "No problem, we can definitely share again."

      I wish for nothing more than time alone with Jenn and Evelyn. I want to know what is going on. I also can't help but daydream of balcony conversations with Alexander. I missed my friends, and something is bothering Jenn.

      I follow Manfred without paying much attention. The corridor ends with a staircase on each side: one leads up to my old room, the other down one level. Manfred leads us downstairs, and I gasp. The room is filled with bunk beds, some areas separated by what looks like hospital curtains. A woman is reading a children's book to a few younger kids. When she tells them about a squirrel falling off a tree, the children laugh. A man groans in the back, and a woman rushes toward him with a cup. She leans over and holds the cup to his lips. I scan the room. There are more injured and sick people, but most people seem to be sitting in groups and talking.

      "Who are all these people?" I ask.

      Manfred's face splits into a big smile. "These people, my dear Cass, are here for you."

      Peaches scoffs behind me, and Manfred glowers at him. "You think that's funny?"

      Peaches looks down at his hands. "Sorry. I didn't mean to offend."

      "It's okay, Peaches. I would also like to know why these people should be here for me. I've only been gone for a few weeks. Why should they care about me?"

      Manfred clears his throat and calls to the room at large, "Hey, everyone."

      Heads turn, and eyes find me. I suddenly feel very exposed, aware of every pair of eyes on me. I wish Manfred had kept quiet.

      "Cass is back. Not only did she infiltrate Grettir headquarters and meet Elak, but she also brought back supporters to help us fight against them."

      Wait, what? I didn't mention Elak. How does he know all this? I raise an eyebrow, and he cocks his head. "I have my own sources of information, dear. Why did you think we attacked the place if not for you?"

      I open my mouth but close it again when the room erupts in conversation. People rush over to shake my hand. Faces are a blur, and words meddle together as I am crowded by the people in the room.

      "Honored to meet you."

      "It's a pleasure."

      "Thank you for fighting for us."

      "We stand behind you, Cass."

      I take a few steps back, overwhelmed, and Manfred comes to my rescue. "Enough, enough. Give the girl some breathing room. She's been through a lot." He shoos them away with his hands, and they retreat reluctantly. "We'll talk more at tonight's meeting. Everyone, meet in the largest conference room at seven."

      Manfred assigns beds to people, and most of my group take the opportunity for a nap, which finally gives me a chance to be alone. I glance at Jenn and Evelyn, who follow me upstairs and into my room. Evelyn rushes over to the bed and picks up clothes and books scattered all over it. Her cheeks are red when she runs out of the room to deposit them in the one next door.

      "Are you okay?" I whisper to Jenn, who grimaces.

      "I don't know. It's Evelyn—" she starts but falls silent when footsteps sound from the hallway. Evelyn reenters the room and sits down on the chair by the desk. I sit on the edge of the bed, and Jenn joins me.

      "How was it?" Evelyn asks eagerly.

      "Exhausting mostly," I answer. "We had training most days."

      Jenn looks me up and down. "I can tell." She squeezes my upper arm with two fingers as if to gauge my muscles.

      "That tickles," I giggle, and she stops. She holds up her hand in mock defense, and we all break into laughter.

      "What was it like?" Evelyn asks again.

      I take off my shoes and throw them toward the door, pull myself toward the wall, and cover my legs with the blanket. I'm not cold, but it's comfortable, and I feel that it might cover some of the stench I'm sure my feet have collected while walking for two days. I need a shower. But first things first.

      "We had training in the morning, both physical and magical. In the afternoon, we listened to lectures. Those were the worst. You should listen to some of them talk about Nixies... It was horrible." I shudder, and Jenn looks uncomfortable.

      I fill them in on everything that happened at camp, and they are a wonderful audience. They gasp and laugh in all the right places, and I begin to enjoy myself.

      "And then we heard this loud explosion during lunch, and they tried hushing it up as a gas explosion. A girl showed me the scene later, and it was definitely not a gas explosion. We overheard two guards saying that a group of magicians and a dwarf attacked the camp. I knew it was you." I pause. Jenn and Evelyn are still laughing. "They said someone was killed and dragged away. I thought Alexander..." My voice trails off, and their laughter dies.

      Jenn scoots up next to me and puts an arm around me. "It's okay. He was hit and knocked out, but he was just unconscious. He's okay. Still mending a few bones but nothing major."

      I imagine Alexander's lifeless body getting dragged away from Grettir and force myself to continue my tale. I tell them about the laundry room meetings and fleeing in the night. I tell them about walking and fighting the witch hunters. I don't cry when I tell them about Jack, Simone, and the woman but my voice cracks. Jenn pulls me tighter, and Evelyn cuddles up next to me.

      "What have I missed here?" I ask mostly to distract myself from my memories.

      Evelyn and Jenn exchange a glance.

      "That's it," I say and pull myself out between the two. I get up and face them. "What's going on between you two. When I left, you were flirting to the point of being annoying. Now you avoid each other and look at each other like that." They exchange another glance." Yes, exactly that. I won't leave the room until you tell me what's going on or figure it out between the two of you."

      Jenn looks at Evelyn, then me. "I'm mad at her for being a stupid, reckless witch who doesn't listen to anyone, least of all me."

      Evelyn gapes at her. "And I'm mad at her for being an overprotective Nixie who doesn't believe in me."

      Jenn crosses her arms. "Well, I was right, wasn't I? You did lead them into danger, and Alexander got hurt because you weren't ready. You should have listened to me. You should have waited until Manfred had a plan."

      Evelyn jumps up, her face red with anger. The blanket falls to the floor. "Do you think for one moment that I don't hate myself for that? Do you think I don't regret taking our friends there? And Alexander? I didn't want him to get hurt. I was so fucking scared when he went down." Tears run down her flushed cheeks. "I thought he was dead. I thought I killed him."

      I walk over to calm her, but she pushes my hand away. "I should have listened to you. I know that."

      Jenn still looks stern. "And yet you didn't. You endangered your friends, and most importantly, you endangered yourself. You could have died. I could have lost you." Her eyes are widened with horror. "I can't lose you."

      Evelyn doesn't respond and lets herself slump into the chair. She looks devastated.

      "What happened?" I ask, unable to fully put it together on my own. I look from one to the other, but both of them stare at their hands.

      "What happened?" I repeat with more urgency. "Evelyn?"

      She looks up at me and explains in a small voice. "When Manfred told us you were at Grettir, I was sure they had forced you to join. Some of the people downstairs... They told us horror stories about how Grettir dragged off relatives or how they had no choice but to join or people they cared about would get hurt. Many of them live here permanently now because they don't dare go outside for fear of getting captured. I didn't know you did it on purpose. I shouldn't have doubted..." She trails off again, her voice hoarse. Manfred was working on a plan to get you out, but I didn't think it could wait. I was worried. I... I should have trusted Manfred. Jenn kept telling me to be patient." She looks at Jenn apologetically. "I convinced Alexander and a few others to join me. In the end, Manfred came along."

      "Only to keep you guys from doing anything too stupid," Jenn interrupts.

      "We got in alright. There were patrols, but we managed to avoid them. Alexander and I waited with the other magicians while the Nixies and Manfred went ahead. Manfred fired some big-ass guns, and the wall exploded. I guess that's what you heard. When we joined them, they were under fire." Her breath sounds ragged as if she's running. "They were hiding behind barrels. We ran toward them and fought the magicians on the inside but more and more of them came. I panicked and—" She bites her lip, uncomfortable. "I... It's all my fault. I couldn't reach my magic. I stood there like an idiot, unable to fight or defend myself. Alexander left his cover and grabbed me by the arm. He dragged me back to where the Nixies were hiding. They hit him. They hit him because I couldn't do magic, because I was too weak, because I froze. I thought he was dead. After that, we ran for it. Grettir fighters were joining the others from all sides. There were too many, and there was nowhere to hide anymore. It was the only thing we could do."

      She sits down on the edge of the bed and kneads her hands. Jenn watches her from behind.

      "You were just trying to help, to rescue me. You didn't know I was there more or less on purpose."

      Jenn raises an eyebrow. "More or less?"

      I shrug. “I was eavesdropping and got rambled, so I pretended I was there on purpose. The rest of the intention came after I was in.”

      Jenn laughs. "You do know how to get yourself into a tough spot. You are almost worse than Evelyn."

      It's a low blow, and I throw her a reprimanding look. Evelyn fumbles with her shirt. "I'm sorry, Jenn. I really am."

      Jenn's expression softens, and she scoots to the edge of the bed. She doesn't answer, but she puts a hand on Evelyn's knee. When Evelyn looks up, she smiles. "I know."

      While I'm glad they seem to be making up, there is something I need to say. "I'm sorry, too. I shouldn't have left you. Yes, it worked out to be a good thing in the end, but I never reached the council, and I shouldn't have left you behind."

      Jenn's hand rests on Evelyn's knee, but she turns her attention to me. "Speaking of the council... They are gone. When you left in the middle of the night to have fun without us—"

      “It’s not like that,” I interrupt. “I just didn’t want anyone else to get hurt ever again. It feels like all this is my fucking fault.”

      Jenn holds up a hand. “I know. I know, honey. I don’t agree, but I understand. It’s why I’m not mad. To be honest, if it had been me, I might have made the same utterly useless decision.”

      The fact that she understands why I left makes me feel even more guilty for leaving.

      "I'm sorry," I stammer, but Jenn doesn't need to hear it. She gets up, pulls me into a strong hug and whispers. "I'm just glad you are okay."

      When she sits back down, Evelyn takes her hand. "Cass, when you left, Manfred had a bad feeling. He decided to follow you. We walked up the coast toward where we knew the council was. When he got the news that you joined Grettir, he knew you must have a good reason for it. He said we needed to complete the mission anyway."

      Jenn smiles. "He got us horses. I don't know how he found someone to borrow horses from so quickly. That man has more connections than I think is healthy. Not that I'm complaining."

      I laugh. "You know how to ride a horse?"

      Jenn glances at Evelyn with a mischievous smile. "I do, but you should have seen Evelyn. If I hadn't been so worried about you, it would have been so much fun."

      I feel another pang of guilt at the snide remark. I know she didn’t do it to hurt me, but it still tears me apart. I didn’t mean to hurt her. The whole reason I left was to not get her hurt.

      “So, did you find the place?”

      Jenn nods. “Yeah, we did. They were exactly where Manfred’s sources said they would be. Well, or at least their hiding place was. There were signs everywhere that they had just recently abandoned the ranch. But they were gone. We were too late.”

      Evelyn plucks at the edges of her shirt. “So we went back here and tried to find a way to get you home.” She throws a nervous glance at Jenn. “Well...”

      Jenn squeezes her hand.

      I leave for a little while to take a shower, and they find an excuse to leave me alone long enough to allow me a nap, but when Alexander knocks on the door, we are already sitting together on my bed again. "Girls," his voice comes from outside. "It's time. The others are waiting downstairs."

      "Coming," Jenn calls back, and we get up to join him outside.

      The conference room is filled to the rim. It's not meant for this many people, but between the group I brought in and the people who joined since I left, there are quite a few of us now. I swallow my nerves. The room is perfectly divided between the two groups, and they keep glancing at each other.

      Manfred stands up on his chair at the top of the table. His arms are spread wide in his signature way. "Welcome to all of our old friends, and an especially warm welcome to our new additions."

      Peaches looks around skeptically, and Monkey sits with her arms crossed. Soda and Pop eye them with suspicion.

      "Cass has brought along a group from Grettir headquarters," Manfred explains with a gesture at the newcomers. "Most of them were forced into Grettir like some of you. All of them are here to help us fight Elak and his racist little minions."

      I see a few understanding glances from, I assume, those who were part of Grettir themselves, but most people look less than convinced.

      "How do we know we can trust them?" a middle-aged man in a pinstripe suit asks.

      Peaches looks ready to fight the man, so I get up to prevent a massacre. "You can trust them because I do."

      All eyes turn to me from both sides of the room. My cheeks flush. Who am I to demand that kind of authority. "I mean, you said that you are here for me, that you stand behind me, and all that. I trust each and every one of these people. They left Grettir at great risk to follow me here. They deserve to be here as much as any of you."

      I look at Peaches and Monkey, who still look daggers at the group on the other side of the table. "We need to trust each other," I continue. "If we want to stand a chance against Grettir, against Elak, we need to work together, to stand together, to trust. There is enough fighting out there. Let's not fight each other, as well."

      Manfred barks a laugh. "Hear, hear! Couldn't have said it better myself."

      "I think it makes sense for each of us to introduce ourselves, tell each other a little about who we are, where we come from, and why we are here," I say. "Why don't you start, Peaches?"

      I look at him encouragingly and pray he won't let me down. I know Peaches will be hardest to convince, so I'm putting him on the spot. Monkey unfolds her arms next to him and nudges his side.

      He puts his palms on the table and looks around nervously before answering. "I am Peaches, Gaël. When I was 15, I ran away from home. My parents weren't exactly model parents, drunk dad. Mom was always out fucking someone else. Not the perfect example for a young impressionable teen." He looks down at the table. Anyway. I lived on the streets for a while, met a group of others who couldn't live at home. My boyfriend, a Nixie, took me in. It wasn't much, but it was home. After he got killed by Grettir members, I got lost again. I met Cobra, one of the guys at Grettir, and a few others. When he joined Grettir, I wasn't sure about it; I didn't much fancy their ideologies. But without him, I didn't stand much of a chance out there. I wasn't built for a fight. A few weeks later, I joined as well. I'm not proud of it, but I felt I had no other choice."

      He folds his arms and doesn't look up. A few people clap, and he loosens up a little. "Welcome, Gaël—or do you prefer Peaches?" Manfred asks.

      "Either is fine. I've been Peaches for so long; I am used to it by now. Haven't had anyone call me Gaël in ages. But Peaches feels like part of a past that no longer belongs to me. So, if you don't mind, I think I'd prefer Gaël."

      Manfred bows his head. "Nice to meet you, Gaël."

      He gestures at a young woman who sits opposite Gaël. She introduces herself as Heather. Both sides of the table relax a little more with each person's story. When the last person introduces herself, I don't feel like there are sides anymore. I start yawning halfway through and try to hide just how tired I am. When I stifle another yawn, Jenn nudges me and whispers, "You need to get some sleep."

      Without waiting for an answer, she gets up. "I am so glad to get to know all of you, especially the newcomers I've had no chance to meet. However, I think we all need some rest. Some of us have traveled for days. Let's reconvene here tomorrow after everyone has caught up on sleep a little." She turns to Manfred. "Does that sound like a plan?"

      He jumps down from his chair and holds the door open. "After you, my dear."
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      "It's just a change in perspective." Evelyn sits down on a puff in a small office. Jenn slides down onto the ground with her back against it.

      "A change in perspective?" I ask and exchange a glance with Alexander, who is leaning against the wall next to me. "Come on, tell me."

      "You know how you told Jenn that all you had to do to disable your magic was to change how you think about it? It's the same thing. I just look at it differently, and it allows me to enable and disable it much more quickly, much less consciously."

      I asked Evelyn earlier about how she and Alexander managed to learn my secret. It turns out they did not only learn it but improve on my technique.

      "So you zap in and out at will?" I ask incredulously.

      "Let me show you," Evelyn suggests and asks Alexander and me to disable our magic. She gets up, turns on the ceiling light in the room, and then sits back down on her puff.

      With a big smile, she snaps her fingers, and the lights flick off. She snaps them again, and it turns back on. She repeats this for a while until I hold up my hands. "Okay, okay. I'm convinced."

      She laughs. Instead of getting up again, she looks at the switch, and I see it turn itself off. Looks like she got the hang of things while I was gone. I wonder for a moment how much of this she learned before they attacked Grettir, and she lost her magic in a panic. It hasn't been more than a couple of days since, so probably most of it. I need to remember that she is still young and inexperienced, no matter how comfortable she looks. I need to be prepared for it to happen again.

      "Can you teach me?" I ask.

      Evelyn looks over at Alexander with a smirk. "If I can teach Alex..."

      "Ey, I'm not that hard to teach," he responds with a grin. "Maybe you're a lousy teacher."

      He seems much better than he was when I left. I've seen him smile and laugh more since I got back. I still haven't had a chance to talk to him at all and long for some peace and quiet with him. But now is not the time. This is important, so I return my attention to Evelyn.

      "I'm gonna hope that you are better at this than this guy makes it seem." I wink at Alexander. "So, please, teach me."

      Evelyn first tells me that Alexander continued my training after I was gone, that they practiced together every day.

      "And she's really annoying, you know? She has a knack for asking about every tiny detail and all of the what-ifs." Alexander supplies and nudges me with his uninjured arm. I'm very aware of how close to me he stands.

      "Yeah, I can imagine," I answer with a smile and hope my cheeks don't flush. I quickly look back at Evelyn.

      "So, your image of a flame to represent your magic... I decided there had to be an easier way. I sat up all night, trying different techniques. In the end, I realized that it's not the image of the flame but the fact that you use an image at all. Don't think of an image. Focus on the feeling of your own magic instead."

      I frown. "That easy?"

      Evelyn holds out her arms. "Not my fault that no one ever questions the status quo in teaching. Give it a try."

      I close my eyes, and the image of the flame is in my mind immediately. I push it aside and focus on the feeling of my magic, that gentle warmth. The flame flickers back into sight. I groan.

      "If you can't do it right away, try imagining your magic as a color first. That's what I did."

      I try again. I conjure up the image of the flame and push it away with an orange cloud. It's too close to the flame, and it begins flickering almost immediately again, so I decide on a calm sky blue instead. This image is much easier to wield as I can imagine clouds and waves to make.

      "When you get used to the image for your magic, try to lock into the feeling."

      I let the blue darken slowly until it is the faintest whisper of color and concentrate on the feeling instead. The last color fades away, but the warmth stays. I relish the sensation for a moment before opening my eyes. I expect it to vanish, but it doesn't. I smile.

      "Got it?"

      "That was fast," Alexander compliments, a hint of jealousy in his voice. This time, my cheeks flush at the compliment.

      "Now," Evelyn goes on. "Push the feeling away."

      I release the feeling, and the warmth explodes away from me, leaving behind a dull cold. Alexander switches the light back on, and the white glow fills the room. Evelyn points a finger at it approvingly.

      I cast my mind around for the feeling until the warmth comes floating back into my body. The light immediately turns off. Evelyn claps, and Alexander slaps my shoulder. "Well done."

      "Again," Evelyn instructs, and I can tell she is enjoying this reversal of roles. Again, I release the magic, the light turns on, then pull it back in, and the light turns off. Each time I try, it gets a little easier, a little less conscious.

      "The image of the magic is a crutch that works wonders for first understanding magic but holds you back later," Jenn explains while playing with Mimir's paws. "Not that I would know anything about any of this."

      How can someone who has never done magic in her life be so good at putting it into words?

      "You might actually consider a career in teaching magic, love," Evelyn jokes, and I agree. "Once this is all over, that might actually be a possibility."

      Jenn looks pensive. "I think I might prefer something more political. I'd love to help shape this new world. It might be chaos right now, but I think there's a good solution to all this. We'll just have to find it."
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      I finally manage to get a moment alone with Alexander after lunch. We stand outside on the balcony, much like we did the night before I left. It's as if I was never gone, and at the same time, everything has changed.

      "How are you doing?" I ask tentatively.

      Alexander turns, and his eyes find mine. A spark lights inside me, but before the butterflies take off, he turns back to the city. "It's hard."

      I put a hand on his and immediately pull it back. He laughs and pulls my hand back into his. "I'm glad you're back," he says, still not looking at me.

      "I'm sorry for leaving."

      He turns and pulls me into his chest, his strong arms around me. I push some of his dreadlocks out of my face and close my eyes. He smells like summer rain, that perfect combination of sadness and new beginnings.

      "I know you are," he whispers. "It's why I am glad you are back."

      I can hear and feel his heartbeat against my cheek. The wind brushes past us on the open balcony, bringing a cooler breeze and the smell of smoke. When his arms let go of me, I feel cold and want to pull him back.

      "Please, don't leave again," he says and kisses my forehead. It is as if everything that has happened since we lost each other at the Academy is pushing us apart. All the years of not really staying in touch, the feeling of being abandoned by each other, both too busy changing the world to make time for feelings are heavy between us. I look up into his dark eyes, and my stomach turns over.

      "I won't," I promise and mean it. I turn toward the skyline, unable to hold his gaze a second longer. He steps up behind me and puts his arms around me. His chin rests against my head, and his breath is warm against my ear.

      "Can we just stay out here forever?" I ask after a while. "I don't want to go back in and be a symbol for these people."

      He holds me tighter. "But they are here because of you. Manfred has painted your picture as a hero pretty well, considering they don't even know what's so special about you."

      I turn and look at him, the cold railing against my back. "Yeah, I've been wondering about that. What the fuck do these people worship me for?"

      He laughs a booming laugh that vibrates through me. "When they joined, they joined to fight against Grettir. You only really became a thing because you infiltrated Grettir. They don't know it wasn't on purpose. He told them you are risking your life to get us the necessary leverage to beat Elak, and somehow that idea has taken over, and now they think you're the key to everything."

      I suddenly feel alone despite Alexander's arms around me. "But I can't give them what they want. I can't share the secret."

      He brushes a strand of hair out of my face. "I know that. But at some point, you'll have to trust someone. You trusted the people you brought with you yesterday enough to share our location with them. Maybe, it's time you trust all of us."

      I bury my face in his chest and don't answer. I'm not ready to face this.
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      Evelyn, Alexander, I, and to everyone's surprise Jenn, separate the magicians into groups that afternoon to help them grasp a better understanding of their magic. We make sure not to share my secret with them yet, but the fact that we are telling them something seems to boost morale. Meanwhile, Manfred teaches the Nixies how to use the weapons he has procured.

      Soda and Pop run around between the groups, handing out snacks, water, and jokes. They are a cheerful duo even past their odd looks. Now that I've been around them for a few days, I notice that they seem to wear opposing clothes on purpose, as well. So, not only their skin tones, hair color, and eyes seem to cancel each other out, but also their choice of wardrobe. They often talk at the same time or finish each other's sentences. And by simply being around, they change the air at headquarters. We are preparing for war, and yet, none of us feel particularly down at the prospect.

      "They are quite the pair," Monkey, who has decided she prefers her nickname, comments when they bow backward out of the room we use for training. "Are they Nixies or magicians?"

      "Nixies, I think, but knowing Manfred, they could be a lot of things. Not magicians, but they could be about any other magical creature that has a near-human form."

      "I've decided they are trolls," Evelyn giggles as she walks into the room. "Not that they look anything like trolls, but they sure know how to troll us."

      Laughter breaks out from the people who heard. I raise an eyebrow. "How long have you been waiting for a chance to make that joke?"

      Evelyn shrugs. "Oh, just about since the day I first met them. Anyway, Manfred says we've done enough for the day."

      I raise my voice to the room at large. "Okay, people. Good progress today. See you again tomorrow."

      People file out of the room. When I leave, I turn to see Evelyn hanging back to chat with Peaches, who looks more motivated than I have seen him before. I hurry toward the kitchen to see if I can find Jenn or Alexander somewhere. I'm not in the mood to be alone. The excitement has rubbed off on me, and I feel like being among people I care about.

      Before I can get far, Evelyn catches up with me, and when I look around at her, she is pale, and her eyes are wide with horror. "I think I just did something very stupid."

      I stop walking and face her. "What happened?"

      She looks around, then whispers. "Did you tell Gaël about your secret?"

      I freeze and know that something bad will follow. "No, I didn't tell anyone from the group."

      Evelyn looks around nervously. "He knows. He just held me back, and... he made it sound as if you had already told him. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to. He told me how excited he is about your secret and how much it will change the war's odds, and I didn't realize what he was doing until it was too late. I'm so sorry!"

      She shivers, and her face is losing the last bit of its color. I still can't move. Why would Peaches pretend to know? And how would he even get the idea that there is a secret? Does that mean he overheard something he shouldn't have?

      I start running down the corridor. "We need to find him. Now."

      Evelyn catches up with me, still mumbling apologies. I don't have time to deal with her guilty conscience right now. "Listen, Ev. I know you didn't do this on purpose. Can you hold the guilt in until we find that bastard?"

      She nods, and we rush into the training room. It is empty. We turn on our heels and run back down the corridor toward the stairs at the end. I nearly crash into Monkey halfway down. "Sorry," I halt and look at her. "Have you seen Peaches, Gaël, whatever, him?"

      She cocks her head. "Yeah, he just left. Said he was going for a walk."

      "Fuck," I swear.

      "What's wrong?" Monkey looks worried. I pull her into one of the small offices, and Evelyn closes the door behind us.

      "There's a secret I haven't yet shared with anyone that could seriously damage the outcome of all of this. Peaches just tricked Evelyn into telling him. The fact that he's gone can only mean one thing: He's going back to Grettir."

      Evelyn buries her face in her hands and groans. "Fuck, what have I done?"

      I pull her hands down. "It's not your fault. He tricked you. And if I'm right, he tricked all of us. And it was I who brought him here. If this is anyone's fault—"

      Monkey cuts across me. "Stop the blame game. If he's indeed running around with some big-ass secret, we better do something about it. Can you tell me what kind of secret this is?"

      After Gaël's betrayal, I hesitate, but I decide to ignore my doubts when I look into Monkey's face. She risked everything to connect me with the rest of the group. I can trust her. Or I hope so. Slowly, I nod.

      "What exactly did you tell him, Ev?"

      She eyes Kiania for a second before answering, “He said he’s super excited about your secret and how it’s gonna change everything.” She holds her fingers up for air quotes. “It was so convincing. All I really said was, ‘Yeah, I used an elevator yesterday... Wouldn’t have been able to do that if Cass hadn’t taught me how to disable my magic.’ and the moment I said it and saw the look in his face - eager, excited - I knew I fucked up.”

      Monkey signs. "I really thought we could trust him. I thought he was one of us. That story about his Nixie boyfriend..."

      My mind races trying to keep up with what exactly this means for me, for us, for the war.

      "Only good news is that he doesn't know how it's done, only that it is possible. That buys us some time. But I guess now that Grettir is about to find out, there is no reason to keep this secret a secret any longer."

      With heavy steps, I walk out of the room and find Manfred. "Can you gather everyone in the conference room? I think it's time to share some news."

      Alexander looks past Manfred, asking silently what is going on. "I'm about to listen to your advice—even if not for the reason I wish it was."

      "You're going to tell everyone?"

      I nod. "Not much of a choice. We've been betrayed."

      He begins asking questions, but I quiet him. "I'll explain it to everyone in a few minutes. Come on."

      He follows me to the conference room under protest, but I ignore his questions. Slowly, people file into the room and gather around, all look at me in expectation. Manfred has already taken his position at the top of the table. He sits on the back of the chair, his feet on the cushion.

      "What is all of this about? he asks, but I tell him to wait, too.

      When it looks like we are complete, I stand next to Manfred and look around the room. "Thanks for coming, everyone. I guess it is time for me to share something with you that I've been trying to keep a secret for a while now."

      Jenn sits right next to where I'm standing, and her expression hardens. I really wish I had a chance to talk to her before doing this.

      "I learned something that would tip the scales in this war and give us a real chance. However, it also endangers Nixies which is why I've been keeping it close. In addition, I think Grettir would abuse this power if they figured out how to do it. So, I hope you understand why I've been reluctant to share this with you."

      "Just spit it out, already," a man in the back says, and a few people agree. My stomach sinks, and I feel even more nervous.

      "I don't mean to lead you on. I need you to understand that what I'm about to share with you is something that can lead to a lot of bloodshed if shared with the wrong people."

      This comment gains me a look of approval from Jenn.

      "Over the past few years, I was the trainee of Barbara Willems. I'm sure most of you have heard of her. During my time there, I worked on a personal project."

      And then it hits me. I slam my palm onto my forehead. Fuck. Barbara. We need to warn her. Gaël knows I worked there. If he tells Elak about this, they'll try and learn more about my research from her.

      "Hold on a minute," I mumble and run out of the room. I find my sermoes hanging from a branch in the kitchen and grab one unceremoniously. I record a quick message for Barbara and urge it to hurry. It blinks its eyes and disappears.

      "Sorry," I say when I rejoin the others in the conference room, many of whom look annoyed by now. I am really not handling this well. "Guys, I know how to temporarily disable my magic."

      A gasp fills the room before it is replaced by questions, murmurs, and animated chatter at the news. Manfred slaps his hand onto the table three times until silence falls. "Let her finish."

      "I know how to blend in with Nixies. I can use technology if I like and go anywhere I want. So do Evelyn and Alexander here."

      "Can you teach us?" someone asks at the same time as someone else comments, "But what good will that do? It allows us to hide."

      Again, Manfred calls for silence.

      "Yes, it allows us to hide, to pass their stupid flashlight test, but it also means that..." I hesitate to reveal the key point to this. "It also means we can use weapons. It's the main reason I've been so reluctant to share. If you match Grettir magicians with weapons against Nixies—or even other unarmed magicians—no one stands a chance."

      More murmuring goes around the room as people discuss this newest revelation. I scan their faces and spot everything from uncertainty to fear and even anger.

      "Why didn't you share this sooner? Magicians have been getting killed for weeks now. You could have stopped that."

      The blow hits, and I feel like I don't get enough air. Alexander steps up next to me and grabs my hand. "Cass did what she knew was right. If she had shared it and the secret got into the wrong hands, things would be much worse now. She couldn't risk it. She made the right choice."

      I squeeze his hand in thanks. Having him by my side gives me the strength to swallow my self-doubt. "Thank you, Alexander. Don't think for one minute that I haven't been plagued with guilt at every single one of those deaths. Even though I know it was the right choice, it all feels like it is my fault a lot of the time. However, that doesn't matter now. It is time for me to share this secret with all of you, to teach you how to do it. I hope Evelyn and Alexander, maybe even Jenn, will agree to help me."

      "Of course," all three of them answer.

      "I've been thinking about sharing this with you since my return to headquarters, but, unfortunately, matters were taken out of my hands today. Someone found out about my secret and has now vanished. my assumption is that he's on his way back to Grettir to tell Elak."

      "I bet it was one of them," the same man who questioned me earlier says and points at some of the people I brought with me from Grettir. His high forehead is crumpled in a frown.

      "Stop it!" I say. I should have known this would happen. How did I expect them to trust each other just because I tell them to? Damn it! "Yes, someone betrayed us. Someone betrayed my trust. But if we let that tear us apart, they win. I am trusting you with this because I know you are better than that. I am trusting you to stand with me, not against me."

      The man sits back down. "Fine," he murmurs unconvinced, but I am still thankful for the gesture.

      "It's too late to begin anything today, but we will teach you in groups tomorrow. Anyone who wants to learn can learn. And once you know how to disable your magic, you will join Manfred at weapons training. Are you with me?"

      Silence. My heart thumps against my chest. Alexander, Evelyn, and Jenn stand up and begin cheering. Slowly, one by one, the room erupts in celebration. In the end, even the man with the high forehead and the people around him join in.

      I scan the room, and with every happy cheering face, Gaël's betrayal hurts a little bit less. I can do this. We can do this.

      And then the sermotera appears in the middle of the table, exhausted, swaying slightly.

      "Oh my god. Is it okay?" Monkey asks and picks it up. I take it off her hand gently and hold it up to listen to the message. I know that something is wrong before it shudders and covers its face with a wing in shame. There is no message. It could not get to Barbara.
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      "How the fuck did he even get to Grettir this fast?" I ask in a panicked voice, and Manfred takes the lead of the group. Within minutes, he has assembled a team. Quite a few people volunteered to go check on Barbara. And, I don't think it has much to do with the fact that Barbara is famous. When all fifteen of us step outside, the sun seems to be mocking me.

      Barbara's lab is only a few miles away from headquarters, and we get there in less than an hour. Every step feels like an eternity. When the old library's antique building looms up ahead of us, I speed up into a run, and the rest of the group follow suit. The hall downstairs is empty, the staircases vacated. We pause, listen for any sound, but the first floor stays silent.

      When I push through the door to the level I worked on, the level with Barbara's office, shock makes me halt. Alexander walks into me from behind. I stumble into the office and almost step into a pool of blood on the floor. A man lies face-down on the cold stone floor. I don't have to touch him to know he is dead. Mimir still runs over and sniffs the man.

      Without a word, I recall him to my side. I need him with me now.

      Quietly, we sneak down the hallway. I peer around the frame of the door to the first office. The room has clearly been searched in a hurry with little care for the belongings. Shelves lie overturned, their contents spilling over the floor. Drawers are cleaned out, thrown haphazardly on top of the mess. Papers are scattered throughout.

      When we make our way down the hall, the scene is repeated in most of the rooms, dead bodies underneath the rubble in many. Whoever searched here didn't care how many people they had to kill. I hold my breath when we reach Barbara's office. The smell of ash hangs in the air. When we open the door, a plume of smoke wafts outside. I cough and push inside. The filing cabinet is still smoldering, the notebooks with her research notes reduced to nothing but ash.

      Alexander and two volunteers push the smoke out into the hallway and extinguish the flames. I take a deep breath, thankful for the cleaner air.

      "Over here," I hear someone yell and turn to see a man cowering over a body on the ground. Barbara. I run over and fall onto my knees next to her. Her eyes stare at the ceiling, but I know they have seen their last image. She's dead. Barbara is dead.

      I start to pull her out into the hallway by her arms, feel the weight lift as someone assists me with magic. "We have to get out of here," Manfred says through a strong cough.

      "I can't leave her here," I answer in a raspy voice. I don't know if it is the smoke or the loss, probably both.

      Two men step up next to me and levitate her into the air in front of them. "Don't worry," one of them says, "We've got you."

      I allow Monkey to drag me out of the building. On the way out, I take a last look into the research lab, where I spent so much time sorting vials. It feels multiple lifetimes ago.

      We burry Barbara between the trees behind the building. It seems like the right thing to do. A lump appears to have permanently attached itself to my throat. Most days, I didn't even like the woman. Many days, I hated her. It is the 'some days' in between that make me mourn her.

      "Do you think it was her who burned the research?" I ask Alexander. He holds my hand tight as we look down at the grave. "I feel like it must have been her to prevent Grettir from getting what she worked on, what I worked on."

      "Looks like her final act was a good one," Jenn says from the other side, Evelyn's hand in hers. I didn't want Jenn to come, to get into harm's way, but I am glad she is here. I'm glad all of them are here.

      "Do you think they found what they were looking for?" Kiania looks unsure if it is okay to join us.

      I shake my head. "I think Barbara got to it first. But there is no way to be sure. We need to assume that they'll figure it out sooner rather than later. I never wrote down the final answer, but looking through my failed attempts would speed things up for them quite a bit. Even if they didn't find the research, any of my notes, they know it is possible now. With all the people in their camp, it won't be long before one of them figures it out."
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      "It's now or never," I announce to the room at large when we have gathered in the conference room again the next day. "It is time to end this, once and for all."

      I lean my palms onto the table and look around the room. For a second, I wonder if anyone else will betray us but push the thought away. If I start doubting, I'll never get through this.

      "Manfred has reached out to his contact at Grettir. He has instructed him to find Halo, the girl who stayed behind, get us information, and work with her to get us something we can use. Together, they have managed to tell us about a planned attack." I pause and close my eyes. When I do, I see all those who died because of me. I quickly open them again to get away from everything that haunts me. "Three days from now, Grettir plans to attack the harbor bridge. But we will be there. We will protect the Nixies who drive across at the time. And, we will stop Grettir. Evelyn, Alexander, and I will teach as many of you as possible how to disable your magic, so we can blend in with the crowd."

      Excited whispers fill the room, but a mere look from Manfred silences them.

      "Those of you who master it will join us on the bridge before the attack. We'll blend in with the Nixies and surprise Grettir. Those of you who can't figure it out will join us after the fight breaks out."

      Jenn gets up and looks at me. "Remember, none of the Nixies there have done anything to deserve what Grettir has planned for them—whatever that might be. While bringing down Elak is the goal, the priority has to be to protect the innocent, no matter if they have magical blood in them or not. Innocent is innocent."

      She looks at me uncertainly, and I bow my head. "Jenn is right. We can't let anyone else get hurt. Remember that many of you here once belonged to Grettir. We have to assume there are more in the organization who don't want to be there, who were tricked or coerced into joining. Defend yourselves but aim to disarm, not to kill."

      Everyone talks over each other. Some people agree with Jenn. Some complain that we can't risk anything getting in the way of catching Elak. People argue with each other and the room at large. I put a hand on Manfred's shoulder, and he shouts, "Enough."

      It's not the word that shuts everyone up. It's the strong pulse of emotion he put into the word. When it hits me, a strong sense of loyalty, friendship, and love overcomes me. I hold the table to support myself. I forgot how powerful dwarfs can be, even without eye contact. A man in the back, hair neatly parted, clutches his chest at the strong feeling; a woman squeals and retreats. Most look overwhelmed and confused. The room is quiet now.

      "Thank you, Manfred. I know it is a lot to ask. I know that you all want to see Elak suffer at least as much as I do. He has killed my parents. He has taken our leaders away from us. But that doesn't give us the right to go around and kill whoever we like, not even to allow them to get killed. We are better than that, better than Grettir. It is our responsibility to fight for those who cannot fight for themselves."

      Jenn stumbles up from where she has fallen to the ground—Dwarfs are particularly powerful against Nixies—and I point at her. "Jenn has been my friend for years. She has been by my side for as much of this journey as I have let her." I smile at her, still guilty for pushing her away, even if just for a moment. "Without her, I wouldn't be here. I wouldn't have started my research, let alone stuck with it for so long, through failure after failure. I wanted nothing more than to be a part of her world. I let her in. I told her who I am, what I am. She still accepted me. She stuck it out. I wanted to see her world, too. And now that I can, there is a war going on outside." I rub both palms over my face to clear my head. "This war has taken a lot from all of us. It has taken people we care about. But it is so much better than us. It has taken loves ones from many people out there who never even thought this war possible. A few weeks ago, Nixies didn't know we existed, and now they are getting killed. They are getting killed by magicians and misguided witch-hunters who think all magicians are Grettir. Our responsibility is to show them that not all magicians are like Grettir, that there are good magicians out there. Now that Grettir might be able to use weapons against them, they are even more helpless. They won't last long. And it is on us to make sure they survive. We need to stand up for those who can't defend themselves."

      I look around the room one last time and pull myself upright. "So, who's with me?"

      This time, no one objects. No one argues. The room erupts into cheers and shouts of loyalty. Jenn's face glows with pride and happiness. It is not the first time they cheered. It is not the first time they exclaimed that they were with me, but this time, I hope it lasts past the next hurdle.
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      After things calm down, Manfred puts people into groups for training, and they head to the different rooms. I hang back to speak with Jenn. When I call her name, she looks up at me, beaming.

      "That went better than I expected," I say.

      "Thank you for backing me up on this," she answers. "When you shared your secret with them yesterday, I was worried what it would mean. I was sure it would mean more of my kind get killed."

      "My kind, your kind,..." I say and purse my lips. "We are all human. And we should act like it. Just because I can do some things you can't—it doesn't make me better than you. We all have different abilities. Some people can paint; some people can play instruments. I can do magic. So what?"

      She laughs out loud and pulls me into a tight hug. "I love you, Cass."

      I put my hands on her shoulders and pull away. "I love you, too. You know that. But there is something else I need you to hear."

      She raises an eyebrow which almost vanishes between her blond strands. "Let me guess... You want me to stay behind and be safe?"

      I shrug helplessly. "Something like that. There just isn't much you can do in a fight against magicians."

      "I know that. But there is no way I will let you and Evelyn march into battle and sit here without knowing. It isn't going to happen. I'll be there, by your side. I go all the way."
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      "How did it go?" I ask Alexander when we share another quiet moment on the balcony that afternoon.

      "Not too bad. Evelyn's way of seeing things really makes this whole thing easier. Why did no one else ever go beyond the images for magic?"

      I shrug. "She's special, that one. I knew it from the moment I met her. I think growing up as a Nixie has given her a rather unique perspective on things."

      After a moment, I add, "Do you think we'll be able to end this? When we face them, I mean?"

      I know the question sounds childish, and I hate myself for asking, but I need someone to tell me that everything will be okay.

      Alexander turns to look me in the eyes and answers, "I don't know what's going to happen, but I know we'll give it the best we can."

      I lower my gaze. I can't look at him right now. "I feel like everything is my fault. What if we fail and Grettir uses my research to rule this city, this country, however far they'll go?"

      I feel Alexander's warm hand on my shoulder but still don't look up.

      "If we lose, it won't be for lack of trying. Stop beating yourself up. This isn't your fault. You didn't make Elak who he is. You didn't bomb that conference center. You didn't go 'round hunting witches. There are good people and bad people among all races on this planet. You just gotta believe in yourself..." He hesitates. "Like I do. You are one of the good ones, Cassandra Everett."

      He lifts my chin, and I look up into his gentle eyes. My self-doubt melts away. I know it will return soon enough, but it is replaced by motivation and a sense of rebellion for the time being. It is time to end this once and for all.
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      The buildings blur past us on either side, and I cling to Jenn in fear. I know she loves this thing but riding on the back of her motorcycle feels like the most dangerous thing I have ever done. She leans into turns, squeezes through gaps between cars, and speeds through the city. I'm a magician, for fuck's sake, and I'm much too old for rollercoaster rides, no matter how often Jenn assures me that she is in control of this. A car switches lanes ahead of us without signaling, and Jenn swerves to the right, honking and swearing—or rather, I assume she is swearing, as I can't hear anything through the helmet and over the noise of traffic.

      I clutch her jacket as if it is a lifeline. Traffic is horrible, and even though there are four lanes in either direction, it is obvious that it would take us ages longer in a car.

      Most of the group left hours ago in various cars driven by Nixies who, like Jenn, refused to stay home. Others are getting to the bridge via vadetera. Manfred managed to get hold of a couple of the beasts. I volunteered to ride with Jenn, but after this hell of a ride, I almost miss the feeling of traveling by vadetera. Sure, the feeling of being squeezed through a thin rubber tube that is being swung around by a toddler with too much energy in never-ending circles isn't nice, but I'm not sure this is much better.

      We take the exit on the right, and soon after, I spot signs for the bridge. When we drive onto it, there is no sign of any commotion. Jenn slows down and falls into general traffic. She stays in lane behind a truck that drives slow enough for cars behind us to constantly speed up and past us on the left. For my taste, it's still going too fast. If we reach the end of the bridge before Grettir gets here, the whole thing is fucked. We'd be able to join the fight later, but someone has to be there for the surprise factor to work out.

      When I get used to the much slower speed and no longer flinch each time a car passes us by, I begin to make out our surroundings. I see Monkey and Evelyn walking slowly along the bridge, deep in conversation. They stop and point out toward the ocean, clearly to buy time and to look like they belong. We pass a few more of our group, and I am glad to see them blend in, as well. Some are on bicycles, some in cars around us. Others walk along the sidewalks on either side of the bridge.

      I look past Jenn again to see we are nearly at the end of the bridge, and my heart begins racing again. Where the fuck are they?

      And then I hear it: Panicked screams fill the air. The truck in front of us stops suddenly, and Jenn has to swerve strongly to avoid a collision. When the truck no longer blocks the view, I immediately understand why it stopped. A group of magicians in horned masks and long black robes stands on top of cars at the bridge's entrance. They throw fire and lightning into the crowd at random until those in front retreat back onto the bridge. Those who don't run away fast enough are culled and pile up on the ground.

      Jenn swerves through the parked cars until we get so close that we are in danger of getting hit. She screeches to a stop at the side of the bridge. Before she has fully gotten out the kickstand, I jump off and run towards the fighting magicians.

      "Be careful, Cass," I hear from behind as I tear off the helmet. I don't turn around. I need to protect the Nixies who are still fleeing the fight. The magicians levitate themselves onto the next row of cars—of course, they are arrogant to levitate.

      I can't see the other end of the bridge from here, but I guess the scene looks similar there from the distant screams. With each row of cars, they close the distance between both sides. Jenn appears by my side and takes the helmet from my hand. Soon after, Evelyn, Monkey, and a few others join me. Manfred holds a stitch in his chest.

      "Ready?" I ask and run toward the magicians without waiting for answers. Mid-run, I throw the first flames into the middle of the group. They topple over in surprise. Good, they didn't expect us here.

      Energy flies past me at the group of magicians regaining their positions. Before they know what hit them, half of them are on the ground again. "Now," Manfred yells, and I push away my magic. Seconds later, the rest of the group is hit by tranq bullets from the Nixie weapons.

      "Go," Manfred yells again, and I pull my powers back and fire. Manfred and Jenn coordinate the attacks. The car lights around us flicker on and off. I point this out to a Nixie near me, and she coordinates a small group to take away this easy tell.

      More masked Grettir members climb over their fallen comrades and take their positions. When lightning crackles past Jenn, missing her by inches, I push her behind me. Her eyes are fixed on the blackened mess that used to be a headlight seconds ago. Too close.

      Another missile gets hurled past the car to my left, its headlights flickering in its wake. "Manfred, their magic disturbs our guns. Make sure to keep that in mind when you coordinate." He nods curtly before yelling out instructions.

      We manage to slow the progress of Grettir but soon have to retreat behind the next row of cars, then the next, and the next. When I look around, I see the other end of the fight, another line of masked figures slowly pushing inwards. The fighters there have a much harder time keeping them at bay and get pushed back fast.

      "Jenn, help them coordinate. They are struggling." It hurts me to send her away. "Evelyn, protect her," I add, but the girl didn't need the instructions. The moment Jenn nodded, she was already rushing to her side.

      I retreat behind the line of resistance fighters and climb onto the bed of a pickup to survey the scene, get a better overview. Nixies are huddled behind cars or hiding inside them. None of them dare move. Magic ricochets around everywhere, zooming blurs of color. There are heavy losses on both sides, but no indication who will win this fight.

      A masked magician gets hit by a tranq dart and falls off the bridge's side. I turn to look over the railing and watch him hit the water at the bottom with a big splash.

      In front of me, Alexander stumbles backward, and I rush over to assist him. I pull him up by the arm with one hand while firing at his opponent with the other. Manfred signals another switch, and I push. Moments later, another signal, pull. It becomes an orchestrated dance quickly. Soon, Manfred's signals are mere accentuations as everyone has fallen into a rhythm.

      The rows of magicians thin in front of us, and hope starts to crawl up inside me. The remaining fighters rush to the sides, making room for a figure walking onto the bridge. Elak. Everything seems too slow. He wears no mask, no hood. He doesn't hide. His dark blue robes fly around him in the wind.

      His sight is impressive and spurs his fighters into more recklessness. The fight gets bloodier by the second. A child in the car next to me whimpers when the windshield bursts. I take a few steps toward them to shield them from harm. I yell at them to run, to get away, but they just shrink further into their seats. I groan and run toward them.

      Before I can reach the car, three flaming orbs hit it, and it explodes feet away from me. Disoriented and with ringing ears, I stumble backward into strong arms. Alexander pulls me away toward the center of the bridge.

      The distance between the lines of Grettir fighters is getting smaller and smaller. We are caged in. They are too strong. We won't be able to hold them off for much longer. This needs to end and fast.

      I step in front of my group, ears still ringing. I know I can't shield them from him. There is no way to win this fight, to hold them off permanently. The only way this ends is with Elak. No one else needs to get hurt. Only one death is necessary tonight.

      Elak laughs at my attempt to protect my friends and steps toward me. Two of his magicians follow right behind him. The battle around us seizes as soon as he holds up a hand. I want to ignore him, to fight his authority, but I am unable to move.

      "Oh, silly girl," he says in a calm, patronizing voice. "Do you really think you'll be able to protect your little minions from me?"

      I pull my shoulders back and take another step toward him. "I won't let you hurt them."

      I know I sound foolish. I know I don't stand a chance, yet there is no fear when I face him. It feels like this is between him and me.

      Icy daggers dance around his palms, and he playfully rolls them around his fingers. His arrogance fuels my anger. I pull and my own magic and conjure up flames, throw them at him. He lazily pushes them away. Alexander and Evelyn appear on either side of me. Evelyn's hand crackles with lightning, Alexander's is surrounded by an earth-colored swirl.

      When we attack, the battle breaks out again all over the bridge. Monkey fights Bulldog, whose stupid black braid wobbles with every step as they circle each other. Cobra tries to rush to his aid, but Bulldog holds up a hand. "This one's mine, brother," he snarls, so Cobra finds his own fight. Manfred leads a group of fighters to the other end of the bridge, where the battle is approaching the center quickly.

      Alexander, Evelyn, and I fight Elak, and while his cronies are fighting their own battles, he is an even match for all three of us.

      Exhaustion is setting in, and my magic seems further away each time I reach for it. I dodge another of Elak's attacks and fire at him. Without effort, he pushes it aside. But when Alexander and Evelyn attack at the same time, he stumbles. I send another burst of flames at him, and it grazes his shoulder. Elak groans but pulls himself upright presently. The wound doesn't slow him down. If anything, the anger feeds his motivation. He throws attack after attack at us, and it is all we can do to avoid the hits. We barely get any attacks in ourselves.

      There is no way we can win on even ground. I need to change the paradigm.

      With a lot of effort, I reach for Mimir while maintaining the attack. I didn't want him on the battlefield. I wanted him safe. Right now, he's our only chance. I feel Mimir rush off to the other end of the field and have to concentrate hard not to get sucked into his mind to follow his progress. I have to trust that he will be fine.

      "What are you doing?" Evelyn whispers, hurling lightning at Elak.

      "Trust me, okay?"

      We circle Elak. He attacks. We dodge. We shoot; he avoids with little effort. It's a colorful dance of the elements.

      Icicles glimmer around Elak's hands as he merges his energy and pushes it out with both hands. We dodge the impact, but the power still pushes us backward. The strength of his attack makes me wonder if he's holding back more.

      Mimir slinks back into the tattoo, and I know he succeeded. Moments later, Manfred appears by my side.

      "We need a break," I whisper to him, and he blinks. I hope Mimir was able to convey the rest of my plan. Manfred closes his eyes, and I can feel the pulse of calm emanate through the scene. Soldiers freeze. Babies stop crying. Everything seems suspended for a moment.

      "Don't waste it. I'll need hours to recover," Manfred pants then turns to run back to his post.

      "No one else needs to get hurt," I announce, and Elak laughs. "It's time we end this, once and for all. What do you say? Do you think there might be a compromise where all of us get what we want?"

      Another maniacal laugh. "Oh, what you and I want is nothing but mutually exclusive. There is no compromise here, girl."

      I take a few steps back, let him follow me to the center of the bridge. We circle each other, both ready to continue the fight at any second.

      "Why do you think that?" I ask, mostly to keep him talking.

      "Because I want to rule. I deserve to rule," he announces.

      It is my time to laugh, even though none of this is funny. "You deserve to rule? Even with your arrogance, I don't know how you worked that out."

      He bares his teeth and growls, "They took everything from me. They forced us into hiding. Us, much more powerful, much more deserving. No, this ends now. Magicians will rule this country, and I will lead them. Together, we will take over the world. So stop talking, little girl, as if you understand anything."

      We stand and face each other as the waves crash below us. Slowly, his fighters pool behind him, my fighters behind me. I smile when I see Halo with another boy cross lines and join our side. The girl who was missing from the laundry room meetings is following them, one arm heavily bandaged. I have a feeling it is only a matter of moments before the fight breaks out again. The calm is retreating from everyone's faces.

      "So, you think just because you got mobbed in school, you are better than any of these people?" I wave a hand at the cowering Nixies behind my fighters. If nothing else, at least this served to get them out of the crosshairs.

      "Don't you dare. My past is none of your business."

      I laugh again. "Well, maybe you shouldn't have used it as a plot device for your little speech then, Phillip."

      A glimmer of hatred flickers through his eyes, and he glowers at me. "That name is not yours to use."

      "Phillip..." I tease, fully aware that I am feeding his anger.

      "You will never stop me from getting my revenge. Those fucking Nixies deserve to crawl at the bottom of the food chain. I am a wizard. I don't blow to inferior beings. I will not hide. I will not be ruled. I rule!"

      There is no compromise here, not that I expected one. I needed a break for my fighters, time to gather my plan. Elak bristles with energy, not just around his palms but around his whole body. He is wasting his energy, losing control.

      "You are nothing more than a manipulative asshole," I shout. "You don't deserve to rule anyone, not even your little cronies."

      I indicate the people around him. Gaël, removing his mask, steps up next to him. "You don't have to listen to this, boss."

      Elak turns and bows his head to Gaël. "Right you are, Peaches. Right you are. The mere fact that you are here proves how much more power and influence I have. Peaches has been working for me for years. I made him sow rumors that he is unhappy with the establishment, helped him come up with his back story. I wanted him to attract other little rebels, and he attracted them like willing little flies. Good people are so trusting, so naïve. All he had to do was to play along, and you took him right to your headquarters. I had a sermotera follow him, and the moment he got what he wanted, he sent me a message. One vadetera ride later, we were able to kill that science bitch." He sneers. "We might not have gotten your notes in time, but it was a pleasure killing her. She begged for mercy in the end."

      "You fucking liar!" I yell. Barbara might have been a lot of things, but she was no coward. "Barbara would never beg for anything."

      "You could always just surrender and spare your friends. If they swear loyalty to me, I will let them serve like the useless worms they are."

      I spit at the ground between us. "We will never bend to you."

      "Enough of this," Gaël shouts impatiently. "How about I kill your little friends one by one? That should make it easier for you to give up. Let's start with the useless Nixie bitch." He points his finger at Jenn, lightning crackling around it. Jenn raises her weapon at him, the barrel sticking out past me.

      "Now, now," Elak begins, but no one pays him any attention. Gaël and Jenn fire at the same time. The tranq dart flies toward Gaël, the lightning toward Jenn. Everything slows down to a crawl. My heart hammers. Jenn wasn't supposed to be in the line of fire when she shoots. Tears fill my eyes as I force myself to follow the plan. Every fiber of my being wants to shield Jenn.

      I follow the tranq dart as it flies toward Gaël. When it hovers inches from his face, I pull my magic back and push against the dart with all my will, bending the trajectory. I watch as the dart punctures Elak's neck as one drop of blood drips down into his robes. I watch as he sinks to his knees, as he lands face-forward in the dirt.

      Jenn's scream pierces the air and pulls me out of my trance. No, no, no, not Jenn. I turn to see Evelyn slump onto Jenn's lap, unmoving.

      I fall onto my knees next to her. I don't care what else happens around me. It doesn't matter that there are Grettir fighters everywhere. I don't care if Elak is dead. All that matters is that Evelyn lies pale on the ground, the life draining out of her. Her cheeks are cold to the touch, and her eyes stare up at me without their usual strength. Jenn's tears fall in hot trickles onto my hand as I stroke Evelyn's cheek.

      "I'm so sorry, Evelyn," I whisper. "I'm so sorry."

      I apologize over and over until the tears drown out my voice. Evelyn's voice is a weak croak. "You did the right thing. You were brave, Cass. Don't apologize. Your selflessness was the only chance of killing Elak, and you did it."

      She looks up at Jenn past me. "Promise me two things: Don't hate Cass for any of this. You two need to work together to build up a new world after this mess."

      Jenn and I both nod. Neither of us knows what to say. Jenn pulls Evelyn higher and kisses her. "What else?" she asks when they pull apart.

      "Promise me you won't hate me."

      Jenn laughs. "How could I hate you for saving my life?"

      "Promise me," Evelyn repeats weakly.

      "I love you, Evelyn." Jenn's voice is barely audible through the lump in her throat. "I love you. Do you hear me? I could never hate you. I love you."

      Evelyn smiles, and then her eyes lose their focus. Jenn kisses her over and over. I reach for her hand and hold it until Jenn finally lowers Evelyn to the ground. I squeeze her hand and get up. I push my guilt into a compartment at the back of my mind, and the fight around me comes crashing back in with all its noises and sensations. I wipe my tears away and take a steeling breath.

      Gaël sits next to Elak on the ground, but everyone else has taken up the fight again. Cold rage spurs me as I run toward Elak's body. The energy that ripples through my body releases without my control, and his body goes up in smoke. Gaël jumps backward and gravels around the dirt to regain his footing. He doesn't even look around as he runs off into the distance.

      I tear my eyes from Elak's figure. I don't care if he was dead or not. He is now, and that is all that matters. I don't pause to look at the flames eating away at this form. I don't hesitate when two Grettir magicians run toward me. I let energy form in my palms and throw it at each of their throats. Both of them collapse before they can raise their hands.

      The deaths of Elak and Evelyn have changed the atmosphere. It has created a dull rage on our side that is deadly for the Grettir fighters. Complete lack of coordination on their side causes them to lose quickly. Without their leader, many of them lose their bite. Many run like Gaël or hold up their hands and beg for mercy.

      I turn and face a witch with a horned helmet, her mossy green robes drained with blood. I raise my palm, ready to end her life, as well, when I hear a cry behind me. "Cass, no."

      Jenn's eyes are widened in horror and fear. In my blind rage, I forgot my promise to her. We are here to protect, to end this. I promised her to not shed more blood than necessary. I curse myself and lower my palms. The woman looks at me in confusion and tries to take advantage of the situation. She aims for my head, but I duck and tackle her to the ground. It's much easier not to kill her if I don't use my magic. I wrestle until I have both her hands pinned to the ground and her legs immobilized with my feet. She snarls at me and bites the air like a feral animal. I send a pulse of magic into her wrist, feel her heart slow, and get up from her body.

      "Is she?" Jenn asks in shock. I shake my head. "Unconscious."

      She mouthes a quick thank you and looks back down at Evelyn. She hasn't moved from her spot by Evelyn's side nor removed her hand from Evelyn's. Evelyn might not be holding her hand anymore, but that just makes her hold on even more. I blink to make sure I don't succumb to tears. Not yet.

      I look around and find Alexander struggling with three Grettir magicians. Earthen brown waxes and wanes around Alexander's hands as he prepares his next attack. Quickly, I run to his aid, and together we overcome our opponents. When he raises a palm to kill them, I hold his hand. "Don't. We promised."

      Before either of us can do anything, the swirling of cloaks fills the air. Figures pop up all around us, each clutching a blood-red vadetera. When they let go, the creatures flutter off to hand themselves off light posts, bridge rails, and one oven off Jenn's motorcycle handlebars. A confused air hangs about the bridge as Grettir magicians and our fighters inspect the newcomers. Witches and wizards in emerald green robes gather in a large circle around us.

      The elders have arrived.
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      I rush toward them when they pick up Evelyn's body, but Alexander holds me back. "It's okay, Cass. They'll bring her somewhere safe."

      I struggle against his grip, but he's too strong, and I'm reduced to watching them carry her over to one of the vadetera. Two of the magicians vanish with her body into a swirl of red smoke. She is gone.

      They have rounded up the remaining Grettir magicians at the bridge's center and bound them in place. Our fighters surround them in a circle and guard them, though no one asked them to. I still feel the need to hurt each and every one of them to fill the gaping hole in my chest. A fair trial doesn't feel like adequate revenge for the loss of a friend. Most of the Grettir magicians surrendered peacefully the moment the council showed up. Some mumbled about coercion and force, and I worry they will get away with what they did, with what they took away from me.

      An elderly woman with light blue hair and freckles all over her wrinkled face steps up to me and Alexander, who is still holding me tightly. "Would you come with us?" she asks in a gentle voice. Alexander lets go and hands my hand to her. Her skin is soft against mine. She leads me to one of the vadetera, and I let the creature suck me into a void. I gasp when the compression eases and sway on the spot. I will never get used to this.

      The creature blinks at me in pride with its ugly red eyes, and I pet its head. It's not the fault of the vadetera that the service it provides makes me want to puke. It blinks and vanishes.

      I'm alone in an empty room furnished with a desk, a simple metal chair, and a bunk bed. The wrinkled woman and Alexander appear by my side moments later before I even finish taking in my surroundings.

      She smiles up at me with understanding eyes. "I am very sorry for your loss. Would you be so kind as to wait here for us? We need to do some cleaning up before we can attend to you, but we really wish to speak with you."

      She doesn't even glance at Alexander as if he's nothing more than a decorative statue in the room.

      "Where's Jenn? Where did you bring Evelyn's body?" I ask, and sadness enters the woman's eyes.

      "Don't worry. Your friend is in no danger. We have given her a sedative to calm her nerves as the shock of seeing the girl—Evelyn, did you call her?—taken away from her was overwhelming."

      I take a step toward the door. "I want to see her. Where is she?"

      "I'm afraid that is not possible at this point. She is resting and asleep. Don't worry, please. We will need to speak with you soon. In the meantime, please get some rest. We will send food and drink soon."

      She pats my arm and turns to leave the room. I hold her back. "Where did you take Evelyn?"

      "Our magicians are preparing her for a proper burial. Really, everything is being arranged. Try to relax a little. You've had quite the day, dear, weeks, really." She gives me another gentle smile, then steps out of the room. I run toward the door, but Alexander holds me back again.

      "Cass, she is right. You need to calm down. Let's get some rest, then we can ask them everything you want to know when they are ready for us. There's a bridge full of confused and injured Nixies, a group of Grettir magicians with more running for their lives. They'll need some time to sort this mess."

      He pulls me into a hug and holds me until the tension in my body loosens. I lean my ear against his chest and focus on his heartbeat. With my eyes closed, I manage to tune out everything else. He pulls me onto the bed, my back against his, and hugs me until the tears begin to soak his sleeves and the pillow underneath his arm. He doesn't speak. He is there, his warmth comforting against my back. His arms are heavy around me and soothe my troubled mind.

      I can't help but feel responsible for Evelyn's death. It was my stupid plan that failed. Jenn should never have been in the line of fire. I should never have relied on anyone to protect Jenn. Jenn is my friend, my responsibility. I should have been the one to save her.

      The tears turn into ugly sobs, and I rock back and forth in Alexander's arms. I wail like a baby and scream for Evelyn until I have no more energy left, no more tears to shed.

      When the woman with the kind eyes returns, I barely move and don't look up at her. She pulls up a chair and sits next to the bed. "I will give you a sedative. You will sleep deeply, undisturbed by nightmares. It is your choice if your companion stays with you or if you'd prefer to sleep alone."

      I don't answer but pull Alexander's arm around me more firmly. She nods and gets up. She returns with a steaming cup. Alexander helps me up, and I sit cross-legged next to him on the bed. I accept the cup from her. "Drink that while it is still hot. It is more potent fresh."

      She asks Alexander if he would like a dose, as well. It is the first time she has spoken to him directly.

      He glances at me and shakes his head. "I feel like someone should watch over her tonight."

      The witch smiles at him, and her eyes wrinkle. The lines on her face show that she is a woman who smiles and laughs a lot. Seeing her face in this much sadness makes it hurt so much more.

      The tea burns my tongue when I drink it, but the moment it touches my lips, they tingle and get heavy. I don't manage to drink more than a few sips before my eyelids droop. Alexander takes the tea from my hands and sets it down on the nightstand. The last thing I feel is his arm sliding underneath my head, and the blanket getting pulled up over me.
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      "I know this is a lot to ask," an ancient magician with more wrinkles than skin says from his spot at the top of the round room. "But we need to decide how to handle the situation."

      There are benches in neat circles around the room, mostly filled with emerald-green-robed witches and wizards. Most of them seem to be past seventy, and I suddenly feel very aware of how young I am. I feel helplessly alone without Jenn and Alexander by my side.

      "The dwarf—" I notice that even the circle which is sworn to be without prejudice doesn't call Manfred by his name but reduces him to his race. "—tells us that the results of your research have led to the early demise of Phillip Edelstein. If what the dwarf tells us is accurate, you have learned how to temporarily hide your magic. Is this correct?"

      I nod and look down at my knees.

      "The dwarf tells us—"

      "Manfred. His name is Manfred diFilippis," I interrupt without thinking. The wizard smiles at me.

      "Manfred," he continues with visible effort, "tells us that it was your courage and strength that led to success tonight, that you are the reason why so many brave souls joined your fight. It looks like we owe you a great deal and more than we can hope to repay."

      His voice is a rasp like the sound of boots on gravel.

      "To confirm the dwarf's claims, I apologize, to confirm his claims, we have spoken to those who joined the fight on your side. They have confirmed the events. We have impressed upon them how precarious the information they hold is. What would you like to do about those Grettir magicians who witnessed your ability today?"

      I look up in surprise. Why do they care what I think? I'm sitting in front of the council of elders, the wisest of my kind. What do they care what one stupid witch thinks?

      "I'm sure you will make the right decisions," I mutter.

      "But this isn't our decision to make. This is your secret to share, and it is your responsibility to choose who to trust with this."

      I fold my hands in my lap and gnaw my lip. Jenn would want me to trust, to help build the society she and I always dreamed of, a community where Nixies and magicians can blend together, be friends, united.

      "Will you make sure that the Grettir magicians still out there get caught and brought to justice?" I ask instead of an answer.

      The gentle woman from yesterday answers instead. "We cannot promise that we will be able to apprehend them all. I also have to caution you that there are bad people all over the world, not all of which belong to Elak's organization."

      I close my eyes and try to imagine what Jenn would say. She would know what to do.

      "We have lost many in this fight, good people, and they would not want to have died in vain. If we keep this a secret, we will never get to a point where magicians and Nixies can stand united. We have to share."

      The old magician nods and writes a note on a piece of paper. "So be it."

      "Can I make a request?" I ask, and all eyes rest on me. My cheeks flush, and I feel goosebumps on my arms.

      "The girl you brought in with my friend Jenn yesterday, Evelyn, sacrificed herself to save the girl she loved, a Nixie. She was one of the bravest young witches I have ever met. She didn't even know she was a magician until a few weeks ago. I taught her to gain control of her magic, and Jenn and Alexander continued her training during my time at Grettir. She has learned faster than I thought possible and discovered facets of magic I didn't think possible. None of us would be here today if it hadn't been for her."

      I swallow the lump in my throat, aware of all the eyes scrutinizing me.

      "It was her dream that Jenn would help shape this new society. Yes, she is a Nixie, but she has known about us for years and has helped me with my research. I would trust her with my life. I can't think of anyone better to serve as a liaison between Nixies and magicians. It would be a good way to honor a brave witch who has given everything to make it possible for me to kill Elak. Let's honor Evelyn Flammang and her memory."

      Excited whispers fill the room, and I look around to see the magicians leaning together in small groups, discussing this news. I don't know if they whisper about me sharing the secret of our society's existence, about a Nixie helping with magical research, about Evelyn. I don't care.

      "You taught a witch her age magic within a few weeks?" a woman to my right asks with both her hands in front of her mouth. I nod, unsure if I'm being reprimanded or complimented.

      "Astonishing," she says and raises her hands. "Extraordinary."

      The head wizard looks down at me, takes a few more notes, then says, "Okay, we will take this request into consideration. We will speak with your friend and hear her thoughts on the matter. In any case, we consider it our duty to honor the memory of a talented witch who helped bring down the evilest dark magician in living memory."
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      We gather under the night sky that evening. Tall trees hug the clearing on all sides. Jenn is dressed in black magician's robes, a single white flower behind her ear. Her eyes are filled with tears, but she stands strong at the podium at the front of the room. Her voice doesn't falter when she begins to speak.

      "Thank you all for gathering here tonight. I will not pretend to know much about magical burials, but I know that we are here to celebrate one of the bravest, most wonderful people I have ever known. I didn't know Evelyn Flammang for long. She stumbled into my life a few short weeks ago when her wild magic made lights flicker in a hallway." She pauses and looks around the room. A smile pulls on her lips. "She learned about being a witch at the worst possible time, right before the bombing of the conference center where my best friend Cassandra lost her parents, and all of you lost many of your leaders. She didn't let that scare her. Instead, it motivated her, and she put everything into her training. She would sneak in extra training sessions with me even after training with Cassandra and later Alexander. She improved fast, and her understanding of magic soon surpassed that of any witch her age. When Cassandra returned after her time at Grettir, Evelyn had not only mastered her powers but also gathered a completely new way of controlling her abilities. I would have loved to see..." Her voice finally cracks, and she clears her throat. "I would have loved to see her grow. I would have loved to see what she and Cassandra would have come up together. It pains me... It pains me that she was taken from us this soon after finding out who she was."

      She folds the piece of paper she has been holding onto, even though she didn't look down at it once. "Evelyn saved my life yesterday. I owe her everything. If I could have chosen to die in her stead, I would have done so. But... but since she has given me her life, I will dedicate mine to building a world she would be proud of, a world where she wouldn't have to hide who she is from the woman who gave her a home after her foster parents kicked her out." She indicates the sobbing woman we met at the bar, her face buried in her companion's neck. Jenn went to see her this morning. "I will do what must be done to shape a world where she wouldn't have to fear for her life every time she walks through town at night. I will do everything in my power to help shape a society where Nixies and magicians can live together in harmony, without bloodshed, without distrust and enmity. I will build a society that will honor the woman I loved and all those who gave their lives over the last weeks for a better tomorrow. To those we lost."

      "To those, we lost," the witches, wizards, and Nixies gathered echo.

      Hundreds of lights flicker on around her when each magician in the room conjures up an orb and lets it float toward the middle of the clearing we stand in. The night shined bright as the lights gather above the final resting place of the twenty-seven souls buried between us. Many of them had no family to mourn them. For some of them, we didn't even know their names. Even now that we have time for a proper burial, there are no caskets. Magicians don't believe in preserving their bodies after death. We don't mark our gravesites. We bury our dead in the most beautiful places where they become one with nature again. When we want to be close to them, we go for walks through the forest or swim in lakes. They are one with nature, so we are close to them in nature.

      Jenn walks by my side as we follow the progression down the hill and back toward the city. "I'm sorry, Jenn," I whisper.

      "It's not your fault, Cass," she answers, but her voice is cold, and the smile she gives me doesn't quite reach her eyes. I know she blames me for her loss, though probably not as much as she blames herself. I know there will be much mending needed to repair what broke, but the fact that she walks by my side gives me hope that we will mend.
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      I visit Barbara's laboratories a few days later. I received a sermotera that informed me I inherited Barbara's entire fortune along with all of her possessions. A voice message accompanied the recordings of her lawyer. I didn't listen to it earlier, as I was surrounded by people. The little creature still sits on my shoulder, waiting to finish its message.

      The corridor smells of smoke, but someone has cleaned up since we left here mere days ago. The stone is darkened where blood pooled. I can still see the lifeless forms even though the bodies have been taken away. My footsteps echo around the empty halls as I make my way toward Barbara's office. It's mine now, but I don't think it will ever feel like it.

      The walls and furniture inside are still blackened with soot. Whoever cleaned up didn't touch this room. I brush my fingers over the surface of the heavy wooden desk. I blow a gentle trickle of magic over the surface until the black dust clouds the air and lands neatly in a heap on the floor. I remember sitting in my apartment with Evelyn, explaining to her how bad I am at household spells, and realize how much my abilities have changed. Grettir's training has brought the necessary fine-tuning and attention, but the way Evelyn viewed magic shaped me more than she will ever know.

      I sit down on the edge of the desk and hold out my palm. The blue creature crawls down my arm, nibbles my thumb affectionately, then settles on my open hand. Its eyes flutter shut, and it wiggles its ears before Barbara's voice fills her office—one final time.

      "My dearest Cassandra. I know I have never been the best mentor or even the most stable human being. I want you to know how much I valued you. Over the years we worked together, I have projected many feelings onto you that were never yours to bear, and I am sorry for putting that on you. A few months before I took you on as an apprentice, my daughter and I had a falling-out during which she accused me of always putting my research ahead of her well-being. I guess I haven't been the best mother either. When she left, she broke my heart. I pushed away anyone who wanted to be close to me, including you, out of fear of being rejected again. Reject, so you can't get hurt, you know? And you reminded me so much of her with our strength, smarts, dedication. No matter how I treated you—and I am sorry for that—you were the closest to a friend I had, the closest to having a daughter again. Thank you for giving me this gift I never deserved."

      Tears well inside my eyes when her voice fades away. I shed tears for Barbara, tears for my mother who was so much like her, tears for Evelyn, tears for Jack, tears for all we lost. Killing Elak should have given me a sense of fulfillment, but instead, my insides ache at the void.

      My mentor is dead. My parents are dead. Evelyn is dead. And my best friend blames me for losing her. I'm not sure we will ever be able to repair the damage. I feel like I have lost everyone.

      I lean back onto the hard wood and stare up at the trim-molded ceiling. The chandelier sways slightly even though I don't feel a breeze. I stay there until the residual soot in the air and the smell of burnt wood threaten to suffocate me and force me up and out of the room.

      My sleeves are soaked with tears, more tears still running down my cheeks. I don't bother to wipe them away anymore. The centrifuge I hated so much glimmers in a ray of sunshine. I get drawn into the room and run my fingers down the delicate arms. The shelves are intact, and the rows and rows of fragile vials undisturbed. Barbara's notes might be destroyed, but her actual work survived. She had a dream. She wanted to figure out how to pass magic onto those who didn't inherit it. I never shared the vision with her, but now that the society is in the state it is in, the possibilities intrigue me.

      If magic were something that could be passed along, it could be passed onto Nixies. While magicians learn how to disable their powers to enter the world of Nixies, Nixies could learn how to find their powers and enter the world of magicians. It would bring us closer than ever, finally one united race. I stand in the room and turn the centrifuge mindlessly until the sun begins to set. By that time, an idea has formed in my mind.

      Barbara might be gone, and with her, almost everyone I cared about, but I am still here. And I will make sure I put that to good use.
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      When the council calls me back into their chambers a few days later, the atmosphere has changed completely. Where sadness and confusion reigned days ago, excitement and hopefulness have taken over.

      "Thank you for coming here, Cassandra," the head magician greets me. He lifts his hand and smiles down at where I stand in the middle of the room. "Please, please, take a seat."

      A fluffy armchair zooms to my side and pushes itself into my knees. I fall into the cushions and drag myself up into a more dignified sitting position. A few of the magicians around me chuckle.

      "Arthur," the woman who showed me here the other day reprimands, but she cannot hide the grin on her face. "Treat the young woman with some respect." She turns to me. " I think it is time we have a proper chat, one without the pressure that hung above the room last time we spoke."

      I don't answer, but she doesn't seem to need a response. "My name is Elizabeth Greenwater. I am the head witch of the council. This young man—" she chuckles as she indicates the ancient wizard next to her. "—is Arthur Greenwater. He's my husband but, more importantly, the head wizard of the council."

      The fact that this elderly couple has final authority over all magical people in this country seems antiquated. I scan the room again, and while I spot some younger magicians that I'm sure were not here last time—or did I not pay enough attention?—the majority of the council is past sixty, not a very good representation of the magical population.

      "We are all aware that the whole country is in a right state about this whole Grettir thing."

      "The whole country?" I ask before I can stop myself.

      "Did you think that the news that the magician who exposed magic and wrought havoc for months is dead would stay confined to this one city? This is 2136, dear. News travels fast."

      Laughter fills the room, and I feel like a schoolchild that asked about the very thing the teacher just lectured on. I blush.

      "You might only have seen what it looks like in this city, and as Ground Zero, things were certainly bad here, but the whole country, the whole world, was thrown into chaos when the magical population was forced out of hiding. Some places took it better than others, but except for a few small Pacific Islands and New Zealand, where people were surprisingly open to the idea of magicians amongst them, it looked pretty much the same everywhere. So naturally, the world was interested in the news about Elak's demise. Thanks to your tremendous efforts, you have prevented what might have turned into the biggest magical genocide since the middle ages. Magicians all over the world are talking about you. You are celebrated as quite the hero."

      I spring to my feet. "I am not a hero. If it wasn't for me, things might never have gotten this bad."

      She smiles at me, and her eyes twinkle gently. When she speaks, her voice takes on the sweetest shades of honey. "Whatever are you talking about, my dear?"

      I cannot explain why her kindness annoys me so much. I feel reduced to a child, invalidated. How can she call me a hero in one sentence and speak down to me like that in the next?

      My hands ball into fists, and my fingernails dig into my palms. I close my eyes and calm myself.

      "Cassandra," she goes on in a more neutral tone. "I don't mean to invalidate your feelings, but you have to understand that, without you, this wouldn't have ended. Deciding when and with whom to share your secret was a tough decision, and we, the council of elders, think that you made the right choice. Stop blaming yourself for deaths you couldn't prevent. They weren't your responsibility. You did what you had to do and so much more. The world is calling you a hero and, even if you don't want to hear it, you are one. You are a hero. Your research, your dedication, your cunning in finding the right moment to share it—"

      I scoff. "I only shared it because I didn't have a choice anymore. Gaël betrayed us because I was stupid enough to trust him."

      "Gaël betrayed you because Elak was excellent at manipulating those too weak to think for themselves. You always have a choice. And you made the right one. Stop beating yourself up, child."

      "I am not a fucking child." I spit in anger. I regret the words the moment I say them. This is the council of elders, and they deserve some respect. I fall back into the cushions and look down at the ground. "I'm sorry," I mumble. I just yelled and swore in front of the head elder of the magical society. I deserve to be called a child.

      "Forgive an old woman's mistake," she says in an even sweeter tone. "For someone quite as old as I am, it is easy to forget how sensitive young people are about their age."

      She's not making me feel better. I'm not sensitive. I just don't like to be treated like an infant by a group of tattering wrinkled old fools.

      "I am sorry to have hurt your feelings, Cassandra. I didn't intend to wound."

      I look up at her. "I apologize for my behavior."

      While I mean what I say, I am still hurt by how she seems to look down at me. I know that she has every reason to, but I still don't like the feeling.

      "Shall we move on to the matter at hand?" she asks after a moment.

      I shrug. "If you want to..."

      She stands up and towers even further above me. I crane my neck to look up at her. For a moment, I wonder if they placed the head table this high to make those brought before them feel small. I wish we could talk on even ground.

      "We would like to offer you a seat at our table."

      My mouth falls open, and I gape at the woman. "You want to do what now?"
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      Jenn pours me a cup of tea, and I sit down on her couch. For years, I would have given almost anything to be in her apartment for a cup of tea. Now the place feels foreign and cold, much like my best friend.

      She sits down across from me but doesn't look at me. "How did it go with the council?"

      "They offered me a place at their table," I answer. Jenn looks up at me, and her eyes widen in disbelief.

      "Yeah, I know," I continue. I didn't believe it either. From the look of surprise on your face, I gather they haven't talked to you yet?"

      She shakes her head and frowns. "No, why should they?"

      I laugh. "Well, they want you to join their ranks, as well. A Nixie in the council of elders. I told them you would be a good liaison, but it looks like they want to offer you more than that."

      Her expression softens slightly. "That was nice of you to say."

      The moment dies as quickly as it started. Jenn's face falls, and she looks back down at her hands. "I can't accept that."

      I reach out to take her hand, a habit formed over years of friendship, but think better of it. I pass the motion off by reaching for my cup. "Of course you can. And I think they would be lucky to have you. If you accept, you'll be able to shape the world you dreamed of building."

      She smiles but still doesn't look up. "I don't know. None of this feels the same anymore. Did you accept the seat?"

      "I did," I answer. "I told them that I would accept as long as I could continue my research, and it doesn't require me to stay in the city."

      Jenn looks at me in confusion. "You are leaving?"

      I nod. "It doesn't feel the same anymore," I echo, and the smallest smile plays with her mouth. "It doesn't matter how quickly they repair the damage to the buildings and clean away the rubble. The real damage runs so much deeper than pretty facades."

      Jenn gnaws at her lip. "I know what you mean."

      She looks around the room, lost in thought, and neither of us talks as we drink our tea. She hugs me when I leave, but there is no warmth in the gesture. My heart aches when I walk down the stairs to my own apartment. I push open the door. Everything is exactly the way it was.

      The pebble I levitated for Evelyn still sits on the couch table. Mimir runs towards me and slinks around my legs. I sink into the couch and pick up the pebble. It is smooth to the touch, an ordinary pebble. Mimir nudges my hand, and I drop it. It slides under the couch, and something inside me breaks.

      Evelyn is gone.

      I drop to my belly and reach for the pebble. The couch hurts my hand as I try to push it into the narrow opening. I scratch the skin until I rub it raw but don't stop. I begin to cry again and scream in frustration when I can't reach the fucking pebble. Exhausted and drained, I give up. I let myself fall onto the ground and draw my legs into a fetal position.

      I laugh out loud. Evelyn would have loved this. "Are you a witch or not?" she would have said in her best Ron Weasley imitation. I hit my forehead with my palm and sink back down. I reach for my magic and draw the pebble towards me. Fuck me. That wasn't so hard. I sit back down on the couch and run my thumb over the stone in slow, soothing circles. I don't stop when it gets too dark to see. I don't stop when Mimir begins to gently bite my hand to draw me toward the bed. I don't stop when my stomach starts to growl. Mimir falls asleep on my lap, and a long time later, my eyes fall shut as well, the pebble still firmly in my hand.
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      In the end, Jenn accepted the chair at the table. For the first time in history, a Nixie sits at the table of the council of elders. A Nixie is part of forming the future of the magical society. But not any Nixie could have done what Jenn did. Not any Nixie could have helped bring together magical and Nixie governments to set up the new laws to rule this country. Not any Nixie, no, but my Nixie could. My Nixie did. When I see Jenn standing amid magicians much older than her, pride pushes away the bitter feelings about everything that is broken between us. No matter what happens between us, Jenn will forever be the one who stood by my side.
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      The sun sets over the barn, casting an orange light over the blue wood paneling. The door to the barn stands wide open, but it's too dark to see far inside. Alexander sways when he arrives by my side, vadetera clutched in his hands. His eyes fall in and out of focus as he adjusts to his new surroundings. "I really hate those things. Damn useful, but fuck do I hate traveling like this."

      He holds up his arm, and the red creature hangs from it. It stares at him reproachfully for a moment, then flaps its wings, flies a few feet into the air, and disappears into a swirl of blood-red mist.

      "I think it heard you," I chuckle.

      "Are you going to tell me why I am here? And where here is for that matter..." He waves a hand across the landscape: sunken hills, a forest to one side, a lake on the other. Apple trees grow between a small cottage and the barn on the right. A vegetable patch spreads from the cottage to the other side until it meats a few newer, tall buildings. They still hold the house's vintage charm, but it is clear that they haven't been here for long.

      I smile up at him. His dreadlocks are pulled into a half-bun, the other half cascading down his shoulders. He looks so much better than when we picked him up at Evelyn's bar. There are no bags under his eyes anymore. His skin has lost the touch of parchment. Even his dreadlocks look less disheveled.

      "This, my dear Alexander, is home. It is my home, and I hope that you will call it your home, as well."

      He looks around and raises his eyebrows. "This is yours?"

      I chuckle again. "I sold the family estate, and Barbara did leave me quite a bit of money. You don't have to answer right now. Think about it. You can make up your mind later."

      "Fuck, no. I don't need time to think. You know how much I hate the city. I'm staying here if you want me to or not. This is incredible."

      My heart flutters. I hoped he would answer before I give him the biggest reason to stay. We don't talk about the details. We don't discuss if we'll live together as friends or as a couple. For now, none of that matters.

      "And you haven't even seen the best part yet. Fancy a tour?" I ask as I smile at the fact that he is staying for me.

      With his hand in mine, I lead him toward the cottage, then toward the three newer buildings. When I slide open the door, his jaw drops. "Where did you get all this?"

      "Most of this is Barbara's," I explain as we walk through the room filled with everything a scientist's heart might desire. I brought all of Barbara's research and added some equipment I felt would be useful in the years to come. Come Monday, those of Barbara's assistants who survived the attack on the labs will join me here along with some of the best in the country. Being sponsored by the council and a reputation as a hero does wonders when looking for smart employees.

      "What's in the other two?" Alexander asks and eyes the building curiously. I wave him off. "Ah, more of the same, really, plus a few conference rooms, coolers—it will be darn handy to be able to use real refrigerators there once I can teach all my assistance the trick—and a few actual computers. A few of the people I hired are Nixies who actually know how to use them. Sharing with scientists all over the world without traveling to each and every one of them will definitely give us an edge."

      "I bet it will," Alexander laughs. "And it will save you quite a few vadetera rides. That alone should be worth it."

      We step up to the barn, and I hold Alexander back. "Jenn was really the one who made it possible. She crafted some nifty regulations about not being allowed to harm magical beings of any kind. And that happens to include—" I step into the room and pull him inside. "—dragons."

      Alexander stands frozen to the spot. He doesn't react at all. It is as if he can't believe he's seeing what's right in front of him. When a pink nose nuzzles his face, he slowly wakes up from his stupor. He stares into the large rose eyes and raises a hand. He touches the creature's cheek and slides a hand down her neck. "Seraphina?"

      I step up next to him and put an arm around him. "The university was no longer allowed to experiment with her and everyone else in here, so I asked that they be released into my care. Officially, they will help me with my research—harm-free, of course—but you know that's not why I brought them here. I also told them that I will need a talented dragon breeder I trust, so they agreed to strike your criminal record. You are officially under my employ. If you want the position, that is."

      He looks around at me in disbelief, dark eyes wide. He opens his mouth, closes it again, then looks back at his favorite dragon. Seraphina digs her head into his hair and blows a plume of smoke that slowly escapes between the dreads. He chuckles and pulls Seraphina's neck into a hug. "I missed you, little one," he whispers even though there is nothing little about Seraphina. Sure, she's nothing as big as the dragons of legends, but she is still the size of a large horse and stands taller than Alexander.

      I take a few steps back and sit down in the hay. I cross my legs and lean against the wall. I watch Alexander as he gently pets Seraphina's every scale as if to ensure she hasn't been harmed. He takes a step back and eyes her with tears on his cheeks. "You've grown so tall, little one."

      Seraphina snorts, and sparks fly from her nostrils. She bows her head and folds her legs. Alexander steps up next to her and pulls himself onto her back. She pushes herself upright and trots out into the open. I walk outside into the sun, watch as they gallop out of sight, only to reappear moments later in the sky. Alexander whoops as Seraphina zooms through the air.

      Something nudges me from the side, and I look down, expecting Mimir, who ran off earlier to chase mice in the hay but find two golden eyes the size of ping pong balls looking up at me. "Hello there, little fella," I say as I sit down and allow the creature to crawl up onto my legs. It fluffs up its furry little wings and shakes out the black mane around its head before curling up in my lap. When I touch it, a small pulse of energy runs through my hand. I saved more than just dragons from the university's experiments. The creature falls asleep on my lap. With every snore, the same energy pulses through my legs. Curious creatures, somniums. I know I will sleep well tonight. Just getting touched by one will chase away all nightmares and put you into a deep, restful slumber. This one might be nothing more than a baby, but they are pretty powerful at birth. I stroke the soft fur until Alexander leads Seraphina back into the barn.

      "Did you have fun?" I ask and can't help but smile when I see the dreadlocks have fought their way out of the bun. A hot mess of hair makes Alexander look more like Medusa than a magician.

      He sits down next to me, and Seraphina lies down at his side. She folds her wings and puts her head right next to his leg. He strokes her head absent-mindedly and takes in the rest of the space. Three more dragons are curled up in one corner of the barn, heads resting on each other. The rest is filled with an odd array of creatures of all sizes. Some are in large cages or behind glass, but most roam free.

      "So, I'll be in charge of all of these?" Alexander asks and scratches his head. "I might know more than my fair share about dragons, but I don't know shit about most of these."

      "Don't worry. We'll get you some help. You'll be in charge of the dragons, and you are in charge of the Magical Creature Rescue here, but we'll make sure you have people working under you to help."

      "I didn't think I'd be a dragon breeder again after what happened..."

      I take his hand, and he scoots closer. Seraphina immediately repositions herself to be as close to him as possible. He scratches her behind the ears. "Don't worry, girl. I'm not going anywhere. I will never leave you again. I promise." She closes her eyes, and a soft humming fills the air as he strokes her.

      "So you'll stay?" I ask uncertainly. I look up into his soft eyes.

      "Of course, I will." He answers and leans closer to me. He continues in a whisper. "I would have stayed just for you, you know?"

      He kisses my forehead, and when he pulls back, I let my head rest on his shoulder. He puts an arm around me and pulls me tighter. I don't know what our relationship will be, but having him by my side will give me a chance to heal after everything that has happened. His gentle warmth gives me strength, and something about those dark eyes pushes away all the guilt and replaces it with a glimpse of forgiveness.
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            SANCTUARY

          

        

      

    

    
      "He really loves his dragons, doesn't he?" Jenn stands next to me on the veranda, and we watch Alexander train Seraphina in the yard. He leads her around in a wide circle. There is no lead, just a mental connection, and trust. It looks like a beautiful dance between dragon and rider.

      "I don't think there is anything more important to him," I answer.

      Jenn sits back down on her chair under the kitchen window and takes a sip of tea. "How are you holding up after everything?"

      My teacup clatters when I set it down on the saucer. I fidget with the handle and take a moment to sort my words before answering. "I'm not sure I have fully processed that it is over. For weeks, we've gone from one terrible thing to the next, and now I have a normal routine here. It doesn't feel real yet. Some days, I am sure I hear Evelyn's laughter in the distance. It's still contagious even now that it is a mere echo of the past. I laugh, and then I remember I will never hear it again."

      Seraphina's roar vibrates through the air as she spits fire at a jet of water Alexander has conjured up in the air. Steam plumes when the two elements hit. Alexander cheers, and Seraphina nuzzles her nose into his neck, both in affection and in search of a treat. Alexander sticks his hand into his pocket and produces an orange which Seraphina sucks into her mouth. She hums and spits the peel onto the ground.

      "I miss her," Jenn whispers, and the wind carries the words away almost before I can hear them.

      "I know. Me too. I wish she could be here with us. She would have loved to see all the creatures in the barn."

      Jenn smiles. "Oh, I think Seraphina would have been enough for her to lose her mind." She takes another sip of tea and stares off into the distance. "A few weeks ago, I would have given up almost anything to see a sermotera, let alone a dragon. Now, all I want is to be back home in your shitty little apartment with her."

      Guilt makes my stomach ache. "I'm really sorry you had to lose her. You didn't get enough time with each other."

      Jenn gets up and slowly walks toward the stairs. She holds onto the veranda's railing and stares over the vast landscape. "I know Evelyn's death is not your fault, just like I know you didn't kill all those people when you held onto your secret. Most days, I blame myself more than you. Unfortunately, my heart doesn't listen to my brain. Every time I look at you, I see you redirect the bullet at Elak instead of Gaël, and Evelyn collapses to the ground. I know Gaël had already fired. I know shooting him would not have made a difference. I don't blame you for it." She looks around at me. "I miss you, Cass. I want to fix this. I promise I will try if you can give me time."

      My heart rises in my chest, and my body feels lighter than it has in weeks. "I'll wait for you," I answer and watch Jenn as she turns and walks off to her motorcycle parked at the far end of the yard.

      Seraphina growls when she turns the engine and roars off into the distance. Alexander puts both hands on her cheeks and rests his forehead on hers. I walk over to join them but stay a few feet away.

      Alexander looks up at the sound of my footsteps and holds out a hand. When I grab it, he pulls me toward him and guides my hand onto Seraphina's nose. Seraphina shies away at first but then sniffs my palm and nuzzles her nose into it. When I pet her, I feel her presence in my mind. It's much like the connection between Mimir and me, but so much more powerful and gentle—and fully on her terms. I feel honored to be allowed into the mind of a dragon and close my eyes to enjoy the sensation. Alexander puts his arms around me, and we stand with Seraphina for a long time.

      I'm still broken inside, but here, in my own little sanctuary, I will mend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BONUS CHAPTER: THE BARKING DOG

          

        

      

    

    
      It is morning but here in the Barking Dog it always look like it is night with the windows covered in thick dark-green curtains that don’t let through any sun. There is no artificial light in the room, just a candle on each table and some candle-lit chandeliers. The flames flicker their orange light over small wooden tables in booths along the wall that are meant for four or five people but really only fit two or three comfortably - not that there is ever enough of a crowd here to necessitate larger tables. Entering this place always makes you feel as if you entered a different world or stepped into a 19th century witch story. Linda always says that artificial light kills the mood and goes nuts if someone uses a cell phone as a flashlight. She hates cell phones. Says they make people stupid. If it were possible she would entirely ban them from the place. Much to her delight phones rarely ever work in her bar. People joke that the place is haunted. It is part of why I like it so much. But it tends to attract a weird sort of crowd to the little bar.

      I yawn. It is early in the day and I’ve been up late again last night. Working at a bar definitely keeps you up at inhumane hours. I look at the grandfather clock in the corner. Quarter past 11. It’s almost noon but it feels like the wee hours of the morning today. The door rattles as someone tries to walk into the bar. We don’t open until mid-day. Why don’t people ever learn that? I walk to the door, unlock the antique lock with the large rusty key that hangs on a hook behind the curtains next to the door. I pocket the key as I push the door open. The bright sunlight blinds me. Gosh, it is bright outside. I blink and step back to let the dark silhouette of a burly little man inside. I can’t make out any distinguishing features until I get back into the dark and blink away the dancing stars in front of my vision.

      “Morning,” he says in an overly cheerful voice, lifting his boulder head of his balding head. Does he not realise he is almost an hour too early? What the hell does he want in a bar this early in the day. A perfectly ironed but ageing button-down shirt is bulging over his belly.

      I realise I have been staring at him and force a smile onto my tired face. “Good morning, sir,” I manage, “You do know we don’t open until noon, do you?”

      His eyes open in surprise and he apologises eagerly, “I was not aware, young lady. I do apologise. I will be on my way and return at a later time to not inconvenience you. I am so terribly sorry for this oversight of mine.”

      I barely suppress a laugh at his twitchy manner.

      “No, sir, that is quite alright. I am here. Please sit. Can I bring you anything?”

      It is Linda’s policy to open up whenever we are here if someone seeks refuge in our little  bar. She regards her bar as a place of healing, a place where people can go to forget their sorrows. I guess it helps that her place feels as if it is in a different world. Easy to forget that you have overdue notices stacked up at home when you are in hiding in a place where you expect Gandalf the Grey to step through the door at any point. I laugh as I realise the man in front of me reminds me of a fat hobbit. The hobbit orders a beer and sits down at the bar. I roll my eyes as I turn the tabs in the corner. I had hoped he would sit in a corner and leave me alone. I’m too tired to engage in conversation right now.

      Usually Linda takes the morning shift and I take over in the late afternoon after a good portion of sleep and time to take care of whatever it is life throws at me that day. Unfortunately, Linda has to visit her brewer today who is trying to raise pricing on her. The poor woman can barely keep the doors open as it is. When she received the letter, I could see the worry on her face. I hope she manages to convince the brewer to honour his old pricing. Not only would I hate to see Linda suffer, it would also probably put an end to my living situation.

      When my foster family didn’t get paid to keep me anymore, I had to leave. Unable to find work to pay enough for a place, I roamed the streets for a few weeks until Linda found me huddled in front of the brewery door, begging for coins to get food into my growling stomach. She took a liking to me and offered me a room above her bar in exchange for work. That was two years ago. I have been here ever since. As time passed she started trusting me with more and more responsibilities. It’s been good for her to get some more sleep while I tend the night shift. She’s no longer as pale as she was when I met her.

      “What’s your name, miss?” The squeaky little voice pulls me from my thoughts. I look at him, still not sure what I think of them. I usually have a good idea why people are here. After two years at a bar you get a good grasp on characters and different types of people. He doesn’t fit in any of those categories. He seems to happy to be in a bar at this time of day.

      “Evelyn, sir, Evelyn Flammang.”

      He smiles and me and holds out a chubby hand, “I am Todd.” I take it and he kisses my hand. “Pleasure to meet you Miss Evelyn.

      “What brings you to our little bar at this hour of the day,” I ask unable to stop myself. I hear Linda’s voice in the back of my head scolding me for my nosiness. I open my mouth to apologise for my curiosity when he waves a hand nonchalantly and smiles at me.

      “I just felt it was a good day for a beer. My brother always said that every day was a good day for a beer. Today I agree.”

      His answer infuriates me. While I am glad he’s not put off by my question, his answer might as well have been that he is here because it is Tuesday. A good day for a beer.

      “A good day, indeed,” I manage, unable what else to say.

      The man drinks his beer as if it was a hot tea, tiny sip after tiny sip. His little finger is stretched away from the rest in good English manner. He would look at home in a small cosy cafe with pink floral-patterned tea cups, a book with yellowing pages in his hands. He’s not a hobbit after all. A hobbit would know how to drink a beer. What an interesting fella.

      He doesn’t say another word until his beer is half empty. When I have to accept that I won’t get a straight answer out of this one, I sit down on my stool behind the bar and pull a napkin closer to me. I grab the pencil from behind my left ear and start doodling. Inspired by the man in front of me, I draw a hobbit in front of a hobbit hole. I’ve always like the Lord of the Rings. Tolkien was a master with words. When I still lived with my foster parents - I was probably 13 or 14 at the time, I found his books in one of those little libraries at the side of the road. I felt guilty at the time because I didn’t have a book to put back in return but something made me take the tattered old copies. I remember holding them gingerly in my hands at the bus station. The intricate drawings on the covers fascinated me. The books gave me an escape from life at home. I barely ever left my room until I had finished the entire series. And I never stopped reading.

      “What are you drawing, miss?” The man asks, leaning over the counter to inspect my drawing. I didn’t hear him get up and automatically push the drawing away, as if caught doing something unruly. I look up at him and he looks guilty at me.

      “Didn’t mean to snoop. I apologise, Miss Evelyn. Please, carry on, I will mind my business.”

      I sigh and pick the paper up from the side of the counter. I walk over to where he now sits, looking down at his beer like a school child who knows he’s done something wrong. There is something innocent and childish about this man that makes me want to pat him on the back and tell him he’s been a good boy. I put the napkin in front of him and wait for him to look up. He gives me a broad smile, then inspects the drawing.

      “So much detail. This is beautiful,” he comments and I can hear the sincerity behind the words. I start to like the weird little man.

      I hear noise outside and a moment later Linda pulls the door open and steps in, organising baskets and bags hanging from both arms. I rush towards her to grab some of her load. She tatters quietly, muttering words I cannot understand until I am right in front of her and grab the first basket from her arm. Though I can tell she was successful, it is obvious that the morning’s ordeal has taken everything out of her. When she looks at me, her smile does not quite reach her gentle smokey grey eyes. I help her carry the groceries to the back where I set them next to the fridge. When Linda opens it, she sighs deeply when she realises the light inside is out again. All the appliances in the building are ancient and seem to be broken more often than not.

      “Would you please get back to the bar and look after our guest, love?” she asks in a motherly voice that tells me she wants to be alone right now. Before I step back out of the room, I turn and look at her. She sits at the table, her face in her hands, shoulders slumped with exhaustion, her curly blonde hair streaked with grey hanging over her wrinkled fingers. She is not as old as she looks but the years of washing dishes have taken their toll on her hands and spine and the constant state of worry and sorrow has lined her face. I take a deep breath and with much difficulty turn to leave her.

      When I get back to the bar, the man is gone, so is the napkin with my hobbit. Next to his now empty glass are a few coins that more than pay for the beer and a napkin folded into a flower.
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      My shift downstair starts in ten minutes and I’m all ready to go but I can’t find my second shoe. Where the hell did I put it last night? I got to bed around 4 am in the morning and was so tired that I threw all my clothes into random corners and went straight to bed. I look around my small room and pick up books and stacks of paper that are covering every corner of the room. It’s a small bedroom with an even smaller window which is letting the golden afternoon sun in through the open curtains. My bed sits in one corner, a small desk in the other. There are some shelves but space has run out a long time ago. I finally find my shoe next to a drawing of a girl making a sand castle at an empty beach. It’s right next to the door, so I’m not quite sure how I’ve missed it while searching frantically for the last 10 minutes. I’m not usually scatter-brained like that. I guess working both shifts yesterday has taken its toll on me.

      A few steps from the bottom of the winding staircase, I halt to get an overview of the bar. The bar is buzzing with activity. It feels like there are more people than usual - only three tables are empty. Good, Linda needs it. I need it. Most people are sitting alone or in groups of two or three. A pale man with gigantic bags under his eyes is playing chess against a woman dressed entirely in pink leather. Who would wear pink leather? In the corner sits a man with his face hidden in the shadows of his large hooded cloak. A pipe is protruding from the shadow, the fire at the end illuminating just enough of his face to make his dark eyes glitter. To my surprise, Todd sits at the bar again. He is chatting with Linda who looks much less exhausted today. She is absently cleaning the counter with an old rag distracted by the conversation. They seem to get along quite well.

      I walk over to them and Linda gives me a wide smile - and today her wrinkles eyes smile with her. It’s a rare but welcome sight. It’s not that her smiles are not genuine but they are so seldom out of happiness. It often feels as if her smiles are more a gift for others than something that belongs to her.

      “Good morning, love. Did you sleep okay?” she asks in genuine concern after looking at me.

      “Rough night, but I will be fine,” I try to pat my hair flat but I can already feel it getting chaotic again. There is nothing I can do about it.

      “Todd here tells me you two had a nice time together yesterday,” she waves at Todd who smiles his cheerful grin. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the napkin with my drawing.

      “I should not have taken this without asking. I apologise,” she starts but I wave him off. I did not mind him taking the drawing. I doodle so much that if I kept every little drawing I did, my room would be to full for me to enter.

      “That’s quite alright. Please, keep it.”

      He looks at me in disbelief, his hand still stretched out offering the napkin.

      “I couldn’t. It wasn’t right of me to take it. It’s just that it reminds me of my brother...”

      I assure him again that he can have it and that I won’t miss it. When he still looks unsure, Linda points at all the little frames that litter the walls of the bar with drawings I did. There’s drawings of dragons and witches, drawings of magical creates, some cute, others evil and creepy. One could say I have a bit of an obsession with anything magic.

      Todd smiles and finally puts the hobbit drawing back into his suit pocket.

      “Thank you!” he says with so much appreciation in his voice that I can’t help but ask why the drawing reminds him of his brother.

      Linda gives me an annoyed look. She doesn’t like it when we ask the customers questions. It’s part of the charm of the place: privacy. Todd doesn’t seem to mind, so she leaves us to tend to some other customers.

      “He looks a lot like my brother did,” he begins and I have to suppress a chuckle - might be because the little man inspired the drawing and his brother looks a lot like him. Then I realise the use of the past tense: did.

      “I am sorry,” I begin not knowing what to say. I’ve never been good at these things. Tactfulness isn’t exactly my strong suit. I start rambling, apologising for his loss and offering my condolences, stupid words I have picked up here or there. He interrupts me before I completely embarrass myself.

      “Don’t be sorry. He died over ten years ago and I have come to terms with it. He was a good man, a great father, and a loving husband. A kinder man you could not meet. Yesterday was his birthday and I thought I would drink a beer in his honour.”

      I realise the club soda in front of him.

      “I’m not really a beer drinker. But it felt right. Wouldn’t have come back today if I hadn’t felt so guilty about taking your drawing. But I have to admit, I quite like this place. Don’t really fit in here, though,” he finishes with a look around the bar. It is true. He looks out of place here but so does everyone else. With the odd mix of people from all walks of life and all kinds of nationalities, no one here looks like the other.

      “No one really fits in here. That’s why I love this place so much,” I explain with a smile. I like the man. I can’t really put a finger on the reason but there is something so innocently cheerful about him.

      “Can I ask a favour, Miss Evelyn?” he asks and I can tell it took him some courage to pose the question. I nod curiously and he continues, “My niece is always sad around her father’s birthday and I would like to cheer her up. Would you consider drawing her a little something? I am happy to pay for the work.”

      I pause. No one has ever offered to pay me for my drawings. Self-doubt threatens to overwhelm me. I take a deep breath and repeat ‘You are good enough’ over and over in my mind until I have regained my composure. I turn back to Todd who is rocking back and forth on his chair like a nervous child.

      “I would love to,” I say even though it is only partially true. I would love to draw something for the girl. That much is true. But I am nervous and the negative voices at the back of my mind are fighting their way to the front. What if he doesn’t like it? What if the girl thinks it’s stupid. What if everyone is disappointed in me? I grab a glass of water from the tap and take a sip to buy time to get myself back into a state that can cope with a conversation.

      I turn back to Todd, swallow hard, then say, “But I won’t accept any payment.”

      He nods, “I would like to show my gratitude for what you do. Is there anything you need in return?”

      I think for a moment and watch Linda cater to a table with three young men, all with red hair and beards.

      “If you really want to help, tell your friends how much you like this place. Linda could use the customers.”

      “Agreed,” he states and asks when I can have the drawing ready.

      “What does your niece like?”

      He pauses for a moment, his eyes focused on thin air between us, then explains that the girl is a big fan of fairies.
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      That night after my shift ends, I lie in bed unable to sleep. Finally giving up on simply dozing off, I turn on the small lamp next to my bed. It turns on but flickers weekly, so I instead light the candle on my nightstand. There really is something wrong with the electronics in this house.

      I sit down at my desk and pull a blank piece of paper towards me. At first, I am hesitant, afraid it won’t be good enough. I stare at the white paper and don’t dare to make the first line. What if it is the wrong first line. When I finally convince myself to start, the lines start flowing. The first line is always the hardest. An hour later, I lean back and inspect my work. Surprisingly, I don’t hate it. A young fairy girl sits on a flower petal at the side of a lake and looks out onto the water. I smile. Inspiration strikes and I pull another piece of paper towards me, then another. When I am done, the sun is already starting to rise and the first light is creeping through my window.

      I crawl into bed and pull the blankets over my head, feeling accomplished. I’m asleep before doubt can creep back in.
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      When it is time for me to wake up again the next morning, I am overtired and exhausted. I quickly glance into the mirror by the door and immediately regret it. There are heavy bags under my small yellow-brown eyes and my hair is even more chaotic than usual. I pat my hair down without any success and slip out through the door. When I get down, Todd is already sitting in his chair by the bar, looking much more at home there already. Linda keeps him company and they talk animatedly about something. She seems happier since he’s been around.

      When I step behind the bar, she gives me an almost annoyed look, as if she didn’t want me to be there. I feel as if I am intruding on something personal. Before I can say anything, her face turns into a smile and she wishes me a good morning. I place the drawings I made the previous night in front of Todd, taking care that there is no dirt or liquid on the counter. At first he doesn’t realise there is more than one piece of paper. He looks down at the fairy in her blossom for a long time and I feel insecurity well back up in me. Will he like it?

      He looks up at me and with a gigantic smile says, “You are quite the artist, miss Evelyn, quite the artist. I am sure my niece will love this. I sure know I do!”

      I point him to the next page and he laughs when he sees that the second one displays the fairy falling backwards into her blossom, a plume of pollen above the flower, just the little fairies feet hanging out of between the petals. He turns to look at the third and gives another laugh. In that one, the fairy looks back out of the flower, her hair and face covered in pollen, her little hands holding onto the rim of the blossom.

      “I was up until early morning to draw these,” I saw before I can stop myself. Somehow I want to let them know how much effort these were as if they would be worth more if they knew how long it had taken me. I know it’s petty. I should let them appreciate the drawings for what they are, appreciate the art, not the work I put into them. Let the drawings speak for themselves, Evelyn, idiot!

      “No wonder you look like hell this morning, love,” Linda reprimands me from the side and I know that some of her tone is directed at what I said, not that I stayed up late. I shuffle my feet awkwardly and smile weekly. I feel the need to apologise and barely manage not to.

      “I’ll bring these right to the car, so they don’t get in harms way,” he declares, already half risen from his stool. Linda looks disappointed at his departure until he adds, “Linda, my dear, would you pour me another club soda. I will be back in a few minutes and we can continue that lovely chat about tea. Wouldn’t want to miss the rest of that for the world.”

      Linda giggles uncharacteristically and I turn to look at her. Her cheeks are blushed and she looks positively flustered. And with a jump of my heart, I realise that the two are falling in love.

      “You like him, don’t you?” I ask as soon as Todd is out of earshot. She blushes even more than she did before and suddenly gets very interested in cleaning a water stain on the sink. It takes a nudge to her side for her to finally answer.

      “I think I do. He’s a good guy. And so cheerful despite his sadness. I didn’t think I would ever meet someone I like again. Not after John died.”

      “That’s wonderful. I’m so glad I doodled then. If he hadn’t stolen my drawing, he might not have come back,” I answer in part to get her mind back onto Todd and away from her late husband. It has been years but every time he is mentioned, her mood shifts and she turns inward, as if to be alone with her sorrow.

      When Todd returns, I find excuses to leave them alone by tending to tables more often than necessary and offering to restock the beer from the storage room. I glance at them every once in a while unable to keep my curiosity and excitement in check. It is past dinner-time when Todd leaves that night.

      And for the next few weeks, not a day passes without him showing up to talk to Linda. It is weeks before they finally agree to go out after her shift, both too intimidated by the thought of admitting their feelings.

      Watching them makes me wonder if I will ever feel loved like that. Yes, I have Linda, but other than the old woman, there is no one in my life who gives me happiness. Part of that might be because I prefer girls and look like a disheveled owl on most days, another part might be my own insecurities. Every time I meet someone nice, I get scared and push them away before anything comes out of it.

      But seeing Todd and Linda fall for each other like young teenagers gives me hope. If they can find someone at their age, I have all the time in the world to find who will make me happy.

      With a smile on my face I fall asleep and dream of dancing fairies and a beautiful woman who runs through tall grass with me, the sun setting behind us.
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      How far will a mother go to protect her daughter?

      What dangers will a son risk to defy his father within a system of evil?

      Anglass is a well-ordered city. Those in the inner rings control the world. Those outside the center do as they are told…without question.

      Questions.

      You can die for asking the wrong question.

      Chase’s daughter, Willow, like every other child, is the ‘Property of the State.’ Usually, so long as you keep your head down, the ‘State’ pays no attention, and parents raise their children as they always have

      Unfortunately, the state has a profound interest in 5-year-old Willow. Chase needs to protect her little girl - but there is nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

      Nate is a son of the inner circle. As the son of the city’s leading man, Nate is expected to do his duty and ‘keep the peace’ as an officer of the state. His reward? To rise, like his father, to the mayorship of the city.

      Nate discovers that ‘keeping the peace’ involves torture, murder, and unspeakable crimes. This is his heritage. This is the city that he will one day rule.

      When their worlds collide, Nate will hold the fate of Chase and Willow in his hands. Will he have the courage to rebel? Can he save Willow from her inevitable fate?

      “A Brave New World meets The Hunger Games” - if you love dystopian fiction, you need to read this book!
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      Heat, Waves, Darkness, and Storm – planned
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      When the surface of the earth becomes uninhabitable, humans flee underneath the oceans. Well, those who are lucky enough to get into the utopia. Many are left fighting for limited living space in cave systems created by the last large earthquake in the San Andreas fault. Those who didn’t get into the bubble cities live alongside those who didn’t uphold the high standards of the society.
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      When a group of dark wizards kills magicians and non-magicians alike, magicians are forced out of hiding after thousands of years of peaceful coexistence. Soon after, magic on one side and weapons on the other create a bloody match and a war seems unavoidable. Trying to prevent a genocide, Cassandra sets out to prove magicians are not a threat. It’s the fight of a witch who is overwhelmed with daily life against a society who is just as eager to hunt witches as it was in the middle ages. She finds new friends and reunites with old ones along the way – prominently among them a gay dwarf and a dragon breeder with a drinking problem.

      

      Children’s Books

      You Can Do It, Squirrel!

      Also available in German, German-English bilingual, and English-German bilingual versions.
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