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    Christmas morning found children bursting from their beds all over Britain, buzzing with the energy that only the magic words "Christmas morning" can imbue them with.  
 
    Millie Brown was not a child, so she didn't explode from her covers so much as leak out from underneath them. And much like anything else that can be leaked, she took on the form of whatever vessel she found herself in; namely in this case the heavy green housecoat she layered on top of her thick woollen bedclothes. She skipped the usual morning tussle with her unruly conflagration of curls and went straight to confining them with the first headscarf that came to hand.  
 
    She checked herself in the mirror over the small basin perched on her dresser and confirmed she did in fact look like she felt: slightly hunched and shapeless, with a lumpy rag on her head.  
 
    That wouldn't do on Christmas. Straightening to her full height, she flung the headscarf back where it had come from and after a few game attempts to tame them with a brush, let her copper coils spray in whatever direction they saw fit. With a resigned shrug at the results, she snatched an unassuming box off of her dresser and made her way out of her room in search of warmth.  
 
    As she did, she tried to find memories of Christmas mornings past to fill the emptiness left by the gray dampness that fought to proclaim it just another winter morning in greater London. But the ones she found weren't much better, and the air tasted of impending rain.  
 
    She sighed, leaving a depressed-sounding cloud that stopped abruptly when met by the warmer air coming from the drawing room that lay at the end of the hall.  
 
    A fire smouldered away doggedly at the far end, firm in the belief it was getting to be the time someone would be feeding it for the morning. Millie was that someone today. The split timbers she lay across its maw caught quickly and began to pop and snap in the pleasant conversion of tree into heat, light and smoke.  
 
    Millie stared at the dancing flames a few moments, her thoughts occupied by the same things that had kept her from sleeping the night before. Were she still a little girl, those thoughts would have probably revolved around Father Christmas, or sweets, or any other of the dozens of things that kept children awake on Christmas Eve. 
 
    This year, it was that Christmas didn't feel like Christmas at all. The war was over, and Britain had won, according to all the newspapers. Had any of the papers bothered to ask her, the words 'win' or 'victory' would not have even occurred to her. 'Survived' or 'ended' would have. 'Bloody exhausted' also came to mind.  
 
    'Failure' would also have been a word to use, had what she and the other occupants of the house she was residing in failed at not been considered a state secret. That shaped her posture more than any article of clothing could. 
 
    She lit a few candles sitting on the mantlepiece with a touch, and smiled without warmth. If the war could have been ended a few years earlier through arson, well, maybe her outlook on the day would have been a bit brighter. A lot of people's would have. 
 
    "Happy Christmas, Millie."  
 
    Only one person put the emphasis on the second syllable of her name, and a frisson spidered its way up her spine to tickle the roots of her hair and leave her ears flushed red. Perhaps brightness wasn't going to be a problem after all, at least for a little while. 
 
    Millie turned to find Elise standing just inside the doorway, poised and radiant in a way that had nothing to do with magic. Maybe something to do with being French, Millie couldn't say, but the effect was all the same: her heart leapt into her mouth and prevented words from coming out. 
 
    Her face must have shown what she felt, as Elise smiled a soul-squeezing smile and placed her hands on the back of the sofa that stood between them. No matter how long it took for Millie to get her brain back to working order, Elise would wait. Her patience was one reason she had managed to remain after so many had left, and she knew exactly how to exercise it when she needed to.  
 
    Millie swallowed hard, hoping her heart would end up back where it needed to be and not on her sleeve again. 
 
    "Joy..." Millie stammered. This was one more reason she'd found sleep so difficult, and a fat load of good it had done her. "Joyo..."  
 
    The words! What were the words? Where had they gone? She must have said them to herself a hundred times last night instead of sleeping. They were there! Why, in this moment, did they choose to make themselves scarce? The expectant twinkle that shone in Elise's sky-blue eyes only drove them deeper to ground. 
 
    Millie couldn't meet them. 
 
    "...Christmas..."  
 
    Defeat. 
 
    "Elise." Her face burned red in humiliation and she cursed the fact she lacked a way to escape it, such as a high window or a particularly deep lake. The wood in the fire crackled invitingly. 
 
    Then there was laughter like the pealing of bells. Exquisitely-made French bells from a shop in Paris that had a name with too many extraneous letters in it. It was the most beautiful thing Millie had ever heard. 
 
    "Joyeux Noel, Millie," said Elise. 
 
    Millie looked up to see not the satisfied smile of one who knew better than she, but the charmed smile of one who was touched by the fact that she'd tried.  
 
    Her heart was in her mouth again. 
 
    "Aye," she managed. "That." 
 
    The moment hung in the air between them. A moment that was still and good. A moment Millie knew she needed to fill with something, but didn't want to dispel with the sound of her putting her foot in her mouth again.  
 
    The something that should have been filling it suddenly weighed heavily in her hand, which was impressive for what it was. Her hand clenched around it, the faintest wisps of triumph curling around the edges of her mind. Of course! This was her chance. 
 
    A chance that was quickly scared off by the sudden appearance of a large black dog in the doorway. It crept up silently behind Elise and stared at the back of her head with baleful green eyes. Its fur best answered to 'shaggy' and when pressed about the breed, the best answer most people got was 'a big one.' 
 
    It padded to within a few inches of Elise's leg before announcing its presence by thumping its great posterior on the floor and looking up at her expectantly.  
 
    Elise turned towards the sound. "Mm? Ah! Joyeux Noel to you too, Hekabe!" she said, bending down to ruffle her fur and plant a kiss on her massive forehead. Hekabe's tongue lolled out in satisfaction. 
 
    The wave of jealousy that surged through Millie just then went unacknowledged, because being jealous of a dog first thing on Christmas morning was something she would prefer to continue believing she'd never experienced. 
 
    But Hekabe's arrival could only mean her mistress was also awake and not far behind.  
 
    Of the three Mistresses of their particular Coven, Ivy was the one who would have been picked out first as practicing witchcraft. There wasn't anything particularly witch-y about her, but there wasn't anything particularly normal about her either. If her great black dog called to mind a hound prowling a foreboding moor somewhere in search of lost souls, then Ivy's appearance called to mind the person that would collect them when it found one. Millie had never heard the word 'lupine' before she'd met Ivy, but she now suspected she'd coined the word herself centuries ago to give people a way to describe her without fearing something awful happening to them. 
 
    When she did appear, it was in the middle of a stretch and a wide yawn, one mirrored by Hekabe. Millie couldn't recall the last time she'd been exposed to so many shiny white teeth all at once.  
 
    "Good morning, Mistress," Millie and Elise said together, studiously avoiding mentioning the fact it was Christmas.  
 
    Ivy finished her yawn with a flourish and hooked her tousled black hair behind her ears. Her clothing was hand-fashioned from alternating patterns of black and white stripes, with different pieces oriented different ways, all intersecting at angles that quickly induced headaches in anyone who wasn't colourblind.  
 
    "Is it?" she said. 
 
    "Any morning you wake up to is a good one," Millie ventured.  
 
    Two pairs of green eyes regarded her in the firelight. 
 
    Ivy's mind was a labyrinth that contained centuries worth of as much accrued wear and tear as it did genius, all of it hard-earned by tragedy as well as triumph. Determining what part had been responsible for the words that came out of her mouth was a skill Millie had consciously attempted to foster; for Ivy's sake as much as her own.  
 
    "Indeed," she said. "Is there tea?" 
 
    Oh, no, Millie thought, but there was nothing for it now. "Not yet, we've only just woken up, I'm afraid." 
 
    "Bugger." Ivy turned around and took a step towards the door. 
 
    "I can do it!" Elise shouted, but was cut off by the indifferent flip of Ivy's hand. 
 
    "No, s'fine. Come, Heck." 
 
    A flash of teeth and they were both gone. 
 
    The shape of Elise's eyebrows perfectly charted the emergence of her despair. 
 
    "I thought she would sleep later," Millie said with a grimace. It was the unspoken rule that anyone who woke up before Ivy had to have the tea made before she had the chance. Failure to do so resulted in something so strong and so dark it made coffee look like, well, tea. 
 
    A dark, shaggy head reappeared in the doorway. 
 
    "If you could rouse Victoria for us, Millie," Ivy said before disappearing again without waiting for an answer. 
 
    Millie curtseyed to the resulting void and gave Elise a weak smile.  
 
    Now was the time. She squeezed the box she held again, reconfirming both its existence and the presence of her own courage.  
 
    "Elise, I-" 
 
    "Bonjour, mes filles!" said a high sing-song voice before its owner flounced into the room. Flouncing was what Colette did. Everywhere, regardless of circumstance or location, she flounced. This particular one much to Millie's chagrin. 
 
    She wasn't even sure she was herself capable of flouncing. She supposed it required airier clothes and more generous proportions than she had ever possessed to pull off a really good flounce. Colette had been doing it since the 17th century, so she was sorted for role models if she ever decided to take it up. 
 
    If a 19th century Parisian aristocrat could be taken in, swished around and spat out by the Industrial Revolution, that's what Colette looked like. It's also exactly what she was, to hear her tell it. Witchery came second. 
 
    "Bonjour, Maitress Colette," Elise answered in her mother tongue. 
 
    As Millie's tongue was an orphan from Scotland, what she said came out more along the lines of: "Bon-JORE, my TRESS." The alliance of France and Britain had won the Great War, but Millie wondered how long it could last if more French people knew what she had been doing to their language. 
 
    Colette smiled the smile of an indulgent parent who was actually more bemused than indulgent, and looked deliberately at Elise. 
 
    "Did you sleep well?" she asked. 
 
    "I did, thank you. And you?" 
 
    "Quite well, thank you. Where is Ivy?" 
 
    A look passed between Millie and Elise. 
 
    Colette's shoulders sagged. "The kitchen?" 
 
    The expressions on their faces were such that the doorway was instantly empty again. 
 
    "Happy Christmas, Elise," Millie said, thrusting her right hand at Elise before anyone else could appear.  
 
    "What is this?" Elise asked, looking down at the tiny green jeweller's box now being held out to her. 
 
    "It's for you." 
 
    "But I did not get you anything." 
 
    "You didn't have to. It's a gift."  
 
    The look she received as Elise took it was all the gift Millie could ever want or need.  
 
    As she opened it, Millie's heart was flopping around in her chest like it had been replaced with a fish that suddenly realised where it was.  
 
    "Do you like it?" 
 
    Elise beamed. "It is wonderful!" she exclaimed as she took the silver hair pin from out of its case and held it up to the candle light. Tiny pearls whorled among the stained chips of glass made into the shape of an apple.  
 
    "Help me put it in," Elise said, proffering it back to Millie and collecting a few errant strands of platinum to spear with it. 
 
    If Elise minded that Millie took her time to make sure it was just right, she didn't say anything. When it was finally in place, Elise stood back so Millie could see. 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "Erm... bon," Millie said with all the confidence she would have had if asked to sing the entirety of The Marseillaise. 
 
    Even newfangled electric lights couldn't compete with the brightness of the smile she got in return, however. 
 
    "Merci, Millie." Standing on her toes, she pecked Millie on the cheek, just in front of her left ear. 
 
    Blue eyes held onto green ones expectantly, but the green ones blinked. 
 
    "I... I'd better find Victoria, before Ivy comes back."  
 
    Her cheek still afire, Millie made her way back up the hall she had come from, as puffs of frozen breath left a dotted path past empty room after empty room. Well, they weren't entirely empty. They were full of memories and cold air. 
 
    Deirdre: back to Leeds. 
 
    Eustace: back to Cardiff. 
 
    Mary: back to Birmingham. 
 
    Never-knew-her-name-really: gave up after two weeks. 
 
    It hadn't been long since the place would have been alive with activity even in the wee hours, with at one time dozens of women buzzing about with the excitement that came from knowing that what they were going to do that day might make a difference, when so many had been told their whole lives that they couldn't, or shouldn't. It was the excitement of possibility. And opportunity. 
 
    The temptation had been laid before all of them: you could help to end the war. Magic was still inside the womb when it came to any sort of combat usage, but so had the tank been at one point, or the aeroplane. Magical combat would have made both of those great leaps forward look like the first hesitant, awkward steps of a minutes-old foal that was still working out what its legs were for.  
 
    When the true difficulty of such a feat became apparent and progress was middling to non-existent, many returned home, dejected. They couldn't fight, they couldn't even vote; what was one more thing they couldn't do?  
 
    To chase the bright light of hope so far through pitch darkness only to find out it was a train coming the other way had left many willing to simply lay down and let it run them over; just a few more casualties of a war that had already taken so much from so many. 
 
    For the three of them that still made their way through the darkness, the war had taken everything. They remained in the dark because the other two did. Their hope now that the war was over lie in each other.  
 
    Millie rapped on the door of the one who still believed more than any of them. 
 
    Getting no answer, she rapped on it again, with rising insistence until she bellowed the name of the one on the other side. "Get up, Vickie! It's Christmas!" Throwing open her best friend's door, the heaps of abuse Millie had loaded were quietly buried again. 
 
    She wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    The sky was a gray rectangle. The air pouring down from it was cold and silent, all sound absorbed by the thick blanket of frost that draped the earth that rose upward to describe it. The weak light that revealed it could have been the still-struggling sun of the morning, or the done-for-the-day sun of the evening, but the vicious pounding in her head led her to assume the former. 
 
     The ground was cold, hard and riddled with stones, which were even colder and harder. Her efforts to relieve the stones of their burden were made even more difficult by the fact her body wasn't being terribly cooperative. Every inch of her was stiff and sore, like she'd spent an entire winter's night laying at the bottom of a hole in the ground. 
 
    Oh, dear. 
 
    She had no idea how she'd gotten there or how long it had been since she had, but she was quickly coming to the conclusion that a change of circumstance was necessary. She tried moving her fingers, which responded like they were made of treacle, but that was better than her toes had done. Her right side had already surrendered its heat to the soil below to become an alarming void of sensation. 
 
    Her first attempt to move her head resulted in an explosion of white lights spattering across her vision and a doubling of the pain that mercilessly smashed against the inside of her skull like her brain had a vendetta against it. The throbbing in her right temple in particular let her know in no uncertain terms her heart was still beating, which was reassuring. 
 
    After a great effort, she managed to roll onto her back, which let her use both eyes to gauge just how far in the ground she was. Through the pulsing lights of pain, she guessed she was several feet down, at least. Little fringes of grass peeked out from the edges of the hole, like the earth's wallpaper had peeled away to reveal a blank wall underneath. That the hole was perfectly rectangular meant there was only one place she could be.  
 
    Well, she thought, at least if you freeze to death you won't have to go anywhere.  
 
    How had she gotten here? Did someone throw her down here? Had she been so eager to die she had pitched herself into an open grave before she was actually dead? 
 
    Anger warred with terror at the possibility that any of those might be true. She hoped she just overbalanced while trying to read the headstone. Something deep inside her told her that wasn't true, but disappeared before she could ask it anything else. 
 
    A violent shiver reminded her that she needed to solve the 'out' if she wanted any chance of solving the 'in,' but that suddenly sounded like a lot of work. The sky was so far away, and it was so easy to just lie here. If she went to sleep, maybe she'd have the energy to climb out later. Winter's seductive embrace was welcoming and warm after you got used to it. Her eyelids grew heavy and her vision unfocused, enough that she didn't register the new silhouette against the sky. 
 
    "Oh, for… I'm sorry, are you alive?" 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open surprisingly slowly for someone who'd just had something like that shouted at them. But it didn't matter. The cold was no longer cold. The ground was no longer hard. Peace was close at hand; she knew it. Her eyes closed again.  
 
    "I'm fine here..." she muttered, trailing off back to the edge of the oblivion she'd emerged from. 
 
    The impact of something damp and heavy landing on her chest made her burst from oblivion with a gasp.  
 
    "You are!" said the silhouette in a gruffer voice than she thought would come from such a fancy word. 
 
    "Nngh..." she said. 
 
    "Good, saves me the trouble of having to pull you out myself. Do me a favour, and climb yourself out with that, will you?" The shadow left the edge of the hole.  
 
    The voice was right, she was alive. That was good. She had a coil of moist green rope on top of her. That was also good, for the most part. It was taut against the side of the hole, wiggling a bit as her would-be saviour presumably did something to the other end. 
 
    Whatever it was, she hoped he was done, because she grabbed the rope and heaved, pulling herself onto unsteady feet. They were as cold as she'd feared, and the simple art of standing became an ungraceful display of how poorly she would fare on a pair of ice skates.  
 
    But now that she was standing, her exit didn't seem as desperately far away as it had, and she only needed the rope to get her the extra foot or so that she needed before she could use the surface. 
 
    Scrabbling against the frost-slick walls, she willed her fingers to cooperate as she pulled herself up. Numb as they were, she knew if she fell back in, she wouldn't be getting out again. She didn't think her head could take another whacking, if that's what had happened to her. 
 
    That fear put her over the top, and through rope, clawing fingers and jamming her booted toes into crumbling earth, she threw her leg over the side and pulled the rest of her up after it. Rolling away from the pit, she lay on the earth as she had done in it: face-up, filthy and freezing. 
 
    The face that had shouted at her came back, and regarded her quizzically before extending his hand and yanking her to her feet. The sudden movement left the world all wobbly and out of focus, but if he noticed, he didn't seem to care much. 
 
    "Fancied a nap in a soldier's grave, did you?" her rescuer said, coiling the rope in a loop over his forearm. He wasn't looking at the rope.  
 
    She blanched and looked away, over to the headstone that lay on a pallet next to the open grave she'd just been hauled out of. 
 
      
 
     PVT. ADAM J. STOKEWORTH 
 
    1898-1916 
 
    Faced his Fear 
 
      
 
    It wasn't much, and that made it worse. The shame that burned her cheeks at least meant there was blood flowing through them. 
 
    How had she ended up there? Why would she have chosen there to end up? 
 
    Pain and confusion crashed together to result in a wave of nausea, and she barely managed to avoid finding out what was in her stomach by not throwing it up all over the man who'd saved her life. Stars danced in her vision, and her hand went to her head without thought. Nothing made sense. Movement had warmed her blood enough that her brain was starting to move beyond simple survival and into turning the gears of understanding. Unfortunately the gears quickly seized and understanding was not forthcoming. 
 
    Had she gotten that drunk? Had she been alone? Why? She beseeched a featureless gray sky for answers, but found only her rescuer standing over her. 
 
    His face was not at all what she had expected. It was world-weary and haggard, and looked to not have been on speaking terms with a razor for the last week or two. It also had streak-like scars running from front to back on the right side, like a giant bird had had a go at taking his head off but been forced to make do with only his eye. There was a black patch where it otherwise would have been.  
 
    "Thank you, Mr...?" 
 
    "Jones. Bertram Jones." 
 
    "...Mr. Jones." 
 
    "And you are?" 
 
    The path to the answer to that question within the brain is so well-worn as to be shiny and perfectly smooth. Sparkling and flawless. Impossible to get lost on, it ran straight and true to the heart of the very core of memory. Identity lived there. Faces of parents and siblings lived there. Every pet ran around outside, through gardens where first kisses and embarrassing moments were tended.  
 
    But when she reached the end of her path, all she found was a crater. A gaping void where the fundamental parts of her should be.  
 
    "Miss...?" Bertram prompted. 
 
    She hadn't the faintest idea. 
 
    Her mouth worked wordlessly, contorting into the horror of realisation. She didn't know who she was.  
 
    Bertram must have seen what was happening to her face, because his granite features softened to shale. 
 
      
 
    Millie should have known that something was amiss when she saw the food spread across the dining room table. As it had been a long time since she'd seen a proper breakfast, she nearly wept with joy instead. Eggs, beans, potatoes, mushrooms, black pudding, it was all there. There was wide disagreement over just what constituted a 'proper' breakfast, so it had been wisely left to the individual to arrange it to match their own particular definition. 
 
    She helped herself to as much as she could fit on her plate without paying heed to definition, only to her stomach. She used the quickly-vanishing space as efficiently as she could, making sure to keep the beans in the middle and the sausages as a bulwark against soggy bread. 
 
    The look on Elise's face flitted between horror and fascination fast enough that it might have warranted medical attention in other circumstances; clearly certain things had yet to make it across the Channel. 
 
    Millie beamed. "You've not had a proper breakfast before?" she asked as she debated the strength of her sausage wall against one more spoonful of beans. 
 
    "'Proper?'" Elise asked. "This is not proper. It is..." her hand spun in circles searching for the right word. 
 
    "Careful dear, remember where you are," Colette said with a wink, her plate well on its way to completion. 
 
    Elise stared at the table the way she would look at a room that hadn't been tidied in weeks: resigned but unable to decide how to start. "I cannot forget." 
 
    Eventually they were all seated at the table, the mountain in the middle having been reduced to a minor hillock.  
 
    Last to do so, at the head of the table, was Selene. The oldest of the Coven, she cut an imposing, wraith-like figure that seemed to make light itself reconsider its choices and find someone else to bother. She was clad in a fully-hooded robe that was simple and utilitarian, of a dark gray that was more like shadow than black always pretended it was. She was so good at it Millie often thought of her presence as more void than shadow. The burns that scarred her face and hands attested as to why she would prefer darkness to light, reasons that had nothing to do with shame. 
 
    The lack of ceremony, the quickness with which they began, and the lack of any conversation at all once they did served to tell Millie that everyone had been as ravenous as she had been. The last few years had seen a steady diet of what they could grow themselves supplemented with what was left over after everyone with higher priority had eaten first, ironically made worse the fewer they became. Such a small group didn't warrant much interest if it wasn't producing much.  
 
    Now it just was nice to know that somebody had remembered them at all, even if they didn't know who. 
 
    When their plates had been swept completely bare, they sat in congenial silence with cups of Ivy's 'tea.' Though Millie's had been surreptitiously diluted as much as she could manage, her hands trembled slightly and her heart beat against the inside of her chest like it was trying to escape a burning building and all the doors were locked. 
 
    "Did she come home last night?" asked Ivy suddenly. She was on her second cup straight from the pot. Her eyes glowed even in the weak sunlight as they stared at Victoria's empty seat. If she blinked, Millie missed it. 
 
    "I did not see her. Did she say where she went?" Elise asked. 
 
    "No," Millie replied.  
 
    Selene considered this a moment. "Let her be gone," she said finally. "This is a time of reflection for many, she should be allowed to do the same. She will return when she will." 
 
    Millie respected Selene more than anyone she'd met in her life, but the fact everything she said sounded prophetic made a deep, lizard-y part of her brain want to stand up and hold forth on just what it thought of the concept of fate. Selene's haunted gray eyes were usually enough to hold its tongue. 
 
    Any challenges to Selene's proclamation would have to wait, however, as the click of polished boots approaching cast doubt on the notion that the meal they had just finished was largesse.  
 
    Captain Percival Mallory swept into the room, a haughty beanpole made of olive drab pleats and shiny buttons. Millie had never read the regulations concerning appearances in the British army, but if she ever wanted a go at guessing what they were, she was confident she could write them down verbatim just by looking at him. His hair was trim and swept to one side, with enough oil in it she imagined his hat made a sucking sound when he took it off. At the moment, it was silent, tucked into his right arm. 
 
    He regarded them briefly. "Good morning. I trust breakfast was satisfactory?"  
 
    The Coven's relationship with the military attache had become strained as the war had gone on. Things had been said, accusations levied and the one who had taken up spanning the gap that had opened between them as a result wasn't here. Millie glanced at Victoria's usual place in the vain hope she'd somehow mastered appearing out of thin air.  
 
    She hadn't. 
 
    Someone coughed. 
 
    "It was, thank you," Millie said into the following uncomfortable silence. 
 
    "Good." He searched the table. "Where is Miss Ravenwood?" 
 
    Millie cleared her throat unnecessarily. "She isn't feeling well," she said.  
 
    The ends of Mallory's moustache twitched. "Very well." He then looked up to address the room at large. If anyone happen to hear him, so much the better, it seemed. 
 
    "As you know, there has been some debate within His Majesty's government as when to begin closing down certain programs that had been opened concerning the war effort."  
 
    'Certain programs.' There wasn't enough bread in Britain to sop up all of his contempt. 
 
    "The Armistice signed last month is not a final peace treaty. As such, the fear that hostilities could break out again at any moment kept the budget axe from falling. As it is, the negotiations are going well enough that it has been deemed acceptable that certain programs be shuttered sooner than later. Including this one." 
 
    Elise's hands flew to her mouth, while Millie cursed under her breath. The possibility had been in the back of her mind since the Armistice, but to have it laid out so plainly was still a blow. She looked to the Coven. 
 
    Ivy was cleaning a fingernail. 
 
    Collette sat impassive. 
 
    Selene loomed. 
 
    "Effective from the new year." 
 
    Hekabe yawned. 
 
    "However," Mallory sighed, as if what he was about to say gave him great pain. "Certain private entities have expressed interest in continuing your efforts, in a more diminished capacity." That made him happy. "The meal provided this morning is a sign of their good faith." 
 
    The heaviness in Millie's stomach sat more awkwardly than it had a moment before. 
 
    "Evaluations will be held to finalise their decision on the second of January at noon." 
 
    "Evaluations?" Elise asked.  
 
    "The interested parties seek proof that their investment would be a wise one. You are to prove to them that you are worth it," he said in a tone that made apparent just what he thought that worth was. "You will display to them all that you have accomplished since the program's inception. If they are satisfied, they may seek to continue the work under their management. If not, ADAM will be disbanded." 
 
     Spoken words were of course invisible and without form; they certainly didn't have faces. They sneered anyway.  
 
    "Needless to say, in either case, you will still be bound by the same secrecy agreements you signed when you started, of course." 
 
    They had been lengthy and terrifyingly specific in their consequences in case of violation, Millie remembered. No one would ever know what they had done, or tried to do, if they failed.  
 
    "Are you going to tell us who these mysterious benefactors are, Percival?" Selene intoned from the head of the table. If his contempt for them was a rifle company fusillade, what Selene fired back was a full Dreadnought broadside. 
 
    To his credit, only the barest twitch of his left eye betrayed his reaction. "They wish to remain anonymous. To avoid affecting the outcome, of course."  
 
    "Of course," Selene said. Her smile secretly had the body of the real one lying in the next room. 
 
    "If that is all?" he asked the wall at the back of the room. "Very well." Mission accomplished, he spun on his heel and was gone. 
 
    "Git," Ivy spat as the sound of Mallory's shoes was still retreating.  
 
      
 
    The small house at the back of the cemetery tucked into the beginnings of a forest of maple trees would, in other circumstances, have been more properly described as a shack. Whatever it was, the label mattered less than the simple fact it existed and might be warm.  
 
    She tottered up the small steps and let Bertram lead her through the front door, just as the pitter-patter of rain began.  
 
    Inside was a spare single room with a bed and a chair, both draped with drab green blankets. From the size, she doubted he had ever expected guests, but it had nonetheless been kept neat and tidy, even the tiny kitchen area. A squat iron stove glowed in the corner and she unglamorously dropped herself in front of it. Her shaking hands were pink, but slowly lightened as they greedily sucked at what little heat came out of the grated opening. 
 
    Bertram busied himself by lighting lanterns and fetching water for a saucepan and kettle that somehow both fit on top of the tiny stove.  
 
    "Here," he said, handing her a blanket. Taking it gratefully, she pulled it tight over her shoulders before bending over to untie the laces on her boots, which she was then surprised to learn were army-issue.  
 
    "Don't know where you got them in your size," Bertram said authoritatively. Even an answer as simple as that was in the crater as well, apparently. She sighed in resignation.  
 
    Soon enough though, the next one came from pleasure, as her hands clutched a mug of steaming tea and her feet gloried in a pan of hot water. The blessed pinpricks that scuttled across the bottoms meant that feeling was finally returning to them. Her toes were frightfully red, but all thankfully conceded to wiggling when commanded to.  
 
    The rippling surface of the water in the pan teased her with the promise of a reflection, but she wasn't at all sure that was something she was ready to see just yet. Would looking down into her reflection only to see a stranger's face really help? What if she didn't like who ended up looking back at her? There were no memories attached to that face. What if she created a whole new fiction based on that face, only to find out everything she'd made up about herself was wrong when her memory returned? She already knew it was lacking, she didn't need it confirmed for her by spiralling down into an existential nightmare. For the moment, she was content to limit her identity crisis to the mere lack of one. 
 
    "Are you feeling better?" Bertram asked.  
 
    "Much, thank you," she said anyway, despite her thoughts. 
 
    "No sign of frostbite?" 
 
    She wiggled her toes again, making the water slosh pleasantly over her ankles. "Thankfully no." 
 
    "That's good. I've prepared some soup for you." 
 
    It was gone fast enough her satisfied exhale came out as steam.  
 
    "Thank you," she said. "Even better." 
 
    Bertram smiled. "Good. I feel I must apologise for how I treated you when I found you. You wouldn't be the first person to find their way here from the pub. If I had known you were injured, I hope I would have shown you more concern." 
 
    "That's all right, you may prove yet to be correct," she said, handing him back the empty mug. 
 
    "How is your head?" 
 
    "Still hurts, but warmth helps," she said. 
 
    "Do you mind if I take a better look at it?" 
 
    "Please," she said. 
 
    He dragged a tiny table so that it sat between the chair and the stove, and placed a lantern on it to get more light.  
 
    "Let me know if it hurts," he said and adjusted her head so that it was just so before smoothing her hair away from her right temple. His hands were rough but gentle and his steady breathing was strangely reassuring. It couldn't be that bad if that was the case, right? 
 
    Something inside her said that his closeness should be awkward, but since she couldn't remember what that something was, she told it to shut it. When something else inside her thrilled at a stranger's touch, she indulged it and blamed her hypocrisy on stress.  
 
    Suddenly his face loomed in front of her, the lantern right beside it. He searched both of her eyes with his one good one. It was a nice eye, she had to admit. A glacial blue with little flecks of open ocean. She focused on it to keep from glancing at the ruined alternative. 
 
    He made an ambivalent face and sat back. 
 
    "I've never seen a bruise like that before," he said matter-of-factly.  
 
    What was one more mystery? She gingerly touched the area with fingers that could finally feel again to find that any pressure at all shot spikes into her brain, but the skin was smooth and unblemished. "What do you mean 'like that'?" 
 
    A dozen explanations passed plainly across his features and he seemed to chew on a few before one could finally make it out. 
 
    "I apologise for not having any mirrors about, otherwise I could just show you, but-" 
 
    "Like what?" she demanded. She didn't know that she could have brought herself to use one anyway, but her irritation got the best of her. 
 
    "Like a spider's web... or shattered glass." 
 
    In disbelief, she double-checked for blood. Nothing, not even a hair missing. She was about to ask if he was sure, but bit it off for how stupid it would sound. Of course he was sure, he had only been a few inches away. 
 
    "You probably cracked your head on a stone when you fell in. I don't think you could have made it here if it had happened beforehand." 
 
    She nodded. It made logical sense, but it didn't feel right. Bruises were shapeless blotches, not spiderwebs. But then again, who was she to judge what was true and what wasn't? Maybe she'd forgotten that, too. 
 
    "And you've never heard of bruises that shape before?" she asked.  
 
    "Can't say that I have." 
 
    Well, at least she knew one thing. 
 
    "Forgive me Mr. Jones, I'm suddenly very tired. I'll happily use the chair if I may." 
 
    "You mean to sleep?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "I don't think that's a good idea. A blow to the head like that? A nap could kill you." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "It's..." Ghosts flitted behind his eye. "A lesson hard-learned. Let's leave it at that, eh? No, you have to stay awake at least until tonight, I'm afraid." 
 
    "Tonight?" she said, dumbfounded. "At least?" 
 
    "I'll put the kettle on." 
 
      
 
    A tiny blue ball glowed in the darkness of Millie's workroom, her solitary space for magical experimentation. Up and down, left to right. Down and up, right to left. Roughly the size of a grape, the tiny ball was made of pure energy. Magical energy. Selene and Ivy called it 'witchlight,' Colette called it something French Millie could never remember. Regardless of the name, to anyone outside that building, it would have been called a miracle. Summoning a ball of energy from the ether was nothing short of astonishing.  
 
    The first few times. 
 
    Now it was just something she could do, like whistle. 
 
    Millie sat with her chin in one hand and walked the fuzzy ball of impossibility back and forth over the knuckles of the other. Blue to yellow to red and back, she curled it under her hand, looped it around her thumb, spiralled it down her wrist and then back up to sit on the point of her index finger. When she wiggled her finger, the ball followed. When she made a come-hither motion, it followed. When she lined her fingers up together and willed it to move from fingertip to fingertip, it followed. When she spread her fingers apart and tried to send it across the gap, it winked out of existence, leaving only the ugly afterimage smeared across the darkness created by the shutters closed up against the rain. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    "Your control has improved immensely," said Selene. "You should be proud of yourself." 
 
    "Thank you, Mistress." 
 
    Truth be told, she was proud, but proud the same way anyone who'd mastered a parlour trick was proud. Yes, she could do something very few people knew how to do, and she'd worked very hard to be able to do it, but unlike the bloke in the pub who might get a pint or a few batted eyelashes out of it, she couldn't do anything with it. Oh, she could light candles, of course. In secret. The same as everyone else who knew that secret. 
 
    Well, Mallory couldn't, but no one cared what he thought. Especially now. 
 
    Would their potential benefactors be impressed? She doubted it. If they knew enough about them to be interested in taking over, they already knew what they could do. There was a small chance actually seeing it would sway them, but she wasn't going to hang her increasingly diminishing hopes on it. 
 
    Here's a fancy light show, please don't take everything I have away from me.  
 
    Disappointment summed up ADAM as a whole, really.  
 
    On a stagnant battlefield that bore more resemblance to the moon than to Earth, cratered, lifeless and inhospitable, men were dying horrifically in their tens of thousands for distances that were measured in yards. By 1916, The Allies were desperate for anything that could make a difference, to give them the slightest advantage when it seemed both sides were perfectly matched against each other and unable to win or lose anything by a large enough margin to be called decisive. 
 
    In desperate times, ADAM was one of the desperate measures. The Allied Directorate for Alternative Means. 
 
    Rumour had it that Selene herself had planted the seed of the idea within the government, but no one had ever been able to prove it. Selene, for her part, did nothing to encourage Millie's belief in them, given her contentious relationship with every authority figure who'd come round. Or been mentioned within earshot.  
 
    Originally, there had been more than just witches about. Psychics, far-seers, people who claimed they could bring back and or talk to the dead, anyone who made a serious claim to be able to do something out of the ordinary that was willing to do the paperwork and keep a secret under pain of treason was welcome to try their hand at proving they could make a difference. 
 
    And one by one, the frauds were exposed for what they were. The future was not told, the far-seers proved remarkably shortsighted, the dead stayed dead and silent. The war went on. 
 
    Only the witches remained.  
 
    It has been said that Britain is a great sea power with the army of a great sea power. Yet it was able to to stay in for the duration of the war, punch far above its weight, and in the end remain the only major nation to come out the other side with the same monarch it started with.  
 
    Ivy was one reason for that. She brought to ADAM her centuries of knowledge pertaining to herbs and remedies and was able to distill them down into simple-to-replicate concoctions that helped Britain's, and eventually France's, fighting men recover from their injuries faster and fight more effectively.  
 
    This relatively minor exercise of 'kitchen witchery,' as Ivy called it, had bought the Coven what they had really wanted, once they realised they had the opportunity: time, resources, and a writ to essentially rebuild a community that had been devastated by centuries of persecution and obscurity; official sanction to recruit women from all over Britain and France to test for their aptitude in witchcraft. 
 
    However, what ADAM wanted in candidates and what the Coven needed in them turned out to be two different things. The three Coven members couldn't go out to find those with the highest potential themselves, they had to rely on men of government to do it. And what they wanted were highly motivated women who might want to use magic to kill Germans. 
 
    The Coven needed women who not only had the Talent, but an aptitude for it, and a willingness to learn how to harness it. Quickly. There was a reason that witchcraft had devolved into myth and legend to the wider world, and that was because there were so few practicing witches left. The three witches that comprised the ADAM Coven were each of an age that was measured in centuries, yet none of them could point to another that was measured in decades. 
 
    The witches needed numbers, and the war needed witches, or so had been the plan. Find suitably gifted women who wanted to kill Germans with magic. Simple. Sometimes those two things could be found in the same the same body, but most often not. 
 
    In the end, not a single German soldier fell to Allied witchcraft. Nor an aeroplane, nor a Zeppelin. Not a single anything. Their first contribution to the war ended up being their only contribution. 
 
    And so, just as the psychics and the mystics fell away, so did the number of candidate witches, until there remained only three. Selene had explained once that three was an auspicious number in witchcraft, but for Millie, it just quantified their failure. And with even that number in doubt now, it felt even worse. 
 
    Millie sparked another blue witchlight. It sat unmoving on the tip of her finger.  
 
    "Is something amiss?" Selene asked from just beyond the tiny light's reach. 
 
    "Vickie isn't back," Millie said. "You said not to worry about it." She hadn't meant to sound so confrontational, but there it was. "Aren't you worried at all?" 
 
    "About Victoria? I cannot control what she feels in her heart. Whatever choice she has made, whether it be to go away and reflect, or to go away forever, it has already been made. To be able to change it from here would make me a god," Selene said. "And that I am very much not." 
 
    "What if something awful happened to her? What if she needs our help?" 
 
    "That is what the police are for. If you wish to tell them she is missing, I won't stop you. I'm sure Percival will be most helpful in that endeavour." 
 
    "To Hell with him," Millie said. 
 
    "Most probably. I only urge you to remember that the worst conclusion is not the only possible one. You know her better than anyone. If you believe in your heart of hearts that your best friend simply left you without a word, that is not a reflection on her." 
 
    Millie felt sheepish. Selene was right, of course. She always was.  
 
    Selene was suddenly illuminated by a witchlight of her own. It expanded to the size of a cricket ball, a pure white light cradled in her palm. Pure white was the hardest of all colours, as it was actually a perfect balance of all of them. Upon being told that this was a trait shared by the sun, Millie's first reaction was 'bollocks.' Then Victoria had pointed out that this was the reason clouds and snow were white, and any hubris Millie may have had concerning the natural world evaporated in an instant. 
 
    Ethereal white light burned in the dark, and Millie stared at it, wondering whether or not she would ever learn anything from Victoria again.  
 
      
 
     A steady rain pattered against the roof of Bertram's cabin, a continuous white noise that reminded the two occupants that there was an outside world, since the only window was long fogged over and the sun had gone down. One of said occupants was perturbed.  
 
    "Again?" Bertram said, flicking his two of hearts into the pile amassed by his adversary, who smothered it with her own jack of spades. 
 
    She smiled in what must have been the first time in a long while, as the muscles required were not terribly enthusiastic about it. She rubbed her jaw absently.  
 
    "Again," she said with artificial pride. 
 
    The only source of entertainment Bertram had had on hand was a decrepit deck of playing cards, so they had been playing "war" in an effort to keep her awake. A game of chance had seemed fairer than one of skill, as they both agreed that one player having had their head bashed in would have been at a rather steep disadvantage if called upon to think. 
 
    She'd won every game. 
 
    "Let me shuffle them," Bertram said, reaching up to gather the entire deck and drag them to his side of the table. As his residence was not meant for more than one, he had had to make do with sitting on his bed, which was considerably lower than what the table's designers had intended.  
 
    She felt imperious looking down on him from the high perch granted her by a perfectly average sitting-room chair. 
 
    "That didn't help before," she said. 
 
    A sudden sharp rap on the door startled the both of them, causing her to spill tea down the front of her shirt. 
 
    "Bugger," she muttered, and succeeded in spreading it further with a panicked swipe of her hand. Who would come by a place like this on Christmas?  
 
    Towel? she mouthed silently. He pointed to a cupboard as he stood and went to the door. He seemed to briefly consider the rifle in the corner, but made no move towards it. "Yes?" he asked. 
 
    She made her way to the back of the cabin to search for a hopefully dark-coloured hand towel. Besides, whoever was at the door didn't need to see a woman with a bruised head and a reddish stain spreading down her chest. 
 
    "Police. May we have a word with you, Mr. Jones?" 
 
    He shot a glance at her and had a thought she couldn't read. He held her gaze a long moment before moving to unlock the door.  
 
    Did he think she was an escaped criminal? Was she? She didn't feel like one. She slunk further into shadow all the same. 
 
    "Oh, hello Martin," Bertram said upon swinging the door open.  
 
    "Evening, Bert. Terribly sorry to bother you on Christmas." 
 
    "Not at all, not at all." 
 
    "This is Constable Smythe." 
 
    "How do you do?" Smythe said. 
 
    Something short prevented Bertram from answering, as his attention was entirely occupied by a point in space around the height of his lowest rib. 
 
    "And this," there was the sound of wet clothing being manhandled, "is what we found skulking around the edge of the cemetery." 
 
    "I di'n't do nuffin!" said a voice that had very much done something.  
 
    "You stay quiet, boy!" 
 
    Bertram regarded him with something that she felt would need only the slightest encouragement to become dislike. "And just what hasn't he done, Martin?" 
 
    "Well there's no way around it other'n t' say grave robbin'," Smythe said. 
 
    It was now far worse than dislike. 
 
    There was the scrabble of an attempted escape held in check by strong and irritated hands. 
 
    "We found a few things on him, do you have a cigar box or something suchlike? Tell us if any of it... belongs to anyone?" Martin said.  
 
    "Just a moment," Bertram said. "Would you like to come in?" 
 
    "Best not, thank you. We're a bit damp." 
 
    Bertram nodded and went to his bed. He slid a small wooden crate out from underneath, dumped out its current contents and returned to the door. 
 
    A white hand upturned a policeman's hat and several small objects she couldn't make out fell into the crate. He set another in by itself. Smythe spoke again, "Careful, it's still loaded." 
 
    "Thank you, Constable," Bertram said. His voice was dangerously flat. 
 
    "We'll be taking this one with us, but if you could check those against your records and let us know if any of that belongs here, we'd appreciate it. We'll need them back for evidence, but we'd like to know what to charge him with." 
 
    "Of course." Bertram had eyes only for the box he held. He pawed at it a bit, she could hear the contents scratching against the wood. 
 
    "Thanks, Bert. Sorry about this. Have a happy Christmas." 
 
    "You too, Martin. Say hello to Gloria and the kids." 
 
    Martin must have nodded, because all she heard him say was: "Let's go, Constable. This one gets shackles for Christmas." 
 
    The door clicked shut quietly. Bertram shuffled to his bed and fell heavily onto it, looking at the box like it was the body of a pet who'd just died.  
 
    Why did she remember that pain if she couldn't remember why? It seemed cruel. 
 
    She emerged from the back of the cabin silently. It seemed petty to worry about a tea stain at the moment, so she went to make herself useful by locking the door. In the silence, the bolt smacking into the jamb may as well have been a crack of thunder. Bertram didn't move. 
 
    Standing alone in the middle of the cabin, she suddenly felt like an intruder, in the house of a man she barely knew, watching him sit alone on his bed with a box full of pain.  
 
    A stranger.  
 
    To him, and herself. 
 
    But she couldn't leave it at that. If he was right about sleeping being dangerous, he had saved her life twice already today. She took a step towards him, determined to help in whatever way she could, even if she didn't know what form it would take yet. Studiously avoiding looking into the box, she took another step. "Mr. Jones?" she ventured. 
 
    He stirred, lifting something heavy out of the box and setting it beside him on the bed. Whatever remained in the box was the true object of his attention, as his eye hadn't moved while he did it.  
 
    The shine of metal drew her eye to the object on the bed, and she quickly glanced at it without really meaning to. 
 
    It was a snub-nosed revolver plated in immaculately polished silver, with white grips.  
 
    That's odd, she thought. Then the pain in her head started to scream. 
 
      
 
    Evening found Elise and Millie in their books, their eyes worryingly red from extended use in firelight. The night had already been set aside for herbology, but it felt increasingly pointless given the news that Mallory had given them that morning. How was she going to prove to a bunch of strangers that they'd developed anything resembling combat magic if they were busy making potions and elixirs? And given the way half of Millie's always turned out, she didn't think a few new poisons in the world were going to impress much. 
 
    Ignorant of Millie's growing neuroses, Ivy sat in the corner using Hekabe as a footrest while she flipped through a well-worn volume of Lewis Carroll. It didn't surprise Millie in the least that Ivy was an aficionado of works as peculiar as the Alice books. The handmade headache she wore struck her as something the Mad Hatter would roundly approve of. 
 
    She had been largely quiet since the news of the morning. Millie had expected sound and fury from her, but it seemed her hackles hadn't been raised quite high enough for either.  
 
    In fact, the mood in the whole house seemed strangely subdued. Selene never made any noise anyway, but Colette had gone out for one of her usual evening excursions and with Victoria still absent, it was just... quiet. Not that any of them were particularly noisy, but it just lacked the energy of people existing in a place. The pop of floorboards, the sound of water flowing through pipes, the occasional cough. The only three people left to make any noise were in the same room, and they were all reading. 
 
    "Mistress Ivy?" Elise said into the quiet. 
 
    AH-vee, she pronounced it. Millie bit a back a smile. 
 
    "Mm?" Ivy said without looking up from her book. 
 
    "How much yew is a slip?" 
 
    Ivy held her thumb and forefinger a few inches apart. "That much," she said. "Give or take." 
 
    Elise scratched a note in the margin of her tome. 
 
    "How is a raven like a writing desk?" Ivy asked in return.  
 
    "I'm sorry?" Elise asked, bewildered. 
 
    "He never actually gives the answer." Ivy gestured at the book with a prosecutorial finger. "Irritating." 
 
    Millie smiled. "Poe wrote on both." She was honest enough to admit she wouldn't take credit for thinking of that herself unless she was asked. 
 
    "There, was that so hard?" Ivy said to the book. "By the by, 'tooth of wolf' means a sprig of wolfsbane, so don't get any ideas." 
 
    "Isn't wolfsbane incredibly poisonous?" Millie asked. 
 
    A different kind of wolf's teeth came to mind when Ivy smiled. "Keep reading."  
 
    Millie didn't even know how to interpret that, and given that Elise was trying to bite back a smile of her own, it meant she was a lot farther ahead than Millie thought, which made her pause in wonder. Growing up in pastoral countryside, Elise hadn't even been able to read until she came to ADAM, and now it was almost impossible to get her to stop. She devoured books like her mind had been starving her whole life, inhaling her second language faster than Millie did her first; a second language she'd only had the barest grasp of the basics of when she arrived. She'd been learning English and magic at the same time. And she was still what looked to be ten pages ahead. 
 
    Millie returned to her own book to find, however, that her mind had lost its appetite. Her eyes slid over words and hovered above them, but refused to pass on any information to her brain. This suited her brain just fine, because dogwood shavings had stopped being interesting enough to be worth cataloguing. 
 
    Where was Victoria? Selene's words about reflection were beginning to ring tinny the more Millie repeated them. It wasn't in her character to just up and leave for a sabbatical without telling anyone. Especially at Christmas. That was what bothered her the most. Regardless of the Coven's views on the holiday, the first one since the end of the war was something worth celebrating, wasn't it? A time to be together and be grateful for the fact they even had each other to celebrate with. But it had passed as just another day.  
 
    "Are you all right, Millie?" Elise asked quietly. 
 
    "Just... tired, I suppose." Something in her expression must have given away the lie, as Elise put down her pen and fixed her full attention on her.  
 
    The concern in her eyes made Millie's heart melt. How could she respond by talking about someone else? But it was the truth, and Millie felt that keeping one of those from her was more than enough. "I just worry about Vickie. If she wanted to leave ADAM, she would have said something to us, surely." 
 
    "I am worried, also." Elise closed her book. "She should have said something if she was to be gone for so long." 
 
    Relief flooded Millie's body so quickly she had to consciously keep her shoulders from sagging. "Where do you think she went?" 
 
    "I cannot guess. Where could she go?" Elise asked, leaving unspoken the fact that she had nowhere to go, the same as the rest of them. "But perhaps we should not be surprised." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "She would not be the first, yes? Many have left before." 
 
    This was not going how Millie had imagined. She had been hoping for the airy lift of reassurance. Realism was heavy and dense. "But she stayed this long, why leave now? And without telling us?" 
 
    "Christmas brings out many different feelings in people," Ivy said. The two younger witches turned to look at her, both having forgotten she was even there. "Good and bad." 
 
    The green in Ivy's eyes seemed to swirl and flow like they were made of smoky jade. "Her reasons for being here were... singular. The war is no longer a motivation. A distraction. All she has now are the consequences." 
 
    The weight of her statement hung in the air a moment. It had a ring of truth to it, but surely- 
 
    "She got pissed and slep' it off in a hotel, more'n likely," Ivy said. "That's what I'd've done. Good head on her shoulders, that one." With that, she dog-eared a page in her book, stood up and smiled down on her charges. "She'll be back, no worries. Good night." 
 
    "...good night." 
 
    Only when the door to Ivy and Hekabe's room clicked shut did Elise let out an exasperated sigh and thwap her book shut. "I wish she would not do that," she said before thumping the text onto the table and hugging herself.  
 
    "Do what? Sound like she's predicting the future?" 
 
    "Yes. I do not like it."  
 
    "She just says what comes into her mind, she doesn't do it on purpose. At least it was something good, right?" 
 
    Elise regarded her with her pale blue eyes. "Does it not bother you?" 
 
    Millie shrugged. "She's been around a long time. She knows people very well by now." 
 
    This got a moment's consideration. "Perhaps you are right. Is she?" 
 
    "About Vickie?" 
 
    Elise nodded. 
 
    "I want her to be." 
 
      
 
    "Hey! Hey, look at me!" 
 
    She couldn't. She didn't know how. Her eyes refused to open, even as she strained to make them. She could feel the tiny muscles trying to obey her, fluttering madly without succeeding. Light danced in them anyway. She was vaguely aware of the hardness of the floor under her knees and her fists being balled up so tightly the tendons popped against her knucklebones. She knew the latter because she could hear it against her ears. 
 
    "Hey!" 
 
    "Make it stop!" she heard herself shout. She began to sway back and forth violently, like her body was trying to exorcise a demon. "Please!"  
 
    "November!" 
 
    Everything stopped. 
 
    Even the pain paused at that word.  
 
    Where everything had been panic and chaos a moment before, now was calm and deliberate. Her breathing slowed until the only sound in the room was the steady thrum of rain against the roof. 
 
    Haltingly, her eyes opened to a narrow squint. 
 
    "What did you say?" she croaked. 
 
    "Are you all right?" Bertram said. 
 
    "No," she said. Her vision was returning, but the fact that it had ever left made it an honest assessment. "Why did you say 'November'?" 
 
    "That's what your tattoo says." 
 
    Tattoo?  
 
    "I didn't know what else to call you." 
 
    It was then she realised he had her left wrist clamped in his hand, the sleeve having fallen down to her elbow. When he saw her notice, he dropped it like it had burned him. 
 
    "Apologies. I was afraid you were going to hit yourself." 
 
    "It's all right," she said absently, staring at her arm like she'd never seen it before. 
 
    There, halfway up her forearm, the word "NOVEMBER" stood against her pale skin in plain black ink. It was well-done, if overly simple. Clearly legible, but otherwise unremarkable. Fascinated, she ran her fingers over it, half-expecting to be able to feel it. Didn't they punch the ink into you with a needle? But just like the handful of dark freckles scattered around it, it was as smooth as if there had been nothing there at all.  
 
    Something compelled her to roll up the sleeve on her other arm. Sure enough, there was another tattoo in the same place in the same colour. The number "11" was there, awaiting interpretation by its owner.  
 
    Resting both arms on her legs, she stared down at them. She had so many thoughts and so many feelings all crashing into one another, it amounted to a cacophony of nothingness. A cacophony that echoed and reverberated across the gaping emptiness of her memory. 
 
    "The Armistice," Bertram said.  
 
    "What?"  
 
    "November 11." He pointed to each arm in turn. "Significant date, wouldn't you say? Doubly for you, to have done that to yourself," he said. "Maybe you have brothers or a husband who fought in the war?" 
 
    That was both logical and infuriating. The idea that she might be married and not even remember it was just too much. What if she was? What if she had a husband out there just waiting to find her here alone with another man? However, she wasn't wearing a wedding ring, so it perhaps wasn't that likely, but then again, if that boy was a grave robber and she'd woken up in a cemetery... 
 
    "Is there a wedding ring in that box?" she blurted, the words tumbling over each other like drunken circus performers fired out of a blunderbuss. 
 
    "Ah, not that I recall," he said. He spared it a glance, but made no indication that any more help than that was forthcoming.  
 
    Whatever was in there clearly caused him difficulty, which gave her enough pause for her to conjure the image of trying to explain the insanity of what was happening to her as the truth to someone who was not at all inclined to believe it. 
 
    A stretch and a grunt gained her the box.  
 
    No wedding ring. It didn't guarantee she wasn't married, but it certainly reduced the possibility to below the threshold that mandated panic. She sighed with relief, the significance of the other contents slow to work their way against the headwind. 
 
    Among the various bits of jewellery, coins and a fountain pen were several medals of various sizes and colours. 
 
    She pulled the topmost one out and held it in her palm. It was a simple silver disk engraved with the King's face, hanging from a ribbon of red, white and blue stripes. On the obverse were the words 'FOR BRAVERY IN THE FIELD' below the royal cypher.  
 
    There were several other crosses and leaf clusters as well, but her eyes kept being drawn to the silver disk. Even though it belonged to a dead man it was very unlikely she knew, it still inexorably drew her attention. She set it aside from the others, and took it in in isolation, the polished silver glinting atop her knee in the flickering lantern light.  
 
    Seeing it that way, something in her stirred. It was nebulous and intangible, but a faint waft of something finally emerged from the cavernous maw of nothing that occupied the centre of her mind. Something profoundly sad.  
 
    She stroked the inside of her left arm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Magic had no manuals, much to Millie's chagrin. Oh, she, Elise and Vickie had spent hours with their faces buried in texts, tomes, scrolls and the odd animal hide, but none of it was truly any sort of guide. What they had were more like recipe books, rather than a how-to. The real magic was supposed to be passed down orally from witch to witch, and that's what Colette was spending her Boxing Day morning trying valiantly to do, but Millie was finding it even more difficult than usual to listen. 
 
    Trying to avoid thinking the worst about Vickie, it was again Elise who occupied all the space she'd set aside for witchcraft. The idea that they'd spent their last Christmas together already was a vice that was squeezing her heart into dust. Yes, she'd managed to give her her gift without saying the wrong thing, but she couldn't help feeling that she hadn't said the right thing, either. There had been something in her eyes at that moment, but Millie had turned away to look for Vickie, and now it felt an awful lot like it had been a mistake. 
 
    As often happened when Millie's thoughts turned to Elise, they returned to the first day she'd seen her. 
 
    It had been a clear June day, and ADAM was still on the way up in terms of candidates. The sun had been out, and Millie had been sitting on the veranda that overlooked the front drive watching the cars arrive with Vickie, talking about something that had been obliterated from her memory entirely. Then a long red car had pulled up, to discharge only a single passenger, which was a rare sight then.  
 
    Elise had swept out the door in a dress from a fairy tale, with no hat to cover the platinum pleats that had only brushed her shoulders at that time. The sun had caught her eyes just right, and when she spoke, it was the most exotic thing Millie had ever heard. Now, after four years of shared struggle, France was a steadfast ally, and with so many men coming back from there, it felt as close as Ireland. At that time, however, it might as well have been on the far side of the moon, and it had deposited a single representative right on Millie's front door. She remembered clumping and huffing down the stairs in a stumbling rush, just to help carry her enormous steamer trunk up to her room. Then Elise had smiled at her for the first time, and Millie hadn't been the same since. The light from that moment had lit many a dark day over the past two years, but it was a light she kept under blackout curtains for fear it might get out. 
 
    "Millie?" came Colette's high voice, scattering Millie's daydream to the wind. "Am I interrupting something?" 
 
    The real world came rushing back, and once again Millie was forced to contend with what was now, leaving her lips a flat, disappointed line. 
 
    "You looked like you went pretty far away this time," Colette said not unkindly. 
 
    It was odd, her accent. She had been in Britain so long that she sounded almost generically "British," without being from anywhere more specific than the island they were standing on. Since she'd been living here since the fall of Napoleon, it perhaps wasn't that unusual that her accent had gotten a bit lost in time, as well. 
 
    "Only in time," she said ruefully. 
 
    "Your family?" Colette said, moving seamlessly from teacher to friend. She sparked a blue, marble-sized witchlight and began to idly play with it, walking it back and forth over her fingers. 
 
    "Not exactly. Do you ever miss France?" Millie asked, not so much changing the subject as throwing it across the room.  
 
    The little blue light marble stopped, and Colette blinked hard as her brain tried to haul her train of thought back onto the tracks it had apparently derailed from. "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "Usually you do Vickie's lessons… and, I guess thought now was the time." 
 
    But Colette had centuries of picking out fibs, exaggerations and half-truths, and Millie's tongue was lucky to be described as tin, let alone silver. "That's very… reasonable," she said charitably, "but you may find the truth works a little better." 
 
    Though her eyes were not as blue as Elise's, they still had a mesmerising effect on her, and Millie felt compelled to agree. "Do you think Elise does?" she blurted.  
 
    A knowing smile pulled at the corner of Colette's mouth and she sat back in her chair. "I imagine so," she said, fumbling with the ring on a dark green bridal gauntlet that jutted out from under a cream-coloured sleeve. "She hasn't been back since she came to England. Why?" 
 
    Millie didn't want to say why, but knew she had to if she was going to stop it from eating her from the inside out. "If Vickie really is gone, that leaves only the two of us. I don't know that I'm compelling enough to keep her around," she said with a self-depreciating grin, but far more truth than she had meant to. She looked down at the table, unable to hold Colette's maddeningly-perceptive eyes. 
 
    "She has a bright future ahead of her in any number of fields, no matter what happens with the evaluations. She may pursue one of them here, or perhaps, go back home to teach magic herself. France could use the help. Once ADAM disbands, she may not have a choice." 
 
    Millie bit her lower lip hard enough to hurt. "You think they'll send her back?" 
 
    "I don't know the wording on the agreement, but absent any direct work, I imagine they might. She'll be able to go back to her family with her head held high, if that's what you're worried about." 
 
    "So why don't you go?" Millie asked to avoid acknowledging any truth in those words. 
 
    "Would you prefer I did?" 
 
    "No, no, that's not what I mean." Millie winced as she heard her own words in her head again. "I mean, the war's over, you could go back." 
 
    A pained look crossed over Colette's face, an old pain that had yet to heal completely. "That would be nice," she said cryptically. She coughed once, and cleared her throat of the lump that had pinched in on the last word. "What about you? Do you want to go back to Scotland?" 
 
    "No," Millie said flatly, this time meeting Colette's gaze easily and all but daring her to ask why.  
 
    But it was Colette who looked away this time, and for that Millie was grateful. When she spoke again, they were not the words she expected to hear. 
 
    "Go outside, Millie," Colette said, her witchlight wafting between her hands on the rails of her fingers. 
 
    "I'm sorry?" Millie said. 
 
    "You clearly have a lot on your mind. Think about something else for a few hours, and we will start again tomorrow." 
 
    "Mistress, I'm sorry, let's start again from the beginning, I-" 
 
    But a raised hand cut her off. "I'm not upset. A lot has changed in the last day, a day that happened to be Christmas. I understand. The least I can do is give you Boxing Day evening to collect your thoughts." 
 
    "You're sure?" 
 
    Colette nodded. "Go," she said.  
 
    "Thank you," Millie said, and stood to leave. When she looked back to close the door, Colette was looking somewhere into the far distance, even though all the shutters were closed. 
 
    Millie left her to her thoughts and tried not to have any herself as she made her way to the drawing room and found the back of Elise's head bent over a book as she entered. Her hair was in a single thick braid laid down her spine, not yet long enough to reach her waist. She wondered briefly who had been lucky enough to do the braiding, but shook off the pang of jealousy that accompanied the thought, chiding herself for being so petty.  
 
    The fact her hair was compliant enough to be braided was where her true envy lie. They had tried with Millie's once, but it had disagreed with the idea of such an arrangement in no uncertain terms. 
 
    "Elise?" Millie said quietly.  
 
    "Mm?" was the response. She didn't look up. 
 
    "I don't suppose you need a break?" 
 
    "Not yet, no. Why?" 
 
    "Colette suggested I go out. I was hoping you'd join me," Millie said. She'd never been able to work up the nerve to ask that question before. Invoking Colette got the words out and gave them the veneer of professionalism that insulated them from rejection.  
 
    One day they would be said without it. One day. 
 
    In any case, she hoped using 'Colette' and 'suggested' in close proximity would be adequate defence against the word 'lazy.' 
 
    Elise turned around, draping her arm across the back of the sofa. "Are you not preparing for next week?" she said. With her accent, Millie wasn't sure if she was being accusatory or not. Her eyes didn't seem to be. Her fingers were idly tracing the shiny woodwork of the exposed frame. 
 
    She didn't trust herself when it came to reading Elise, so she defaulted to honesty. "I was, but then we talked a bit, then she told me to go out, to clear my head."  
 
    "She told you that?" 
 
    There was something in that question Millie was missing. "She did."  
 
    "And you will listen?" 
 
    "Erm, yes?"  
 
    "Then you should go," Elise said, and returned to her book without another word.  
 
    As Millie stared at the back of her head, she knew the conversation was over, and that was that. She just wished she knew why. Taking a deep breath, she tasted nothing but more questions, and she turned to leave. "I guess I better had," she said sadly. If it was the sound of logs shifting in the fire, or the sound of Elise turning around as she took the first stair, Millie didn't stop to look. 
 
      
 
    The rain had finally stopped, and the sun was threatening to show itself, but so far appeared to be bluffing.  
 
    Bertram had gone out to check all of the vulnerable grave sites to make sure they hadn't been tampered with, as well as to make sure the young Private Stokeworth was laid properly to rest. When he had told her that there was no family in attendance, and that he was simply to be put in the ground without ceremony, she had managed to see Bertram out the door before she'd allowed herself a short weep for a man she only knew by name, and quite possibly had never met. That she had chosen to pitch herself into a grave that was literally all the man had left her feeling the kind of dirty that no amount of bathing could ever remove, and it was that shame that had kept her away from a burial that was otherwise only to be attended by the man wielding the shovel. 
 
    It didn't escape her that she could very well be Stokeworth's family, and that he was the reason she'd come to the cemetery in the first place, but the fact she had no idea only drove her further towards despair. The repatriation and burial had been paid for anonymously, Bertram had said, but wouldn't go into any further detail beyond the fact that no one had requested to be present, which would have made it odd indeed for her to be there two days early in the middle of the night on Christmas Eve if she had. If she was a family member who was supposed to be grieving, she felt confident he would have told her, if for no other reason than it would tell her who she was, and get her out of his cabin. 
 
    But she didn't know, and it was infuriating.  
 
    She'd taken out her frustration by scrubbing every sign she'd ever been in that poor man's grave from her clothing, as well as herself of the mud and dirt she'd been covered in since she came to consciousness. 
 
    On one hand, she felt significantly better, or at least marginally more human. Having clean hair and not feeling like she should apologise every time she touched anything was liberating. On the other, it meant being huddled alone in a blanket, with nothing else to do but look at her clothes drying in front of the stove and piece herself together from what she saw.  
 
    She learned she apparently didn't like colour, as every garment she'd peeled off was gray or black. It was all sturdy, practical clothing that had worn falling into an open grave well, but had no coherent style to it. To her eye, it struck her as somewhat dour. Was she dour? She hoped not.  
 
    In spite of being willing to speculate based on her clothing, reflections were still proving to be problematic. As she was washing, she'd found herself keeping the water in motion as much as possible to avoid seeing one. Even so, learning certain things was unavoidable. The hairs she'd found were short and black, the longest of which would have barely passed her chin. She was dotted with a smattering of dark freckles, though she didn't find any more tattoos in her brief investigation. Any that she couldn't see would have to remain discoveries for later. 
 
    Black hair, black ink tattoos, dark clothing. 
 
    She took a sip of tea. Earl Grey. 
 
    She'd found a theme, but had no idea what it could mean about herself.  
 
    Worryingly though, she'd had empty pockets and had been wearing no jewellery. Did that mean she'd been been robbed before she'd gone in? If she had been mugged and tossed in that grave afterwards that would answer a few questions, but raise others. Muggers didn't force their victims to march across a cemetery afterwards, did they? Then again, if she had been drunk, that plus panic might very well have led her into a hole in the ground. A mugging would also explain why the sight of a gun would trigger such an intense reaction. She shuddered.  
 
    What other possibilities were there? 
 
    Alone in a cemetery on Christmas Eve night, with no sort of identification whatsoever. Not even her name sewn into her jacket. She couldn't imagine she was so irresponsible as to have done that on purpose. It was maddening. She couldn't even go to the police for help. 
 
    Yes, Constable, I would like to report that I was probably mugged in a cemetery on Christmas Eve. 
 
    Probably? 
 
    Yes, I don't actually remember, but it's my best guess at the moment. 
 
    I see, and your name is? 
 
    I don't remember that either. 
 
    What did they take? 
 
    The conversation would only spiral away from her at that point, she was certain. Then they would tell her either to go home or to go with the nice man with 'asylum' somewhere on his CV. 
 
    But that thought dislodged something else for her to do while she waited for the little pot-belly stove to do the work of making it possible for her to go outside again. What was she supposed to be called? "Hey You" was good for one, maybe two utterances before the novelty wore off, and even then it would be somehow disrespectful of Private Stokeworth to make mock of the circumstances that had put her in his grave.  
 
    The events of the previous evening came back to her then, and it became obvious what she needed to be called; the only word she'd had any sort of response to: November. After all, if May and June worked as names, she couldn't think of a reason why November couldn't. Well, there was the reason that it was bizarre, but having her memories bashed out of her head was even more so. Besides, not being a 'proper' name, it would serve much better as a label than a name, she surmised. If it was as temporary as she hoped it would be, in the end it wouldn't matter what she was called. Looking down at the bold black letters that would be with her for the rest of her life, it was, at the very least, something she wouldn't forget. 
 
    That decided, the warmth of the small room made her brain even less reliable than it had been, and she began to fade in and out of consciousness. Her eyes would grow heavy and her head would loll, but whether or not she ever fell asleep she couldn't say.  
 
    No dreams came, only fleeting images, fragments of words. The place she found herself when her consciousness left her was dark and quiet. It was a lonely, desolate place peopled only with shadows and whispers, as she didn't even have her memories to keep her company any more. The maw of where they once were stretched out before her, amplifying the darkness of the nowhere place she found herself again and again.  
 
    Every time the real world returned, it was with the light at a different angle, brighter becoming dimmer. When it left again, it was always the same darkness, the same emptiness that took its place. No light was coming to her there, November knew. 
 
    The thought snapped her awake, and she looked about to see it was much later in the day than she could account for. The dark patches in her clothing were all gone, and when she went to them, she confirmed they were dry.  
 
    She must have slept, but then why was she so tired? she thought as she shrugged into her now-stiff jacket. It was the only one she had, and now even it felt unfamiliar to her, having dried so quickly in stagnant air. She looked down at the frayed sleeves and wondered how long she'd had it. What had made her choose it? Why this one? It was fine enough, but it was a stranger's jacket now. And yet it wasn't. It was hers, but she didn't know how or why. She could have pulled any jacket at random out of Bertram's wardrobe and had the same response.  
 
    It made her want to tear it off and burn it as much as she wanted to hold it close and never get out of it, and the war of those diametrically-opposed feelings must have been plain on her face when Bertram walked in. He was filthy from head to toe, but his features were soft and sympathetic. 
 
    "Let me get cleaned up, and then we'll go out for a pint, yeah?" he said. 
 
    Whether he'd asked her a question or not, or even been in the room, November knew she would have said the same thing: "Please." 
 
      
 
    The walk from the ADAM house to the village was not an unpleasant one. Though the trees were in their skeletal winter state, they were plentiful and provided the wind with a voice to accompany Millie on her way. In the spring, the gardens in front of all the other houses would finally be given back to the flowers, and the air would once again be fragrant and colourful. As it was, many of them had been almost entirely given over to the war effort, growing fruits and vegetables to help ease the burden on Britain's farmers.  
 
    Ivy and Elise had been voracious tenders to their own War Garden, and had produced the most of anyone in the neighbourhood by far. As Ivy's experiments were considered part of the war effort, they'd been allowed to keep a lot of what they grew for themselves, much to the consternation of the local busybodies. But sod them, they should have tried harder. Or done it themselves, rather than having the gardener do it. 
 
    Elise had done it herself, and had tried sharing her love of growing things with her, but it had become quickly apparent that Millie's talent lie with things once they'd come out of the ground, not when going in. In her hands, a potato could end a dozen tasty ways, but a potato plant would only end in sadness and questions. Likewise, she could arrange flowers and string them together in ways that would flatter even Hekabe, but every bulb she'd planted had either rotted in place or been stolen by squirrels, the fuzzy little turds.  
 
    A watering can though, she was ace with that. 
 
    Eventually, the low, moss-encrusted walls that demarcated 'mine' from 'yours' ended where the village centre began, where everything was 'ours,' except the flats above all the shops. It was a sleepy place overrun with older people who all knew each other because they all grew up there and had never left. Their families had lived in the same place since before the dawn of time on land granted them by King Arthur himself, to hear them tell it.  
 
    That no one ever left shouldn't have surprised her. They were content with their lot, and saw no reason to change it. If she'd grown up here, perhaps she'd feel the same way too, but she hadn't.  
 
    The last few years had been tumultuous and nomadic, but she'd come to enjoy it. This was the third place she'd lived since the beginning of the war, so now home was where she was, not where she was from. 
 
    There was nothing left for her there. 
 
    Maybe once she'd have agreed with painting the goal line over the start line and calling it a life, but now the idea of staying in one place and then just calcifying there filled her with a stark sense of dread. That made the potential move to place number four just one more reason to get past the evaluations.  
 
    After that? Maybe number five could be France. If she was lucky, perhaps Elise would be the reason. But that was a fantasy she kept under lock and key. If she let it out, just the exposure to sunlight could shatter it into a million pieces. 
 
    But such thoughts weren't why she'd stepped out the door that afternoon. She'd taken that step because it was the first one on the way to somewhere else, which is where she needed to be. She wandered in and out of shops, looking at things she would never buy, waving to people she'd long forgotten the name of but was now afraid to ask, and generally trying to empty her head of every conscious thought she'd ever had. Finding only moderate success in what would be regarded as healthy, she made her way towards something that wasn't, namely the White Hart pub. Any other time or day, she wouldn't have dared to go into a pub by herself. A woman alone, the scandal would have followed her right back to ADAM for as long as she was there. But since that wasn't likely to be much longer, she pushed open the door anyway.  
 
    Several pairs of suspicious eyes fell on her as she entered, but she met every single one of them unerringly, and if there was to be scandal from her choice, it was not going to be made directly to her face. Satisfied she was going to have some kind of peace, even if it might be temporary, she made her way further inward. 
 
    The new electrical lighting would take some getting used to. Coming from the warm, soft light of burning wicks, wood and gas, it felt harsh and somewhat disconcerting. It was steady and orange, with no character or life to it, making all of the shadows it cast seem off. Maybe it was because they were sharper or more solid, she couldn't say. The fact she hadn't known day-to-day electrification in her life until she'd gone to work at the munitions factory probably coloured her feeling toward it. It felt industrial and artificial, which of course it was.  
 
    Looking around, the little flaws that marked the pub as being as old as it was stood out under electric lights the way they hadn't before. It made them seem more like flaws that detracted rather than character that enhanced. Such was the price of progress. 
 
    The man tending bar was not someone she had seen very often, but given that it was a holiday, she shouldn't have been surprised. He was young and looked to be smartly dressed under his black apron. She took the last seat at the end and he greeted her with wide eyes, but closed them to a more professional size as he favoured her with a smile that in no way helped her remember his name. 
 
    "What can I get for you?" he asked. 
 
    "Pint of lager, please." 
 
    When it arrived, she tipped it back far enough to bury her nose in the frothy head, the rest of it gone before the man had taken more than a few paces towards a trio of ladies at the other end of the bar who had clearly already captured his attentions for the evening. 
 
    "Another, please," she said. If she had come here to take her mind off things, she was going to make sure it was taken as far away as she could get it.  
 
      
 
    The steady rain had left the roads in a sorry state of muck that greedily sucked at the shoes of anyone with the unfortunate necessity of gaining the other side. Twilight hid the pools of standing water and the deep ruts left behind by vehicle traffic to provide further obstacles to the simple art of walking in a straight line.  
 
    November took due note of every one of them in an effort to keep from looking up. If she didn't know where she was going, then maybe some unconscious part of her would lead her where she needed to go without her amnesia having any say in the matter. 
 
    Also, she didn't want to fall in. 
 
    Bertram followed close behind her, enlarging her footprints with his own to help achieve the same goal. 
 
    As treacherous as it could be, the walk was proving to be doing her some good. The fresh air and the simple act of moving around was helping to clear her head and make her feel more like a functioning human being, rather than a brain-damaged invalid.  
 
    She was still rolling 'November' around in her mind as a name. As far as a name that was derived from a tattoo, she could easily imagine a lot worse. 'Saucy Lady,' or 'Anchor' would have been right out. 
 
    Why weren't ideas like that at the bottom of her memory crater? Sailor tattoos no, name and address, yes. Bloody irritating is what it was. 
 
    Still, she supposed she should be thankful she still remembered things like 'how to walk' and 'English.' The latter she was particularly thankful for when she looked up to avoid colliding with a man coming out of a doorway. He tossed a slurred apology over his shoulder, but the bright yellow paint on the door prevented her from acknowledging it. 
 
    "White Hart" they said, above the faded, cracking illustration of a pure white stag with a crown around its neck. 
 
    "Here," November said, though she didn't know why.  
 
    She smiled and went inside. 
 
      
 
    The bottom of her pint glass had not been the repository of knowledge and reassurance Millie had hoped it would be. Neither was the second. Or the third. Oh, they kept beer from going everywhere well enough, but she didn't feel any more enlightened for having found them.  
 
    Would a fourth hold what she was looking for? She doubted it. Besides, she was already feeling sheepish for finishing off three without having a single conversation with anyone.  
 
    Several slurred and unbalanced interpretations of chivalry had not gone down in her books as conversations so much as interactions, ones that had become less amusing the more they accumulated. She should, in fact be alone in a place like this; because she chose to be; yes, she did have somewhere to go after this; no, she didn't need any help getting there, but thank you for the offer all the same. 
 
    The normal back-and-forth with the man behind the bar hadn't happened either, as he had spent the entire evening thus far tying himself in knots around the little finger of the coquettish young blonde woman at the other end of the bar with her friends, and so even he had been a void of interaction beyond 'sure thing.'  
 
    How could she justify coming here to clear her head if all she did was think? It didn't feel any clearer. It was all muzzy and full of anxiety, and Vickie wasn't there beside her to help make sense of it all. Her absence was the problem and was, in fact, making it worse.  
 
    How many evenings had they spent together in the company of alcohol? She couldn't even count. They had run the entire emotional gamut together countless times, and that was before they'd even come to ADAM, which had only made them closer. In a new place under the most extraordinary of circumstances, they had been there for each other each and every time the other had needed it. 
 
    Being told they were witches, sparking their first witchlights, the day they had learned beyond doubt that magic was real had made the subsequent evening a blur of half-recallable images brought to mind by people asking questions like 'do you know what you two did last night?' 
 
    Vickie and Millie the Inseparable had been separated. 
 
    And Elise? She hadn't been surprised that Elise had stayed home, she rarely did anything but, but since she was another one of the things Millie was anxious about, it was probably for the better.  
 
    Elise Cotillard, the woman so beautiful it drove her to drink, Millie thought as her third pint disappeared down her throat.  
 
    In her heart of hearts, down in the deepest reaches of her soul, under lock and key, she knew how she felt. But it didn't matter, because in her head of heads, she knew she would never say it. She couldn't. Perhaps life would be easier if she admitted it, but then again it might get soul-crushingly worse. There were, after all, 'therapies' for people benighted with her 'condition.' And even if they could keep it a secret, why would Elise take that risk for someone like her? Elise was poised, elegant, selfless… 
 
    The first swig of her fourth pint brought her first bit of enlightenment: she was brooding. She was sitting in a pub, brooding over things that, at least in the near-term, she could do nothing about. She couldn't control if Vickie came back or not. She couldn't control how Elise felt about her, if anything, and she couldn't control the deadline that had suddenly been thrown in her lap. She could control what she did between now and then, and whether or not she would meet the next day with any regrets or not. 
 
    Millie finished what remained of her pint in one motion, and stood to leave, full of more vim than vigour if she was honest, but still determined. 
 
    Then the front door to the pub opened, and she almost missed her chair on the way back down again.  
 
      
 
    The inside of the pub was a disappointment. Not through any fault of the pub itself, but because November felt exactly the same as she had before she came in. No trigger of returning memories, no tingle of familiarity, not even a clue as to what she liked to drink. The heavy pall of cigarette smoke and food that smelled like every other place that served food they'd walked by did nothing for her in that regard, either. She'd have to hope taste would do it. 
 
    It was brightly lit, and the walls were festooned with dead things and the instruments that had killed them, along with small bits of bawdy artwork and the odd bit of local colour. A newspaper from the first day of the war hung on the wall next to one from the last day, each one splashed with pictures of smiling soldiers, which struck November as a hideous irony. 
 
    As for the clientele, it was busy, but every face remained unfamiliar. She shouldn't have been surprised. Still, coming in had felt right; there should have been something there to justify that feeling. 
 
    "Shall we take a seat?" Bertram said, gesturing to a corner table that had just opened up. 
 
    November nodded, her lips thinned in disappointment. 
 
    "Nothing?" 
 
    "Not at all." She folded her jacket in her lap and hunched over it, scanning the whole place again, willing it to give her something, to reward her freak bit of intuition.  
 
    There were scratches in the bar, the door creaked with every opening and closing. The chairs all had five spindles in their backs and made a distinctive honking sound against the floor when people got up and sat down. The patterns and whorls in the walls and the floor had nothing to do with each other and looked to be made of different types of wood.  
 
    There was a group of gray-haired older men smoking at one table, and a young couple making eyes at each other at another. The corner opposite her was full of animated young men in uniform, one of which was missing a hand. The barman was paying quite a lot of attention to some young women at one end of the bar and not enough to the redhead on the other.  
 
    It all went on as normal, indifferent to anything she might beseech from it.  
 
    Bertram must have read the expression on her face, as he stood up and said, "Maybe if we eat something, that might help. I'll get some drinks first."  
 
      
 
    Jesus, Mary and Joseph. 
 
    Victoria. 
 
    Well, well, so she'd run off to spend Christmas with a man, the little vixen. No wonder she hadn't said anything. When had she found the time to meet him? She must have been sneaking out every night, and had still managed to work harder than any of them. 
 
    Millie smiled in admiration and not a little pride. 
 
    All of her worry, all of her gnashing of teeth and it turned out to be the most obvious thing in the world. Selene must have known, that's why she wasn't worried. "Time of reflection" indeed. 
 
    Why hadn't she told anyone else? Why hadn't she told me? Well, she'd find out soon enough, she was only a few yards away.  
 
    As Millie began to calculate the blackmail necessary to atone for making her worry so much, and for keeping something as important as a boyfriend a secret, Vickie's man turned and headed her way. Millie cursed her pint glass for being empty and not at all a worthy enough target of the sudden attention she gave it. 
 
    Sparing him a glance, he was tall and had the bearing of someone who'd recently spent time in a uniform. She was ill-equipped to settle the question of handsomeness, but his scruff did lend a certain air of ruggedness to him, which she would not have thought to be Victoria's type. Men hadn't come up very often in their friendship for a variety of reasons, but she still found surprise in the idea she would go for the soldiering type. He seemed nice enough on first glance, however, so she approved. For the moment. 
 
    Only when he had received his drinks did he turn so that she could get a good look at the right side of his face, such as it was. She hadn't noticed the strap of the eyepatch against his dark hair, but the scars that ran through it were unmissable.  
 
    The war had not left many young men untouched, whether it be as obvious as Vickie's man or the lad in the corner missing his hand, or confined entirely within the head of those who had returned hollowed-out ghosts of the men they had been when they left home.  
 
    At least he had returned to his family at all. 
 
    Millie shook her head; that was the alcohol thinking. Now was not the time for recriminations against Fate, since it had been kind enough to bring Victoria back to her without much of a fuss. 
 
    If she had seen her, she didn't give any indication of it, though Millie was hard to miss. A woman who looked like a deer that had head-butted a bonfire sitting alone at the end of the bar was not something the eye would simply ignore, especially if you were on the lookout for her. So the fact that Vickie hadn't already bolted with him she took as a good sign. Maybe they were talking about introducing him right now! 
 
      
 
    "That ginger girl at the bar keeps looking at us," November said. "Do you think she knows me?"  
 
    "If she does, why is she only looking? Why doesn't she come say hello?"  
 
    "She might not know me well enough," she posited. "Just an acquaintance." 
 
    As soon as Bertram made to twist around to see with his good eye, the ginger girl blushed and quickly found interest in the bottom of her empty pint glass. 
 
    "Or maybe it's someone else that has her attention," November said, unable to hide her dismay. Was it going to be like this the whole time until her memories came back? Rushing to interpret every glance or action taken by everyone she saw? Hope rising and falling like the bellows of an enthusiastic blacksmith? Bertram was handsome enough, of course he would draw the eye of a young lady in a pub.  
 
    "Here, try the lager," Bertram said, conspicuously ignoring her intimation and sliding over the paler of the two beers he'd ordered. The bitter hadn't drawn anything out of her but a grimace. 
 
    After a long draught, she put the glass down, considered a moment, then drew it to her side of the table protectively. 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "I like it better," she said.  
 
    This earned her a smile from him. "Suits me," he said, and then tipped his glass back to relieve it of its obligations. 
 
    "Do you always drink that fast?" she asked in disbelief. 
 
    "When the occasion demands it," he said. 
 
    "As it does now?" 
 
    "We're in a pub, aren't we?"  
 
      
 
    The longer Millie sat with her empty glass, the more conspicuous she felt. Four was enough, she knew, but how long could she sit here before she had to choose between number five and the door? The occasional peek in Victoria's direction revealed two people in conversation that seemed to be sailing happily along whether she was ever welcomed aboard or not.  
 
    How long did it take to prepare an introduction? Shouldn't they have talked about it by now? It wasn't hubris making her think that, or even the alcohol this time, it was simple geography. She was right there! It was all out in the open now, it wasn't like she could hide it. And if Vickie thought she could get away with hiding a man by pretending to be invisible and hoping she'd go away on her own, well, that was just not keeping with what the four beers had in mind at all. 
 
    Like a tree that had been bent over by a hurricane, Millie popped up and swayed her way vertically once more before flicking what should have been enough to cover her tab down on top of the bar. Her dander was up and it didn't like counting. 
 
    Now, if Victoria wasn't going to have the decency to broach the topic herself, well, it was time some introductions were made. 
 
      
 
    "I suppose you're right," November said, sitting back in her chair for the first time. She sighed, and tried to let her frustration leak from her slowly before it could boil over. "I just thought there was a reason I chose this place." 
 
    "Perhaps you did," Bertram said. "It's a holiday today, maybe none of your regulars are here."  
 
    "That's charmingly optimistic of you, Mr. Jones."  
 
    He shrugged. "Positive mental outlook is important."  
 
    November bit back the laugh that tensed in the back of her throat before it could leap out. It was such an odd, almost trite thing to say, yet his face was deadly serious.  
 
    "A lesson from the war?" she asked in commensurate tone. 
 
    "I saw too many die from survivable injuries for no other reason than they believed their lives over. Never give up hope." 
 
    That was all she had, she thought. If she gave that up, she might as well have never climbed out of that hole.  
 
    She set her now-empty glass on the table. "I could go for another, if you would," she said, rising to her feet and casting her eyes about for the restrooms. "If you'll excuse me." 
 
    As she turned in their direction, she was aware that the redhead that had formerly been sitting at the end of the bar was now standing, and seemed to have it in her head to make her way in their direction once she had her feet under her. That she had waited until November was leaving to make her move was not lost on her, and she felt an unexpected pang of jealousy. Someone new had walked right into his life before she could even recall a single face she already knew. She knew it was temporary, and she knew it was coincidence, but it didn't feel like either. Sighing, she continued on towards the darkened alcove into which her destination was tucked. 
 
    "Hey!" came a voice from behind her. Turning towards the sound, she was met by the three young men who had been occupying the corner table, all in drab uniforms in need of pressing and a wash. The one with the missing hand stood in the middle, his face flushed and shiny with the evening's exertions. On either side were his mates, both slightly healthier-looking, but far from what she would interpret as sober. The middle one had clearly been the one who'd spoken, as his eyes, bloodshot and watery, were narrowed at her in a way that made her deeply uncomfortable. The others could barely look at her, but when they did, it was obvious that their role for the evening had suddenly shifted to that of chaperone. 
 
    "May I help you?" November asked, pulling her jacket more tightly closed in spite of the pub's warmth. 
 
    The man, almost two heads taller than she, was unsteady on his feet as he looked at her closely, as though he was searching for something in particular, some feature of hers that would key him into how to answer that question. He reeked of ale that had passed his lips twice, cheap cigarettes, and sweat; a sour, brackish combination that made her swallow hard before her tongue would agree to expose itself in order to form words. 
 
    "Do I know you?" she asked eventually. Even if her memories were intact, she would have still probably asked that question, given the look on his face.  
 
    With a great swell of breath, his eyes went wide and his face darkened to an apoplectic purple. 
 
    "It is you!" he shouted, throwing out an accusing finger that trembled with the force of his belief. "You! This is the one I told you about!" 
 
    The rest of the pub had gone quiet at the soldier's raised voice, and all the eyes that November had so fervently wanted fell on her at once. 
 
    He lunged at her and she flinched, but he was held back by his comrades, though only just. They struggled against his growing ire, fistfuls of lapels clenched by white knuckles pressed against a chest that swelled with expanding rage. 
 
    "All right, David, that's enough. Let's get you home," a struggling voice said. 
 
    "No! She's the one who gave Tommy that damned feather! He's dead because of you!" the man called David screamed, flecks of spittle exploding from his mouth with every syllable. His face was a gruesome caricature of anger, throbbing veins marking the path of the hate that was surging through him. "He told me about you! You and that harlot friend of yours!" 
 
    November backed away from him slowly, feeling her way with her heels. As anger flowed through him, so fear flowed through her. "I don't know what you're talking about," she said, but her honesty only made him angrier. 
 
    "You pinned it to his chest and called him a coward! In front of his mother!" David shouted. In his struggles to get away from his friends, November noticed the shine of leather at his hip, and saw the pistol holstered within it.  
 
    "You didn't even tell him your name! You never did! Knowing you'd be safe at home, who's the coward? None of you paid for what you did for getting so many killed! They're dead! DEAD! And you're not!"  
 
      
 
    Nothing is so sobering as the imminent threat of violence, and Millie could feel whatever pleasantness alcohol had imbued her with burn away at the sight of someone speaking that way to Victoria. Whatever his reasons may have been, the sight of him displaying even the pretence of violence towards her set her blood instantly boiling. 
 
    "That's enough!" she shouted, but the one called David didn't react to her in any way, continuing to try to break free of his handlers. He shoved and twisted, and Millie knew it was only a matter of time before he got free. Anger like that could lend people a strength they didn't otherwise have, and she only hoped her own would be a match should it come to the point when it would have to.  
 
    "Get him out of here before he does something stupid!" Victoria's man said, though the look he flashed at Victoria was not an encouraging one. He was on his feet, but hadn't yet made a move to come between them, which pulled Millie's audacity from its scabbard to shine in the light of her indignation. Men! She charged forward to insert herself between Victoria and the aubergine-hued beast who looked ready to kill her. 
 
    She made it two steps before he unleashed a flurry of elbows and knees into his compatriots. They seemed to have been as caught off-guard as she was by his speed and they tumbled to the ground. It was only once they had that she could see what hung from his belt. By the time she processed what it was, it was no longer in his belt, but raised and pointed at Victoria. In her anger-tinged shock and horror, Millie didn't notice that one of his comrades had fallen directly in her path, and she tripped over a flailing leg and pinwheeled forward. If he was so stupid as to pull the trigger, there was no way she would be able to stop him or the bullet. 
 
    In the intimate space of a pub that sat perhaps a dozen people, the sound of a gunshot was deafening. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed to happen at once. November felt herself run out of space to retreat to, and David managed to wrest himself free and knock his comrades to the ground. From the right, there may have been a blur of red, but she couldn't afford to pay it any mind, as a man she had no recollection of drew his gun with a quickness only possible from repetition and aimed it directly at her head.  
 
    It was a small, weary-looking revolver, and there were bullets in all six chambers. The skin on David's finger went white with the pressure he exerted on the trigger, and November saw the hammer snap forward at the command and strike true. 
 
    She didn't know or care in that moment why the world slowed down. The longer she had before the bullet hit her, the better. It emerged from the barrel on a jet of light and flame, leaving a blurred trail of roiling-hot air behind it as it corkscrewed its way straight at her face. She watched it spin and saw the grooves the rifling left on it and knew it would fly true to where it had been aimed. When it hit her, it would push through the bone of her skull like tissue paper, and tumble through her brain. Everything that she was, all the memories she would never recall would be shredded and explode out the back of her head to splatter against the wall behind her. She would be dead, and her life would only exist in the nameless, faceless minds of people she couldn't for sure say even existed. 
 
    No.  
 
    The word reverberated in her mind, louder than any pistol, louder than any gun ever fired on the Western Front, like a god had set down a gong the size of a football stadium and struck it with a lightning bolt. 
 
    Within November, something stirred, something she hadn't been aware was even there. Lightless incandescence filled her, and her veins were shot through with a power she was helpless to control, or even name. Glory warred with terror as she was overcome by something outside of herself that nonetheless was coming from inside her. From her core erupted something unfathomable that made her want to drop to her knees in supplication, and yet it was hers. By command or by instinct, the energy within her exploded into the wider world. 
 
    The bullet was oddly silent as it tore through the atmosphere, drilling towards her with all the laws of physics at its back to drive it forward. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    The spinning grey pellet slowed in its rotation, the scoring on its hide no longer a whizzing blur, but a still, twisted helix; a spiral that no longer spiralled. 
 
    The trail of abused air behind it cooled and disappeared, the energy that created it changing, metamorphosing into something that made the deadly round begin to slow and sink. In less than a single heartbeat of its new mistress, every bit of its forward motion was arrested and converted into a feast for gravity, which claimed its prize and drew the now-harmless chunk of metal inexorably straight downward to the earth from which it had come. 
 
      
 
    The world spun as Millie fell, the steady glow of electric lights now crazy orange streaks that shook as she hit the ground and rolled onto her back. Dazed by the impact and the sound of the shot, Millie was aware of something small and gray bouncing across the worn floorboards in her peripheral vision. Her eyes flicked to the side, and what looked an awful lot like a bullet skittered into the shadows to be swallowed by a heating duct. 
 
    But as that was clearly as insane as it was impossible, she looked back to David, just as he was once again pulling back the hammer of his pistol with a trembling but determined thumb. Rather than let him, Millie struck out with a heavy boot and drove it into the side of his knee. He cried out, and began to pitch forward, right where Millie was sprawled underneath him. Her foot flew again, this time catching him in the groin with the flat bottom, and she shoved him viciously backwards to tumble over his own table.  
 
    In a flurry of limbs and curls, Millie sprang to her feet and looked back, bracing for the sight of Victoria's blood sprayed everywhere, but she stood where she had been, whole and intact. No blood. Though her mouth was open, no screams emanated from it, only confusion, even astonishment.  
 
    Finally shaken into action, her man gathered her up and began to herd her in the direction of the door. The last Millie saw of her face, it was not looking at all where it was going, only inward. 
 
    Then the screaming started. 
 
      
 
    The night was dark and cold, neither of which were conducive to a safe flight through a cemetery after leaving a pub. Fear and alcohol only served to add extra variables to a situation that had too many already. So did the fog. 
 
    Gravel and frost alike crunched beneath November's boots as she pounded blindly through the darkness and the murk. She understood perfectly well that the dead had no need for illumination, but had the thought that some wouldn't go amiss at the moment. The throbbing in her head reminded her of what awaited her if she missed her step. 
 
    She had a sense of where Bertram was ahead of her from the sound of his heavy footfalls, but she couldn't actually see him. As long as she didn't fall too far behind, and kept her eyes down, she would be able to avoid tripping or falling, she hoped. At least he gave her something to focus on. If she'd been alone, she couldn't imagine what she would've done. Probably something like just picking a direction and running until her legs gave out. But then she'd still be there when it happened, and that was the truly scary part, wasn't it? 
 
    Distracted by her thoughts, she didn't notice Bertram had already stopped running, and she plowed headlong into him without slowing down. They smashed into the door of his cabin together, but the sturdy logs simply smashed them back, knocking them into a heap of limbs and swearing.  
 
    "Are you all right?" November asked. 
 
    "I'm fine," he said testily. He stood and unlocked the door before shouldering his way in without looking back at her. She followed haltingly, but as soon as she reached the familiar space within, she collapsed onto the floor. Her lungs were on fire and her throat ached from the cold, but she paid neither any mind. They didn't matter. Now that the immediate danger of a crazy person with a gun had passed, she was left with another danger: herself. 
 
    As much as she struggled to remember them, the details remained stubbornly fuzzy. It seemed like everything had happened in slow motion, but it was still hard to recall exactly what it was that had happened. It wasn't amnesia this time, either. 
 
    The bullet stopped. The bullet stopped. Impossible. It was physically impossible. Bullets don't stop for anything, especially not because someone simply wants it to. If that was all it took, wars would not be the affairs they had grown to be.  
 
    But she had done it. She knew she had. She felt it. Now beyond simple identity, there was another reason for her to question just what 'she' meant anymore. There was the 'she' that now responded to the name November, the she that was trying to piece her identity back together. But now she found there was something else there, something terrifying and powerful that had acted when threatened without her even knowing it was there.  
 
    Her hands shook as she held them up in the dim lamplight. She turned them over again and again, staring at them as if they were new, like they had been swapped with someone else's when she wasn't looking and she had only now come to notice them. But the pale white skin was the same as her arms, the freckles the same colour. No scars, no markings of any kind. Nothing at all to give away the fact that with a flick and a thought, they could dismiss the laws of physics. What else had these hands done? 
 
    "What happened back there?" Bertram said. He was calmly stoking the stove, but she could tell the calm was artifice. His movements were slow and a little too deliberate, like he was forcing nonchalance onto a body that wanted an altogether different reaction. 
 
    "I wish I knew," was all she could say with any kind of honesty.  
 
    "He tried to kill you." 
 
    Hearing it said out loud in plain English gave it a reality that it hadn't had until that moment. She'd been so wrapped up in trying to figure out what she had done she'd completely lost sight of why she'd done it in the first place. He had tried to shoot her. To murder her in cold blood in front of a dozen witnesses.  
 
    "He said it was my fault," November said, her voice barely above a whisper. "What had happened to his friend." And she didn't have any idea as to who he was. He was a complete stranger, and yet he was convinced she had killed his friend. Maybe that's what else her hands had done. 
 
    "He said you put a feather on him," Bertram said in a strikingly neutral tone that she doubted was accidental. He didn't look at her. He didn't look at anything. He was still sitting in front of the stove, but he clearly wasn't seeing it. His eye was seeing through time, not space, and that meant whatever it was he saw, it was not for her to know unless he told her. The longer he looked, the more she felt a tension grow between them. It felt like a cancer, a malevolent mass that was eating away at whatever goodness had been between them, impelled by whatever he was remembering and only encouraged by her ignorance. She knew from his elocution that there was something there she should know. Some vital piece of information was lying at the bottom of her memory crater and she had no hope of fishing it out in time to stave off what was about to happen.  
 
    "I... I don't know what that means," she admitted finally.  
 
    "I don't suppose you do." The stove spat sparks onto the dusty floor as Bertram rammed the poker straight into the back of it, splitting the partially burned wood in half. "Your amnesia seems rather selective. You only forget things that are deeply personal." He looked at her then, the normal side of his face heavily shadowed, leaving only the scarred side to flicker in the firelight. 
 
      
 
    The whole point of having what remained of ADAM in a nondescript manor house was that it was completely in the ordinary. Average. And an average British house on an average British lane would be, on an average British winter's night, what one would expect: quiet, dark and shut up against the cold.  
 
    It was no longer any of those. 
 
    Millie tramped up the stairway, having only just gotten the front door out of the way before barrelling through it, causing it to slam against the wall. 
 
    "Selene! Ivy! Elise! Everyone get up right now!" Millie shouted, punctuating every name with a stomp on a stair. 
 
    Upon gaining the drawing room, she grabbed one of Colette's brandy bottles and didn't bother with a glass; her hands were shaking too much for her to hit it. 
 
    The darkened doorway darkened further and Selene was there. "What is it?" she said, still working the tie on her hooded housecoat. 
 
    Brandy dribbled down Millie's chin and she swiped it away with the back of her hand. She was still breathing hard, and it wasn't from the run home. 
 
    "I saw Vickie," she said. She took another pull from the bottle. It burned all the way down, but she barely noticed. 
 
    "That's good," Selene said.  
 
    "She... she did something. I think," Millie stammered. She couldn't get the words out. What Vickie had done was impossible.  
 
    Then Elise burst into the room, her hair streaming unbound behind her. She took one look at Millie's face and swiftly crossed the room to place a hand on her arm. The touch made Millie more aware of the tremble that vibrated her whole body. 
 
    "Millie, you are terrified, what happened?" she said, her eyes searching each of Millie's in turn. 
 
    "Something awful. Or amazing. I don't even know," Millie said, the necessary words to describe what she'd seen refusing to form in her mind. Only when she'd heard herself say them would it truly dawn on her the enormity of what she'd seen, and she didn't know if she was ready for that yet. 
 
    Selene stood beside Elise. "You aren't making any sense, Millicent. What happened?" The extra force she put into the last two words breached the dam that had formed in Millie's brain. 
 
    "Some... man... tried to shoot her." She sought more courage from the brandy. Courage to believe her own eyes, as much as to say it. "Vickie stopped the bullet." 
 
    Elise gasped. 
 
    It was impossible, but she kept on talking, her certainty growing as she did. "He fired at her from a few yards away, and it never reached her. She stopped it." Millie mimed it rifling toward Elise's forehead with her finger before stopping short and letting her hand fall back to her side. "Just like that." 
 
    "Someone shot Victoria?" Elise said. 
 
    "Someone tried." 
 
    "Who was it?" Selene asked. 
 
    Millie shook her head. "I've no idea. Man said his friend's death was her fault, his friends tried to calm him down. He pulled out a pistol and fired before they could grab it."  
 
    "'Zat is 'orrible!" Elise exclaimed, her accent thickening in her fright. "Are you all right?" 
 
    "I'm fine," Millie lied. She was scared out of her mind. And the brandy reminded her body how drunk she should be. 
 
    Selene's face was unreadable in the shadow cast by the lantern-light. "You're sure about this?" 
 
    She was now. "I know what I saw." 
 
    "I don't suppose you have the bullet?" 
 
    "No, I don't," Millie said. As she began to recount what had happened to it, the brandy in the bottle began to look like it was being savaged by a tiny tempest. By the time she'd finished, it was sloshing against its crystal prison with enough force Elise had to put the stopper back in to keep it from spilling all over the floor. 
 
    For Selene, her face seemed to take on more and more light with each detail, as if the perpetual shadow that was cast across it was being slowly dissolved by every word that came out of Millie's mouth. The dark gray of her eyes that usually looked like the roiling heart of a thunderstorm had softened to a spring mist. 
 
    "Where is she now?" she said. 
 
    "I don't know. It was chaotic afterward, I lost track of her. She must have run off with that bloke she was with. I thought she would have come here." The fact that she hadn't was now the second-most worrisome development of the last hour. 
 
    "Where was this?" 
 
    "The White Hart. They came in together." 
 
    "Who did what?" said Ivy, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and peering around Selene's shoulder. The older witch turned and levelled a gaze of unmissable significance at the younger. 
 
     Something passed between them, something Millie didn't understand and wasn't entirely sure was there. It felt as though something had shifted, that some vital bit of profundity was spanning the gap between Ivy's question and the response without being said. 
 
    Then Selene grabbed Ivy's hand. "Victoria has Manifested," she said in a voice that swelled with immeasurable pride. 
 
    Ivy seemed to look through their hands with eyes that were unfocused and far away, like she'd just remembered the answer to a question she'd long ago forgotten she'd asked.  
 
    Then she smiled. 
 
    The tension was unbearable. "She's what?" Millie asked. She knew what 'manifest' meant, and even though she was plenty tipsy by this point, she could not force it to make sense. 
 
    "She wasn't even here when it happened," Ivy mused. If she'd heard Millie she gave no sign of it. "How'd she do it?" 
 
    "Unknown, but she's stronger than we thought," Selene said. 
 
    "Really? What did she do?" 
 
    Selene told her, and for the first time in her life, Millie heard Ivy laugh. A full-throated laugh that came from spaces far deeper within her than could be plumbed by simple amusement. It was a laugh of joy and fulfilment, and one that sounded like it had been waiting a long time to come out. 
 
    "What's happened to Vickie?" Millie demanded. It was all well and good that Ivy was happy, but not being let in on the joke was beginning to make her cross. Her patience was being in no way aided by the fact her balance was starting to waiver again. 
 
    "How much have you had to drink tonight, Millicent?" 
 
    "What has that got to do with anything?" 
 
    "If you can spark and control a witchlight for me, you're sober enough to hear the answer. If not, it will wait until you are." 
 
    Never one to back down from a challenge, especially one involving alcohol, Millie drew herself up to her full height and swayed like a tree in the wind. Regaining her balance, she defiantly snapped her fingers. 
 
     A sad dribble of blue sparks trailed down her index finger and evaporated into nothing. She tried again, only to conjure a sputtering of red ones. The third time yielded nothing. 
 
    She stared at her traitorous fingers a moment before Elise closed her hands around them.  
 
    "It can wait," she said. 
 
    "But-" 
 
    Elise smiled up at her. "Non." 
 
    Another protest was gathering steam inside her and was headed for her mouth when it was derailed in her throat. 
 
    "See that Millie finds her bed, would you, Elise?" 
 
      
 
    "You were a white feather girl," Bertram said. "The only reason that dead man put on a uniform is because you publicly shamed him into doing it. He was out with his mother, and you walked up to him, pinned a white feather to his chest and demanded to know why he hadn't enlisted. Called him a coward. That jog any memories?" There was no concern in his voice, only something that was rapidly hardening the more he spoke. "And how do I know? I saw it happen myself, more than once. The public humiliation of complete strangers by women like you was a plague in this country, and the only thing that stopped it was conscription." 
 
    He returned his attention to the fire, jabbing into it with the poker over and over again, letting that last word hang in the air between them, acrid together with smoke and sparks. 
 
    "I never got one. By the time I was discharged, it was too late for me to suffer that particular degradation. That and the eye. My nephew wasn't so lucky, however. He was fifteen when some haughty... woman... shattered him as he was walking home from school. He was so ashamed, he tried signing up three times. At fifteen, they wouldn't take him, thank God. Fifteen... 
 
    "I've always wondered why they did it. What drove them to do something so despicable. I have the opportunity to find out now, but you conveniently can't remember even doing it." 
 
    When he withdrew the poker from the fire, the tip glowed red-hot, thin tendrils of smoke curling off of it like it was searing away whatever good had been between them. It was like she was no longer in the room with him. The glowing iron stave held his attention completely. "Pity." 
 
    There was nothing November could say. What possible defence did she have? Even though he said he'd only been told about her, a man had brandished his gun in front of witnesses and pulled the trigger without a second thought. The raw hatred on his face made her doubt the possibility of mistaken identity.  
 
    Had she really done something so reprehensible? Is that what her hands had done? As much as she wanted to deny it, it had the insidious stickiness of truth about it.  
 
    So why couldn't she remember? It wasn't fair! 
 
   
  
 

 November stared at the dimming red tip of the poker until it started to hurt. The unmoving spot burned into her eyes, turning from red to green as the rest of the room faded to gray around her. That tiny point in space became the sudden focus of all the anger and frustration that had been building in her since she'd climbed out of that hole. The tantalising wisps of memory that amounted to nothing, the vague familiarity that danced on the edges of her consciousness, having a gun pulled on her without even knowing why, but having only the dubious comfort that it was most likely because she deserved it, all of it began to boil over.  
 
    The poker was iron. Black, heavy and unyielding, yet made of discrete parts. November flung her roiling emotions at them, and they shook and bounced at the impact. She imagined reaching out to every single one and shaking them; shaking them for answers that she was as likely to find there as anywhere else. Though it was inanimate, it became the target for her rage, a rage that was turning what had been the red of fire to the white of the sun.  
 
    With a yelp and a curse, Bertram flung the poker to the ground and leapt backwards to press himself against the door. 
 
    Now white-hot bleeding to red near the handle, the hooked iron rod began to smoke against the wooden floor of the cabin, the nose-stinging reek of scorching varnish and dust rising to fill the tiny space. 
 
    "What in God's name?" Bertram shouted, coughing and spluttering into his sleeve. 
 
    November held the iron in her thrall, shaking and torturing it into telling her what she wanted to hear. She gave no thought to the fact that what she was doing was impossible, she was consumed by the fact that it wasn't working. Where? Where were the answers for what was happening to her? Why could she see inside iron and warp it until it burned? Why had that bullet stopped in mid-air?  
 
    Why is any of this happening to me!? 
 
    "I should be dead!" November cried, clutching a sudden pain in her right arm. "I should have never made it out of that hole! My brain should have been splattered all over that pub." The red glow of the iron on the floor began to dim, fading quickly to orange as her rage dimmed to despair. "He said I killed a man with a feather. You believe that? That a man died because of me?"  
 
    The venom in his voice when he talked about the feather had told her the answer, so why had she asked him? Maybe she just wanted to hear that she didn't deserve it after all. When the iron went suddenly black, she knew no one in the room believed that. 
 
    The lamp cast a sickly pall on November's pale skin as she looked at her hands again. If they could do what they'd just done, she shuddered to think what else they could do, or had done already.  
 
    On a level that was even deeper than the identity that could be expressed in a birth certificate or in a mother's love, November had no idea who she was. She had no idea what she was. 
 
    But that wasn't true at all, was it? The look on Bertram's face when she looked at him made it plain that he had never seen anything like what she had done in the last hour. Something told her that no one had, and that gave her all the identity she needed in that moment: dangerous.  
 
    November stumbled forward on legs that no longer wanted anything to do with her. Betrayed by her own mind, a past she couldn't remember, and abilities she couldn't control or explain, she staggered forward in the darkness to land her treacherous hand on the doorknob, which was as cold as the December air outside. 
 
    "Thank you for your kindness, Mr. Jones. I'm sorry about the floor." 
 
    Unlike that bullet, the knob twisted, and November spilled into the darkness. When the door behind her clicked shut and didn't open again, she was alone, surrounded only by the night and the dead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There are many ways to be woken up. Some of them involve wonderful sensations, such as touch or smell, but happen much more rarely than they should. Others are confusing and fraught with discombobulation until the rational mind can take over and assure that it was, in fact, just a dream. Other ways are surprising and then quickly disappointing, like a thunderclap or a motorcar backfiring before the sun was even up. 
 
    Then there is having your full name shouted at you through your door by an angry man for whom you don't care very much.  
 
    "Millicent Eustace Brown! Wake up this instant!" Mallory bellowed. 
 
    Whether the pounding that followed was on the door or merely confined to the inside of her head, Millicent Eustace Brown couldn't say. She strongly suspected both. 
 
    The pounding continued, driving her eyes open to a ceiling that was uncooperative in coming into focus, content to swim about a bit before finally aligning properly. 
 
    "Miss Brown!" 
 
    Rolling onto her side, her hair helpfully fell in front of her eyes to keep the sunlight from intruding too badly. "What!?" she shouted, her allotment of patience for the day having been waylaid somewhere. She feared it would never arrive, now. 
 
    "Don't take that tone with me. You have a great deal of explaining to do!" 
 
    The hell I do, she didn't say. There were a great many things she didn't say in that moment. If he was angry enough to come to her at piss-off-o'clock in the morning, talking back would only keep him there longer, she knew. Besides, words he would brush off. 
 
    She flung the door open as hard as she could. The look she gave him through her curtain of hair was supposed to be the look of Death through the fires of Hades, but she suspected it came off as merely disheveled and cross, given his reaction. 
 
    "Why did you not inform me that Miss Ravenwood was missing, nor of what happened to her last night?" 
 
    "I didn't realise it was my responsibility to do your job for you," she spat. "She wasn't missing." 
 
    "She is not here, and hasn't been since Christmas Eve," he said. His brown eyes met her green ones easily and without hesitation, even though she was a good three inches taller than he. 
 
    "She's allowed to go out if she likes," Millie said. 
 
    "If she is to be gone overnight, she is to inform us of such. She has been gone three. You knew this and failed to inform anyone." 
 
    "I didn't know she was gone until Christmas morning. I thought she would be back soon enough." 
 
    "Well, she isn't yet." 
 
    Frustration started boiling up in her, and it was all she could do to keep it from exploding. "It was the first Christmas since the end of the war, a war that killed her entire family, you may remember. Perhaps it was a difficult time for her," she said through her teeth. "Sir." She made it an epithet. 
 
    Whatever appeals she may have made to his humanity bounced off his shiny hair. "That as may be, but there are still rules," he said with the same conviction he'd woken her up with. "Where is she now?" 
 
    "I don't know. She didn't tell me and I didn't see where she went afterwards. Since you obviously know what happened last night, you should know that already, as well." 
 
    "Why did you not inform me of what happened to her?" 
 
    "I was drunk. I came home and went to sleep." 
 
    "You told the others," he said dangerously. 
 
    "They were here. I told Selene, she was the superior." The superior what, he could figure out for himself. 
 
    "Insufficient. In exchange for being granted this opportunity, you have certain obligations to fulfil, Miss Brown." 
 
    "So I didn't tell you at midnight? Telling you the next morning doesn't count as 'fulfilling an obligation?'" 
 
    "It's already noon. Any leeway I may have granted you expired hours ago." 
 
    "What?" Looking at the shadows on the floor confirmed it. How could it be noon already? She didn't have time to be sleeping in until noon! Disappointment in herself tamped down her frustration and the fight fled her as quickly as it had come. Now she just wanted him to go away. 
 
    "I... I apologise. I will of course let you know if I find her." 
 
    "Your sudden contrition would do you credit if I believed it, but that too is insufficient, I'm afraid. You will find her and return her here." 
 
    "What? I have to prepare to pass the evaluation." 
 
    "If your story about Victoria is true, she already has. Just bring her back and prove it." 
 
    "What if she doesn't want to?"  
 
    She'd spent all of Christmas and Boxing Day with him, and had been content to pretend Millie didn't even exist when she'd been caught. What kind of life was ADAM, anyway? The war was over, and she'd been denied what she wanted. It pained her to admit the possibility, but if she had found happiness outside of ADAM, she may have chosen already. And stopping a bullet didn't change her mind, Millie thought. 
 
    "Then she will be tracked down and arrested." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "Until next week, you are still subject to wartime restrictions. If she has Manifested while operating under those restrictions in the service of His Majesty's Government and does not return, then she will be considered to have absconded with state secrets." 
 
    "Treason?" 
 
    "It would take a particularly zealous prosecutor to argue that. Stealing state secrets is bad enough, let me assure you." 
 
    This was all too much to take in so soon after waking up with a hangover. She had to still be dreaming. 
 
    "How long does she have?" 
 
    "Until the evaluations. If you are telling the truth, she is very valuable and would be wasted sitting in prison for the rest of her life. Noon, January second. A minute later and she will be listed an enemy of the state. You may or may not be considered an accessory depending on your behaviour until then. In the interest of the success of this program, I am willing to overlook last night, but do not let it happen again. I am to be immediately informed of any changes to her or your status, understood?" 
 
    She was stunned, but nodded all the same. "But... how can I find her and pass the evaluations?" 
 
    "That is your quandary to resolve, Miss Brown. Now, about the man you said he was with, describe him to me," Mallory said, producing a small legal pad that somehow came off as officious as he did. 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "If they have spent significant time together, and he saw what you did, he knows more than he should. That situation also requires rectifying." 
 
    That hadn't even occurred to her. What else had he seen in their time together? Vickie couldn't have been so stupid as to tell him everything, or, she hoped, anything at all. But if she could suddenly stop bullets, what else had she already done? How deep had that poor man already sunk? 
 
    "Miss Brown?" 
 
    "Yes, erm... he was about my height. Older than us, perhaps mid-thirties? Missing his right eye. Lots of scars around it. Short dark hair going to gray. Beginnings of a beard. Posture was a bit too good." 
 
    "Would you say he served at some point?"  
 
    "Seemed like it." 
 
    "How close would you say they were?" 
 
    Millie scoffed. "I really don't see how-" 
 
    "You don't need to. Tell me." 
 
    "Look, I'd never seen him before last night. They shared a couple of pints before some bastard tried to shoot her. That's all I know. Truly. I'm even more upset than you are about it, believe me." 
 
    "I don't know that you are, Miss Brown, but I will begin my inquiries with what you have provided me. Any inconsistencies in your story, will, of course, be clarified by you upon request. Good day," he said before a crisp about-face and a stiff walk down the hall.  
 
      
 
    The spires of industry belched forth thick black smoke in ceaseless streams that the weak breeze was merely churning into a miasma that felt like it actually took up physical space in November's mouth, since breathing through her nose would mean having to smell it. 
 
    There was something about a gray sky that seemed to amplify the wretchedness that clung to her like she was trudging through a forest of cobwebs. No matter how fast she walked, or in what direction, she couldn't get away from it. A stray cloud of awfulness had descended on her and trying to swat it away only made it worse, since she was not at all confident what would happen. She'd already accidentally stopped a bullet and just about burned a man's house down with her mind, what else would she do without intending to? Luckily for her surrounding environs, her despair had so far kept any further spontaneous insanity from happening. 
 
    It had also kept her from confronting the fact she had no idea what to do now. She was homeless, penniless, and still, most frustrating of all, memoryless. She didn't blame Bertram for not following her, she probably would have done the same thing if their places were reversed. The man hadn't asked for her to drop into his life, and it was only pure largesse and a soft heart that had put a roof over her head for the time she'd had it at all, she'd had no right to it.  
 
    But as winter's chill nipped at her nose and flushed her cheeks, it would have been awfully nice to have again. 
 
    People passed her without looking at her, she walked past others without drawing any attention whatsoever. Didn't all of these people know how dangerous she was? How could she have these abilities and yet remain completely anonymous? Unbidden, she had the feeling that she knew what it was like to be dead. 
 
    Two days she'd been without her memories. Two days since she woke up in that empty grave on Christmas morning, and the world had carried on just fine without her. No one had come looking. No one had roamed the streets calling her name, or overturned every rock in search of a missing daughter or wife.  
 
    So she walked. 
 
    Doubling back and looping around where she'd been, she didn't stray far on the off chance she might run into someone who knew her.  
 
    The cold realisation that she was down to random chance stopped her in her tracks. Random chance would not put food in her belly nor a roof over her head. It wouldn't keep her safe from hooligans or worse when the sun went down. Could she count on a third supernatural ability manifesting itself when someone cornered her in an alley or put a knife to her throat? 
 
    She didn't need memories to tell her how likely that was.  
 
    The early light was not enough to warm her, and she held herself tightly as she roamed at random down streets that she wondered if she would recognize if she had her memory back.  
 
    The houses she passed still had their shutters done up, or lacking them, their curtains closed. When they opened, she wondered how many faces that peeked out would know who she was, or care. But far from that, it was the knowledge that one of those windows, somewhere, was going to stay closed because she wasn't there to open it. Had she made her bed before she left? Were there dishes in the sink that would go unwashed until she returned? 
 
    Viciously, she shoved aside the thought that she might have a cat or dog that was desperately wondering why its mistress hadn't come home yet. She would not allow herself to think such things, lest her despondency drag her down into that crater with the rest of her. 
 
    But, a tiny, stubborn part of her thought it might be true.  
 
    Wandering aimlessly and trusting that blind luck would save her was reckless at best and stupidly irresponsible in truth. Bertram had been preternaturally kind to her, and she had abused it by not leaving sooner to seek the help she should have.  
 
    Warmth flooded into her freezing cheeks, and she lowered her eyes in shame. She had made light of the possibility, but now she could see that it had been in self-defence. If Bertram was the only one who knew about her condition, she could live in that bubble until the problem solved itself, she'd hoped. To expose it to the wider world, especially to any sort of authority would make it a real condition, with consequences she may not have wanted to hear. She still didn't. But she knew she had to; to admit that she needed help. 
 
    It had been a vile thing to take advantage of Bertram in her denial, and when she came around a corner, she was presented with what she hoped was suitable recompense. 
 
    The police station was a grimy white building with streaks of soot and age spilling from every seam, tucked inconspicuously between a bookshop and a bakery.  
 
    Though her stomach growled itself inside out at the smells coming from next door, she forged ahead through the wrought-iron doors before she could give herself the excuse for turning around and leaving. 
 
    Inside was a worn desk piled high with yellowing papers. Behind it was a fresh-faced man that looked young enough to be playing hooky from secondary school. His demeanour seemed genuine enough, however, when he looked up from whatever he had been writing when she'd walked in. 
 
    "Good morning, madam. Are you in need of assistance?" he asked in a voice she'd heard before, the night he'd come to Bertram's cabin. The face that now went with the name Constable Smythe was not what she had imagined it to be, but she latched on to even this barest hint of familiarity with all she had and used it to cement her decision.  
 
    There is bravery in surrender, some little part of her said. 
 
    "Yes," she said. "I seem to have lost something." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How had he found out so quickly? a mouthful of cold porridge prevented Millie from saying out loud. She sat at the long dining room table alone, a cup of Ivy's tremor-inducing tea steaming beside her empty bowl. She hadn't seen anyone else from the household yet, which shouldn't have surprised her too much. Mid-day was when she should have been locked away in her workroom, finagling magic out of the universe and forcing it to be minutely more cooperative than it had been the day before.  
 
    There was a time when minute progress was the best they could have hoped for, and were happy to get when it came. Even something as basic as lighting a candle had taken weeks of effort on her part, no matter how many times she'd seen Selene or Ivy do it effortlessly.  
 
    It had been as much mental as physical, in the early days. The first time she'd seen it done, she was beside herself in astonishment. The effort required to get over the belief it was a trick of some kind had been considerable, and there were times she still didn't believe it could be done, even though she had done it herself countless times already. 
 
    Those weeks and months of effort, of focusing on what was actually possible versus what she had thought was possible had been tough to the point where she'd almost given up on several occasions. The new truth she was being asked to not only understand but internalise on a deep, fundamental level was harrowing: magic was a real thing, and she could do it. Accepting that she could had been as much work as actually learning to. 
 
    But when she had finally done it, it was the most exhilarating thing she'd ever accomplished. She'd made fire with a touch of a finger! Only two other ADAM recruits could say they'd done the same.  
 
    She sparked a witchlight and rolled it over her fingers wistfully. The little blue ball danced merrily to her mental tune, an astonishing accomplishment until last night. 
 
    Then Vickie had stopped a bullet. 
 
    Millie's hand closed on her creation until it was snuffed out in pathetic silence. 
 
    How had she gone from witchlights and potions to stopping bullets? She wasn't even here when she did it! And what the hell had they meant by Manifesting? Mallory seemed to know what it meant, why didn't she? It was all so damnably frustrating, and it all seemed to be happening at once.  
 
    Taking a sip of tea, she stared at the table that stretched away from her, eleven chairs occupied only by memories. She was tired of holding on to memories, she wanted a future. A future she wasn't going to have if they failed the evaluations.  
 
    Millie was about to go put the rest of her day to some kind of use when Colette came in. That she wasn't flouncing Millie took as a sign something was wrong.  
 
    "Bonjour, Millie," she said with none of her usual brightness. It was, in fact, the dimmest pronunciation of that word she'd ever heard. Pouring herself a cup of tea that was adamantly not one that Ivy had had any hand in whatsoever, she sidled up to the chair beside her and sat down heavily. 
 
    "Good morning," Millie said. She didn't yet have the energy to make hash out of the French language. The English she was managing to squeeze out through her headache was itself a minor miracle. 
 
    It was very out of character for Colette to be anything other than a fount of energy and optimism. To see her brought low made Millie squirm in her chair. "Is something the matter?" she asked. 
 
    "Selene told me about Victoria," she said. "I cannot believe that she Manifested in such a fashion." 
 
    "Isn't that what you wanted?" Millie guessed, given the reaction she'd seen the night before. 
 
    "Of course. And Victoria is perhaps the best pupil I've ever had, so I shouldn't be surprised. But to do it that way… to be shot at in a pub? That was not what we had imagined for any of you. It's… demeaning to have something so singularly special occur because of something so base." 
 
    "It saved her life," Millie said, trying to drown her dismay in tea. 
 
    "As it has for many witches before. No, you misunderstand. You were brought to ADAM for an ostensibly noble purpose." 
 
    "To end the war faster," said Millie. 
 
    "Yes. We thought your Manifests would be in answer to a higher calling." 
 
    What kind of stuck-up attitude was that? Maybe it was just her Scottish pragmatism, but that line of argument left her cold. "Victoria's alive, I don't see anything higher than that, no matter how she did it. I don't see the problem." 
 
    As if summoned to answer Millie's argument, a gray wraith floated through the doorway then, and Selene solidified in the chair opposite Colette. In the shadows of her black hood, her eyes were still the lighter gray that Millie remembered from the previous night, but they were still just as penetrating and perceptive as always. "And that is our fault, most likely." 
 
    That was the first time Millie had heard her say anything near admitting to a mistake. She hadn't even thought her possible of making them. 
 
    "You recall the story of how magic came to be in the world?" Selene asked in precisely the way she should have to cut through the cotton in Millie's brain: as a teacher questioning a student. It was the primal call-and-response that made up a disproportionate amount of the dreams of anyone who had spent time in a classroom for any length of time. 
 
    "Yes," was the only appropriate answer. It was also a partial lie. They'd told them the story the day after she'd sparked her first witchlight, as Millie had been the last, and she'd been too overcome by awe and disbelief to have a solid recollection of anything that happened around that time. 
 
    Nonetheless, Selene waited expectantly for her to continue.  
 
    "The Morrigan gave it to Morgan le Fay and the Lady of the Lake." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "…and… that's why we have magic?" Her ears burned under her fiery hair, and if she had spontaneously combusted right then, she would have refused any offers of water. 
 
    "Avalon," Colette supplied. 
 
    "Yes, they received the magic and took it to Avalon." 
 
    The disappointment that oozed from both the older witches could have been spooned up and slathered on toast to make a soggy, bitter companion for her tea. 
 
    "Avalon was a person. The last of the original Coven. She intentionally conflated the story so that history recorded her name to be that of a place. She, Morgan and Nimue received the gift of magic from The Morrigan to prevent a cataclysmic war." 
 
    "Which they did, which is why you've never heard of it." 
 
    Millie felt herself shrink before them. She had always thought the story a bit of trivia, some colour to illuminate the nature of witchcraft, but as her eyes flicked between the two of them, the importance of that story was plain on their faces. She gave up trying to meet their eyes. 
 
    "The original Manifests happened to save the world. Given the circumstances, we had rather hoped yours would follow suit," Selene said. 
 
    "Then why didn't you tell us what the hell it was!?" Millie exploded. "If this Manifest was so damned important, why did we not hear about it until Vickie had already done it? She would have been killed if it hadn't happened!" 
 
    This time it was Selene who looked away. 
 
    "You let us fritter away the last two years with lights, herbs and potions, while the real goal was to stop bullets? Going by your face last night, you didn't expect this to happen, did you? Did Vickie know?" Millie felt herself seething. She had never once talked back to any of the older witches, but between the pain in her skull and the utter exasperation that was piling up within her, her patience was well and truly gone, leaving behind a vacuum she could only think to fill with shouting. 
 
    Colette shook her head slowly, and Millie felt her eyeballs try to leap out of her face. "She didn't even know it was going to happen? So in the moment that man pulled the trigger, Vickie fully believed she was going to die. That her life was saved came as a surprise to even her?" 
 
    The tension that filled the room was only dispelled by the arrival of Elise, who entered the room looking like she wished she hadn't, clutching a small clay jar. 
 
    "Oh, good. We were just discussing how Victoria should have actually been murdered last night, Elise. Please join us," Millie said. Part of her hated to let Elise see her this worked up, but trying to get it under control was like trying to shove fire back into a candle. 
 
    "We were just discussing Manifests," Selene said with every bit of the authority that was invoked by a voice that had spoken its first words during the reign of Henry VIII.  
 
    Clearly unwilling to take sides in a battle she'd missed the beginning of, Elise said nothing, but came to the end of the table and set the jar next to Millie's tea. 
 
    "What's this?" Millie asked. 
 
    "For your head," Elise hissed in an embarrassed whisper before she sat herself silently down in the chair furthest from all three of them and waited for it to be joined anew. But the first action when hostilities resumed was the extension of an olive branch. 
 
    "Yes, perhaps we should have told you about them earlier. You were all reaching a level of knowledge, power and ability that it was possible that you could Manifest. But we feared you would depend on it happening, or try to guide it, only to be disappointed in what you got, if it ever happened. 
 
    "You see, a Manifest is not a guarantee. The majority of witches live their lives without it ever occurring, which is why it would have been irresponsible for us to set it out for you as a goal, or even a possibility. Just as you cannot guarantee a pregnancy, or that a soldier will make it home to see his family again." 
 
    That was a metaphor that struck true for both of the younger witches, and made the decision somewhat more understandable. Their failure to have any demonstrable effect on the outcome of the war was bad enough, it would have been difficult to interpret a failure to Manifest as anything other than just that: another failure. 
 
    "It's not pre-determined what it will grant, or that it will even happen. If it does, it comes to her in a time of need, and takes a form necessary to address that need." 
 
    "In a time of need? But there are witches who needed it and didn't get it?" Millie asked. 
 
    Selene nodded. "Yes. Most, in fact. We don't know why it happens in some and not in others. If we did, we would ensure that it happened to every last one of us." 
 
    "But what is it?" Elise asked, the smoke having cleared enough for her to venture into the conversation. 
 
    "Every Manifest is different, but on a basic level, it is an exponential increase in power and ability, combined with a specific gift unique to each witch. That gift is what addresses her need." 
 
    "And Victoria needed to stop a bullet?" 
 
    "I doubt in her case it is that simple," Colette said. "Victoria's area of interest was broad and deep. For her Manifest to be so narrow would be surprising." 
 
    "So we have some say in it?" Elise asked. 
 
    Selene and Colette shared a look. 
 
    "It's possible. Guiding witches as we have you these last two years is highly unusual. It was one of the alternative purposes of ADAM, I must admit. But we must be able to talk to Victoria and find out the extent of her Manifest before we can know if her study and guidance had any effect on it. You said you didn't see what happened to the bullet exactly?" 
 
    "No. I only saw it hit the ground and roll away." 
 
    "So if she used a barrier of some kind to deflect it, that would be significantly different than if she did something like slow it down, for example," Colette said.  
 
    "Either one is crazy," Elise muttered. 
 
    Then an old thought occurred to Millie. "But you said at one point that Vickie was being held back by her desire to kill as many Germans as possible. That she was focused too much on offensive magic. Now she has Manifested, as you say, something supremely defensive," she said, looking between the older witches.  
 
    Colette looked like her chair had turned into a mass of boiling tacks, for how uncomfortably she was sitting by then. "I don't have an explanation for that." 
 
    "It's possible that her need was so great that it broke through whatever retardation her progress may have been suffering," Selene said.  
 
    "I would say that it was," Millie muttered, the shock and sound of the gunshot still a slight ringing in her ears. 
 
    Selene ignored her and continued, "If she has broken through that, then her education may finally be having the amplifying effect we had hoped it would. But until we speak with her, we have no way of knowing." The look she levelled at Millie then was deliberate and unsettling in its directness, and the notion that Millie was going to have to be the one to rectify that circumstance had now been lobbed at her by two different people from opposite directions. Coming from Selene, at least, she was more liable to listen. 
 
    "But as for you two," Selene said, raising a pale, scarred hand, "I want to be very clear: Manifesting is not the standard expected to pass the evaluations. There is no pressure for you to do so, for the reasons we've already stated. Random chance is not a factor." 
 
    But when Millie looked over to Elise, she saw in her eyes the same thing that she felt. Selene could say all she wanted that it wasn't a requirement, but now that they knew what it was, and knew that Victoria had already done it, it was now the only measure by which they would judge their success.  
 
    To keep such a thing hidden from them, Selene had been right. Again. 
 
    "Mistress," Elise said, "are we ever going to find out who it is that is is holding these evaluations?" 
 
    "Not before it becomes necessary," Colette said, the faintest hints of irritation curling off of the words.  
 
    "Would it really change that much if we knew?" Millie asked, fondling the lid of the jar Elise had put in front of her.  
 
    "Perhaps not for you," Selene said. "That being said," Selene began, leaving no question that they had soared well past the end of that subject, "given the extraordinary nature of last night, I have asked for some outside counsel for her perspectives. She should be here soon." 
 
    Elise perked up in sudden, marked interest, and her eyes shone. "Another witch?" she asked excitedly. 
 
    "Of a sort," Selene said, but the look she gave Colette when she did was nothing short of apologetic. 
 
      
 
    The house was quiet. The doors that lined the upper hall were all shut, regardless of occupancy. Millie made her way to the third one down and stopped. She hesitated with her hand over the knob. 
 
    Workroom and bedroom used to be synonymous, back when they hadn't the space for anything else, but now that they did, they had been allowed to make use of separate rooms for separate purposes. The ability to detach work from rest had done all of them an immense amount of good, even if the circumstances as to why had not. 
 
    Bedrooms had become restful and open, a place for conversations and gossip as much as sleep. Elise's smelled of flowers and perfumes, a little piece of France brought to England in a steamer trunk. Vickie's was a shrine to her dedication to why she had come to ADAM in the first place. She knew them as well as she knew her own.  
 
    Workrooms were private. They were not to be disturbed by anyone who wasn't invited to enter. Vickie wasn't here to extend that invitation, but Millie was desperate to know what she had done to accomplish what she had, and hadn't the time to wait to receive it. 
 
    The worn brass knob was cold to the touch, but twisted when commanded and the door swung open easily. Muttering a quiet apology, she stepped over the threshold.  
 
    Inside was surprisingly dark, as the shutters looked like they hadn't been opened since Vickie took them over, but the light from the hall lit the room just enough that Millie's jaw dropped before her eyes had even adjusted. 
 
    The walls were covered in blackboard from floor to ceiling, and the blackboards were themselves covered in mathematical formulae so full of cryptic symbols that it might as well have been a different language, which she supposed this level of maths was. Her education had barely reached long division, so to see so much of the alphabet sprinkled among all of the numbers and symbols made her feel woefully inadequate to ever hoping to understand what she was looking at. 
 
    What she could understand were the theories and conclusions scratched out and re-written along the bottoms, as if they had been written out while sitting on the floor. A lot of it was almost completely illegible, like it had been done in a stream-of-consciousness way that obviously hadn't had time for things like punctuation or grammar. As hastily as it had been done, she still recognised Vickie and Colette's hands in it.  
 
    Of course. Colette's skills as a witch had never quite meshed with Millie's talents, such as they were. As such, she hadn't been the one to administer her lessons. Now, she found, there was another reason scribbled all over the walls. While she'd been fumbling with witchlights, Vickie had been in here waltzing with the rest of the universe. At least, that's what it looked like. Nothing she saw was familiar enough to really know as to what it pertained to, but it felt immense and of huge import all the same. In one corner were three words that were obviously names, written neatly and deliberately in Vickie's hand. 
 
    Heisenberg. 
 
    Planck. 
 
    Einstein. 
 
    The last was underlined three times. 
 
    "Funny, isn't it?" 
 
    Millie spun her head so fast, her red mane brushed against the blackboard, converting someone's life work into a cloud of chalk dust. The billowing particles illuminated a shaft of light that silhouetted Colette's shape in the doorway. 
 
    "Colette! I... I'm sorry, I know I shouldn't have come in here, I-" 
 
    "Being all German. Or Austrian. Same side. Same language, anyway," Colette said with a dismissive wave. She coughed a delicate cough as she stepped through the dust and stood beside Millie. She looked at the blackboards like she too was seeing them for the first time, and casually sparked a pure white witchlight. "But they're the best. They figured this all out first." She moved her light over one equation, following it from beginning to end. It took half the board. "Honestly," she gave a little shrug, "I still don't understand a lot of it." 
 
    "But Vickie does."  
 
    "What? All of this?" Colette made a 'maybe' face. "Enough to perhaps explain what she did." 
 
    Framed that way, she hoped she'd made a Rosetta Stone for the rest of them. Ignoring the maths, Millie bent down to take a closer look at the plain English that had been scrawled underneath it. Well, plain in that the letters were arranged in a way to make words rather than formulae.  
 
      
 
    Matter=energy!  
 
    Heat=vibration 
 
    Tunneling gaps? Mesh 
 
    Quantum transmogrification 
 
      
 
    Millie nodded her head. Those were indeed some words she knew. What they meant, however... 
 
    The familiar pop and scratch of a phonograph being engaged spared her further contemplation.  
 
    "Perhaps," Colette said. 
 
    From the phonograph came the warbling strains of strings and a mournful French horn. It was a disconcerting sound, the imperfections of the record making it distorted and other-worldly. Once the choir joined, the tantalising beginnings of familiarity began to smoulder in Millie's mind.  
 
    "What is this? I feel like I know it." Millie closed her eyes and tilted her head to listen closer, as if it would make any difference from a distance of only a few feet.  
 
    "My beautiful, sweet Wolfgang Amadeus," Colette said with obvious reverence. Her eyes were closed and she was swaying as the piece slowly began assembling itself out of the orchestra. She let her hands fly with practiced exaggeration as she welcomed the female soloist to the proceedings. They sang in what sounded like Latin, but the quality of the recording made it hard to be sure. It was haunting and sedate, until the tempo suddenly picked up and it began to sound like a great diety had grasped the orchestra in one hand and the choir in the other and began bashing them together in a driving cacophony of angels and demons. 
 
    "Requiem," Colette said into the sudden quiet filled only by a lonely trombone and a male soloist. "He didn't finish it, but it fits him all the same." 
 
    "You knew him, didn't you?" Millie asked. 
 
    "I did," Colette answered. Her eyes remained closed, but Millie knew what she was seeing in that moment. She was seeing a face she hadn't seen in a long time, in the only place she still could. She knew it well. 
 
    "In Salzburg and Vienna. I was one of his patrons. One of his friends," she said from somewhere far away. "He saved me, and I him." 
 
    She was swaying gently to the music, hearing things in it that Millie could only guess at. Colette had been there when it was written, seen it as it had taken shape, possibly even influenced it along the way. She had an insight into what they were hearing that Millie never could, no matter how much she might want to. 
 
    Colette's body language suddenly shifted, and wherever she had been, she returned with a shuddering inhale that made Millie's lungs hurt. 
 
    "If I took the score to this and dropped it in front of you, would you be able to understand it?" she asked. 
 
    "No," Millie admitted.  
 
    "Of course not, it's far too large and complicated. You would only know what it was from the title. That doesn't make it any less beautiful." 
 
    "Well, no, but-" 
 
    "But if you can read it, it is even more beautiful. You can see the work that went into it, see all of the parts and how they work together and compliment one another. You can even," she gave the needle on the phonograph a gentle flick, making it skip to another section entirely. "Re-arrange it or break it down." 
 
    "You mean Victoria can," said neither of them. 
 
    Millie and Colette turned as one to the doorway to see a woman standing there with her arms crossed and a distinctly unimpressed look on a face that, on first glance, was Selene's for a few confused moments. But then the lack of any scarring and the fact that the voice that had come out of it had an Irish brogue made it someone else. Still, the resemblance was uncanny.  
 
    "What are you doing here?" Colette demanded before Millie had a chance to wonder what a stranger was doing in Victoria's doorway. 
 
    "I could ask the same of you, filling this one's head with such shite. You aren't going to help her with this," the stranger said, gesturing to the blackboards.  
 
    "I don't recall your opinion being solicited," Colette fired back. "You are not a part of this program, and with good reason." 
 
    "Well, you're wrong on two counts. One, politics is never a good reason, and two, I'm here now, so kindly piss off and I'll lead this one out of the forest you've lost her in." 
 
    "I was just explaining-" 
 
    "What Victoria did. I've heard what happened. She's not Victoria, so stop treating her like she is." 
 
    This Irishwoman was a total stranger, but Millie was the one who felt like an interloper, even if she was the subject. The venom that was being sprayed back and forth on her behalf made her want to hide behind a desk to avoid getting hit by any of it. Her instinct was to defend Colette, but whatever rivalry existed between the two women was clearly older than she was, and she doubted any good would come of drawing any attention to herself. 
 
    "Who are you to say that?" Colette demanded. 
 
    But it was to Millie to whom the stranger turned her blue-gray eyes. "A fair question, where are my manners?" she said, extending her hand. "Forgive me, I don't introduce myself too often. My name is Niamh," she said with a smile that made Millie suddenly realise it was something she'd never seen Selene do.  
 
    "I'm Millicent, but people call me Millie," she said, taking Niamh's hand.  
 
    "I've heard a lot about you, Millie; good things, don't worry. Selene thought you could do with a pair of fresh eyes and a change of pace. A faster one, by the sound of it," she said not unkindly. "I'm here to help you." 
 
    "You know Selene?" Millie said.  
 
    "We grew up together. She's my cousin by way of the same nan." 
 
    That would explain the resemblance, but not much else.  
 
    "You're the witch she mentioned coming?" 
 
    "That I am. Wouldn't be of much use if I wasn't, eh?" 
 
    "I doubt you will be anyway," Colette said. 
 
    Niamh regarded the Frenchwoman with something akin to distain by way of irritation. "Jesus wept, are you still here? Isn't there an opium den somewhere you should be in?" 
 
    With a disgusted wave of her hand, Colette made for the door, but she stopped short, her blond curls swirling in the sun as she turned to look back at them. "Be wary of that one, Millie." Her eyes were as hard as Millie had ever seen them, squeezed between eyelids narrowed at the newcomer. "She's dangerous." 
 
    With that, she was subsumed by daylight and was gone. 
 
    Utterly unwilling to take sides in a conflict that elicited the looks the two older women had given each other, Millie coughed, pretending to wave away some errant chalk dust. "So Selene brought you here?" 
 
    "She did," Niamh said, clearly thankful for Millie's choice. "It sounded like someone needed a kick in the arse, and not to put too fine a point on it, but that's one thing I'm good at." 
 
    "Is that someone me?" Millie asked. 
 
    "'Fraid so, dearie," Niamh said and began to stroll around the room, looking up and down the blackboards and fingering through the neatly-arranged papers on Victoria's desk. "What did you think of Colette's little talk?"  
 
    Millie shrugged. "I think she was trying to help." 
 
    "Help what?" 
 
    "Help me understand." 
 
    "What, this?" A thick book on physics boomed onto the desk, making the phonograph skip again. "Do you feel like you understand any more?" 
 
    "Well, no, but-" 
 
    "Of course not. It would take years to even begin to. You don't have years. And even if you did, this isn't you, is it?" 
 
    Millie found herself leaning towards one side now. "Are you saying I'm stupid?" 
 
    Niamh laughed. "Not at all. I haven't a clue about any of this, myself. 'Quantum transmogrification?' Is that even English? No, dear, I don't think you're stupid. I think you're like me." 
 
    That was an odd thing for someone to say after having only known them for a few minutes, Millie thought. "How would you know that?" 
 
    "Let's say that, on occasion, I've been a bit of an informal advisor for my cousin on matters pertaining to the goings-on here. Nothing official, of course. In that role, I've heard about a certain Scot with a lot of potential and not much direction. That sound right?" 
 
    Millie had to admit, that yes, it perhaps did. She looked down and toed an errant thread in the carpet to avoid doing so out loud. Niamh heard her loud and clear. 
 
    "So, on one hand, we have a rather brainy young lady who was raised in a house full of books by a father who had half the alphabet after his name and a mother who might as well have if only she'd had the paperwork. On the other, a beautiful young French girl who grew up in the country tending sick sheep who then spent half the war putting broken soldiers back together. Their studies reflect that, yes? What about you?" 
 
    "What about me?" 
 
    "Where did you grow up?" 
 
    "You know the answer." 
 
    "Yes, but I want you to tell me in your words. It'll make the next step easier to take. The short version is fine." 
 
    "In a working-class town with three older brothers, a mother who barely acknowledged me, and a father who only ever saw me through a whisky glass." 
 
    "Sounds rough." 
 
    "It was." 
 
    "Get into a lot of fights?" 
 
    "Too many." She wasn't proud of it. It was just the way it had been growing up in Aberdeen with three older brothers. All her life, she'd been teased about her hair and her height. When she got older, it was because she looked like a boy, and then because she didn't care for them. 
 
    "You win 'em?" 
 
    "More than I lost." 
 
    "Good." Niamh suddenly raised her hands above her head and sparked a witchlight to life in each hand, one blue, one red. They rolled down her arms and fused together at the top of her breastbone to form a flickering white mockery of everything on the walls around them. It stayed there just under her chin, molten and roiling with a life all its own as it grew between her opposing palms to the size of a grapefruit.  
 
    With a crack, Niamh clapped her hands together, crushing the white light between them and leaving Millie all but blind in the sudden darkness.  
 
    When she parted her hands, the light returned, but now it was a vertical bar anchored to each of her palms that grew longer and longer the farther apart she spread them.  
 
    Though the light flickered and flowed, it didn't bend. It stayed completely straight, even as the distance between her hands was now measured in feet. When that measurement was somewhere around 'three,' her right hand detached from the bar, leaving a column of light balanced on her upturned palm. 
 
    Millie was so focused on the bar of light, she didn't notice Niamh's other hand until she physically grabbed it and pulled it off. 
 
    When she did notice, the bar was a crackling blur slashing down towards her head. 
 
    "Jesus Christ!" Millie leapt backwards, tumbling over Victoria's work table and sending the myriad notes and papers fluttering to the floor. She sprawled amongst them, trying to gain her feet again as Niamh advanced on her, a solid shaft of lightning clutched in her right hand like a daughter of Zeus. 
 
    In her left were a few copper strands that looked an awful lot like the ones atop Millie's head. Niamh smiled.  
 
    Millie's hand shot to her hair, but after a few runs through her thick curls, she found them to be in order. She had expected to find a bald patch carved out of the side of her head, but what Niamh was holding seemed to be all that she had taken off. 
 
    With a sword. Made of light. 
 
    What had she done? How had she done it? How had they gotten here from Mozart? Were all questions that ran through her head in circles so fast they made her dizzy. 
 
    "What!?" was as far as she got before her brain forgot about her mouth again and all she could do was stare up at Niamh in abject confusion. 
 
    Letting the hairs fall to the floor, Niamh helped Millie to her feet. 
 
    "What do you want, Millie?" 
 
    "To know what you just did," she said.  
 
    Darkness returned to the room again, seemingly a total void after the brightness of the sword winked out. 
 
    "No no no, what do you want?" 
 
    "To pass the evaluation!" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    Why? What kind of question was that? Of course she wanted to pass them. If she didn't, if Elise didn't, if Victoria didn't come back, then that would mean... 
 
    "To keep us together," she admitted. "All we have left is each other." 
 
      
 
    The soup was simple but hot, for which November was thankful. She sat with her eyes cast down into her second empty bowl with a blanket draped over her shoulders as police business went on around her. Drunkards were led in, those who had sobered up from the night before were led out. Pets were reported missing and a purse had been stolen. No one came in asking about her. 
 
    On the wall near the door, there was a small huddle of papers that fluttered and flapped every time it opened or closed. Not a single person who came in looked at them, except November.  
 
    Across the top of every one, the word 'MISSING' was printed in large black letters, not unlike the ones she bore on her left arm. Beneath was a photograph and a name, along with contact details. She wasn't one of them. 
 
    She counted a dozen people that came through that door, and not a single one looked at her, or even acknowledged her existence. Whether they thought her a criminal, or a vagrant, or any other invisible member of society, the end result was always studious avoidance of the fact she was even there. A real woman in dirty clothes with an empty soup bowl cupped in her hands garnered the same interest as facsimiles hanging from bronze tacks. 
 
    Constable Smythe had already confirmed there was no missing persons report for someone fitting her description, and in her heart, she knew it was ridiculous to think that that would be the moment someone finally showed up to claim her. It would have been the same blind luck she'd already thought herself over, but as she sat there alone and invisible, it was hard not to hope. 
 
    There was no clock in the tiny outpost, but the shadows on the floor had lengthened quite a bit by the time someone came to see her again in a capacity beyond her basic needs. 
 
    Constable Smythe took a knee before her with a smile that was reassuring in its sincerity. "We may have found someone who can help you," he said. "We've contacted a doctor who specialises in unusual psychological problems. He should be here soon. I hope he'll be able to help you a bit more than a few coppers can." 
 
    Relief flooded through November. Just hearing the word 'hope' spoken by another person to her made her want to weep. "Thank you, Constable." 
 
    "Not at all, Miss." With that, he relieved her of her empty bowl and moved on with his other tasks for the day. 
 
    The bowl gone, November was left with her hands in her lap, facing up at her with their hidden, unpredictable power. Would Smythe be so kindly toward her if they told their story? If they slipped from her wrists and confessed their sins, she wondered what they would do to her. If she hanged, she wondered if she would be sorry for what she'd done. If she burned down the police station with her mind, would they shoot her? She laughed softly to herself, as she was probably the only person in history to have to wonder if the bullets would even reach her if they did. 
 
    Darkness crept in on November, and she didn't know if it was sleep or her feelings that took the light from the world. Her eyes closed and her head fell forward, but a sudden touch on her shoulder jerked her back with a start. 
 
    "The doctor is here, Miss," said Smythe with genuine relief in his voice.  
 
    November glanced out the window to see a horse-drawn wagon discharging an older man in a white coat. Freshly-painted black letters proclaimed the words Serenity Mental Hospital along the side. Beneath the letters, the white background was clearly newer than the far more weathered surroundings.  
 
    Though her heart rolled over at the sight, the logical part of her rationalised that it was better than sleeping on the street.  
 
    The ostensible doctor was led to November by the constable. His hair was nearly completely white, with enough pomade in it to form more of a helmet than a hairline. A beaky nose burst from above a thick moustache like the prow of a ship cutting through fog. Perched on it was a pair of round spectacles that magnified a pair of brown eyes looking down on her in professional sympathy.  
 
    "Hello, I'm Doctor Garland. I understand you are suffering from amnesia of some kind?" 
 
    "Yes," November said. The nearness of help made her blurt out her next words with no preamble. "Can you get me my memories back?" 
 
    It was clearly a question he had answered before, and he was ready with an answer. "I will do my best, but first I have to understand the problem better," he said. "Do you not even remember your name?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "I see. Do you have something you prefer to be called, for the time being?" 
 
    "November." 
 
    "Very well. Would you come to the hospital with me, November? You'll be somewhere you can be taken care of, and we can start working together to get you what you need." 
 
    Tired and without another option, November allowed herself to be led out of the station and into the care of another stranger. She thanked Constable Smythe for his help and the soup before clambering into the back of the wagon and slipping onto a cold, hard bench. As the door was shut and locked behind her, she wondered how many other people had been loaded into wagons from that police station. 
 
    As it clattered away, November butted her head against the wall and watched the shafts of fading orange light flash through the gaps in the wood of the opposite wall. 
 
    Whether she could be healed or not, November let herself believe for a moment that she would at least for the time being, be safe. 
 
      
 
    There were only so many situations in which one would find tears in their eyes and a knife in their hand. Many of them ended badly, usually in front of a judge. 
 
    In Millie's case, it was also likely going to end poorly, but with an entirely different form of adjudication. 
 
    With Victoria gone, it had been left up to Millie to wield the sadly metal blade she held in her right hand; with sparing and practiced motions, the cuts she made were effective, at the very least. Skin had been peeled from flesh, rendering her victims all but unrecognisable as they fell before her, consigned to a fate of her choosing. 
 
    So went the potatoes. 
 
    The onions, however, had wasted no time in deploying their chemical defences, leaving her to cut them down through a veil of tears. Dark streaks ran up her sleeve from the number of times she'd already had to part said veil, but she was finding more success than failure in her quest to reduce them to a size suitable for stew. 
 
    She was so focused on her duel with her bulbous opponents the sudden appearance of a familiar face came as a complete surprise. A face that was framed by hair held back by a sparking apple pin. 
 
    "Elise!" she said, suddenly very conscious of the fact her nose was running as much as her eyes. "I wasn't-" she mashed her face into the crook of her elbow, "expecting you." 
 
    "I needed to stop for a while. My eyes were itching," Elise said. "Can I say that? 'Itching?'" 
 
    "Yes, that's fine. But I'm afraid you came to the wrong place to get rid of that feeling," Millie said, gesturing at her handiwork with the point of the knife. 
 
    Elise laughed her angelic laugh, and the parts of Millie that weren't holding a knife or crying swooned. 
 
    "Perhaps," she said with an enigmatic smile. "What are you doing?" 
 
    Millie tore her eyes away from Elise and cast them down to the cutting board again. "Making dinner. It's Victoria's day, but... someone had to. Ivy is tending her creations, and Selene is holed up or out somewhere, you know how she is," she took a breath, "Colette hasn't returned yet, and Niamh scares the hell out of me." The last two came out as an exasperated sigh. "You... you needed to keep working." 
 
    "Well I am here now. I can help you, yes?" Elise pulled an apron from off of its hook and threw it on without waiting for an answer. "What are we making?" 
 
    "That's very kind, but you're doing enough already. That hangover elixir you gave me is the only reason I'm not dead right now. Was it one of yours?" 
 
    Elise nodded. "Yes. I thought you would need it after last night." 
 
    "You made it last night? But I didn't even come home until… when did I come home?" Millie asked incredulously.  
 
    "Idiotie, I made it for you after the last time," Elise said, playfully bumping her hip against Millie's. So thrilled was she at the show of affection, Millie didn't notice the knife open her finger until the blood started pouring out. 
 
    Then the onion juice got in. 
 
    The knife clattered to the cutting board and a young woman from the countryside of eastern France learned how creatively expletives were strung together in the dockyards of Scotland. 
 
    "I am so sorry!" Elise exclaimed.  
 
    Millie thrashed about, trying not to sling blood all over the kitchen. "Run the taps!" she hissed through teeth gritted hard enough they were like to explode at any moment. 
 
    The relief that came from water that flowed through metal pipes in December was immediate, but even as her hand started shaking, she kept her finger under it in the hopes it would just go numb completely. The sharp pain of the cut soon faded to the dull pain of intense cold while Elise went directly to one of the cabinets and pulled out a sealed glass jar that contained some rather unfortunate-looking paste. When the lid came off, Millie discovered that it smelled much as it looked, if not worse. 
 
    "What is that?" Millie asked. 
 
    "One of Ivy's remedies." Elise snapped open a clean towel and held it open. "That is enough. Dry." 
 
    Elise patted down her finger with the deftness of repetition before slathering on the paste that, had she not known and trusted the people involved in its creation, she would have said looked like an infection. After tearing the towel perfectly in half with practiced ease, she used it to seal the paste in as a makeshift bandage.  
 
    "Hold it like this," she said, clamping it down tightly in a blur of knot-tying. "There. Do not take it off until tomorrow morning. It should be healed by then." 
 
    "Tomorrow?" Millie looked at the white bundle that was her left index finger like she half-expected to see someone else's under it when she took it off. However it might have looked (or smelled), the concoction was, at the very least, effective in stopping the pain immediately. 
 
    Elise nodded, silently taking up the task of scrubbing the knife with a ferocity that Millie couldn't say for certain it deserved.  
 
    "Thank you," Millie said. "Very efficient." Her smile was doing a charitable impression of disarming, but its intended recipient had her attention fixed on the blood droplets slowly dyeing the onions pink. 
 
    "I am sorry. I was careless," she said. 
 
    "It's all right, it was an accident. They happen. And you fixed it." 
 
    It was far from the first time Millie had cut herself, and it wouldn't be the last. It didn't hurt anymore and would be gone by tomorrow, it was no problem. She said as much. 
 
    "That is very kind. But I caused you pain, to bleed. I... I do not like to see pain. Or blood." 
 
    The only exposure to blood Millie had was that that had come from noses or lips after a cross word or irreconcilable differences of opinion that became that way because of phrases like 'what are you gonna do about it?' But in that moment, Elise's enormous blue eyes became windows in time, and Millie caught in them a glimpse of things from which the true meaning of the word 'bloodshed' was derived. 
 
    "Especially in those I care about," Elise finished. 
 
    What could she say? She was laughably unqualified to tell her anything on the subject. Millie decided to brave a response anyway, putting her good hand on Elise's shoulder.  
 
    "But you didn't hesitate to help me when you did. I've never seen anyone dress a wound that fast before." 
 
    "My hands remember," Elise said, her face drawn and more tired than it had been a moment before. 
 
    "Well, I'm thankful for that," Millie said cheerily. When she found her levity to be entirely one-sided, she lowered her voice and tried to make sidelong eye contact. "Because you helped a lot of people before me. It's who you are." 
 
    Over the pile of forgotten onions, Elise's hands were moving in sympathetic motion with whatever memory her mind had dredged up at the thought. "I did it because I had to." 
 
    "Like I said, it's who you are." 
 
    Painful memories were not a stranger to Millie. They weren't to anyone anymore, really. But she wasn't about to let Elise be consumed by them because she was uncharacteristically clumsy once. 
 
    This time, Millie was the one to bump their hips together. "See? No worries." 
 
    Whatever response Elise might have had was preempted by a cough from the doorway, which now contained the distinct shape of Captain Mallory, who tipped his head at Elise. 
 
    "Miss Cotillard. May I have a word with you, Miss Brown?" he asked, his eyes hard and full of condescension that needed words to apply to. 
 
    "Yes, of course. I need to feed Ivy's compost heap, anyway," Millie said, taking up the cutting board and gesturing to the back door. Flashing Elise a reassuring smile, she headed out without bothering to check if Mallory followed her or not. 
 
    The greenhouse that Ivy called home for so much of the day was a leftover from the boom among the upper class during the Victorian era that resulted in many estates having one, whether or not it was ever put to good use. 
 
    Theirs, of course, had been. Ivy had never had consistent access to one before, and it had made a world of difference to her research. That so much of what ADAM had actually been able to point to as concrete progress had resulted from aristocratic pique was an irony that Millie could only laugh at. 
 
    The other piece of aristocracy in the garden at that moment wasted no time in dispelling what was otherwise a pleasant, quiet late afternoon. 
 
    "No one in the pub will verify your story," he stated bluntly. "No one saw Victoria stop a bullet or any such thing. They claim, to a man, that her attacker simply missed." 
 
    "What? That's ridiculous. I saw her do it!" 
 
    "Are you certain? You'd be the only one." 
 
    "Of course I'm sure!" Millie said. She didn't think she had the imagination to even make up such a thing. 
 
    The compost pile was in the far corner of the wall that separated the house from its eastern neighbour, but the distance was chewed up quickly by Millie's long, irritated strides. Mallory kept up easily, but perhaps not as gracefully as he would have liked. 
 
    "Ask the others about how I looked when I told them. It wasn't because he missed." 
 
    "Nevertheless, a claim such as yours would require some degree of proof, given its extraordinary nature." 
 
    A rain of bloodied onions fell amongst the potato skins and eggshells to become future fodder for an herb that probably didn't even have a name yet. 
 
    "And what about them? Was there a bullet hole in the wall? Did you find it lodged in a tree or some poor bird on the other side?" 
 
    "I am not a forensic investigator, Miss Brown. The police report mentioned no such thing, only the witnesses' testimony." 
 
    "Was Vickie one of them?" Millie asked. She had the strong desire to cross her arms in defiance, but the cutting board was in the way. 
 
    "Miss Ravenwood was not amongst them, no. Neither were you." 
 
    "And for the same reason! We were both scared out of our minds! We weren't going to stay around and risk exposing the program by having a bunch of drunks pointing at us and shouting 'witch!'" 
 
    Mallory snorted. "Your appreciation for the program's clandestine nature is appreciated. But if Miss Ravenwood wants her assailant prosecuted, she should speak to the police. She has yet to do so." 
 
    "She stopped a bullet with magic. Of course she isn't going to talk to them. She's probably hoping the whole thing will just go away if she stays hidden." 
 
    "Yes, well, about that. I believe I may have some information that will compromise that desire for her. I took your description and checked it against Ministry records, and I believe we have several candidate locations where Miss Ravenwood could be holed up."  
 
    For the first time in as long as she had a memory of him, she was eager to hear what Mallory said next. "Some good news, finally." 
 
    "Indeed. Your task is to find her." 
 
    "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "Go find Miss Ravenwood and return her here, the same as we discussed the morning after the incident. If you are right, we need to know and she has much to explain. If you are mistaken, she needs to know her assailant is being held by the police and that whether or not he stays that way is up to her." 
 
    "I understand that. It's the other part that confused me. You want me to go find her?" 
 
    "Yes. As her friend, I would expect you would want to." 
 
    As if Percival Mallory had any idea what friendship entailed. Granted, he was right, but it didn't mean she had to accept the way he'd said it. 
 
    "However, if she has Manifested, no one on behalf of the government can be seen to know about it. Whatever her relationship to this man, a friend coming to find her would not be seen as unusual. Someone in a uniform would be. Here is the list of candidates and their pertinent details." 
 
    Mallory handed over a thin manila envelope done up with red string. It was otherwise unmarked, and could have contained anything. Peeking inside, Millie found a single sheet of paper containing three names, their addresses and descriptions. 
 
    "You will be discreet, of course. This information is not to leave your sight, understood?" 
 
    Millie nodded. "When should I leave?" 
 
    "Immediately, unless you think you have time to waste." 
 
      
 
    By the time the wagon rumbled to a stop, there was no longer any light coming in from the outside. November awoke from a fitful, restless sleep groggy and momentarily disoriented. Only when the doors swung open and Dr. Garland poked his head in did she recall the events that had led her to where she was. 
 
    "We're here," he said, extending his hand.  
 
    November took it and let herself be led down the steps to stand before a three-story slab of a building that may have at one point been the colour of a ruddy sunset, but now was a mottled, sickly brownish-gray. Streaks of black ran from every window, looking like the mascara of a woman who'd spent every moment of her life crying. Silhouettes flit about behind drawn curtains, while more than a few of the ones that were parted shifted as she cast her gaze toward them. 
 
    Gas lamps threw shadows across a courtyard devoid of colour, the bare branches of barren trees like cracks that split the ground, running all the way up the high wall that ran along the street, blocking any view of the outside world beyond. Carved from the centre was the iron gate she had just passed through, as black and stark as any shadow.  
 
    "It's not the most inviting place during the winter, I know," Dr. Garland said. "It will be quite pleasant come spring. When all of the flowers are in bloom and there are leaves on the trees, it's a completely different place. Come along." 
 
    What lay beyond the main doors surprised November more than the exterior had dismayed her. Plush carpets lined the floor and up the twin staircases that curved around the main reception desk that was huddled between them. High-backed chairs lined one wall, sat below works of art she was not qualified to evaluate beyond that they looked like things she recognised, like lighthouses or mountains. Broad-leafed plants sat in the corners, hushing conversations being held between people who took no interest in the fact that she'd walked through the door. It was like she'd stumbled into a posh hotel! 
 
    The only thing that seemed out of place in that moment were the orderlies who came to meet her. They were clad in identical pale green uniforms and indifferent expressions. They did not strike her as unkind, but they were not the bearers of the reassurance she had been seeking. 
 
    "November, this is Jeffery," Dr. Garland said, indicating the dusty-blond-haired man on the right. His brown eyes regarded her long enough to register her existence, but gave no indication as to how he felt about what he saw. "He'll be primarily responsible for you, at least in the beginning. It's late, and I assume you would like to rest, so please go with him to your room. I've arranged for you to have your own, on the second floor." 
 
    "Thank you," November said. The possibility she might have had to share one hadn't even occurred to her, but she was glad to have been spared the experience. 
 
    "I will conduct our first real interview tomorrow, after you've had some sleep and something to eat. I imagine that alone will do wonders for your outlook," Dr. Garland said.  
 
    With that, November allowed herself to be led away into the mercies of another stranger, to try to find rest under another unfamiliar roof.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Millie arrived at the first address, the sun was well on the way down the horizon's gullet, leaving long shadows behind as silent and indifferent witnesses.  
 
    The home looked like many of its neighbours, a low brick bungalow slowly being strangled by ivy, with a pair of dormer windows looking down on her imperiously from the roof. No light shone from inside, leaving all of the glass on the front dark and reflective, giving Millie a clear view of herself as she strode up a stranger's walk. 
 
    She felt like a goon. Of course she wanted to see Victoria, she needed to see her and find out just what the hell was going on, but this wasn't how she pictured it happening. Having to barge in a stranger's door to have a conversation with one of her closest friends felt wrong.  
 
    So when no one answered her knock on the door, she was ashamed to admit how relieved she felt.  
 
    But it left her with a fifteen-minute walk to the next address with nothing to think about except why she was having to do this in the first place. 
 
    After what happened, why hadn't Victoria come back? She'd finally achieved something they'd all been unknowingly striving towards for years, and yet she had run off and stayed gone afterward.  
 
    It should have been triumphant, even under the circumstances it had happened. The three of them should be sharing Vickie's accomplishment together, not split up and confused over whether or not it even happened. 
 
    How could she even consider that what Mallory had said was right? She knew what she saw, what she felt. A few feet different, and he would have been shooting at her, too!  
 
    His words gnawed at her all the same. 
 
    None of the witnesses would back her up? Madness. She'd heard the bullet hit the floor and saw it roll away. 
 
    Or she thought she had. It had been chaotic, but she was confident in what she'd seen, wasn't she? 
 
    It was all just so damnably frustrating. Nothing that had happened since Christmas made any sense. They'd known since the signing of the Armistice that things were liable to change going forward. That they would become just another wartime expense that could be disposed of once it was over. What little they had accomplished surely had applications beyond fighting and killing, and so the hope that they might be permitted to continue beyond war's end had always been there.  
 
    But without an enemy to drive it and the bloodlust of war fading to an exhausted sobriety, perhaps the words 'government-sanctioned witchcraft' had become far less palatable on the tongues of those in the halls of power than it had been only a few months ago, perhaps even to the point of embarrassment. 
 
    And so they'd been told their efforts were no longer necessary. Except Vickie hadn't even been there to hear it, and had disappeared without a word, only to re-emerge perhaps more powerful than they'd ever dared dream of, and then disappeared again.  
 
    All the while, the ones who were supposed to know better were acting like none of it was terribly surprising, like they'd expected it to happen. Even with Ivy's creepy habit of sounding prophetic, Millie refused to entertain the idea that she could actually see the future. Even if she now lived in a world where people can stop bullets with a thought, seeing through time was a step too far. 
 
    And what of Elise? She'd been working harder than she'd ever seen her, and the thought that it might all be for naught made Millie's stomach turn. If the program ended without her Manifesting and she had to go back to France with nothing to show for her efforts, what then? It wouldn't be the first time she'd been devastated by the war, nor would it be the first family of hers it broke up.  
 
    When had that happened? Millie thought suddenly. When had that word become the correct one?  
 
    Family. Selene, Ivy and Colette were like aunts teaching them the ways of a world their parents never could, while Millie and Vickie had become like the sisters neither of them had ever had, and Elise... well, Elise was something else. At least in her mind she was. 
 
    Millie shook her head of such thoughts. She didn't know if she could bear losing yet another person she cared about to circumstances that obviously didn't care about them, and if her heart shattered right there in the street, she would have no chance of finding Vickie or having any hope of putting things right.  
 
    The second address, when she arrived, turned out to belong to a block of flats in one of the less affluent parts of the area. Seeing the ramshackle brown building, criss-crossed with fire escapes and washing lines, she sincerely hoped Vickie hadn't ended up inside. Millie had grown up in a place not-too dissimilar, but Victoria had decidedly not. Though she might have found a man to stay with, it was not a place for the daughter of a university professor to come back to after the sun went down. 
 
    Millie sighed. Vickie was of course capable of making her own decisions, but recently it seemed that the ones she chose to make merited reconsideration of that idea. 
 
    What she saw when she came around the corner confirmed it. Three boys were slouched against the stoop, all the right age to be slouching against stoops, but not quite for the cigarettes that dangled from their lips. They had the look she'd seen countless times, and it wasn't that of a trio of war orphans. They were here because they wanted to be. 
 
    "Evening, lads," Millie said. 
 
    The boy in the middle, the tallest, eyeballed her up and down with a pair of beady dark eyes shadowed by the brim of a flat cap that looked to be several heads distant from the one that'd actually paid for it. Or maybe just one, she thought. 
 
    Millie pressed on. "Looking for a friend of mine. You might have seen her around here. Short black hair, likes dark clothes. Goes by Victoria." 
 
    "Maybe we have, maybe we haven't. Who're you?" the middle one said. 
 
    "Like I said, a friend." Millie looked between the other two boys, but they seemed content to defer to their leader. 
 
    "Ain't no friend of mine," said Middle.  
 
    Oh, good, Millie thought. She knew then how the rest of the conversation was going to go; the same way it had gone countless times growing up, when all she'd wanted to do was use a few feet of sidewalk that happened to fall under the jurisdiction of a few goblins who'd feasted on more stupid than bread that day.  
 
    "You're right. Forget I asked. I'll just have an ask around, shall I? Have a nice evening." 
 
    But the three wee kings of the stoop were not so easily mollified, and all three moved as one to block her way. 
 
    "Where are you going, Red?" Middle asked, the long draw he took from his cigarette now returned as a noxious stream of arrogance that only teenage boys possess. "We'll tell you what you want, won't we boys?" His sneer wore a sneer in place of anything Millie would call pleasant. "For a price." 
 
    "While that's very generous, I think I'll get what I need from an adult," Millie said, and tried to shove her way past. 
 
    Middle shoved back. "You'll get it from who I say you will," he said in a voice that must have sounded dangerous in his head.  
 
    The hackles on Millie's neck stood up, even as she laughed in his face. It just so happened that her hackles were perhaps the most Scottish part of her body. "I dinnae think so," she said. "You boys can sit here and say whatever you want, and I won't believe a word of it. As for a price, well, there'll be one if you don't get out of my way, ye ken?" 
 
    "Is that so? Yer a long way from Scotland, lassie," said Left in a horrific mangling of her native accent. 
 
    "And you're a long way from mummy," Millie said right back, her eyes hardening into emeralds.  
 
    Clearly not used to being spoken to that way by a woman, Left and Right suddenly looked less sure of the ground they stood on than they had when their faces were less gormless. Their eyes darted back-and-forth between Middle and Millie the way a dog would look when given two different commands.  
 
    "You're sure that's how you want it, girlie? Three men against one woman?" 
 
    "Maybe I'll reconsider when they get here," Mille said, and snatched the cigarette out of Middle's not-yet astonished lips. Only when she'd brought it to her own and acrid smoke was curling from her nostrils did he really comprehend what she'd done. It took until the hiss of his cigarette being snuffed out by a pile of manure along the road for him to decide to do anything about it. 
 
    Pushing himself off the stoop with both hands, Middle rushed directly at Millie with a snarl. He was quick, she had to admit, but her little gambit had paid off and she'd goaded him into fighting her on her terms, rather than his.  
 
    He was on her in a flash, but Millie neatly stepped aside and kicked out to catch him by the ankle, and he spilled forward onto his face in a tangle of limbs. She turned just as Left and Right came at her, lower and slower than their leader had done, but just far enough apart that she wouldn't be able to reach both of them until they were close. Left was missing the conviction of his wisdom that Right had, so she focussed on the latter, and punched him square in the nose before he was within swinging distance of his own. He went down wailing and clutching, tottering away backwards, blood spatters marking the path of his retreat. 
 
    "Go home, boy," she said to Left. "Or I'll do you one, too."  
 
    The blow to the back of her head came as a surprise.  
 
    Millie keeled forward, but kept her feet under her as she stumbled away from her attacker. She barely managed to spin around and knock away the fist that had been intended for her face. So confident was he that he was going to connect, he overbalanced, and Millie was more than happy to put her elbow in the side of his head as he did, helping him to re-acquaint himself with the dirt. 
 
    Oh, but Left, he was a sneaky opportunist and Millie screamed as he smacked her right in the bandage on her finger just before she took a forearm straight across her mouth, and immediately began to taste blood. A quick flick of her tongue confirmed her teeth were where they should be, and the slightest motion of her finger told her her cut had re-opened. 
 
    Now she was properly upset. 
 
    Like some kind of fire-haired demon, she descended on Left, who was quickly coming to regard his minor victory as Pyrrhic. But before she could reach him, Middle lived up to his goblin characterisation by grabbing a handful of her hair and yanking her backwards. 
 
    Though it hurt tremendously, she was, in a way, thankful. Where she was from, grabbing hair meant that whatever rules might govern strangers punching each other in the street no longer applied. Grabbing her own hair closer to her head to prevent it from being pulled out, she hauled back and kicked him squarely between the legs as hard as she could. Middle's knees instantly buckled and he went down for the third time. Millie was in no mood to do it a fourth, so she kicked him again, this time in the stomach. His eyes went all glassy and the air blew out of him in a wheeze, doubling him over again until he was a tight ball coiled around pain and regret. 
 
    Wiping blood off of her lips with the back of her hand, she turned to see the bottoms of Left's shoes flashing as he legged it away as fast as his feet would carry him. As tempted as she was to bean him with a rock, she decided against it. Right was still clutching his nose, and the glare she gave him encouraged him to make a game attempt to follow. 
 
    Satisfied, she turned back to the crumpled pile that was Middle, who was desperately trying out his best impression of invisible and failing. She kneeled down next to him and flicked the top of his ear with a finger. 
 
    "Oi. You in there?" 
 
    The boy whimpered. 
 
    "I'm going up to get my friend. If you're still here when I come down, more than just your fag is going in that pile of shit." 
 
    Not waiting for a response, Millie trudged all the way up to the fifth floor to find a face she'd never seen before open the door when she knocked on it. He'd only had one eye, true, but it was the wrong one. Somehow not surprised, she thanked him for his time and made her way back down to the street to find bare concrete where Middle the Urchin had been. That, combined with the fact that Victoria thankfully hadn't ended up in a place that contained people like him left her feeling much better than she thought she would have under the circumstances. 
 
    That left only one more place to check. 
 
    After she could no longer taste blood, of course. 
 
      
 
    November was led down a series of identical-looking hallways, all of which were the same austere off-white. The plush carpet ended with the stairs, giving over to hardwood that bore a clearly-worn path where the varnish had been worn away by countless feet making the same journey she was. 
 
    Every door she passed on this floor had a slit-shaped window in it, with a sliding metal cover shut over it. Not a single one was open, so she had no idea what kind of people would later be emerging from them. It was eerily quiet, with the flat, utilitarian colours lending a stillness that belied the idea that there were people behind them.  
 
    "Here we are, room 212," Jeffery said, coming to a halt before a door on their right with that same number painted in black just above the window slat. A loop of keys jangled as he twisted the key in a lock that struck November by how substantial it sounded. 
 
    She didn't have time to dwell on it, however, as a gentle pressure on the small of her back insisted that she make her way into the room that the lock belonged to. 
 
    Inside was just as austere and antiseptic as the hall, except, in a way, worse. The hallway was just functional, a way to get from here to there. The room she was now standing in was supposed to be a living space, a place where presumably ill people were to be able to rest. 
 
    There was a wardrobe in one corner, a bed in another, and that was it. No tables, no chairs, not even a painting on the wall. It was an off-white box with a place to lay down in it. At least it had a window. 
 
    "If you need anything, pull on the cable by the bed and someone will be up to see you. Don't abuse it," Jeffery said in a way that told her that particular addendum had been added because of a very specific reason. 
 
    Without further ceremony or conversation, the door clicked shut behind him before the lock once again boomed into place, and she found herself alone with a suddenness that only served to amplify it. She peeked into the wardrobe to find it empty, devoid of even a single hangar. Nor, thankfully, was there a mirror.  
 
    She made her way to the window and parted the curtains. The courtyard she'd arrived through stretched out in front of her, somehow more foreboding now that she could see all of it as a single whole. There was no sign of the wagon she'd come in in, nor were there any motorcars parked in the drive. The front gate was already locked up, leaving her sealed into her decision. 
 
    Below the window was her bed, on top of which was a pair of neatly folded masses of dull gray, one of which, when held up, turned out to be a simple dress. There was nothing exceptional about it whatsoever, which she suspected was by design. It was sturdy, but upon closer inspection had been mended in several places. A hole here, a tear there, November wondered how many women had worn it before her, standing in the same place, having the same thoughts.  
 
    Changing into the other gray pile that turned out to be wool bedclothes, she found them slightly itchy and big enough that only her fingers poked out from the sleeves, but they were at least clean and of a colour other than black, even if gray was not far off. Satisfied that they would be warm enough, she folded the dress alongside her only set of real clothes, her only possessions, she realised, in the wardrobe and flopped onto the bed. 
 
    Blood tingled in her veins as she had a good stretch beneath the heavy duvet. Her back and knees popped as soon as she straightened them, and it dawned on her that it was the first time she'd been flat on her back since she'd woken up in Private Stokeworth's grave. 
 
    Wriggling her toes and fingers under the cool fabric, she took simple pleasure in the sensation of being warm and under covers. No matter what else happened in this place, she would at least be thankful for this moment. 
 
    But warmth and security soon became heavy weights on her eyelids, and she was too tired to even attempt to lift them off. The world was silent and black, and before she could have another thought, it was gone. 
 
      
 
    On a sheet of paper, the address Millie was looking at was an innocuous combination of letters and numbers, much like any other address she'd ever seen. When she looked up from the paper, however, and saw the words Serenity Grove Cemetery in foreboding iron writ over a decrepit-looking gate, it took on a different colour altogether. Everything beyond the gate did nothing to change that colour to anything other than black.  
 
    As the gate was still open, Millie took that as permission to step through it, even though she had no business with any of the permanent residents beyond. 
 
    Walking through the maze of headstones was like walking through a city in miniature. Much like buildings, there were big ones and small ones, broken ones and tacky ostentatious ones, all arranged along paths and myriad lanes that instead of separating neighbourhoods, separated the space for the living from that which belonged to the dead. Stray from it, and she was like to trip, bash her head and earn her right to move from one to the other.  
 
    Millie had never really been spooked by cemeteries. They were, in their own way, tranquil, and more than likely the only place for miles where you were guaranteed to have peace and quiet, even if you did have to share it with a thousand corpses beneath your feet. Though she wouldn't have chosen one for a picnic, she didn't go out of her way to avoid them. 
 
    Why would she? She didn't know anybody here. Her brothers weren't even buried on this island. There was only one grave that contained an immediate Brown that she knew of, and it was too far away to scare her off.  
 
    She shook her head; she wasn't here to think about things that weren't worth thinking about, she was here to find Vickie. 
 
    But as she wound her way deeper and deeper into the repository for mortal coils, the more she began to wonder if the first place she'd gone to might have been the right one after all. Why would Victoria be in a cemetery, of all places? That first house had been nice, the kind of place she could see a man like hers returning from the war to, to make a home out of with a nice girl. 
 
    Here? The long shadows created by the setting sun out of the bare trees were splintered and broken over so many wildly different surfaces, it was hard to draw a straight line from any one point to another. It was disorienting, and the presence of so many statues made her feel like she was being watched as she walked. Many of the statues were angels, some old enough to look like they were permanently weeping. Black tears of soot and grime cast stripes of malevolence down many an otherwise beatific face, causing Millie to quicken her pace. 
 
    Reaching the 'back' of the cemetery, as Millie thought of it, the population of the dead began to thin, replaced by the living, in the form of trees. Was this for some sort of future expansion? Or did no one outside want to build anything this close? The trees thickened quickly, obscuring whatever may have been beyond them, but being buttressed against a cemetery, she imagined it couldn't be anything pleasant. 
 
    In any case, among the nearest trees Millie finally found what she had come to find: the only thing in the entire place that looked liked it was designed to sustain the living.  
 
    It wasn't much more than a shack, if Millie was honest. If she was generous, she might have described it as a cabin. But growing up in the city, they might as well have been the same thing to her. Maybe Elise could tell her the difference.  
 
    Except she grew up in a barn, Millie thought. 
 
    A single light could be seen flickering between the crack in the curtains that hung over the solitary window she could see, letting her know ahead of time she wouldn't be getting away with an empty house this time.  
 
    She tromped up the stairs as a kind of warning of her presence, since she had no idea what kind of person would choose to live in a place like this, or how a person that did would respond to a lone female knocking on his door with lots of questions. 
 
    Quietly, it turned out. 
 
    The door swung open slowly, and two strangers stood staring at each other in shocked silence. 
 
    Millie broke it first. "It's you!" 
 
    "You were at the pub last night!" the man said. 
 
    "Yes, I was. That's why I'm here, actually. My name is Millie Brown, may I speak to Victoria?" 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    Oh, it's that much of a secret, is it? He's going to play that dumb? She didn't have time for plays. 
 
    "Victoria. The woman you were at the pub with? I'm a friend of hers, and I'd like to see her, please." 
 
    "You know her?" 
 
    "Yes, she's my best friend. Is she here?" 
 
    A dark cloud seemed to settle over his shoulders, and his one good eye could not hold hers. 
 
    "No, she's not," he said. 
 
    Millie forced her irritation down into herself to be dealt with later. "Could you tell me where she is?" The smile she forced the words around was transparently false, but she could feel the slime under her fingernails as she clawed at the bottom of her barrel of patience. 
 
    "I think you'd better come inside," he said. 
 
    "No, I think I'd rather not, stranger. I'll happily take an answer to my question, however." 
 
    He threw up his hands. "I don't know. There's your answer. Would you like to know anything else? Because there's a lot you need to hear, if you really are her friend." 
 
    A three-way battle raged within Millie's head at that. Part of her wanted to just spin on her heel and stalk away, another part wanted to pick a fight right there in his doorway for wasting her time, but the third part, the part that stood victorious at battle's end, was the part that took the look on the man's face to mean there was a lot he wasn't saying and she really did need to hear it. 
 
    "All right," Millie said.  
 
    The man bowed slightly and gestured for her to step inside. 
 
      
 
    The inside turned out to be more cabin than shack, and Millie felt she now had a firmer grasp on the difference. 
 
    What she no longer had a grasp of was her rationality. 
 
    "Why didn't you take her to hospital?" Millie shouted at the man she now knew was called Bertram Jones, who was sitting on his bed like a scolded schoolboy. 
 
    "Every hospital in this area is full of Spanish Flu cases. Besides that, all they would do for her is prescribe rest in the best case. Worst, they'd've started drilling holes in her head." 
 
    "So you took her care upon yourself and then decided to throw her out into the night alone when you found out what she could do?" 
 
    Bertram pointed to a blackened, hook-shaped brand in the floor. "She did that." 
 
    "With fire? Because that's how-" 
 
    "With her mind. I watched her do it." He spoke so quietly, Millie had had to stop talking to hear him. She suspected that had been on purpose.  
 
    "What? What do you mean?" Millie asked, unable to keep her voice from breaking. 
 
    "I was holding that poker in my hand," he pointed to a black rod sticking out of a bucket beside the stove, "out of the fire, in empty air. She got angry, and suddenly the end of it got white-hot. Literally white. So hot and so fast, the handle burned me, when I had been holding it comfortably the instant before." 
 
    "But that's impossible," Millie breathed. 
 
    Not that it could be done, of course, it had clearly been magic, but that Victoria had done it. Was there a such thing as a secondary Manifest? How was it possible for one witch to stop bullets and heat up metal? It beggared belief, no matter how 'broad and deep' Vickie's studies were.  
 
    Grabbing the poker by the end, she pulled it out of its bucket and stared at the hooked, poker end. It was charred and black and cold, like every other iron fire poker in the history of the world when it wasn't in use. Letting her breath escape in one long exhale, she tried to focus her mind, to feel what the metal could tell her. If there was any residual magic in it, then maybe she could- 
 
    "What are you doing?" Bertram asked.  
 
    "I have no idea," Millie answered truthfully. She hadn't Manifested yet, how was she to know what real magic felt like? Was she going to suss day-old magic out of dead metal? Would she even know it if she found it? 
 
    She tossed it back in with a loud metal clang, and rounded on Bertram. "Why did you let her go? You knew she was hurt!" 
 
    Bertram's face flushed red. "I know. I shouldn't have. I acted rashly." 
 
    "We all do when we're scared," Millie said, crossing her arms and rolling her eyes. It was an immature gesture, she knew, but all she felt then was such a toxic slurry of angry and frustrated that if the worst she got was immature, she would chalk it up as a triumph of self-control. 
 
    "I wasn't scared. I was angry." 
 
    "You, too?" Lover's quarrel? she wanted to spit, but she now knew all her suppositions about their relationship had been false. Still, she was feeling spiteful, as much at herself as him. Her assumptions were why Vickie was missing. Again. 
 
    "When I found out she was a feather girl, I was furious. I couldn't believe I'd given her shelter." 
 
    "Oh, please. You don't know anything about her. How dare you presume to judge her that harshly!" Millie spat. "You don't even know why she did it, or how many she gave out. You didn't even know her name until I got here." 
 
    "And you know me? You know why I feel the way I do about that? You know about my nephew being given one? When he was fifteen?" 
 
    "Vickie didn't give it to him, did she? She never gave them out to children. Every single time she gave one out, she told the man she gave it to the same thing: 'The only reason I'm not over there is because they won't let me go.' She tried to join up three times, under three different names, but she got caught every time. You seem to be familiar with anger and frustration leading to stupid choices, how do you think she felt? Her twin brother was killed by the Turks at Ctesiphon, and I know there isn't a day that goes by where she doesn't think she should have been right there beside him; more so because we lost that battle." Millie felt her anger bleed out of her as the next thought formed in her consciousness. "Except now she can't even remember him." 
 
    Deep in her chest, Millie felt her heart rend in two at the thought. The idea of that being the reality of the world made her want to crawl into a hole and die from grief, but that wasn't a luxury she had. Not while she still had a chance to fix it. 
 
    Bertram sat with his hands in his lap, his face a mask of conflicting emotions. 
 
    "Besides, she's been atoning for it since she stopped. She-" Millie had to stop herself even though she'd just resumed. She didn't know what Bertram knew, and she didn't know how much Victoria would want her to say, given that she wasn't as close to Bertram as she'd thought. Some of Victoria's secrets needed to remain hers, if she even knew them herself anymore. 
 
    How could he have done it to her? Her best friend was out there, somewhere, cut off from her own memories and the man in front of her had tossed her out into the street because she'd reminded him of someone else. 
 
    "What have you done for the men you killed?" The words were out before she could stop them, and not even the greatest witch who ever lived could unsay them. Given what she'd just said about anger and stupidity, she felt like she'd slit her throat with her own hypocrisy. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that," she whispered into the crushing silence. A silence only magnified by the ranks of tombstones just outside. 
 
    Bertram didn't look up. "I live here. I tend this place. Not for the men I killed, but for the ones I couldn't save. The ones who didn't come back. This the only place where I can still be among my brothers. As for the ones I killed? It was a war, and as a pilot, you killed or you died. No one finished it with a clear conscience." 
 
    "Vickie didn't, either," Millie said. "Know that." 
 
    Silence returned to Bertram's cabin, and even amidst such a concentration of the dead, the only ghosts were in the minds of the two whose hearts yet beat. 
 
    "I'll help you find her," Bertram said finally. 
 
    "Thank you," Millie said, but she wasn't sure she meant it. She appreciated it, of course, and it was only right that he make the offer, but what would happen if they found her? How could she keep ADAM hidden if she lead a stranger right to its greatest secret. But that was a problem for later. A problem for after Vickie was safe and sound. "Where would you start?" 
 
    "I know a few local coppers, we help each other out sometimes. We can start by asking them if they've seen or heard from her." 
 
    "Makes sense. Even if her memory is addled, she's still smart, I hope." 
 
    "Tell me about No- Victoria." 
 
    "No? What were you going to call her?" 
 
    "November. It was the closest thing to identification she had." 
 
    Millie made a face. "So you saw the tattoos?" 
 
    Bertram nodded. "She was in pain, and her sleeves came up. Speaking of, does she have a fear of guns?" 
 
    "I don't think she likes them, but fear? Not that I know of, why?" 
 
    "She saw one, and she started screaming. She said her head hurt, but she looked terrified." 
 
    "What gun? She didn't react that way in the pub, and that one was fired at her." 
 
    Moving for what seemed like the first time since he'd sat down, Bertram reached under the bed to produce a squat little box. Inside, atop a scattering of military medals, amidst random detritus collected from she knew not where was a silver pistol with white grips.  
 
    Millie was not terribly familiar with guns, but she could not imagine that ones that matched that description were common in Britain. "That's awfully fancy for a groundskeeper, isn't it?" she said. The only one she'd ever seen like it had been dangling from Mallory's belt when they'd first been introduced. She remembered thinking how out of place it had seemed at the time, but hadn't seen it since, and in truth, had never thought about it again.  
 
    "It's not mine. Those coppers I mentioned brought it here the other night, said that they caught some kid with it in the cemetery. Thought he was a grave robber, but nothing was disturbed. He probably stole it from someone around here and just happened to be here when he got snatched. I have to imagine the medals belong to the same man." 
 
    When Millie got a look at them, she saw several she recognised, as her brothers had earned several of them, as had Vickie's brother. She knew for a fact that Mallory had done nothing even approaching what was required to earn any of them, however, and the tension she hadn't noticed building in her shoulders ebbed a bit. Looking further, she saw at least one medal that was only for members of the Royal Navy, which relaxed her a bit more. Still… 
 
    "That doesn't look standard-issue to me," she probed. 
 
    "It isn't. Pearl grips are a rich man's affectations. If these are connected," he said, gesturing between the contents of the box, "then this would be an officer's pistol. An officer with poor taste." 
 
    The tension un-ebbed. "They common, ones like that?" 
 
    "Not particularly. I was an officer, and I don't know anyone who had a gun like this." 
 
    "Could be a civilian's?" 
 
    "Could be, there are those who would consider this the gun of a gentleman," his face said how he felt about that, "but is there any reason she would have such a strong reaction to that one? Was her brother an officer? You said he was killed at Ctesiphon." 
 
    "He wasn't, no." Millie let any anticipation of elaboration die by changing the subject, for her sake as much as his. "When can we go talk to this friend of yours?" 
 
    "Tomorrow morning." 
 
    "Then I will be here at first light, and we'll go over together." 
 
    "Sounds fine to me." 
 
    "Until then, Mr. Jones," Mille said, turning to leave. 
 
    Bertram stood, as if to see her out, but didn't move. "Miss Brown, I will help make this right. You'll get your friend back." 
 
    Millie nodded once, and then strode into the night alone.  
 
      
 
    Droning. Ceaseless, omnipresent droning. The night sky is splintered, white shafts bursting from the ground to slash the dark to ribbons. The noise continues, the continual snarl of unseen beasts as they clamber across the sky, with no moon to give them away. 
 
    Thunder. Sharp cracks shatter the noise to pieces, louder and far more frightening. 
 
    Light. The horizon begins to glow. 
 
    Burning. Heat roils from the ground, the air alive with wavering heat while choking anyone who breathes it. 
 
    Screaming. Shifting stone, then wails that are barely human in their anguish. 
 
    Paper. Rustling paper and another anguished cry, the same inhuman shriek as before. 
 
    Nothing. There is nothing left. 
 
    Work. All there is now is work. Endless, tireless, mindless work.  
 
    Hope. Finally hope.  
 
    Light. Light once more, but this time dancing, ethereal light in the distance, welcoming and warm. 
 
    Failure. Black, terrible failure. Insignificance. 
 
    Emptiness. 
 
    End. 
 
      
 
    Darkness. Still, silent darkness surrounded November as her eyes fluttered open and the reality of where she was saturated her brain, letting her make the slow ascent to consciousness.  
 
    There was no clock to tell her the time, nor a voice to encourage her from her bed, so she stayed under her blankets, wrapped in warmth and dark. Her heart thudded in her chest, pounding like a drum that vibrated her whole body. 
 
    She had been dreaming, she realised. But dreaming of what? There had been no faces, or voices that were in any way comprehensible. The more she thought about it, the less she could recall, and in only a few moments it was a jumble of blurry smears and half-heard fragments of noise echoing faintly into nothing. When every sight and sound was gone, and she was on the very cusp of sleep once more, the only thing she took back with her was pain. 
 
    The dark closed in and took her again. 
 
      
 
    ADAM was cold and dark when Millie returned, the same as it always seemed to be, as of late. It had been a long walk home, and all she'd had for companionship were the darkest thoughts she'd had since her mother died. Thoughts that had felt remarkably similar, because it was almost as if Vickie had actually died. The Vickie she knew was dead in a way, at least temporarily. Losing all of her personal memories, it was difficult to think about without comparing it to death. The next time she saw her, she wouldn't recognize her? Everything that had once been together, what was it now? And her family, her family were naught but memories now, and if the one to whom they were most important no longer had those memories, what did that make them?  
 
    If Vickie had died, Millie would grieve, but she knew the process by now. She knew how she would feel, and though she would have been devastated beyond words, there was still a bizarre kind of familiarity to it, compared to whatever it was that had happened to her. This sort of living death where the body continues on, but the person is gone was something she didn't know if she could deal with. After so much death and so much loss, this final twist of the knife might prove to be too much. 
 
    It made her want to drink herself stupid. She wanted to get blind, raging, idiotically drunk so at least the world would fail to make sense for a reason, and then she would pass out and be able to forget about it, no matter how temporarily. But she'd already flushed away one morning that week from such poor decision-making, and she didn't want Elise to have to come to her rescue again, especially when she had a firm plan for what felt like the first time in forever.  
 
    Besides, it was a selfish want. There were too many needs piling up for her to indulge in such self-destruction. Shaking the image of her father out of her head at the thought, Millie made a list of all the needs she had, and sighed at how long it was. That Elise had ended up nowhere near the top made her want to drink again. 
 
    But her first need was to tell everyone what happened to Vickie, and what she planned to do about it. After that, she would put something in her stomach. Then she needed to know just how Vickie had managed to Manifest twice, essentially accidentally and with a head wound, before she and Elise had managed to do it once on purpose while completely healthy. She just hoped it wouldn't cost her her memories to do it. All magic has a price, but if that was the case, it was one not worth paying. 
 
    "So now we know where she was," Ivy said with her feet hanging over the edge of a heavily bolstered armchair in the downstairs parlor, "and what happened to her, but not why or where she's gone. She has also possibly developed a secondary Manifest, but has no idea how or what she is." 
 
    "If she keeps having outbursts of power, she will be frightened and confused, making her dangerous," Selene said solemnly. 
 
    Millie nodded. "And she could be anywhere. Our best hope right now is that the police know something." 
 
    "Quite the state of affairs," Selene said. 
 
    "So why did she leave at all?" Elise asked. It was the big question, the one that literally no one had the answer to, as even the one who'd made the choice couldn't remember why she'd done it.  
 
    "That will have to wait," Millie said. "If Vickie can't even remember, it's not worth worrying about. We have to make sure she's safe and bring her back home, then hope to God we can make her better. Mistress Ivy, how are you with head wounds?" 
 
    A great mane of black hair spilling over a shoulder preceded Ivy's head rolling over to look at Millie. "Depends. External, pretty good. Internal, well…" 
 
    "He said it was a strange bruise." 
 
    "That's a bit of both, innit? I can deal with bruises, but if she got her bell rung so badly it gave her amnesia, I don't know that there's anything but time what can fix that." 
 
    Millie looked at Elise beseechingly, but all she got in return was a shrug of the shoulders. "I do not know. If she is bleeding inside, that is difficult. The brain is very hard."  
 
    "Especially Victoria's," Ivy muttered.  
 
    "What about her secondary Manifest?" Millie said. 
 
    "It's not unheard of," Selene said. "But it's very rare. However, I'm not convinced that is what happened to Victoria. As Colette said, her area of focus was very broad, it could be an aspect of the original." 
 
    That didn't seem right to Millie, but she wasn't about to question the magical knowledge of someone who had been practicing it 200 times longer than she'd even known it existed. Still, stopping bullets and heating metal seemed so different it was hard to draw a straight line from one to the other, even there were walls covered with a potential map upstairs. 
 
    "We will have to see when she comes back. And you will bring her back, Millicent." 
 
    Even though she wanted to, and had all but taken the responsibility for doing to onto herself already, Millie still rankled at being ordered to do it, like she'd had anything to do with her leaving in the first place.  
 
    She tried to ignore the guilt that gnawed at her ever so gently, like a baby before its teeth came in. How could she have not noticed she was gone until Christmas morning? Even if she'd snuck out Christmas Eve night, it still didn't sit right that she'd been able to do it at all. What other time of the year should they have been more aware of where the others were? They should have all been together. 
 
    But Vickie had chosen to leave. Why? Whatever the reason, Millie hadn't seen it. With an irritated growl, she ran her hands through her hair, pulling the skin on her forehead taut. "First thing tomorrow morning," she said. "If you'll excuse me, I'd better get some rest." 
 
    With the slightest nod, Selene consented and Millie took her leave with the barest possible good-nights.  
 
    Why was all of this happening at once? she thought as she stalked towards the stairs. It had been months of steady, predictable work, right up until the end of the war. Since then, they had been plagued with uncertainty and a lack of purpose, but had carried on the work they had started. Then everything went to hell in one day. 
 
    Sighing, Millie put her hand on the bannister to climb the stairs when she felt something warm lay on top of it. 
 
    Elise stood beside her, her beautiful blue eyes narrowed with concern. 
 
    "What is it?" Millie asked, but she was so perturbed she didn't even realise she should have been weak-kneed and stammering at Elise's touch. 
 
    "You are not alone, Millie," Elise said. "I am here to help. Always." She gave her hand a small squeeze. "Whatever happens, we are together, yes?"  
 
    Turning to look at her full on, Millie felt her cheeks flush, but not from embarrassment.  
 
    "If you'll have me," she said weakly. 
 
    "Have you? I do not understand." Elise's platinum brows were pinched into an 'M' of confusion. 
 
    "Erm… Keep. Not reject." 
 
    "I see! Yes, I will have you, Millie. And you will have me?" 
 
    Now Millie's knees remembered what they were supposed to be doing, and she almost toppled over. English was difficult under the best of circumstances, but as a second language there were great gaping voids of misunderstanding to fall into, and she suddenly wondered if there was anything under her feet anymore. 
 
    "Yes, of course," she whispered. Was this it? Was this really happening? How much more complicated was life about to get? 
 
    "Good," Elise said, and she flashed an electric smile that no amount of darkness could diminish. Her eyes softened, and she placed another hand under Millie's, so that it was clasped between them. 
 
    Millie's pulse hammered at the edge of her vision, making everything in the world outside of Elise's face distant and forgotten. Her lips parted. 
 
    "We will have Victoria as well. Together." 
 
    The world came flooding back in a significantly less heightened state than it had been, and she felt solid, if less-than-ideal ground beneath her feet. 
 
    "Yes. Yes, we will. Good-night, Elise." 
 
    "Bonne nuit, Millie." But as their hands parted in what felt like agonising slowness, Elise was still smiling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "… 10 minutes!" were the first sounds to break into November's consciousness. Then the sound of footsteps in the hall. Then the sound of her own heart hammering in her chest because she didn't know where she was. 
 
    Sitting bolt upright, she caught a slanted ray of sun right in the eyes and she fell over backwards again, her confusion unaided by the fact that the world around her was blanketed with green spots.  
 
    When her eyes adjusted and the room around her was back to what she now remembered was normal, the rest of the details that went with it fell into place, none of which were as helpful as her panic at not having them would have led her to believe. 
 
    10 minutes. What was 10 minutes? Was she supposed to do something? 
 
    Whatever it was, if it was important, someone would be along to tell her about it, she hoped. As it was, she sat up again, this time warding her eyes against the sun, which had barely managed to struggle above the wall of the hospital, which meant it cast a stark black shadow clear across the courtyard, dividing it neatly in two. 
 
    In the part that was growing as the sun climbed, November saw the first people with whom which she now shared a home. 
 
    Two women were walking alongside one another, chatting amicably under the supervision of an orderly she hadn't met yet. They didn't seem to be in any rush, and since she had no idea what lie around the corner they were approaching, she wondered if the '10 minutes' applied to them. 
 
    Bang, bang-bang! November's head snapped to look at the door just in time to see the metal slit slide open and a pair of eyes look in. 
 
    "Breakfast. You coming down?" 
 
    "I… yes?"  
 
    The slit snapped shut again and the lock was undone. "Come with me, then," said the orderly who had dropped her off the night before. Jeffery, she recalled. "Wait, where's your cap?" 
 
    November's hands went to her head, and her eyes back to the wardrobe. "I'm sorry, this is all there was." 
 
    He eyeballed her a moment, then seemed to decide it was easier to only have to climb the stairs once. "Very well, we'll get you one later." With a jerk of his head, he turned and was gone. 
 
    Casting around desperately for something to keep her feet in after throwing the dress over her head, she found a pair of sturdy leather shoes tucked under the bed, and followed her hulking escort with clunking wooden footsteps into a part of the building that was new to her, but somewhere she would have to remember well: the cafeteria.  
 
    It was not a large space, with only a handful of tables, but even then it was at best only half full. Women of all ages and descriptions sat in huddled quiet conversations that got quieter and more huddled as she entered. November was shocked to see a woman, no, a girl, that couldn't have been older than twelve sitting with an older woman that bore a striking resemblance to the younger one. Troubled by the implication, November was grateful for the distraction of being told what to do.  
 
    "Sit here, I'll have something brought to you," Jeffery said, indicating an empty chair off to one side. 
 
    November obediently sat with her hands in her lap, and looked around to find an uncomfortable number of eyes trained in her direction. Unable to meet any of them, she cast her own downward and fidgeted with her thumbnails.  
 
    The reality of where she was lowered itself down from on high to settle onto her shoulders, which she felt droop under the weight. She was in a hospital, of course there were going to be other patients, there should have been no surprise there. Other people would have problems as well, some perhaps far worse than what she was dealing with, and she was going to have to interact with them. 
 
    Worse than being able to stop bullets? she thought. She still wasn't sure she was going to tell anyone about that. It didn't feel right, somehow. Given Bertram's reaction, she doubted what she could do was common, or normal, as the look in his eye had been distinctly 'what are you?' rather than 'you're one of them.' 
 
    In any event, she would assume that if deciding the laws of physics didn't apply to you any more was a common trait in her fellow patients, the hospital would bear much more of a resemblance to a fortress than it did. And it would probably be on an island in the North Sea somewhere, not a short train ride from Parliament. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by a tray being slid into her vision from the left. On it was an apple, two slices of bread, and a hunk of semi-identifiable cheese. The tray was then joined by a glass of water and the sudden but unmistakable impression that she was to make all of the things before her disappear in the shortest amount of time possible. 
 
    She was only too happy to comply, and did so with a voracity that surprised even herself, not even taking the time to savour the apple, which was the sweetest thing she could remember tasting. After three days of soup and bread, it wasn't the highest bar she could conceive of, but one she was happy to clear all the same.  
 
    "Good, you know how to eat," said Jeffery from just over her shoulder. An odd thing to say, she thought, but then again, 'odd' was settling in comfortably as the one constant in her life over the last few days. 
 
    Once she'd finished, she was shown where to bus her own tray, and then led from the cafeteria on a short tour of the rest of the grounds. All throughout the hospital, she received the same looks, the same glances she'd received in the cafeteria. Even when they made it outside, the few people who were also out there seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time paying attention to her rather than whatever they had been occupied by before she'd drawn their attention.  
 
    She knew, on some level, that it was because she was new. She was a face they'd never seen before, and that she was something of a distraction in a place that seemed thus far to be lacking them in any great numbers. But there was a part of her that feared they were looking at her because they'd seen her before. If she'd been here, surely they would have records of it? Photographs?  
 
    The likelihood that they'd all known her outside of the place was so small as to be laughable, but it was still greater than zero, and that was enough to make her tread carefully. 
 
    This new fear made November's attention flit in and out from what the orderly was telling her. She knew she should have been paying attention, but the fact that she was now around so many people was only amplifying her fears, similarly to how the pub had done. There were so many faces, and every single one of them was new to her. But the fact that hers may not be new to them, and she would have no idea unless one of them told her made her skin crawl, like it wasn't attached to the muscles underneath.  
 
    Like she was an imposter wearing someone else's body. 
 
    She stopped walking. The orderly continued on a few paces by himself before realising his charge was no longer behind him. 
 
    "You're to stay with me at all times, until your fitness evaluation is completed. Don't do that again." 
 
    November couldn't meet his eyes, either. What did he see when he looked at her? Did he see the imposter? Or did he see who she really was? 
 
    "I'm sorry, " she said, her voice small and fragile-sounding. Whose voice was that? "When will that evaluation be? I'd… like to see the doctor." 
 
    "As soon as we're done here," he replied, a note of confusion in his voice. "You want to see him?"  
 
    "Yes," November said.  
 
    "Well, he's with someone now, you'll still have to wait. So we might as well continue."  
 
    "What kinds of other people are here?" November blurted. "Are they dangerous?" Like David? Like me? 
 
    "People who need help, same as you. People who've nowhere else to go, like you," he answered matter-of-factly. "Some are dangerous, yes. Mostly to themselves. But they're kept separate from the other patients." 
 
    A loose thread on November's voluminous sleeve suddenly fascinated her. She twisted it between her fingers, tempted to yank on it to see what would happen. The metaphor was obvious to her as she pulled at it; undoing everything with one small action. 
 
    "I'm not dangerous!" said a high, almost mouse-like voice. 
 
    A woman of a height with November came bounding up to them, wearing a smile that was broad and genuine. Short, dirty-blonde hair poked out from a bandage wound around her head, identical to the one around her right arm, but she seemed to move rather easily in spite of it. 
 
    "Am I?" the woman said, looking at the orderly expectantly.  
 
    A moment of discomfort flitted over his face before he smiled himself, a grotesque facsimile of the one the woman wore. "No, you're not," he said in a tone that was slightly too strained to be called neutral, but desperately wanted to be. 
 
    It pleased her all the same, to look at her. 
 
    "I'm Mary," the woman said cheerfully, extending her good hand. 
 
    "I'm… November." It was the first time she'd said those two words out loud together. It sat heavily in her stomach, like she'd chased down a wad of unleavened bread dough with an entire glass of water. It wasn't a lie at that moment, but it felt like it when she heard the words come out of her mouth. But Mary didn't know that, and so she took her hand like she would have if she'd meant the words from her heart. 
 
    Mary's eyes were keen and sharp; whatever had happened to her head hadn't dulled them one bit. "That's an odd name," she said.  
 
    "It's…" 
 
    "Amnesia," said Dr. Garland, who had appeared from nowhere. "I'm afraid our friend here can't recall her real name. It's temporary." 
 
    Those keen, sharp eyes widened at this, but they seemed to accept what they'd been told, if only on a provisional basis. "Well, November, it was a pleasure to make your acquaintance." 
 
    "Likewise," November said. 
 
    "Jeffrey, I'll take Miss November from here. Your presence it required in the infirmary." 
 
    The orderly nodded and turned away without a word, seemingly thankful for being extricated from whatever it was he had found himself in the middle of. That she didn't know what it was the middle of brought a new wave of anxiety over her, even as Dr. Garland's expression was one of benign concern. 
 
    "Mary, I need to speak with Miss November," he said with less benevolence and more concern. 
 
    "Yes, of course. Good day," she said, and disappeared behind the corner with more haste than she'd come around it with. 
 
    "What happened to her?" November asked. 
 
    "She's a bit accident-prone, I'm afraid. How about you? Were you able to sleep?" 
 
    "Yes. It was nice to be in a proper bed, even if it was an unfamiliar one." 
 
    "Good. The first night is usually the roughest for new patients, I'm glad you were able to get some sleep. Now, would you care to come with me to my office? You'll have plenty of time for a tour afterwards." 
 
      
 
    Frost still spiked along the iron gate as Millie closed it quietly behind her and set off for the cemetery with barely any sleep to her name and nothing in her stomach. She'd been too frazzled to sleep, and too anxious to eat. So much had happened the previous day she was still trying to make sense out of it, including the fact there was a new witch in the house, who could use magic to make swords. She was imposing, yes, and she had shown up out of nowhere, but it was the things she could do that left Millie awake in her bed with flashing afterimages of slashing, cutting light behind her eyelids. That was a kind of witchcraft Millie had never heard of before. Witchlights were, at best, defensive, if they could be considered useful in a fight at all. After almost a year of failing to figure out a way to throw them, she'd just about given up on finding any use beyond what they had always been used for.  
 
    Turns out she'd only lacked for imagination.  
 
    Why had she been so obsessed with making them into weapons at all, let alone a very specific type of one? Light and fire were so synonymous in her head, she had never thought about it as energy. But even if she had, would it have occurred to her to harden it into a sword? Of course not, because she'd seen it done and she still couldn't conceive of it. Hardening energy, hardening magic. Hard magic? Not even as a means to an end, like Vickie had done, just the magic itself as the tool, and a cutting tool at that. 
 
    It was no wonder she hadn't slept. 
 
    As she hastened onwards, she let the thought that she might be able to share this new information with Vickie by the end of the day carry her feet with an energy she didn't actually have. 
 
    The early morning always felt different to Millie. Something about the angle of the sun, and the fact the air hadn't had time to undergo its daily abuse yet left everything feeling fresher, with more promise to it. In her time at ADAM, she'd learned that witches tended to be late risers, and she was no exception. There are many reasons why witches would choose to work at night, and even though many of those reasons had died off with the last of the Inquisitions, it was still Selene and Ivy's habit to do so. 
 
    Even though she had frightened her, the Irishwoman had also intrigued her. There was a fierceness to her that appealed to Millie, one that the other witches were missing. One word Millie would never use to describe any of them was 'weak,' but Niamh was a very different kind of strong.  
 
    It made Millie think of her brother James. All of her brothers had been protective of her, of course. She was the only girl, it was understandable. But whereas her older brothers Michael and John had always been quick to leap to their little sister's defence, it was James that had taught Millie the truth: that they wouldn't always be there to do so. At the time, he hadn't meant the eventual reason that came true, but for the more mundane reasons, that they were going to have girlfriends or wives, and jobs, and, well, lives. Millie was the youngest, and she would still be growing up while they already had, and she would need to be able to take care of herself. 
 
    In a way, he was the only one of the three who understood her that way. That while she appreciated having three people willing to keep her safe, she had never actually asked for it. And besides that, it was the girls who had been far worse to her, and she knew that no brother, no matter how loyal, would be willing to fight a school-age girl, regardless of how much of his sister's hair she pulled out. 
 
    It was her battle, and it needed to be fought on her terms by necessity, and only James had fully realised that. He'd approached it like a boy, with fists instead of words, but Millie hadn't cared. It made her feel strong, and helped to ensure that whatever disagreement had devolved to the point of fisticuffs usually only got there once.  
 
    She wasn't one to spread rumours, or to manipulate people, or do any of the other back-stabbing, roundabout ways of getting to people who didn't like her. If liking girls made her a boy, well, at least she'd been able to solve problems like one. 
 
    James had taught her that.  
 
    But as she'd gotten older, it had become less and less acceptable to punch her way out of disagreements, even when world events were going the other direction, and it took meeting Victoria to show her a different way. She had a knack for simply avoiding trouble in the first place. She seemed to get along with everyone, and was able to sidestep all of the petty politics and interpersonal squabbles that cropped up when you had so many people living so close together, regardless of gender, as they had at the munitions factory dormitory. 
 
    Victoria had been confident and self-reliant in a way that Millie had always imagined herself being. It had never even occurred to Millie to try to join the army along with her brothers, but Vickie had tried it three times, simply on the logical, albeit hard-headed, belief that she should be able to if the person she shared a womb with was able to. 
 
    Denied the opportunity to kill Germans face-to-face, she'd done the next best thing and gone to work making artillery shells, and as a result, had probably helped to kill as many Germans as anyone else could lay claim to. 
 
    That was where they had met, and as the war had gone on, had driven them together and bonded them for life in their shared grief and pain. Middle class and working class, thinker and fighter, they'd filled in the other's gaps until they were inseparable. 
 
    When ADAM called, Victoria answered, on the condition that Millie be able to come, as well. Whether it was coincidence or fate that Millie also had a Talent for witchcraft, she couldn't say. She also didn't care anymore. 
 
    She and Victoria had come this far together, and Millie was going to make sure they would continue, even if she had to forge their friendship all over again. 
 
    So lost in her thoughts, Millie almost walked past the gates to the cemetery, and was only stopped by the sound of her own name being said a few feet from her ear.  
 
    "Miss Brown?" Bertram said. 
 
   
  
 

 "Wh-? Oh. Well." Millie looked up to confirm where she was. "Yes, good morning, Mr. Jones." 
 
    "Good morning. Shall we?" he said, gesturing down the lane in the direction Millie had already been walking.  
 
    "Lead the way," she said. 
 
    He did, with a quickness that betrayed his anxiousness. It heartened Millie to see that his apparent regret about what he'd done was genuine, and that she might have an ally on the outside of ADAM to help her on her quest. 
 
    "Mr. Jones, I didn't thank you for what you did for Victoria. She would have frozen to death if you hadn't found her." 
 
    "It was the least I could do, she was in a bad way." 
 
    "That may be so, but a lesser man may have taken advantage of such circumstances." 
 
    Bertram laughed. "What times are these when a man must be thanked for having common decency?" 
 
    "Dark ones," Millie said. She changed the subject. "So, how long have you known this policeman?" 
 
    "Since we were in school. We both grew up around here, and I guess we never left. You don't sound like you're from around here," he said. 
 
    "Not exactly, no." 
 
    "What brought you down from Scotland?" 
 
    "Victoria did." It was mostly true. Victoria had brought her to London, but it was circumstances that had made her leave Scotland. Circumstances like wanting to get as far away from it as possible. 
 
    They walked together in something approaching amiable silence for a few minutes until Bertram spoke up, clearly needing to get something off of his chest.  
 
    "How can Victoria do what she did? It's impossible." 
 
    "Clearly not, since she did it," Millie said defensively. "I don't know how she did it, that's another reason we need to find her." It was another half-truth, but what else could she say? He'd helped Victoria, she didn't want to lie to him, but on the other hand, she couldn't tell him the truth, either. She couldn't even tell him exactly what she didn't know. 'She mixed science in with her magic' would only confuse the man further.  
 
    Luckily, she was saved from being pushed for further elaboration by the police station coming into view. As they approached, Millie noted that it didn't particularly look like a police station, only the word 'POLICE' in big block letters gave away that it wasn't something else. 
 
    "Ah, 'morning, Bert," said a round, red-faced policeman behind a low counter. "Any news on those items I left you?" 
 
    "Morning, Martin. As a matter of fact, I do. None of them came from the cemetery. I think you're looking at an old-fashioned kind of robbery, not a grave one," Bertram said, handing over the box he'd had the night before. 
 
    "Ah, well, that complicates things a bit. But thank you for looking into it for us. Smythe, start the paperwork for these things, will you?" Martin said, handing the box over to a young man that couldn't have been any older than Millie was. She wanted to say he was even younger, but she doubted they made policemen that age.  
 
    "Anything else I can help you with, Bert? Seems I owe you something now." 
 
    "As a matter of fact, there is. I- we're looking for someone who's gone missing." 
 
    "Ah, well, that sounds like regular police work to me!" If he'd meant it as a joke, no one laughed. Millie suspected that Smythe was normally there to make sure that at least one person did, but he had disappeared into the back of the station already. 
 
    "Ahem, yes. Missing person, of course. Could you describe him?" 
 
    "Her, actually," Millie said. 
 
    Martin looked between the two of them, but when Bertram seemed to be content to let Millie speak, he looked back down at his papers. 
 
    "Her name is Victoria Ravenwood. She's about 5'2", has short, black hair. What was she wearing?" she asked Bertram. 
 
    "Black, mostly. Coat and trousers were, at any rate." 
 
    "Trousers?" Martin said, glancing up from his scribbling long enough to see the look Millie gave him. He looked back down again. 
 
    "She has amnesia, so she would probably be very confused and frightened. At the very least, she wouldn't be able to give her name, as she can't remember it at the moment." 
 
    "How long has she been missing?" 
 
    "Since… Boxing Day," Millie said. He didn't need to know the whole story, or jump to the same conclusions she had.  
 
    "How did she get amnesia?" 
 
    "A blow to the head, I think," Bertram said. "I found her in the cemetery, and she had a bruise on her right temple." 
 
    This brought Smythe out from wherever he'd gone. 
 
    "Girl matching that description came in yesterday!" he exclaimed. "Dr. Garland came by and picked her up, took her to hospital to look her over." 
 
    "Dr. Garland?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Kind of a head doctor. We didn't know what else to with someone in her state." 
 
    "What hospital did they take her to?" Millie said, all but leaping over the counter to get the information faster. 
 
    "Serenity Mental Hospital." 
 
    "And you're sure it was her?"  
 
    "We don't get many amnesiacs in here," Smythe said amicably.  
 
    "Of course not," Millie admitted. "Thank you very much, officers."  
 
    "Hope she's all right, Bert." 
 
    "Thank you, Martin."  
 
      
 
    November's hair itched. She didn't even know how it was possible, but it did. The gray cap that now consumed the top of her head like some overly-ambitious jellyfish was pure wool, and was pinned to her hair in such a way that it jostled about just enough to amplify the material's natural irritating qualities. Laying on her back on the chaise lounge in Dr. Garland's office, it was difficult to find a position that didn't result in the pins pinching her scalp or yet more wool making her itch even more. Fighting the urge to rip it off was much a struggle as the one she was the putting up against nodding off to sleep in the warm leather's embrace.  
 
    Dr. Garland was doing his part to help her in the latter, at least. "Now this will sound like a strange question," he said, "but what don't you remember?" 
 
    November didn't have to consider long, it wasn't difficult to find what was missing. "Who I am. My parents, where I grew up. What I do for a living. It's like there's a giant hole where all of my personal memories should be. I know they're there. I know where they are, I just can't reach them. Things I know I should know, that everyone else knows. Every time I try to recall a memory, it's like my arms aren't long enough to reach down to pluck them out." 
 
    "And you've no idea why? What you might have been doing before you lost your memory?" 
 
    "I woke up in an open grave in Serenity Grove Cemetery with a bruise on the side of my head and a terrific headache." November shrugged. "I don't remember anything before that." 
 
    "When was this?" 
 
    "Christmas morning." 
 
    "May I see the bruise?" 
 
    November pulled her hair aside to expose her right temple. 
 
    "It's still discoloured. Those patterns are unusual," Dr. Garland muttered to himself. "Does it hurt?" 
 
    "Not if I leave it alone, no." 
 
    "Hmmm." More notes. "And you have no idea how you did it? None at all?" 
 
    "None. When I woke up, there was nothing in the grave with me. When I climbed out, the only thing around was the headstone that was going to be placed on it the following day. I must have hit my head when I fell in." 
 
    The doctor scribbled furiously as she spoke, chewing on his lower lip as he listened, thought and wrote simultaneously. 
 
    "What makes you say that?" 
 
    She shrugged. "If I hit myself hard enough to give myself amnesia, I doubt I'd have been able to walk in that state. That's what did it, right?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I didn't drink myself into it, did I? The bruise is connected?" 
 
    "I would say so. Almost every case of amnesia I've heard of is a result of external cranial trauma. There are cases of it being caused from the inside, such as in the case of a stroke or aneurysm, but you display no symptoms consistent with either. I would say that they are connected in your case, yes. Your hypothesis is sound, as well. It's as good a place as any to start with, at least." 
 
    It wasn't as comforting as she'd imagined. So the reason was what she had suspected all along, and had no real reason to doubt, but it didn't leave her with any new insights. She was right where she was, and no closer to finding out what had happened to her. 
 
    "Doctor, do you see many amnesia patients?" November asked. 
 
    "A few. Not enough to be called a specialist, by any means. Why do you ask?" 
 
    Her hand went back to the string on her sleeve without meaning to, but it set the question before her. Did she pull on it? What if she did? What if she didn't? 
 
    Yank. 
 
    "Am I going to be like this forever? My memories are going to come back, aren't they? Eventually?"  
 
    Dr. Garland looked at her then, his face trying desperately to mask what his eyes already told her. "You aren't going to like the answer." 
 
    November felt her heart fall out of her chest, down through her stupid dress and thump onto the floor. 
 
    "Because the answer is 'maybe.' After one session, I can't record any progress, one way or the other. To know whether you're improving or degrading, I simply need more information, information that only time can give me." 
 
    "You mean I could get worse?" It was something that hadn't even occurred to her. She had assumed it could only get better, to return to the status quo. She might lose even more of herself? 
 
    "It's possible. Unlikely, however, but possible. Your case is a bit unusual in its length, but from what you've told me, you have retained everything you had when you woke up?" 
 
    November nodded. 
 
    "Then I see no sign of degradation, yet." 
 
    "Just no improvement." 
 
    "You're forming new memories, that's a good sign, at least. The human mind is a very complex thing, and we are only beginning to understand how it functions. You could wake up tomorrow completely restored, or…" 
 
    "Or what?" 
 
    "You may have to resign yourself to being this new person. The person that's being formed right now." 
 
    "No… I couldn't… This face, other people have memories of this face, even if I don't. This person's life exists, out there somewhere!" November stabbed a finger at the door. "I just need to find it. Piece it back together." 
 
    "I understand your frustration. It's normal, but with no information about you to perhaps jog your memory, I don't know of a way to speed it up. Hopefully, if someone comes for you, we'll work out from there when the time comes." 
 
    If, November thought. If someone comes.  
 
    The only people she could say for certain she knew existed were her mother and father. Biologically, they had to exist. But where? 
 
    "Doctor, what accent would you say I have?" 
 
    "The Midlands, somewhere. Nottingham, if I were to hazard a guess." 
 
    Far away, then. She could be here for weeks, or even months before they thought to look for her. That was if they wanted to, of course. There were a thousand reasons for a child to be living so far from her parents, good and bad. But if it was distance keeping her parents away, and she was, as she suspected, unmarried, who had she been living with? Who had she told she was going to the cemetery that night, and why hadn't they noticed she'd never gone back? If she lived alone, she had an employer, surely. But there was one more category that occurred to her that left her as cold as she had been when she'd woken up. 
 
    "Don't I have any friends?" she said aloud. They weren't meant to have been, and the heartbreak it caused her when she heard them made her wish she hadn't.  
 
    She looked at Dr. Garland with beseeching eyes, but she knew it was pointless. There was nothing he could say to her in response to a question like that; he knew even less about her than she did. All the appeals in the world, no matter how desperate, couldn't answer her, but he tried. 
 
    "If anyone comes looking for you, you will be the first to know," he said softly, "nothing would be a greater boon to recovering your memories than that." 
 
    Hearing that only made the feeling worse.  
 
      
 
    Millie and Bertram arrived at the hospital to find a forbidding Victorian monstrosity whose spires stabbed upwards from behind a brick wall, silhouetted against the gray sky like the last remaining survivors after a forest fire.  
 
    The words 'Serenity Mental Hospital' were strewn in an arc of iron over the main gate, and the thought of Victoria being inside the maw of such a place alone and without even her own memories to keep her company formed a new kind of grief Millie had rather not ever known the touch of.  
 
    They walked through the gate, and as soon as she crossed over the threshold, a cold chill ran down her spine, like she'd been stabbed in the neck with an icicle and it had been left to melt down her back. 
 
    Maybe it was the soot and grime that gave the place its unnatural weathering, or maybe it was she shadows that looked out from so many darkened windows, but Millie found herself taking an instant dislike to the place that hadn't been there when she was still on the other side of the wall. As it was, her steps slowed as they approached the stairs. 
 
    "What is it?" Bertram asked.  
 
    Millie stared up at the central tower that loomed over the main entrance, to the gargoyles clutching every corner. "Does this place feel odd to you?" she asked. 
 
    Bertram looked up at the tower and then back down to Millie. "Not any more than any other hospital," he said. 
 
    It wasn't that, she knew. Hospitals were not pleasant under the best of circumstances, but she didn't have any specific bad memories of them that would trigger such a feeling. It didn't explain the fact that she'd felt fine until the moment she'd stepped onto the property.  
 
    "You're from around here, what kind of reputation does this place have?" Millie asked as she stood at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    "It used to be called Swan River Asylum for the Insane, but it changed names during the war, when it started taking in men who came home with shell-shock so bad they could no longer support themselves. To me, that makes up for whatever it may have been before." 
 
    Whatever little positivity the hospital had earned back evaporated when Millie swung open the front door and stepped inside. 
 
    Plush carpet, gleaming bannisters on the stairs, plants in every corner, it was like she had stepped into a hotel. One of the fancy ones that only existed as facades to her because she'd never been inside, but every description she'd ever heard painted a picture of exactly what was before her. It only amplified her feelings about the place.  
 
    "Good afternoon, welcome to Serenity Mental Hospital, how can we help you?" said a cheery-faced nurse from behind the reception desk. Her strawberry-blond hair was perfectly pinned back under a white nurse's cap, and was she wearing make-up?  
 
    Millie threw a look at Bertram, but if anything seemed out of sorts to him, he was keeping it to himself.  
 
    "Yes, we were informed by the police that we may be able to find a friend of ours here. She would have been admitted yesterday afternoon, most likely." 
 
    "I see. Her name, please?" 
 
    "Victoria Ravenwood. Though she wouldn't have known that at the time. She was brought here because she lost her memory." 
 
    "Could you give me a brief description?" 
 
    She did. 
 
    "Someone matching that description, with those symptoms, was checked in yesterday. Could I ask what your business is with her?" 
 
    "I want to take her home." 
 
    "Are you a relative, then?" 
 
    "No, I'm a friend. Her closest friend, if that helps." 
 
    "I'm afraid it doesn't. You must be a blood relative or spouse to be able to discharge a patient that is unfit to make their own decisions." 
 
    Millie bit back a curse. "Can we see her, then?" 
 
    "Visiting hours are from 2pm to 3pm if you would like to come back at that time. We will try to make her available." 
 
    "Try? You don't think a familiar face might help her?" 
 
    "If her condition is as you say, and you are not legally responsible for her, then I am not at liberty to discuss the specifics of her condition. If the doctors say she can see outsiders, arrangements may be made. It is up to them." 
 
    "Outsiders?" Millie felt her hackles stand up, break off a bottle on her spine and begin to shout a dozen intensely creative descriptions of what they were going to do with it. "Outsiders?" 
 
    "We'll be happy to return then," Bertram said diplomatically, his mouth tightly-set against what he actually wanted to say. 
 
    "Very well. Could I have your names, please?" the nurse asked, proffering a thick book that turned out to be a visitor log. 
 
    "Certainly," Bertram said, and signed his name. 
 
    Everything about the place told her she shouldn't, that giving her real name to these people was somehow a bad idea, but she couldn't have said why exactly. But the logical part of her knew that if they were going to talk to Vickie, that maybe hearing her name would get through to her somehow. Standing with a pen in her hand and looking indecisive about her own name was not the best of impressions to give off, so she threw caution to the wind and hastily scribbled her real name. 
 
    "Thank you," the nurse said, sliding the log back across her desk.  
 
    Millie threw a glance at the grandfather clock ticking away against one wall and looked back at the nurse. "We'll be back in two hours," she said, and spun on her heel to tramp back across the lobby. Usually when she was upset, Millie took some satisfaction in the sound of her boots thudding into wood as she stalked away from whatever had made her that way, but the carpet was so thick she was denied even that petty victory as she made her way outside again. 
 
    Close behind was Bertram, and he caught her up quickly. 
 
    "So do you want to explain why you looked like you were ready to kill that woman for doing her job?" he said. 
 
    "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "Would you feel better if just anyone could walk in and take her away with them?" 
 
    "I am not an outsider," Millie seethed. 
 
    "She doesn't know that. Her job is to help keep her patients safe." 
 
    "Her job is to do what is best for her patients!" 
 
    "Did you stop to think that maybe she should be in there? She's dangerous." 
 
    "She's not dangerous! She's hurt." 
 
    "That's when people are most dangerous: when they're hurt and confused. She seemed to be both when I saw her." 
 
    "You don't know her like I do," Millie said. 
 
    "And you don't know her like I do. I only know her as what she is now. She isn't the person you know anymore." 
 
    "How dare you!" Millie snapped, but only because she knew he was right. 
 
    "That's not to say she won't be who you know again! But at this moment, she is someone who needs help. Who are you to say you're the one to give it to her?" 
 
    I know what she is, Millie couldn't say. "I don't know that," she admitted. "I just want to see her. Maybe she should stay, I don't know. All I have right now is your word as to what happened to her." 
 
    Maybe that was why she had reacted so strongly. That these strangers knew what was happening with Victoria and she didn't. Was it so much to want to see her face, and know for herself what was happening? But she had to get her back for the evaluations! But if staying at the hospital was best for Victoria, wasn't that most important? 
 
    Millie tousled her hair in frustration, her thick curls bouncing off of her shoulders like strings in want of a marionette.  
 
    "Have you eaten yet today?" Bertram asked. 
 
    "No," Millie said, the admission magnifying the truth of it a thousand times.  
 
    "Come on, I know a decent chip shop near here." 
 
      
 
    When November returned outside again, she learned several things in rapid succession. One, the yard she could see from her window was actually called the 'airing court' and two, that the wall behind it didn't actually encompass the entire facility, only the front part that faced the street. Far from being some kind of fortification, the wall was more of a privacy measure, to keep people on the outside from looking in. 
 
    In the back side, there were several separate buildings that formed their own sort of perimeter. Connecting them and the main hospital building was simple black iron fencing, beyond which was a thick copse of trees, which lent the place both a sense of confinement and peacefulness, which was a contradiction that sat oddly with November.  
 
    She learned all these things rapidly because that was how Mary talked, and she'd had much to say, having waited patiently for November to step outside again. 
 
    "I do fall down a lot," Mary said, gesturing with her bandaged arm. "Sometimes I suddenly get really dizzy and my balance goes, and then so do I. Feeeww!" She mimed falling onto her face. "I guess bumping my head all the time doesn't help the dizziness, but there's nothing I can really do about that, the doctors say. I just have to avoid stairs and bodies of water. Speaking of water, this is the wash house." 
 
    This was confirmed by the thick gouts of steam that continuously belched forth from the stacks poking out of the roof, a tiny forest that led to the chimney in the back that betrayed the location of the boiler. 
 
    "It's the only place where there's hot water, so you'll be bathing here. Do you want to look inside?" 
 
    "Perhaps later," November said. Communal bathing was not something she wanted to spend time contemplating until she had to.  
 
    Thankfully a distraction appeared overhead.  
 
    Actually, it was three distractions, and they were honking. 
 
    "Swans?" November said, shielding her eyes from the sun to get a better look at them. Pure white, with long necks and broad wings, she supposed they could have been geese, but they were far too graceful. 
 
    "They live around here somewhere," Mary said, barely glancing up. "You'll see them all the time." 
 
    "They're beautiful. Do they ever come onto the grounds?" November asked as they disappeared behind the main hospital building. 
 
    "No. They used to, but not anymore." Mary shrugged. 
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "Dunno. They are pretty, though. Anyway, the drying yard is next to the wash house, and around the corner is the garden, if you fancy trying your hand at vegetables come spring." 
 
    The thought of still being here in the spring was chilling, but she would be happy enough just getting through the first day, without having to worry about how many more would come after. 
 
    At some point Mary wandered off without another word, and November wasn't even sure when she'd done it. Beyond the walls, the fences and the omnipresent orderlies, that simple act was a stark reminder of just where she'd found herself. There were women in here with her who had genuine problems, ones that made hers seem like more of an inconvenience, no matter how profound it was to her.  
 
    She stood alone near the wall of the main building, taking in the feel of the place without anyone to influence what that feeling should be. When she let the place into herself, it made her shiver, but it was impossible to say how much of that was a result of the name alone. The walls and the staff wanted her to feel safe, but being surrounded by strangers with a whole spectrum of difficulties counteracted it.  
 
    "You a Kraut?" said a voice into November's thoughts. 
 
    When she turned to see who had addressed her, she saw a woman with rosy cheeks and stringy brown hair piled under her cap. She was looking at her intently, with her arms crossed in expectation. 
 
    "I'm sorry?" November asked.  
 
    "You a Kraut?" the woman repeated. 
 
    "Not that I know of," was all November could think to say. 
 
    "Good. I'm Bea." With that, the woman sauntered away, her arms swinging in apparent content that her mission had been accomplished.  
 
    Flabbergasted, November watched her disappear around a corner and wondered when she was going to have an encounter with someone that wasn't odd. Then she remembered she was calling herself 'November' and wondered if others thought the same thing upon meeting her. She just hoped 'odd' was the worst it was going to get.  
 
    November started when from high on the third floor came a sound that shattered that hope. A scream and a shout, cut off with a suddenness that shook her far more than if it had gone on any longer. She peered up, but there was nothing to see. The line of windows was exactly the same as the other two floors, with nothing to suggest that behind them lie so much pain as to cause the sound she'd just heard. Perhaps pain was the wrong word, she thought. It was an anguished cry of torment. 
 
    "That's where they keep the truly lost," said a new voice from behind her, this one in a thick European accent. When she tried to place which one, she couldn't. 
 
    She spun to see a woman in early middle age looking up with her. Her eyes were a friendly almond brown, framed by the barest beginnings of crow's feet. Auburn hair bunched up tightly under a bonnet that sat upon it askew, as if it couldn't be bothered to stay on straight, and its owner had given up on trying to convince it it was worth the effort. 
 
    "Pray you never see the inside of that floor," the woman said, and looked down to November earnestly. "You're new, I thought someone should tell you the truth about it." 
 
    "I… thank you," November said, and she had the most joyous sensation of remembering something. "I saw you in the cafeteria this morning, didn't I?" 
 
    "Yes, I was there. You looked overwhelmed, if I may say so." 
 
    "You may. I was. Am."  
 
    "Gretchen," the woman said, extending her hand. 
 
    November took it. "November."  
 
    Gretchen's only response to that was the barest widening of her eyes, but she otherwise kept her feelings on a name like that to herself. "How is your first day so far?"  
 
    "Overwhelming," November said, unable to keep her eyes from flicking up. 
 
    "I would say you get used to it, but…" she trailed off, and seemed to think better of finishing the thought. To November, this only amplified its meaning. Gretchen coughed, knocking the conversation onto a different track. "Have you seen everything yet?"  
 
    "Not yet, I was in the process of it, but it seems my guide wandered off somewhere," November said. 
 
    "Was it Mary?" Gretchen asked. 
 
    "Yes, it was."  
 
    "Don't hold it against her. She takes a shine to new faces, but she forgets them just as quickly."  
 
    That word drew November's undivided attention. "Do you mean that literally?" she asked.  
 
    A pained look passed over Gretchen's face. "I suppose I can't say for certain, to be honest. She's a sweet girl, and she tries her hardest, but I think it's very hard for her to retain information. The accidents take their toll." 
 
    There was something about the way Gretchen had said 'accident' that made November want very much for some kind of elaboration, but she couldn't work up the nerve to ask that of someone she'd only known for a few minutes. Paranoid was not the greatest of first impressions she could come up with, as prudent as a dash of it might be given that she was in a completely new place and had no memory to draw on to help her navigate it. So she simply nodded. 
 
    "I can show you the rest, if you'd like," Gretchen said. 
 
    "That would be grand." 
 
    As they wandered the grounds together, November caught the same looks and aborted glances she'd had that morning, and wondered when her newness would wear off, if ever. But the more she noticed, the more she saw they were not all reserved for her. Gretchen was receiving just as many, if not more, and the ones she got were not mere curiosity.  
 
    "How long have you been here?" November asked finally, as they walked beneath the shade of the trees at the back of the grounds and out of earshot of any of those that had prompted the question. 
 
    "Perhaps two years? I've lost count, honestly. Time passes differently in here." 
 
    "Two years!?" November exclaimed, unable to hide her surprise. "But, you seem so… normal, pardon the phrase." 
 
    A grim, knowing smile settled onto Gretchen's features, and November knew she'd only confirmed something the older woman knew only too well. "Yes, well. There are all sorts in here," she said. "Including my daughter." 
 
    November's felt her face rush away from itself all at once. "That was your daughter. Here?" she exclaimed, throwing a gesture at the building that loomed over them both. 
 
    Gretchen nodded, indicating a figure across the yard sweeping up leaves. "Emma. You would have found out sooner or later. It's not a secret. She had nowhere else to go when they took me, so she came in here with me. And she suffers from the same condition I do." 
 
    Before November could probe any deeper into just what that was, they were interrupted by the sudden reappearance of Mary, who strolled up to November like she'd never left, looking almost perturbed that she hadn't gotten to finish her tour. 
 
    "Luncheon is ready," she said. 
 
    As they made their way back to the main building, November found herself between the two women, and very quickly she realised she was between more than just two physical bodies. Though neither of them said anything, there was a tension that pulsed between them that November could feel, like she was a bird bobbing on a taut telegraph wire. It wasn't anger, but it was something, and not being able to identify what it was only reminded her how little experience she could actually recall to draw on to help her.  
 
    "Have you decided what you're going to do?" Mary asked, looking conspicuously away from November, lest she might catch sight of Gretchen by accident. 
 
    November ignored it as best she could. "Do?" she asked. 
 
    "Do. You'll have to find some kind of work to do while you're here. We all have to contribute, to help those that are unable," Gretchen said. 
 
    The back of Mary's head seemed to think this an adequate interpretation. 
 
    "Such as… what? Scrubbing floors?"  
 
    "You could come help me repair garments," Mary said as they passed another gaggle of women who didn't seem to much approve of the one November had inadvertently assembled. As far as first impressions went, she imagined she could do better, she just wished she knew why the one she was making was the wrong one. 
 
    "I don't know how to sew," November said. "I think. No, no I don't," she finished upon further thought, though it did make her wonder how she made it through the war if that were true. Rationing would have made sure that new clothing would have been difficult to come by, but the clothes she had woken up in had shown no sign of any sort of thread work. Maybe she was just really careful. 
 
    "I could use some help with the washing," Gretchen volunteered. "Not much skill required to do that, at least." 
 
    November looked to see it was Gretchen's turn to look away, though she got the distinct impression her reasons were far different than Mary's. There was a sadness to the way that she'd said it that gave November pause. "Are you doing it by yourself?"  
 
    "I am," Gretchen said. 
 
    "Well, I suppose I could try to put these hands to good use," November said.  
 
      
 
    "So how do you know Victoria?" Bertram asked, unwrapping a length of freshly-fried fish from a sheet of newspaper that may have at one time proclaimed some nonsense about women no longer needing the vote now that the war was over. Now, however, it was nearly transparent with grease.  
 
    Brown vinegar splashed over Millie's helping, making it even more pungent than it had been. "We were Canary Girls," she said. "At the Chilwell factory near Nottingham." 
 
    "That's a long way from Scotland," Bertram said.  
 
    Millie shrugged. "It's where the money ran out. Luckily they needed all the help they could get. Victoria had already been working there when I started." 
 
    "She's from there, yeah?" 
 
    "Born and raised." 
 
    "I've heard of Canary Girls… did you actually turn yellow?" he asked. 
 
    "Aye, us especially. We were filling the biggest shells; the 15-inchers for the navy. I don't know how many more we could have filled with what we washed off every night." To say nothing of the smell. There were times when she swore she still saw traces of that greenish-yellow gunk when she blew her nose. 
 
    Bertram whistled. "How was it, working there?" 
 
    "It gave us a sense of purpose, a way to help the war effort. Good, steady work." 
 
    "Wasn't there a big accident at that factory?" 
 
    "There was, but that was after we'd left," Millie said heavily. They'd been gone for almost two years when it happened, but they'd still had friends among the 134 people that were killed. "Four of my friends were vaporised. They never found a trace of them." There were rumours of a memorial, and she and Victoria had discussed going back, but now… "You, uh, said you were a pilot?" 
 
    "34 kills. Then this happened, and I became a ground instructor," he said, gesturing to his missing eye. "But… it ah, didn't go well." Pain pulled briefly at his features, tugging his scars taut for a moment before a practiced calm smoothed them back out again. "Medical discharge and they sent me home." 
 
    He was clearly as uncomfortable as she was talking about what happened during the war, so she gave them both an out. "Which is around here?" she asked.  
 
    "Yes. I haven't the wherewithal to stray too far," he said, his features relaxing considerably. 
 
    Or the motivation, Millie thought darkly, before catching herself. She didn't regret leaving, but there were times that she resented the fact that she'd had no real choice. The fact that she'd never so much as considered returning should have dissuaded her from that, she knew. All the reasons she had were still valid, because her family was still dead. 
 
    Suddenly, what had been perfectly fried halibut was now reduced to a pair of greasy brown slabs as her appetite fled her like it had somewhere to be. What had happened to Victoria was horrifying in a way Millie hadn't considered possible, but in that moment, there was the tiniest part of her that envied the fact that she couldn't remember what the war had done to them. 
 
    "Mr. Jones, I must apologise. I appreciate the meal, but I feel the need to walk." 
 
    Far from upset, he looked relieved. "As do I, now that you mention it." 
 
    The moment she pushed away from the table, Millie stuffed her hands in her pockets and took off in whatever direction she had happened to be facing when she did. She didn't want or need a direction, she just needed to go.  
 
    They walked in silence for some time, both of them occupied with their thoughts and their ghosts, before something across the street managed to penetrate all the way to Bertram's attention and he stopped to get a closer look. 
 
    "Is that…?" he said, craning his neck to get a better look at two women emerging from a rather posh-looking boutique that Millie would have needed Elise's help to pronounce the name of. They were both dressed in as fine of clothes as Millie had ever seen, and they looked right at home coming out of such a place, only to look almost comically out of place once they had. Between their gloves, furs and the feathers in their enormous hats, they were clad in an entire menagerie's worth of wildlife as they made their way down the sidewalk in animated, close discussion. 
 
    "It is them," was all the warning Millie got before he dashed into traffic. Horns blared and curses flew, but he made the little leap onto the pavement on the other side unscathed, which Millie had to admit was impressive for a man with no depth perception. She took considerably more care in her crossing, and she avoided the ire of anyone she might want to talk to later, but had to hurry to catch up to Bertram's enthusiastic pace. 
 
    "…I just wanted to thank you both in person," Bertram was saying when she did, extending his hand. "Your designs got me home when they shouldn't have more than once. I wouldn't be here if it weren't for you and your engineers." 
 
    Both women removed their gloves and shook his hand in turn. "We thank you for your service, sir. And we are exceptionally happy to hear you say that," the woman on the left said. 
 
    Bertram seemed beside himself to be standing in front of them, but Millie remained firmly whole, having no idea who they were. 
 
    "Though, I hope we are not responsible for your injury," the one on the right said through grim lips that might as well have been a wince. 
 
    "Oh, no, no. This was one of your competitors. A failed interruptor gear. Ah, Miss Brown, may I introduce you to the Long sisters?" 
 
    Millie's mouth fell open. "The Long sisters?" she asked. The two wealthiest women in Britain by way of being the founders of its largest aircraft manufacturer. Its original aircraft manufacturer. Millie knew nothing about aeroplanes, she most certainly knew who they were, she'd just never seen their faces before.  
 
    It was said their engineering prowess was second to none, and they both looked it, behind the affectations of wealth. They both had clear, sharp eyes that looked to have spent a considerable portion of the current century behind a drafting table. When they extended their hands, they were calloused and ink-stained. 
 
    "A pleasure. I'm Eustacia, and this is my sister, Ophelia."  
 
    Millie didn't know whether to curtsy or bow, or what else to do other than respond in kind. "Millicent Brown." 
 
    Having never had a sister, Millie had no idea what the look that passed between them then was, or what it meant, but it was quickly replaced with identical smiles that Millie supposed all business people learned to perfect before they could get their companies off the ground. "Well, Miss Brown, Mr. Jones," Eustacia said, nodding to them in turn, "we mustn't take up any more of your time. Good day to you both."  
 
    When they turned and left, their conversation was even closer and more animated than it had been before. 
 
    "Vickie would have given anything to be here," Millie said as she watched them go. "She has all of their books. I didn't even ask a single question." 
 
    "I wonder what brought them down here from Bedfordshire," Bertram in a voice lilting with wonder, but was clearly intended for whatever entity was responsible for rhetorical questions. 
 
    Whatever it was, Millie hoped that the luck that had crossed their paths would still be there when they went back to see Vickie. 
 
      
 
    "She's asleep. I measured her dosage myself." 
 
    Who's there? 
 
    "Have you been able to recreate it?" 
 
    Who's talking!? 
 
    "Not as of yet. She was injured when she came in, and she has yet to recall what happened to her." 
 
    Me? Are you talking about me? Why can't you hear me? 
 
    "Has she performed any acts since she's been here?" 
 
    "No. I don't think she knows how, or that she is even capable of it." 
 
    "That's what we wanted." 
 
    "Yes, but her injury was random. I can't get any proper information without knowing what was the initial injury, and what was a procedure. So she will only get conditioning." 
 
    "What of the new one?"  
 
    "We will test a new procedure on her." 
 
    Who? What is happening? Where am I? 
 
      
 
    November exploded upward with a gasp so fast she made herself dizzy. Putting a hand to her head, it took her a moment to realise she was even awake, let alone where she was.  
 
    Her room was just as she remembered it: empty. 
 
    Had she been dreaming?  
 
    Still breathing heavily, she looked out the window to see that it was still daylight. Had she fallen asleep in the middle of the afternoon? She didn't even remember coming back to her room. 
 
    Pulling her hand away, she looked down to see it shiny with sweat. Her nightclothes and covers were damp, as well.  
 
    She left both hung over her bed and the doors to the wardrobe before changing into her hospital clothes and shuffling towards the door.  
 
    When she grasped the knob, it didn't respond. She twisted and pulled, but it adamantly refused to serve the primary purpose for which it had been designed, and was content to fulfil its role as the place where the lock went and no more.  
 
    Sliding her fingers against the cover on the slit, they found no purchase and merely squeaked as they were rebuffed by some kind of latch on the other side.  
 
    This would not do, November decided. She didn't remember coming in, and she would be damned before she would be refused the ability to go out again. 
 
    She thought about banging on the door and shouting, like she so often heard from other doors when she was in the hall, but something in her recoiled at the idea of begging for her freedom. 
 
    Trying the lock again and finding it just as locked as it had been a moment before, she closed her eyes and concentrated. If she could stop bullets, what chance did a lock have? 
 
    The lock banged open and the door swung inwards, bashing her in the toe. She stumbled back in a kind of hop, barely managing to keep herself from spilling over backwards. 
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry, I should have knocked first," Dr. Garland said. "How embarrassing. Are you all right?" 
 
    "Yes," November said irritably, testing her toe against the floor to find it painful, but not broken. 
 
    "I was coming up to check on you and heard you testing the lock. I guess I got overzealous in opening it for you." 
 
    "It's all right," she said, but she couldn't say she meant. "Why am I here? I don't remember coming back here." 
 
    "Ah, well, you had a bit of a spill going up the stairs. Do you remember that?" 
 
    November searched what little memory she had, but came up with nothing like falling on stairs. "No, I don't." 
 
    "You were with Mary, and she had one of her episodes. I'm afraid she took you down with her, this time." 
 
    "Is she all right?" 
 
    "No worse than usual. You caught the brunt of it, I'm afraid. How do you feel?" 
 
    "Disorientated. Like my mouth is full of cotton." 
 
    And she was still angry. Why was she angry all of a sudden?  
 
    Dr. Garland took a look at the blankets draped over the wardrobe. "Were you sweating excessively?" 
 
    "Perhaps. More than I have been." 
 
    "Well, it is still afternoon. It might have been too warm for two blankets. I apologise for that, as well." 
 
    "You brought me here?" 
 
    "As a precaution. It was best to let you rest." 
 
    Though she didn't remember much, she did remember Bertram specifically saying that sleeping after a head injury was bad. But this was a doctor, surely he would know better? Then she recalled the look on Bertram's face when he said it, and her confidence in titles took a bit of a tumble.  
 
    "You… changed my clothes." 
 
    "Ah, no, the orderlies did. They've done so many times for many patients, some of whom they must do it for. Nothing untoward happened, if that's what you're concerned about. They are as professional as they come." 
 
    She had no choice but to believe him, as she had no evidence to suggest he was lying. Still…"Why was my door locked?" 
 
    "Standard procedure. It's one of the downsides of having your own room, I'm afraid." 
 
    November nodded, but only in the sense she was acknowledging he'd spoken. Something still didn't feel right, but she couldn't for the life of her say what it was. Everything was so jumbled up and confused inside her mind, she didn't know how she felt about anything at the moment.  
 
    The dream was still bothering her. It had seemed so real, yet so surreal at the same time. It had seemed an awfully cogent conversation for a fever dream, and yet so bizarre and cryptic, she had the suspicion her subconscious was trying to tell her something. 
 
    "Miss November?" Dr. Garland ventured. 
 
    How long had she been staring at the floor? 
 
    "I'm fine, doctor. Still just a bit woozy." 
 
    "All right, well, I'll see that your linens are changed. As long as you feel you are up to it, you are free until dinnertime."  
 
      
 
    It was almost two when she and Bertram entered the hospital again, and Millie was in a far better mood than she had been the last time she passed through the double-doors. Her boots no longer wanted to tromp, they wanted to dance, and she was nearly bouncing with expectation. 
 
    Lunch had helped until it hadn't, but it was finally time she could finally get to see Victoria again and find out for herself what was going on. At the very least, she would be able to see she was alive. The last few days had felt like she was trying to run down a ghost. 
 
    When she approached the reception desk, the same nurse as before was seated behind it, and she looked up at Millie with an expression that made Millie's footfalls considerably louder than they had been. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Miss Brown, but I'm afraid you won't be able to see Miss Ravenwood today. The doctors have determined she is not in a fit state for visitors." 
 
    The world seemed to constrict down into a narrow tunnel, everything but the nurse's face became a gray nothing, and Millie's hackles popped up again, itching for another fight.  
 
    "May I ask why?" she said in a voice that was supposed to have been polite, but squeezed around her teeth and with her lips barely moving, it had come out as a threat. 
 
    "We sympathise, Miss Brown, but I'm afraid I cannot reveal that kind of information to a non-family member." 
 
    "Her family is dead!" Millie shouted. "I am her family now. If you won't tell me, then there is no one you can tell!"  
 
    "Miss Brown-" 
 
    "What if her memories don't come back, hm? What then? She stays in here? No one in the outside world knowing what's happening?" 
 
    A tiny part of her was thankful that they had confirmed Victoria was there at all, but that part of her was shouted down by every other part of her.  
 
    "Miss Brown, please calm down, or you will be escorted off of the premises, and any possible future invitation to visit Miss Ravenwood will be revoked," the nurse said flatly. 
 
    "You wouldn't," Millie said dangerously. 
 
    "We have decades of experience with upset visitors, Miss Brown, we most assuredly will." 
 
    It was the fact she'd said it with a smile on her face that galled Millie the most. The smile of a professional who was in the right and had the power to prove it.  
 
    The knuckles in both hands popped as Millie asserted some control over herself, gave her hackles their hats and told them to sleep it off. 
 
    "When-" Millie took a deep breath. "When might she be able to receive visitors?" 
 
    "That depends on her state and the doctor's prognosis. It could be soon, it could be quite some time. Every case is different, I'm afraid." 
 
    "Are visiting hours the same every day?" Bertram asked. 
 
    "Only Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays. We shut up completely on New Year's Day." 
 
    The fire in Millie was doused, to be replaced with cold, damp ash and stinging smoke.  
 
    That only gave her one more chance before the evaluations. One more chance to see Victoria, and if she didn't, she might never again. The thought was too horrifying to allow further contemplation, but she couldn't force herself to think about anything else.  
 
    How had this happened? How had everything come down to this? Down to a situation she could have never imagined, and couldn't do anything about if she had.  
 
    She didn't remember leaving, and she didn't remember saying good-bye to Bertram. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The wash house was thick with steam and the acrid, stinging reek of lye. The door opening was like cracking open the back door to Hell, as the thick miasma rolled out into the winter air and rose in a great plume to to join its more natural cloud brothers, though given the state of the air recently, perhaps they were less natural than they had once been. 
 
    Gretchen led November across the slick tiled floor out the other side of the building to an area just outside populated with four huge metal barrels that were already full of steaming water and washboards. Underneath each one was the remnants of a small fire, tendrils of smoke still licking across the bottom. "Right here," she said, pointing out the pair nearest the drying lines that ran in seven pairs across the drying yard like the world's most disappointing vineyard.  
 
    Besides the basins, a mountain range of gray capped with off-white spread over several large baskets had erupted from the ground and was awaiting erosion brought on by manual labor.  
 
    "We have to wash all of these?" November asked. It looked impossible. Was every stitch of fabric in the hospital piled up in front of them? 
 
    "Someone has to," Gretchen said, and sat down on a stool to grab the first thing from the top of the nearest pile. "Thank you for volunteering." Her smile was genuine, and November had no real reply ready beyond mirroring what she was already seeing. 
 
    "Tch!" November yanked her finger out of the water the instant it broke the surface. "It's hot!" she exclaimed, putting her finger to her lips and immediately regretting it. Lye was bad enough in her nose, in her mouth it was beyond foul. 
 
    Gretchen laughed. "It has to be. It cleans better. You get used to it," she said, already having finished her first bed sheet. 
 
    November looked back down into the water like it was an enemy, but when she caught the reflection of the top of her head, she plunged her hands in without a second thought to scatter it. She winced in pain, but used it to savagely scrub whatever it was she was holding against the washboard. She had been in such a hurry to not see herself she didn't even notice what she'd grabbed from the pile.  
 
    When she pulled what turned out to be a voluminous pair of pantaloons out of the water, her hands were a shocking shade of red and the sleeve of her dress was soaked through, continuing her agony until the heat dissipated away with a speed that she was too grateful to recognize as abnormal. 
 
    The next time her hands went in, it was better, as Gretchen had said, and with her sleeves rolled up, her agony had a much shorter tenure, and she could really use the whole washboard. Now the redness stopped just short of her tattoos, which stood out even more in daylight. 
 
    Reaching up to the washing lines brought them to eye level, all but forcing her to see them and remind her of their existence. She wondered if they'd hurt as much as scalding water when she got them.  
 
    "Is that where your name comes from?" Gretchen said, handing November another freshly-scrubbed shapeless mass of fabric. 
 
    "Yes," she said. "They're all I have."  
 
    "Auspicious, at least. Certainly better than July 28. Or August 1…" Gretchen said as the two of them sat back down together.  
 
    November grabbed another garment and plunged it into the scalding water. "Or November 23rd…" 
 
    Her hands stopped moving. Everything did. The world around her froze in that moment, the steam no longer rising from the water, merely hanging over the surface like a fog. The linens on the drying lines no longer flapped in the breeze, but were pulled out at an angle, in defiance of gravity. 
 
    November 23rd. Why had she said that date? It must be important. She looked down at her left arm, at the stark black letters that spelled out the name of that month.  
 
    "November 23rd!" November shouted, and the world started up again. 
 
    "What about it?" Gretchen said.  
 
    "I don't know!" Never could she have ever imagined being excited to say those words, but this time, they weren't a curse, or an admission of resignation, they were hopeful. "Not now, but the reason's in here," she said, tapping her uninjured left temple with a still-pink finger. "I said that date for a reason." 
 
    "Are you starting to remember?" Gretchen asked. 
 
    November shook her head weakly, without confidence, but drew some measure of strength from that fact. "Perhaps," she whispered. She didn't want to say it out loud, in case Fate heard her and came to snatch it away. 
 
    But there was no such thing as Fate, she told herself.  
 
    Gretchen was suddenly beside her, real as life. "November 23rd. Think about it! What happened that day?" 
 
    Pain. Pain happened, she felt. She didn't know why, or which November 23rd, but the more that date sat in her mind, the heavier it got, the more it began to weigh her down, the more it hurt. 
 
    Pain. Pain in her left arm. She looked down at it, but it looked as it always had. So why did it hurt?  
 
    "November…" she whispered, willing the word to mean something. "November," she said more forcefully. The pain in her arm grew in response, tendrils of frozen fire oozing into her veins, and shocking the breath from her. 
 
    "November," she said through gritted teeth, imbuing the word with the power she drew from the pain it caused.  
 
    Her arm felt like it was made from molten lead, obscenely hot and incredibly heavy, but she took the pain, relished it. It meant something! It trembled violently as she tried to hold it up against whatever was pulling it down, her fingers twisted into a claw that left her knuckles pure white, the tendons straining against some unseen force, against her own body. 
 
    She was at war with herself, and that should have frightened her. She should have been screaming in terror, but she wasn't. Something she couldn't explain was happening to her against her will, but it was something new, something connected to her memories. If this pain was the price for getting them back, then she would gladly pay it a hundred times over. 
 
    But as soon as it had started, it stopped.  
 
    The icy fire retreated, and her fingers became useful digits again. 
 
    The pain changed. 
 
    No longer the cleansing fire she had stoked deliberately, it now felt like someone had taken a cricket bat full of nails and smashed it into her forearm.  
 
    Screaming, she plunged it into the wash basin up to her elbow in a bid to squelch the pain, but it wasn't a dozen nails puncturing her muscle, and it wasn't fire searing her skin, it was inside her, and the water did nothing to dampen the agony wriggling under the tattoo like a horde of starving maggots. 
 
    She held her arm underwater anyway, as it gave her something to focus on, to give her an external pain to distract from the far more terrifying internal one.  
 
    But as it began to slowly subside, she made a mental note of everything that was happening to her. Sweat was pouring from her brow and she was breathing like she'd just run a marathon. Already her shoulder was beginning to ache from the tension it had been subjected to, and her fingers were sore, as if she'd just unscrewed a hundred Mason jars. The pain itself felt like it was being pulled out of her, like her veins had been full of threads that were leaving a void behind as they were drawn out, a void that her blood had to rush in to fill to keep her arm from collapsing on itself.  
 
    As she tracked the pain's withdrawal into her core, the biggest change became suddenly apparent in its absence. 
 
    The water was cold. 
 
      
 
    Lights flashed in the dark, the smell of burning hair and dust swirled with the air, and the carpet was dark with sweat and a splash of blood, blood that until a moment ago, had been in Millie's nose. 
 
    Ringing the sweat and blood were flat spots where the furniture used to be, all moved out to make space in Millie's workroom for a new focus on physicality, at Niamh's suggestion. The Irish witch had proved deceptively strong when they'd manhandled the desk through the door, and now Millie was learning it wasn't just strength she'd been hiding. 
 
    "Again!" Niamh shouted, and lunged, her fist a ball of white fire. 
 
    Millie ducked under the punch and dove to her right, but the sharp sizzle from somewhere above her told her she wasn't fast enough. Ignoring how much of her hair she was now breathing, Millie's hand shot up towards Niamh's exposed wrist, but the older witch was either too fast, or had seen it coming. 
 
    With Niamh, Millie was learning, it was probably both. 
 
    Her reward was an elbow in the side of the head, and she crumpled to the ground in a heap. 
 
    "Better. If I were normal, you would have had me," Niamh said, and extended her hand down. "What would you have done with my wrist if you'd caught it?" 
 
    "I wasn't trying to catch it," Millie said, letting herself get hauled back to her feet. "If I was you, and you thrust a knife in my face, I'm going to cut it off." 
 
    "Very good," Niamh said. 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Millie, a knife in the face is intent to kill. Taking only their hand is a mercy." 
 
    "You're a different kind of witch, Niamh." 
 
    "Yes, I am. It's one of the other reasons I've only now been allowed into Selene's little club," she said, rubbing her brow with the back of her arm. "I'm a little too pragmatic for some." 
 
    "You mean violent?" 
 
    Niamh gave her a level, flat gaze."Only when I need to be. I don't go around starting fights just because I can win them, but if a fight finds me, I want no doubt about the outcome." Niamh regarded Millie a further moment, as if she was unsure she wanted to continue, but decided she must. "Even if that means you have to kill." 
 
    Until this week, she had thought that was the whole reason any of them were there. Now that she knew more of the truth, she hoped the witch in front of her might be able to dole out a little more."Have you ever killed anyone?" 
 
    "Do you want to know the real answer?" Niamh asked as her witchblade winked out. 
 
    "Of course I do."  
 
    "No, the real answer. The answer that could portend your future." 
 
    "If you're shaping my Manifest, I think I deserve the answer." 
 
    Niamh nodded, but soon began to pace over the stains of sweat and blood. "Did Selene ever tell you how she got her scars?" 
 
    Millie shuddered and swallowed against the wordless noise that wanted to jump out of her throat at the embarrassment she still felt about having asked, as she was the only one among all the ADAM candidates who had been so impertinent as to do so. "She said she was burned when she was younger." 
 
    "How was she burned?" 
 
    "I don't know," Millie said, casting her eyes to the floor. 
 
    "You do. How do witches get burned?" 
 
    "At the stake?" 
 
    "At the stake. Do you know why Ivy is the way she is?" 
 
    "I'd never really thought about it. Isn't that just… how she is?" 
 
    "She wasn't always. She was tortured and they broke her." 
 
    Shock keened in Millie's ears and she hugged herself, even if she didn't have to ask who 'they' were. They were the reason ADAM didn't celebrate Christmas. Now that she knew why, she couldn't say for certain she was glad for it. "Why are you telling me this?" 
 
    "So it doesn't happen to you. The entire history of witchcraft, our history," Niamh said, pointing in turn to both of them, "is a history of women being abused, tortured, maimed and killed by men who are afraid of us, or people who might be us. So, it was thought our best defence was to blend in, to disappear into society and not call any attention to ourselves. And in fairness, it has worked, for the most part. But when it fails, people die. Innocent people, because none of us are guilty." She let the words hang in the air a moment. "And I do blend in, for the most part, try not to draw attention to myself. Like I said, I don't pick fights. But for witches like my cousin and Ivy, our history has taught them to prepare for the worst. I work to prevent it from ever happening in the first place. And if I fail, I make absolutely sure it will not happen again. Do you understand, Millie?" 
 
    She did. She wasn't sure she wanted to, but she did. "You killed the ones who did it." 
 
    Niamh nodded. "Those priests, those pious men who lit the flame with intent to murder my kin? Yes, Millie. I killed them. Every one of them." 
 
    The white sword of magic flared to life, its blade a roiling, living thing. 
 
    "With this. This was my Manifest, and I used it to stab four men of God through the heart while they slept." 
 
    The room was silent save for the thudding of Millie's pulse. 
 
    "As for Ivy's torturers? One in the chest. One in the neck, and the last through the eye. He screamed as his brain boiled in his skull, but I held it there until he stopped. Until I was sure he was dead. Until I knew he could never do it again." Niamh never took her eyes off of Millie's. "When they came for me, they broke into my home in the dead of night. I leapt out of my bedroom window, and as they searched the attic, I set fire to it, and burned those men alive, along with everything I owned." Niamh blinked for the first time Millie could recall since she'd started her story. "That's the answer, Millie. I answered attempted murder with successful murder, and I have gone to bed every night for centuries with that on my heart. And you know what? I have never lost a single moment's sleep over it. 
 
    "Do they know? Selene and Ivy," Millie said, her mouth dry, her tongue tacky. 
 
    "They don't need to know. I didn't do it for accolades, or to win any favour. I did it because it was right, and so no one else would have to." 
 
    "But I might?" 
 
    "I hope not. I hope we are past such things, but if the last four years has taught us anything, it's that barbarism is still alive and well." 
 
    Millie thought of her brothers, of Vickie's and her parents. The look in Elise's eyes when she spoke of home, and what Bertram's face had said the day before. When she looked up, Niamh was standing right in front of her, and she put her hand on Millie's shoulder.  
 
    "If this is your path, you will have to some day be willing to do what I did. I hope not as an avenger, but as a defender. You three are too important to be taken away by some egotistical, short-sighted, historical footnote. If the 20th Century is only to be your first, you are going to have to be prepared to earn the next ones the hard way." 
 
      
 
    The sun that shone in through November's window was a heatless glare, useful only for illuminating her rapidly crumbling optimism. She was sat on the edge of her bed in only her underclothes, staring down at her arms. They looked as they always had, as did her tattoos. Black ink indelibly forced into her skin by the sharpest of needles, to be there until the end of her days and beyond. When she went into the grave for real, they would still be there. They would mark her until she was naught but bones and dust, but until that hopefully far distant day, they were as much a part of her as her heart, or her mind. 
 
    She ran her fingers over the word for what felt like the thousandth time, and it was just as unhelpful as it had been when she'd first done it. How could something that inspired her to irreversibly alter herself stay forgotten so easily? It had been nearly a week since Bertram had hauled her out of that frozen hole, and yet all she had by way of memories from before it was one more number: 23. Not much to show for a life, really.  
 
    Why was it so hard to remember? It had been there! Just out of her grasp. She'd felt the tantalising edges of it brush her fingers when she'd strained for it, down in that hole in her mind. That inky, impenetrable, awful place had been this close to giving up its secrets. But like a frightened spider, it had retreated with shocking quickness to an even greater depth and barricaded itself in layers of despair that she didn't know she had the strength to push through. 
 
    November. 11. November 23rd. Pain from all three. A single set of clothing; the only clues from which to reassemble an entire life. 
 
    A life that had been lived. She had been wearing decent clothing, where had it come from? How had she received the money that had paid for them? Had she been the one to pay for them? She knew she had short hair, who had cut it? Who had given her her tattoos? There was a chain leading away from her back to the origins of what little she had, but the most important links were missing. They lie on the ground before her, limp, useless and just out of reach. Just like she knew she must have parents, she knew that at the very least, the people who had given her those things existed, and knew she did as well.  
 
    So where were they? It would have been narcissistic to a degree not seen since the man himself to believe that the shop that had sold her her clothing should be worried about her not returning to buy more within a single week, but when hope was in such short supply, she was willing to latch on to the tiniest grain she could find. 
 
    Who taught you to stop bullets? asked a voice in the back of her mind, a voice she wished she could strangle into silence. The same people who taught you to superheat metal in the blink of an eye, it answered before she got the chance. 
 
    There were threads she was willing to pull on, ones that might reveal how the garment was put together, or how certain parts connected to other parts. Then there were those that she knew would cause everything to unravel, and she would be standing naked in the cold, more vulnerable than she had ever been. Whatever it was that had allowed her to do what she had done in that pub she knew was the latter. Learning that it was a hallucination brought on by brain damage would be preferable to the reality of what had happened, but she knew such a diagnosis was not forthcoming. 
 
    She wanted to find out her name, where she lived, who she knew, who she loved. She didn't want to find out that she was a monster. People feared monsters. Whatever help she was receiving would evaporate in an instant if she said anything about what she had done, there was no question in her mind. Though she didn't know what kind of place she would be taken to if she did, she very much doubted it had an airing court.  
 
    Or air of any kind. 
 
    Sighing, she stood and went to the window. Flinging it open, she allowed the cold evening air to bite into her cheeks and her exposed arms. She stared into the breeze, holding her eyes open as long as she could. When they started to water and the world went a bit fuzzy, she finally allowed herself to blink. 
 
    Who she was, what she was, was obviously going to require some discomfort to discover, as the incident earlier had proved. If she was going to find any answers, she was going to have to be brave. 
 
    Slamming the window shut, she reached for the cable to the service bell and yanked on it. 
 
      
 
    "Here you are," Jeffery said. "Though I'm not supposed to leave you alone with it." 
 
    "Thank you. Could you… could you just wait in the hall? You may keep the door open if you'd like." 
 
    Jeffery considered a moment. "All right. I'll be right outside." 
 
    Nodding her thanks, she watched him leave before looking down at the back of a picture-frame mirror she now held in her hands. It swayed slightly from how hard her heart was pounding. She had no idea who was waiting for her on the other side, but it had come time for her to find out. Whatever negative consequences of looking she had imagined now seemed trivial compared to the idea of never knowing. With so little information to go on, she would be stupid to continue to deny something so important as her own appearance.  
 
    She returned to sit on the edge of the bed, holding the mirror tightly between her hands.  
 
    "Just flip it over. Look," she told herself. 
 
    The mirror continued reflecting the tops of her legs. 
 
    "You've done this a thousand times in your life," she said. It had to be true, she knew. It was normal. Everyone looked in a mirror, it wasn't difficult. It required literally no more effort than it took to look at anything else, she told herself. 
 
    Her hands began to tremble with how little effort it took.  
 
    "You'll see yourself eventually. Do it now while you have control over it, while you're still feeling some of that bravery you came up with." 
 
    She raised the mirror. No good introducing herself to herself with an unflattering reflection. 
 
    Eyes closed, she rotated it to face her. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she let it out slowly through her nose. When her lungs were finally empty, she opened her eyes. 
 
    Blue eyes, as it turned out. Pale blue, like a summer sky, peering out from under naturally long eyelashes. Her hair was jet black, in a severe bob that jutted forward to point at thin, pale lips surrounding perfectly unremarkable teeth, framing a smattering of freckles, much like the ones on the rest of her body, over a nose that was small if not overly round.  
 
    She began to breathe again. 
 
    That was it? She didn't feel any different. There was no thunderclap of revelation, and she had so far refrained from smashing the mirror on the floor in revulsion or in the fits of some sort of breakdown. She watched her thick eyebrows furrow in consternation, and though while she appreciated that they were such expressive eyebrows, they were not especially helpful in that moment. 
 
    The mirror fell back into her lap before it shot back up again and she glared at herself with accusatory blue daggers. 
 
    "Who are you? Why won't you tell me?" she said, shaking the mirror. She began to pace back and forth before the window, letting the sun strike her at different angles, but no combination of shadow and light made any difference, and the face that looked back at her remained resolutely anonymous.  
 
    It made no sense. After all her hand-wringing and anxiety about the barest hint of her reflection, when she finally saw it, nothing happened. She was just another unrecognised face among dozens in this place. Not even any existential dread about it, either, it was just a fact. Her appearance meant as much as her tattoos did.  
 
    In her near-despondent dismay, the mirror was surrendered to gravity and shattered on the floor. That November didn't notice until Jeffery came running into the room to check on her was a testament to how shocked she was that it had fallen through her hand on the way down. 
 
      
 
    As Millie helped Ivy go about her daily tasks in the heat of her greenhouse, she thought of what Niamh had said about what had been done to her, and she couldn't help the well of sadness that been sunk into her stomach. She'd always thought of Ivy as eccentric, but the thought that the Ivy she knew wasn't the real one was awful to even contemplate. A single choice had led to centuries of repercussions, and it made Millie shudder with sudden vulnerability. She didn't know how to feel about functional immortality anymore. It was a consequence to witchcraft that she hadn't given much thought to, even if it was staring her in the face through more than one pair of eyes. She'd thought countless times about how old Selene and the others were, but it never once occurred to her that she might reach such an age herself.  
 
    "It's a function of using magic," Ivy said, one green eye blown up to comical proportions behind a magnifying glass. Watching it dart around on such a scale was disconcerting, even if it was in the benign service of checking one of her precious plants for signs of parasites. 
 
    A shocking green, it was like an aloe plant, but spikier and almost animated in the wild twists and curls that it grew into, as it looked to Millie, an attempt to strangle its neighbour. "Magic is of life, and using it has regenerative properties. You didn't think we got this old from diet and exercise, did you?" 
 
    "Aye, aye, I know, I just… didn't think about it applying to me. To us," she corrected. "I guess I still don't feel like a real witch." Not that she had the first clue what that felt like. 
 
    The giant eye swung over to look at Millie. It blinked. "I hope you're not talking about Manifesting." 
 
    "Shouldn't I be? Niamh can make swords from nothing, and Vickie can stop bullets. Isn't that the real magic?" Millie said, irritated and starting to sweat from standing in the all-glass enclosure, in spite of the fact it was barely above freezing outside. She sprinkled the contents of her tiny watering can over the soil of something that might have once been holly, careful to avoid getting the leaves wet.  
 
    "Nope," Ivy said, punctuating the word with a shake of her head. "It's spectacular magic, sure, but it's no more real. And… not all Manifests are quite so showy." Ivy put down her magnifying glass and stroked the underside of one of the mutant aloe tentacles. In her greenhouse, Ivy was well and truly in her element, lending her a lucidity that made Millie wish she could have known her before whatever horrors had befallen her so long ago had taken their toll. Then the plant moved in response to Ivy's touch, and she was reminded just how formidable she still was. 
 
    "You did it, didn't you?" Millie blurted through the dawn of her realisation. "That's why you're so good at this!" Of course, how could she have been so stupid? That was the reason Ivy had been able to make all of those healing compounds and remedies, not just centuries of knowledge and sudden access to a greenhouse.  
 
    Ivy said nothing, but the number of teeth Millie could count in her smile neatly quantified the answer. 
 
    "Oh," Millie huffed, and began to pace the narrow space between the shelves of Ivy's creations. "All of you Manifested, haven't you? You, Selene, Colette and Niamh." 
 
    "Another reason we didn't want to tell you about it until we had to," Ivy admitted, her words trailing thin tendrils of sadness behind them. Or maybe it was regret. "I won't repeat what Selene told you, but I do echo it. Don't make it your goal, Millie. That way lies frustration and despair." 
 
    "That's easy for you to say," Millie muttered.  
 
    When she looked at Ivy again, the sprite that usually danced behind her eyes was still, and all that was there now was age and memory.  
 
    "No, it isn't," was all she said before turning her back and her attention away from Millie. 
 
    The feeling of Millie's foot in her mouth was as familiar to her as her own voice, she just wished she had a way of keeping the latter from becoming the former with such frequency. She moved to apologise, but when she got a clear look at Ivy's face, it was clear she had already moved on, and any further probes about her Manifest would have to remain stowed for later use. 
 
    "Millie, have you seen Colette recently?" Ivy asked as she tended to a plant that looked too much like a spider trying to climb out of its pot. The vines were a dark green, almost black, segmented and tubular, running back to a central bulb covered in fine fuzz. It was both hideous and fascinating, as Millie couldn't recall ever seeing anything like it. But Ivy tended to it like a pet, adding water with an eye dropper in precise locations over and over again. 
 
    "No, I haven't. But it's not unusual for her to be gone like this," Millie said, trying not to think of doctors and little triangular hammers as each vine twitched when the water hit it.  
 
    "Mm," Ivy said absently, standing up to take in her handiwork. "Usually she tells us first." 
 
    "Like Vickie did," Millie said. 
 
    "You still haven't worked out why she left?" 
 
    Millie shook her head. "No. No idea. Everything in her bedroom looked normal, like she was coming back. The door wasn't even locked." 
 
    "Was anything missing?" 
 
    "Not that I found. No sign that she was leaving for good. I think she meant to come back, so whatever happened to her must have been an accident." 
 
    Ivy made a noncommittal sort of noise, and didn't turn away from her ministrations. 
 
    "You disagree?" Millie asked. 
 
    "A young woman out by herself at night is at the mercy of more than accidents." 
 
    "You think someone did that to her?" The very thought made Millie think of boiling brains, and this time she didn't blanch. 
 
    "Mr. Jones indicated a single blow to the side of the head. Does that sound like an accident?" 
 
    Millie chewed her lower lip, and had to admit that it did not. "Why would she have been left in an open grave, though? What would be the motivation? Attempted murder?" 
 
    "I don't know the answers, Millie. But two witches have left this place and failed to return in only a few days, and that leaves us with many questions." 
 
    Millie wasn't yet ready to admit to that being true of Colette, she was the only one who had a life outside of ADAM, but if Ivy was, then she would have to reconsider. At least she knew where Victoria was, and that she was, relatively speaking, safe. She was a Manifested witch, and even without her memories, Millie had a hard time imagining what she had to fear. 
 
      
 
    Steam rose from the tea November had tenuously cupped in her hands. It had reached the point she was afraid of tea, and that was one step too many. So far, she hadn't leached the heat from it and it hadn't fallen through her, but it had only been a few minutes.  
 
    Even as she was afraid to hold it, she made note of the cup's solidity, the way it curved under her fingers. It was smooth and hard, as all ceramics were, traits shared by glass, and that hadn't been enough to satisfy corporeality. If what happened to the mirror happened to the cup, would the tea do it as well? Or would she just scald herself because the thing that had held it had left it behind when it fell through her hands? 
 
    Madness. 
 
    So she couldn't trust her memory, and now the same might be true of her physical body. The chair she sat on felt solid, as did the floor under her feet, but would that be enough? Was she going to disappear into the basement because… because why? Why was this happening to her? Someone had to know she could do these things, where were they?  
 
    "You should have waited for me," Dr. Garland said from behind his desk.  
 
    November didn't look up. She looked at the strange stranger in her tea, and beseeched her to tell her what was going on, but the woman in the tea was content to keep her secrets, and November sighed. "I wanted to do it while I still had the courage." 
 
    "This isn't a race, Miss November. It isn't a test of will, or a trial of your bravery. It's a hospital, and we generally frown on patients taking their care into their own hands." 
 
    The woman in her tea chewed on her lower lip. Was she ashamed or upset? She would have liked to know, because November didn't know how she felt.  
 
    "You're right," she said. Whether she believed it or not was still an open question.  
 
    "You broke the mirror," Dr. Garland said.  
 
    "Far from the most expensive thing that's been broken in this place, I imagine," November said sullenly.  
 
    "If your spirits are such that you feel it necessary to be so flippant, then perhaps we should adjourn until another time." 
 
    November sighed. "My apologies, Doctor. I'm just… disappointed. It took so much for me to do that. I had avoided it the entire time since I woke up, and when I finally worked up the gumption to look at myself…" 
 
    "You expected a revelation, perhaps?" 
 
    "I expected something. It was just another fact to add to the others, and equally as useless, as it turns out. This woman," she nodded at her reflection in her tea, "means as little to me as any of the women out there. How can that be possible? How can my own face be meaningless?" 
 
    "The mind is-" 
 
    "Complicated, I know." She took a sip of tea as bitter as she was at that moment. "I would appreciate some degree of simplification." 
 
    Dr. Garland stood and began to roam, his gaze hanging on his diplomas. "You know, you speak like you have an education. I'm fairly confident that we can say you weren't a scullery maid or or a fishmonger before this. Tell me, have you found yourself with any particular proclivities since you arrived?" 
 
    "How do you mean?" 
 
    "Have you been drawn to any pursuits, or been especially adept at any of the tasks you've been asked to perform?" 
 
    "Not particularly. I didn't know washing water would be so hot." 
 
    Dr. Garland chuckled. "Another sign of an educated woman. I suggest trying the library. If you are as well-read as you sound, you may come across something familiar that way." 
 
    "That is a good idea, thank you." 
 
    "It's not a large library, I'm afraid, but there may be something enlightening in there all the same. Now, back to what happened. Why was the mirror broken?" 
 
    November regarded Dr. Garland over the rim of her teacup and thought of monsters. "It slipped. I was upset about what I saw, and more or less forgot I was holding it. I was as surprised as Jeffery to hear it shatter." 
 
    "So you didn't throw it? And it wasn't otherwise on purpose?" 
 
    "Not at all." November shook her head. "I wasn't angry, I was disappointed, as I said. And a little sad. But not enough to throw a mirror into the ground." 
 
    Dr. Garland seemed to accept this. "Just an accident. Good. Understandable, in your case." 
 
    'Just an accident.' She smiled ruefully at the words. She'd performed three miracles in the span of a few days, and in the time since, those were still the best words she had to describe how. "Thank you," she said.  
 
    "But tell me, did you experience any dizziness or nausea in the time leading up to it?" 
 
    November shook her head. "No. In fact, I felt quite clear-headed and determined up to that moment." 
 
    "I see. After your spill with Mary, I was afraid you might have had some lingering symptoms. But if that is not the case, I suggest we get on with today's proper session." 
 
    November nodded, and slid back into the leather chaise lounge that was increasingly becoming a platform for her frustrations to manifest themselves on. It was nice and comfortable, but she could never relax on it completely. Policing her tongue about her abilities was still too important to her, even if it did retard whatever progress he may be able to draw out of her about everything else. She took several deep breaths, trying to clear her mind of such a ridiculous contradiction. 
 
    When she finally allowed herself to close her eyes, she found the insides of her eyelids didn't look much different then the last time she'd been forced to stare at them. For all her own feelings about not getting comfortable, flat on her back, it was difficult to fight off the sudden, tugging allure of sleep. Along with everything else, she couldn't remember what it was like to not be tired. If she could just say nothing, maybe she could just drift off without being noticed, she thought. But Dr. Garland's voice seemed to break in just in time to stave it off every time she reached out for it. 
 
    "Let's start with the tattoos," he said from somewhere above and behind her. She knew where he was seated, but in the hazy half-asleep state she was already in, it was hard to hear him as coming from anywhere in particular. 
 
    "Very well," November said. It wouldn't be the first time they had, and it wouldn't be the last, either, barring some miracle. 
 
    "The number 11. Focus on it. Picture it in your mind's eye," Dr. Garland said. 
 
    She could see it easily enough, she'd been obsessing over it since she woke up.  
 
    "Tell me anything you associate that number with. Don't think about it, just say the first things that come to mind." 
 
    "The Armistice," she said immediately.  
 
    "And how do you feel about that?" 
 
    "Only that it's significant," she said with a trace of unhappiness. "Nothing emotional or personal." 
 
    "You don't find that odd?" 
 
    "Of course it's odd!" she snapped, jolting herself closer to awake again. "Everyone feels something connected to that day. That I don't is disconcerting." 
 
    Dr. Garland scribbled somewhere in his far away place. "Also enlightening." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "Your amnesia seems to be in relation solely to deeply personal memories. If you have something deeply personal connected to the war, then it would make sense that your amnesia would be blocking the source. Your feelings would be blunted, because you have no memory associated with it beyond the facts of its existence." 
 
    November puzzled over this. "Also the fact that I have November on the other arm would lead to a similar conclusion." 
 
    "Correct. I think you have significant trauma associated with the war, and so when it was over, you marked yourself indelibly with the date that marked its end." 
 
    "That's quite the memorial." 
 
    "Indeed. When I mention the war, what do you feel?" 
 
    "That it was bad," November said, chiding herself for sounding like a child. "I mean, I don't have any specific feelings about it. It was a tragic event, like the sinking of the Titanic." 
 
    "Britain lost many brothers and husbands to the Great War, and very few of us got away untouched by tragedy. Perhaps yours was greater than most, given how much of it you seem to have blocked out." 
 
    November hugged her arms closer to herself. It had the clear ring of truth to it, but rather than a relief, it was another burden draped over her already-laden shoulders. "When my memories return, that's all going to come back at once, isn't it? Am I going to have to re-live all of it again?"  
 
    "It's hard to say. If they return piecemeal, you may have a chance to acclimate." 
 
    "If they don't? If I get them all back at once?" 
 
    "That day may be more difficult than you had imagined," he said sombrely. "You may not re-live the specific events, but all of the emotions you currently don't feel about them will come back. But at least you will know why." 
 
    "Doctor, is it possible this whole episode is my brain's way of coping with something awful that happened? I've simply blocked out everything connected to it?" 
 
    "I would like to give you a definitive answer on that," Dr. Garland said, "but I'm afraid I can't. Your head wound occurring at the same time is far too coincidental for my taste." 
 
    "Mine as well," November said. "Someone close to me died and I don't remember them?" 
 
    "A tragedy unto itself," Dr. said. "However, you mentioned before that you were accused of being a white feather girl," Dr. Garland said. "That's one possible piece of specificity. Does it mean anything to you?" 
 
    Her right arm twinged. "I really don't know." 
 
    "I thought not. Back to '11,' then." 
 
    This time, the word triggered the same fire she'd felt before while doing the washing, only this time it was in her right arm. Pain. Not the burning, but in her mind. A deep, festering pain that shone as red as a fresh burn and persisted just as much. She groaned, rolling on to her right side, pinning that arm under her body. 
 
    "Miss November?" Dr. Garland said. 
 
    "It hurts. It hurts so much," she said through clamped teeth.  
 
    "Tell me what you're feeling!" 
 
    "Sadness. Overwhelming sadness. Pain. Regret," she moaned. Underneath her, her arm throbbed and her fingers tensed up just like they had before, only this time they were clamping into her thigh. The same icy fire as last time flooded her veins, curdling in place and leaving every bit of tissue and bone beneath her tattoo a quivering mass of hideous agony. This time, she could feel it tethered to her mind, as something within her fed it, pumping something she couldn't perceive into her arm as a kind of fuel that stoked the fire higher.  
 
    In her anguish, she knew what it was. The tragedy the doctor had spoken of was there, but she couldn't see it. It had a shape, and it had presence, but no other definition. A horrific monstrosity had reared up from the crater of her memory and was lancing her with the venom of its intensity, yet she couldn't even identify it, let alone fight back.  
 
    "God, make it stop!" she heard herself shout, but the faceless memory only twisted the pain it caused, knocking the breath from her lungs and forcing her to double over into a tight ball. 
 
    Staring up at her attacker, it had a tormenting familiarity to it, like she was in a struggle with a long-unseen family member, only this one was not human. 
 
    Through the blasted ejecta around her memories, she crawled on her hands and knees to get closer, to get a better look at it. Even though it was causing her blinding pain, she knew she had to get close enough to find out what it was. 
 
    When she gained the crater rim, she reached out to the black mass, if she could only touch it, she would know! As her fingers grew nearer, the pain intensified, and her right arm felt all but dead beneath her. Still she struggled, straining in her mind for anything, even more pain, if it meant remembering something.  
 
    With the last of her strength, she shoved her consciousness forward to touch what was before her, and she was rewarded with the sensation of her mind being encased in ice. A frozen presence crawled through her skull, and she could feel everywhere it wasn't, where her memories should be, and her consciousness slowed to near nothing as it crawled around that black void, even as she tried desperately to steer herself into it.  
 
    Like straining against a great weight, she forced her thoughts through the ice, to power through the cold that tried to keep her at bay. It was slow and torturous, but like a massive ship, she felt the turn begin to happen. 
 
    The moment she gained the advantage, the mass that had risen from her memory crater shattered into a shard-ridden cloud of debris that exploded in all directions around her. She ducked away from it, and could hear pieces of it as they hissed by her. 
 
    When she looked up again, what had been a single mass was now eleven distinct pieces, each of them identical to each other, the same black void of color and light as before. Eleven vertical scratches, like some great animal had slashed them into the sky above her. 
 
    As she watched, each one began to sprout what looked like arms from about a third of the way from the top. But they weren't arms, and when they stopped growing, she was left with what were clearly eleven crosses. In a moment, they were no longer black, and each flared as bright as the sun for a moment before settling back to a brilliant white. In the dark foreboding of her mind, they glowed like beacons. And like beacons, she yearned to follow, to understand what they meant. 
 
    Eleven white crosses arranged in a row from one side of her vision to the other stood out proudly against the sky, but the moment she finally came to understand what she was looking at, they fell as one back down from where they'd come. 
 
    Crying out, she threw her hand over the edge to catch them, but they were already gone, and she was only in time enough to see their glow be swallowed up by the abyss. 
 
    From far away, she heard her name being called.  
 
    From below, it was too faint to be made out, but she knew it was her real name, the name she'd been given by her parents.  
 
    From behind, clear as day, the only one she knew, the name given to her by a stranger. 
 
      
 
    Everything that Niamh had said repeated in a loop in Millie's mind as she stared up at the ceiling of her room. She'd been in a frustrating dance with sleep since she'd laid down, as it was proving to be an unreliable partner.  
 
    He screamed as his brain boiled in his skull, Niamh had said. How was she supposed to sleep, having been told something like that? It was so horrifying it was difficult to imagine it was real, to the point Millie almost wanted Niamh to be lying, or at the very least exaggerating, so she could feel somewhat less disturbed by it. The worst part wasn't even the imagery of it, the helplessness of being brutally killed by something you didn't understand and being aware of it while it happened, like being eaten by an animal while you were still alive. No, it was the fact that Niamh had said that she might have to do it herself some day.  
 
    Breaking into the view of the ceiling came Millie's hands. She turned them over and over, her nails that ended well short of her fingertips, her freckles that dotted the backs like faded tea stains, the too-visible blue veins that coursed beneath the creases in her palms.  
 
    Were they capable of such a thing? Her knuckles were still a bit raw from her fight, reminding her that they were more than capable of violence. They had been doing that for years, but never once had she considered escalating that violence to the point of taking a life; at least not in a personal, close-up way. She'd come to ADAM ostensibly to learn magical violence, she supposed, but that somehow didn't line up with what Niamh had described. Poisons, or cursing people into toads, or whatever types of magic she had imagined before were one thing, and maybe she hadn't imagined enough, given their goals, but Niamh had described personal, up-close murder. Literally shoving magic into a man's brain with her fist and watching him die from it at the distance Millie's hands were from her face. 
 
    Shaking her head sharply, she shoved her hands back under her covers and rolled onto her side, trapping them underneath her so she wouldn't have to see them. She tried not to retch. 
 
    Maybe she'd needed to hear what Niamh had described. To hear what it was actually like to use magic in the way that she had only conceived of in a sideways, abstract kind of way. There was blood and pain involved. Fear. Fear on that man's face as he realised what was happening to him, but also the fear that Niamh must have felt that would drive her to do such a thing.  
 
    At least Millie told herself it was fear. That level of savagery could be motivated by many things, but fear was the one Millie wanted to believe that had consumed Niamh that day. It was somehow more justifiable than anger or revenge, even though she had been supporting Victoria's pursuit of just that since they'd met. 
 
    That was a thought that pushed sleep off even further, as Millie's heart began to pump white flashes into her tightly-closed eyes.  
 
    Victoria had wanted revenge for her brother, and for her parents. She wouldn't have hesitated a second to do exactly what Niamh had done to the first German she met, and now, it seemed, she had the power to do so. She had Manifested in self-defence, but who knew what kind of damage she could do to someone if she turned that power around to something far more proactive. 
 
    It was a chilling thought, and once she'd had it, she knew it was true. For Victoria, the answer to the question of whether or not she was capable of that kind of violence was yes, given the right provocation.  
 
    What about Elise? She had seen horror and death up close. She'd seen men die at arm's length, in her arms, even as she scrambled to save them. The Germans had shelled the home she grew up in, and men had died by the thousands within sight of it, but not once had she ever expressed anything akin to desire for revenge. The only thing she'd ever wanted was to help, to heal and mend those to whom violence had happened, not cause more. What would she think if Millie had done what Niamh had done? If she'd stabbed a man in the heart while he slept, let alone four? 
 
    Then she thought of Elise with Selene's scars, of her being captured and taken away to be tortured for God-knows-how-long. She imagined that gentle, kind soul being twisted by pain and fear by those who weren't even worthy to speak her name, and she felt her face flush with anger. Elise, alone and scared, being cut open, burned, having her those delicate, life-saving fingers broken by some brutish thug acting on his own sense of righteousness to do nothing but cause pain to the woman she… she cared about very much. What would she do then? 
 
    She would kill them. The burning anger the very idea filled her with would scorch them from the face of the earth. She would kill every single one of them by any means available to her, and she would be able to sleep with that fact better than she was able to sleep right now. 
 
    Victoria and Elise were not helpless, she knew that. They were strong witches, stronger than Millie, at any rate. But Selene and Ivy were strong too, and they had suffered anyway. What Niamh had told her had been a warning, but not in the way she had thought at first. It wasn't to keep her from choosing the path she knew now she was on, it was to let her know what lie at the end of it, and that she had to make peace with that fact now, because she'd already chosen it. 
 
    Victoria had a higher calling than mere violence, and Elise should never have to stain her soul with it. One of them had to be there to make sure the others could do the real work, to be what witches should actually be.  
 
    The realisation was liberating, and cleared a fog that she hadn't even known she was trapped in. She knew the direction her Manifest lie now, all she had to do was reach it, just without knowing how far away it was.  
 
    It would all work out, as long as she got Victoria back from a horrible place that showed no signs of willingly giving her up, and Elise could stay in Britain by virtue of placating a man she didn't like who had no real incentive to help them succeed.  
 
    Small concerns, really. 
 
      
 
    Steam clouded the air, thick and heavy. Fresh from the boiler, the water that flowed from the shower head was as close to scalding as November could stand; any hotter and she would burn herself. As it was, she was a shocking shade of pink from head to toe. 
 
    It wasn't enough. There were still ice crystals circling the drain. 
 
    Huddled against herself on the shower room floor, she let the water flow over her as it would, searing her back and sending rivulets streaming from her matted hair. 
 
    She knew sitting on the floor wasn't a good idea, knew it wasn't clean enough for her to spend any more time than was strictly necessary on it, she just didn't care. What did it matter, she was turning steaming-hot water into ice in a matter of seconds without knowing how or why, what was a little uncleanliness? Part of her was hoping she would just fall through the floor altogether, and not have to worry about any of it. But whatever it was that let her do things seemed content to leave her where she was. 
 
    So she sat. If it was for minutes, hours or days, she couldn't have said. She was no longer of the firm conviction that time mattered anymore, either. Nothing did. 
 
    The very thought of 'November 23rd' had sent her to such a dizzying high, she had gorged herself on hope and drunk deeply from the fountain of optimism, but now she was suffering from a hangover that made her wish she'd never woken up in that grave. Bertram should have just shovelled dirt over the top of her and left her be, at least that way would have spared her feeling how she felt now.  
 
    She wondered how he was getting on without her and determined the answer was most likely 'better,' given the way they'd parted.  
 
    Though as she ran a finger through the slush building up beside her, she was thankful that her… condition had only been removing heat as of late, rather than adding it. Burning down the hospital with her mind in a fit of pique was something she was more than happy to keep a nightmare.  
 
    But what if she couldn't? Two of her incidents had happened in front of witnesses, what if it happened again? She wasn't going to be able to hide it forever, but she had no idea how to go about telling anyone, least of all the doctors. Maybe if she had someone to talk to, it wouldn't seem quite so scary. But then again, telling the wrong person would make her scary, and dangerous. 
 
    Well, she was dangerous. It was the biggest reason she'd surrendered herself in the first place. There were no good options she could see. It wasn't just her memory that could get worse, her condition could, too. She could lose complete control over it, or it could get stronger without her learning the first thing about it. What would happen then? Too much stress, or another crushing disappointment, then what? She could hurt someone without meaning to in a way that was completely inexplicable to anyone, even herself.  
 
    Through the hiss of the water the sound of the metal door to the bath house creaking open echoed in the depths of her morass. 
 
    "November?" Gretchen's voice said from the other side of the partition. 
 
    November continued to look down. "Be careful. Here there be monsters."  
 
    "Are you all right? You missed dinner."  
 
    The thud of November's head against the tiled wall reverberated through the steam. "No. I'm not." 
 
    "Is there anything I can do to help?" 
 
    "I wouldn't even know what to ask for, at this point," November said with the small, mirthless laugh of one resigned to her damnation. "But I appreciate your desire to help." 
 
    "You're starting to frighten me. Come out of there so we can talk." A hand poked out from behind the partition and made a beckoning gesture, but shot back behind it in a blink. "Lord, that's hot! Come out of there!" 
 
    "I can't. Not yet." 
 
    "Why ever not?" 
 
    November scooped up a palmful of ice and hurled it out of the shower to splatter across the floor at Gretchen's feet. "That's why!" 
 
    "Why do you have ice in there? How do you have ice in there?" 
 
    More ice exploded across the tiles. "Because I'm making it." 
 
    This finally summoned the face of Gretchen, who peeked around the edge of the partition, squinting against the heat.  
 
    November gathered a small amount of water into her palm and held it up. In a few moments it was limned with frost and she turned her hand over to let it fall and shatter on the shower floor. 
 
    "What in the name of the Holy Father…?" 
 
    "Perhaps he has an answer," November said. 
 
    Gretchen's head disappeared again, and November's heart sank. She'd chosen poorly. Of course, how could she have been so stupid to reveal something like that? Especially to someone she barely knew. But she barely knew anyone!  
 
    "November, please come out of there. I will not discuss this with you under these conditions," Gretchen said, producing a towel. 
 
    "Are you going to help me?" November said, allowing some amount of hope to creep into her voice.  
 
    "I don't know what I saw, so that I don't know that I can. But until you are decent, we won't know either way. Now please come out, and dress yourself." 
 
    Getting unsteadily to her feet, November shut off the water and did as Gretchen asked, the harsh fabric of the gown even harsher on her ablated skin. She stood with her towel partly obscuring her face, awaiting Gretchen's determination. 
 
    When she was fully clothed, Gretchen allowed herself to turn around.  
 
    "I don't know what I saw in there," she said. 
 
    "Nor do I," November admitted. "It came with the amnesia." 
 
    "How is it done?"  
 
    "I don't know. Showing you with my hand was the first time I'd ever done it on purpose." 
 
    "How can you not know, but still manage to do it?" 
 
     November shrugged. "I don't know. I just… wanted it to. You were as surprised as me."  
 
    "Why were you out here all by yourself?" 
 
    "I wanted to be alone. Alone and in discomfort." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I wanted to provoke myself. I wanted to stimulate my body into reacting. I thought I could trigger a memory, like I did when we were doing the washing together." While it didn't have quite the same level of honesty as saying she was pitying herself, it did have some matter of truth to it. 
 
    "November 23rd?" 
 
    November nodded. "Yes. The hot water hurt, and soon after I had that memory." 
 
    "Did it work?" 
 
    "No. I must have let it turn into self-flagellation at some point," she said. "I didn't want to get out. But my body reacted." 
 
    "By making ice?" 
 
    "When I got that memory, do you remember me sticking my hand in the hot water barrel?" 
 
    Gretchen nodded. 
 
    "I didn't tell you doing so made the water cold." 
 
    "Was that the first time?" 
 
    "To make something cold, yes. I can heat things up, as well." 
 
    "How- of course, you don't know." 
 
    November shook her head. "No. I don't. I'm afraid I'm going to hurt someone if I can't learn to control this, but I don't even know what 'this' is!" 
 
    "I don't know what I can do to help you. I want to, but I can't believe what I saw. What do you need?" 
 
    November thought a long moment. "A friend."  
 
    Gretchen smiled. "That I can be." 
 
    "Tell me I'm not crazy. I'm in here because I can't remember, not because I'm insane. This is actually happening, isn't it?" 
 
    "In as much as I am not also insane, yes. But why did you choose to confide in me?" 
 
    "Because I thought I could trust you." 
 
    Gretchen's laugh was one that November could tell had the sole purpose of masking pain. "You would be the first person in a long time to say that." 
 
    "Why do you say that?"  
 
    "The only reason I'm in here is because people don't trust me," Gretchen explained. "Has that not occurred to you?" 
 
    "Why would it? You seem perfectly functional, and not at all dangerous to me." 
 
    "That's very kind." 
 
    "Gretchen, please. I've had a great whack on the side of the head, could you just tell me in simple terms?" 
 
    "November, I'm here because I'm German." 
 
    "What?" The accent suddenly made sense now. Of course it was German, she knew that. Or she thought she did, but she'd forgotten it. She looked at Gretchen anew, and the implications twisted her stomach into knots.  
 
    "A few reports from the neighbours, and I was put here to keep the home front safe," Gretchen said matter-of-factly. 
 
    "You were a saboteur?" 
 
    "Of course not. I have no love for the Kaiser, and truth be told, part of me is glad Germany lost. But people knew I was German, they knew my son went back at Wilhelm's call, the fool, and they feared I might have… divided loyalties." 
 
    "But there was no proof?" It was beyond comprehension. This was a hospital, not a prison. 
 
    "No. So the police couldn't do anything. But if enough people say you're crazy, well, the bar is much lower in that case. I'm not the only one, either." 
 
     Cold water dripped from November's hair to slide down her spine, and she shivered. "That's horrible." 
 
    "Thank you for saying so. But now you can imagine my surprise at your choice of words?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Well, it seems we're both in need of a friend, then." 
 
    November let herself be led out into the cold night and back to the main building. Her levity warred with her confusion to just about mask the pain that began to throb in her head. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day dawned chill and bright, the same as Millie. Her realisation from the night before had left her with a sense of purpose and focus she hadn't had before, and hadn't understood she'd needed. Niamh's arrival and Colette's absence should have felt disruptive or unbalancing, but instead it had come to feel the opposite. She felt the ground under her feet firmer than it had before, and her only question was why it had taken so long, but that was a question for another time.  
 
    Re-tying her housecoat after stepping out of the toilet, she glanced out of an upstairs window to see a shiny, black, expensive-looking car in the drive out front. Trimmed with gold accents, it had a fabric roof and wheels so far apart it might as well have been a bus. On its gleaming golden nose was a woman with what looked like wings, her head thrust forward into the wind. 
 
    Two people were being helped to clamber over the running boards into the rear doors. From her vantage point, Millie could tell they were female by the hats they wore, but everything else was obscured by heavy winter coats trimmed with dead animals of some kind. She could recall hearing mink being mentioned in connection with fancy coats, but they could have been rabbits for all she knew.  
 
    Millie whistled quietly to herself at finding such ostentation first thing in the morning and hurtled down the stairs in a thunder of footsteps to find out who would be getting into a Roll-Royce at the crack of dawn after departing a place that was supposed to be a secret.  
 
    By the time she got her boots on and out the front door, the long car was already rumbling away, gravel crunching under the huge black wheels. 
 
    So fixated on the car as she was, Millie didn't notice Selene was standing right beside her until she spoke. "You're up early," she said. 
 
    "Who were they?" Millie asked. It was bizarre seeing Selene with sunlight on her face, but Millie already had too many things on her mind that were even more so to bother saying anything about it. 
 
    "People with money and an interest in gifted war orphans," Selene said. 
 
    Bap, bap, bapbapbapbapbapbap, said the Rolls-Royce as it pulled into the street and trundled away, only the silhouettes of a pair of expensive hats visible in the back seat over the front wall. 
 
    "Aren't we a government program? And a secret?" 
 
    "Appearances must be kept up, Millie. This is still a house for war-orphaned girls, remember." 
 
    That was true whether it was a cover story or not. So much had happened in so short a time, it was getting difficult to remember what was true and what wasn't. ADAM had been around long enough that the neighbourhood 'knew' what they were, and she hadn't had to think about the official story in a long time. 
 
    They both stood there until the car was gone from sight completely before turning to go back inside. Selene's movements were slow and deliberate, and her breath puffed out from her hooded face in great clouds as she ascended the stairs. Though she was hundreds of years old, she had never seemed "old" to Millie, not in the elderly sense. But watching her climb the stairs in the winter air, she moved like she was, and it was unsettling, in light of what Niamh had told her. Was it because of her age, or because of what had been done to her? She was no longer sure she was ever going to be able to separate the two from now on. 
 
    "Millie, could you put the kettle on? It's a bit chilly," Selene said, heading towards the dining room. 
 
    "Yes, Mistress," Millie replied, and split off towards the kitchen. Pushing open the door, she saw that Elise was already there, her back turned to the entrance as she glided between the counter and the sink. The sun slanted in through the window and caught her hair at just the right angle to give her a glowing crown. 
 
    Or a halo, Millie thought as she stepped into the kitchen proper, her knees less reliable than they had been a moment before, more so because it made her very aware of the fact that she hadn't seen her in two days. 
 
    "Good morning," Millie said as a kind of warning. The last thing she wanted was a repeat of what had happened the last time they were alone in the kitchen together. 
 
    "Good morning," Elise said with a brightness that was as artificial as the bulb over their heads. "Did you sleep well?" 
 
    "Eventually." Millie put the water on to boil, and leaned against the counter to wait. "And you?" 
 
    "Yes, of course," Elise answered oddly. 
 
    Leaning over to get a better look at her face, Millie could tell that wasn't true. Her bright blue eyes should have been gleaming like amethysts in the sun, but they were flat, dull and sunken. Lines hung under them like nets straining to hold their weight. Though her hair still glowed like always when hit by sunlight, there were far more strands out of place than usual, and it was pulled back in a simple ponytail, rather than in any of her usual, more elaborate styles. It all combined to make her look diminished. 
 
    "Liar," Millie said, suddenly concerned. "What's wrong?" 
 
    "Nothing is wrong," Elise said as she reduced a large hunk of cheese down to more manageable size under her flashing knife. She didn't look up.  
 
    "Liar," Millie repeated, but this time from much closer. 
 
    "Do not call me that," Elise snapped. Her knife flashed faster, wedges becoming slices. 
 
    "Then tell me the truth. You look different. Your eyes, your hair." 
 
    "Do you not approve? Do I always have to be perfect?" 
 
    "That's not what I mean! Have you not been sleeping?" The closer Millie got, the better she could see. Elise's eyes were bloodshot and raw, limned with pink like she'd been rubbing them endlessly, but thankfully not from crying. 
 
    "Why? Am I not beautiful to you?" Slices were becoming something more akin to dust.  
 
    "That's not fair! I'm asking because I'm worried about you! I care about how you look because you don't look like you. Tell me what's wrong." Millie placed a hand gently on Elise's shoulder. "Please." 
 
    The knife clattered to the cutting board and Elise let out a short, sharp exhale before her mouth snapped shut, as if she were trying to catch something before it escaped.  
 
    Millie looked down at her hands, and placed hers over them to stop them from trembling. She squeezed gently, giving Elise time to gather the words she needed. 
 
    "My mind," she started, "it… it does not stop." She looked up at Millie with plaintive eyes. "You are right. I cannot sleep. I close my eyes, but I only see my books. I only see… parts." 
 
    "Parts?"  
 
    "Oui, parts. Body parts? Is that not correct?" 
 
    "No, it's correct. Go on," Millie said. 
 
    "Body parts. Where they are, how to put them back together. Ingredients for remedies; potions, salves, elixirs." Elise shook her head, as if trying to shake the very concepts out of her mind. "Plants. Herbs, flowers, roots, what they look like, how I should put them together. How to put people back together… I cannot stop thinking about them. I know I need to sleep. Sleep heals, sharpens the mind. But I am not sharp. I am blunt. How can I be a true witch if I am blunt? I must be sharp!" 
 
    "You are sharp. Sharper than me. I don't understand anything of what you're studying," Millie said, giving Elise a tiny, tentative squeeze.  
 
    "I do not think I do, either," Elise whispered. 
 
    "That's not true. Look at my finger, all healed already," Millie said, wiggling it for proof.  
 
    "I am glad. But why do I not Manifest? Victoria's studies are far more difficult." 
 
    "You saw them, too?" 
 
    Elise nodded. "Mistress Ivy showed me. She wanted me to be more confident, but I feel the opposite." 
 
    "I know how you feel," Millie admitted. 
 
    "I want to do good," Elise said, her voice breaking on the last word. "Witchcraft must be for a noble reason. I know this. What is more noble than healing? Why I am I denied what I seek so strongly?" 
 
    Millie's lips flattened into a tight, straight smile, and she settled her head onto Elise's shoulder. "People are complicated." Her lips curved upwards into a genuine smile when she felt Elise's head against hers. "Witches especially." 
 
    "Ma chérie, that is true." 
 
    Though she didn't know enough French to know what that meant, the way it sounded when it rolled off of her tongue was enough for her to not want a translation. 
 
    "Your heart is in the right place. You just have to give your mind time enough to catch up," Millie said, the warmth of Elise's shoulder drawing from her a truth that didn't only apply to her. 
 
    "I want to believe that too." 
 
   
  
 

 "Elise," Millie said, lifting her head to look her in the eye, "you're the best of us. If you can't, then what hope is there for me?" 
 
    They held each other's eyes for what felt like an eternity, and Millie allowed things that she had been denying since the day they'd met to take a few hesitant, halting steps into daylight. Things she'd known, but never allowed herself to truly feel for fear of what they would mean. For a moment in time, she felt them, and there was nothing in the world outside of those two brilliant rings of blue.  
 
    Somewhere far away, a tea kettle was screaming. 
 
      
 
    Now that she knew about Gretchen, the world around November changed. Every walk through the halls, every stroll across the airing court made it more and more apparent that the words 'And Prison' should be amended to the name carved into the stone facade out front.  
 
    She began to note how many of the women around her were being looked at askance, kept at a distance or otherwise marginalised, and it was a bigger number than she had been prepared for.  
 
    It explained why she had gotten so many suspicious looks when she had arrived. It had only been after they had learned she was British that anyone started warming up to her. 
 
    It didn't make her feel any better.  
 
    If any of them had done anything wrong, they'd be in prison, proper prison, not here. Even sweet little Mary, now that November understood the reality of what was happening. That first morning had been so confusing, but now she knew why she acted the way she did around Gretchen, and why that woman called Bea had come up to her with no interest in her beyond a single question.  
 
    Like someone had moved all the furniture while she was out, November felt that her home was all out of sorts compared to what it had been when she left. However, it also had the slimy, viscous feeling of being a secret, and just like her own, it was one she had already determined to keep, for fear of the response if she didn't.  
 
    "What I don't understand is how you didn't know," Gretchen said, as she clipped a bed sheet to the drying line. 
 
    "It does seem preposterous. My amnesia has only been in connection with personal things, up to now. This does not seem to fit that particular description," she said, wanting desperately for it to be true. 
 
    "And I doubt very much it's simple ignorance. Everyone in Britain knows what a German sounds like, or at least thinks they do. You would have, at the very least, been suspicious, one would think." 
 
    "One would. The fact I didn't concerns me," November said, absently scratching her left arm, "especially considering…" she snapped her lips shut before she could finish her sentence.  
 
    "Considering what?" Gretchen said, handing her a pair of garters from the top of the 'to wash' pile. 
 
    "I'd rather not talk about it." The water was still scalding hot when she plunged them in, and for that, this time November was grateful. 
 
    "Do you want my help or not? You called me friend."  
 
    "I know." She savaged the garters against the washboard, silently apologising to whoever they belonged to. But no amount of scrubbing could wash away the truth of the words. "Apparently, I was a white feather girl." 
 
    Gretchen's own scrubbing stopped, and she looked across at November with a weighty look that pushed November's eyes back to her work. She was ashamed, yes, but it would only be a matter of time before Gretchen drew the same conclusions that November was doing her best to deny.  
 
    "How could you not recognize a German accent if that were the case? Unless, oh…" 
 
    "You can see why I didn't want to talk about it," November said.  
 
    "So does this mean that when your memories return, we aren't going to be friends anymore?" 
 
    "Why? You haven't done anything." 
 
    "That wasn't enough to stop them from putting us in here. Doesn't stop Bea from harassing us every chance she gets. Someone doesn't have to have done something for you to hate them, they just have to remind you of someone who did." 
 
    "I can't see that happening," November said. The water churned into a froth with how much she wanted to believe it. The dreams, the feelings, what was awaiting her at the bottom of that hole in her mind? When she finally found a light bright enough to shine down there, she shuddered at the idea of what she might find. Worse, she imagined not needing a light to look down, and instead being buried under a tidal wave of everything that burst out from it all at once.  
 
    Whatever it was, it was her, she knew, and she was going to have to face the reality of who she actually was. November. 11. 23rd. Stopping bullets. Objects falling through other objects. Droning. Procedures. Pain. 
 
    November's task before her began to blur and waver, making her angrily blink it away. "Gretchen, tell me I'm not going crazy," she said suddenly. "Again. Please." 
 
    "Is this place getting to you?" Gretchen asked. 
 
    "I don't know. Maybe. I feel like everything in my head is getting jumbled up. I only have a week's worth of memories, but I'm already having difficulty keeping them straight." 
 
    "How do you mean?" 
 
    "Dreams feel real, reality feels dreamlike. These… things I can do, they're impossible." 
 
    "What dreams?" 
 
    "I have such strange dreams. Either cryptic and fleeting, or so real I wake up sweating and panicked. But both kinds feel real, or at least they make me feel real things." 
 
    "Like what?" Gretchen asked, concern playing over her face and slowing her hands.  
 
    "Nothing good," November said. "Never good. And I can't tell if they're actually dreams because of it. The pain they cause me is real." She sighed, letting the garters she'd been scrubbing sink into the milky water. "Has it happened to you? Waking up feeling like I did, like what you had been doing wasn't really sleeping." 
 
    "I can't say that I have." 
 
    "No strange dreams?" 
 
    Gretchen shrugged. "No stranger than anyone else's." 
 
    "Something is happening here, but I don't know what. Beyond what's being done to you and Emma, I mean." Sweat dripped from November's nose, sending tiny ripples across the surface of the water and making her reflection dance and waver. "I don't like being a slave to hunches and feelings. Even less so to dreams. I want answers." 
 
    "About what?"  
 
    "About me. About why you're here. About this increasing feeling of dread that I have with every fragment of me that comes back. I should be getting happier, not worse." The lapping surface began to still, the water crazing in sharp, fractal-like patterns. "There is something I'm not seeing. A fog I can't clear," she said, waving her other hand in front of her as if to try, "a darkness I can't light. And I hate it." 
 
    "November," Gretchen said, indicating November's barrel. Shards of ice were spidering up the sides.  
 
    Yanking her hand out, November shook the water from it and cursed.  
 
    "What about Mary?" Gretchen said, and knelt down to re-light the fire under November's barrel.  
 
    "Mary?" 
 
    "Her memory lapses are more sporadic than permanent, the poor thing. Maybe the dreams are a symptom you share?" The fire caught, and November felt the heat flush her exposed face. 
 
    "Do you think talking to her would help or make it worse? She seems… fragile." 
 
    Gretchen stood, wiping soot from her hands on the next item she was about to wash anyway. "In the year or so she's been here, she's never failed to get back up." 
 
      
 
    "How much do you trust your intuition?" Millie asked as she spooned some of Ivy's preserves onto a perfectly-browned crumpet.  
 
    To her left, Selene set down her teacup with a barely-perceptible click of china against china. "Why do you ask?"  
 
    "The hospital they have Victoria in. It feels… wrong," Millie said. She popped the last of the crumpet into her mouth and chewed over her word. It was really the best one she could think of. Saying it was 'off' didn't do the negativity justice. 
 
    "Hospitals are that way, many times. They are places where suffering and death are highly concentrated. Especially a mental hospital." 
 
    "No babies being born to offset it. Not many happy reunions. A lot of lost souls," Ivy said from her right. She tore off a hunk of bread and gave it to Hekabe, who sat patiently beside her. "Forgotten ones." There was such a profound sadness in her voice that Millie could only imagine that they came from experience. Niamh's words came back to her again.  
 
    "Ivy is, of course, correct," Selene said, as if she wouldn't dare contradict her on the subject. "Can you be more specific, Millicent?" 
 
    "I wish I could. It's too vague, too general. Like the floor is at an angle and it's trying to tip you over. Like it wants you to be off-balance, I suppose, but… bad, somehow." 
 
    Elise sat silently across from her, but said nothing, merely looking back at her from over the rim of her teacup.  
 
    "I will say that many times a witch is right to trust her intuition," Selene admitted. "But given the nature of the place, you should perhaps not be shocked by what you intuit." 
 
    Millie looked down at her empty plate, the scant few crumbs scattered across it of no help. Was she just being paranoid? It was a mental hospital, after all.  
 
    "But more often 'n not, you're right to trust it," Ivy said. "Magic isn't just a tool. It's not electricity. It's part of us, like skin, or fingers. It acts like fingers when you want it to do something, and sometimes like skin when you need it to." 
 
    "To protect you," Elise said, her voice rising with the dawning of realisation.  
 
    "Yep," Ivy said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. So obvious she hadn't bothered to put it in such simple terms the entire time they'd been there.  
 
    "So, what does that mean?" Millie asked, now looking between the three of them, rather than just two. If Elise got to know the secret, she wanted to, too. 
 
    "It means, if there is something bad there, you're being warned." 
 
    "And if there isn't?" 
 
    Ivy rose and began collecting their dishes. She started with Elise and worked her way around to Millie last. When she bent over her to take her plate, she brought her mouth right up to her ear. "Then it's just creepy," she said with a toothy grin. "Come, Heck, let's see if Elise left any goodies for you in the kitchen." 
 
    After the kitchen door swung shut behind them, Millie looked to Selene. "How do I know which it is?"  
 
    "As you grow in your power and your skill, you'll know without having to think about it. It will become genuine intuition, but with a certainty that puts it far beyond the realm of guesswork." 
 
    While that sounded nice in principle, it also sounded suspiciously like "some day," as growing had never really struck her as process undertaken with any sort of haste. 'Sudden rapid expansion' would have suited better. 'Explode' would have been happily accepted as well. "But Victoria is in there now," Millie said. "I don't have time to grow!" 
 
    "Then you will have to feel it out for yourself and use your best judgment. You are a gifted witch, I trust you to reach the correct conclusion." 
 
    So. It was back to her again, little wiser than she had been when she asked the question.  
 
    "Why is it always so cryptic?" she said, not realising it had been out loud until it was too late. Rather than panic as she might have before, she decided to own it, and looked directly at Selene for an answer. 
 
    "You'll see. Some day." 
 
    There was no such things as ghosts, Millie believed. When you were dead, you were dead, and there was no point in lallygagging around and bothering people for moving into your house after you'd snuffed it. But for a brief, infinitesimal moment, Millie doubted that conviction, when what could only have been the ghost of a smile passed over Selene's lips. 
 
      
 
    For being conspicuous as she was, Mary was actually quite difficult to track down, like the simple act of looking for her changed her location. But then she would pop up randomly once the search was abandoned. November had learned to stop looking and let Mary just happen. 
 
    "Hello, November," she said cheerfully as she approached, holding her lunch tray in front of her. Her eyes were brighter than usual, but still odd, though it was jarring to look up and see her bare forehead. Without it, her short blond waves were free to break as they would, splashing over her ears and floating in her constant movement. 
 
    "Mary," November said. "You look well today." 
 
    "Yep! I haven't had an accident in two days," she said proudly. "You look sad." Her smile had fallen to a thin line. 
 
    "Do I?" 
 
    "Your eyes do. That's too bad, you have pretty eyes." 
 
    "Thank you," November said. It was such a small thing, but it swelled her heart to hear someone say something nice about her. "Something we have in common." Now that she actually knew what her own eyes looked like, she had to admit Mary's were a nicer shade of blue, and lacked the darker flecks that November had.  
 
    This pleased Mary, and she took the seat across from her with a smile on her face. 
 
    "I heard you have trouble with your memory, too," said November. 
 
    "Sometimes," Mary admitted. "Things get fuzzy and mixed up when I fall down." 
 
    "Where do you fall down? On the stairs?" 
 
    "Mostly. The spiral makes me dizzy." 
 
    "But someone always finds you?" November asked, leaning forward, and trying to ignore everyone around them, but they all seemed content to allow two British people to have a conversation without needing to listen for hints of sedition. 
 
    "Mm, pretty soon. I think they know to look for me." Her eyes followed a bird flitting about the nearest window. They had no trouble doing so, sharp and focused on the tiny sparrow's every move.  
 
    "But they don't take you to the infirmary? Always back to your room?" 
 
    Mary nodded. "I rest better there." 
 
    "And they lock your door?" 
 
    "They don't want me to hurt my head again." 
 
    "So I guess you don't have any tables or chairs in your room." 
 
    "No, I have those. Otherwise I'd just live in a box," she said matter-of-factly. Though that didn't seem such a bad thing, if all else she was saying was true. 
 
    "After you fall down, do you have strange dreams?" 
 
    "Yes, the doctor said it's my brain re-organising itself." 
 
    "You know, I have strange dreams, too. What do you dream about?" 
 
    "People talking." 
 
    November's blood turned to ice. "About what?" 
 
    Mary screwed up her face. "I can't really remember. Me? Procedures. I think they want to fix me, but don't know how," she said lightly. 
 
    "And you were like this before you came here?" 
 
    "That's fuzzy too. I was in a place with a lot of women then, I remember. In a big house." 
 
    That wasn't as helpful, November thought, but it was something. It was more than she could remember. "Do you remember the first time you fell down?" 
 
    Mary thought for a moment, but shook her head. "No. I don't remember coming here. But it's good that I did, it happens a lot since I did." 
 
    That somehow didn't come as a surprise. November regarded Mary as she sat in the filtered, weak sun. She looked simultaneously young and old, in many ways. When her eyes were as they were now, they were almost like a child's: expressive and curious. But when they'd met, they'd been old, confused. She didn't want to be the one to cause them to revert back. 
 
    "Well, when you have one of your strange dreams again, will you tell me?" 
 
    "If you really want to know." 
 
    "I do. We can share and compare." 
 
    When Mary looked up at her, there was more light in her eyes than there was coming through the window. 
 
      
 
    Crush the light.  
 
    The words would have been just this side of gibberish until Niamh had actually gone and done it. But words were not deeds, and yet another witchlight snuffed out in Millie's fist. Sweat poured from her brow and trickled down her back in spite of the fact they were in a room with no heat. They had been going at it for what felt like hours, but every result had ended in the same frustration, the same fatalistic belief that the thing she needed to do increasingly felt like it was describing what was going on in her head. 
 
    And it was only step one. 
 
    "Again," Niamh said.  
 
    "Can we take a break?" Millie asked, her words coming in between pants.  
 
    "No. You don't have time." 
 
    A miniature sun flared to life in Niamh's palm, pure white and radiant. 
 
    "Again," she repeated. 
 
    A smaller, weaker star rose from Millie's, yellow and far dimmer. 
 
    "You must crush the light before you can shape it," Niamh said. Again. 
 
    "I know that!" Millie snapped. "I know what I have to do, I just don't know how. That's the problem!" 
 
    For all the irritation Millie put into the glare she shot at Niamh then, it had next to no effect.  
 
    "So then you give up?" 
 
    "That's not what I mean," Millie said, staring at the obstinate little miracle that sat in her hand, its continued refusal to change shape a flickering betrayal of everything she felt.  
 
    The burgeoning hope she'd felt was quickly slipping away in the face of the reality of realising that hope, which had a demoralising feeling of familiarity to it. Elise had locked herself away again with her books, leaving Millie alone to do what she'd said she was going to. 
 
    Only she couldn't. 
 
    The time she had left would soon be measured in hours, and she still couldn't do it. 
 
    Why? Why did it still elude her? She had the best control over her witchlights of any of them, and she had all the motivation in the world to succeed, what was the problem? 
 
    "Ma chérie, that is true." We are complicated. 
 
    "Millie, what are you thinking about?"  
 
    Something in Niamh's voice made her not want to look at her. It wasn't a question that came from idle curiosity, and it certainly hadn't been to break the ice in a stalled conversation; it was a question that was trying to solve a problem. 
 
    Millie sighed. "Elise," she answered honestly. 
 
    "You love her, don't you?" 
 
    Blood seared the underside of Millie's cheeks and it felt like her ears were going to spontaneously combust. Those were words she wouldn't even allow herself to think, let alone say out loud. To hear someone else say it was shameful to a degree she'd never felt possible. 
 
    "It's not a secret, you know. Everyone knows how you feel, even me, and I just got here. Do you?" 
 
    "What kind of question is that?" Millie spat. She didn't look up. 
 
    "An important one, if that's what's getting in the way. You're champing at the bit to get Victoria back, but at least you have a plan for that. So there must be something else inside of you holding you back, and you need to admit what it is before you can deal with it. I reckon Elise is that something." 
 
    Millie rounded on the imposing Irishwoman. "Yes! I admit it, I love her! I love Elise. I am madly, stupidly in love with Elise Cotillard, so what? Are you happy now?" 
 
    "Not yet. Is she your motivation for this?" 
 
    "One of many." 
 
    "Are you doing it to impress her?" 
 
    "What? Of course not. We're both trying to Manifest." 
 
    "So you're protecting her?" 
 
    "She doesn't need my protection. She's not helpless." But I don't want to let things get to where I have to avenge her, either, Millie thought.  
 
    "Then what is it?" 
 
    But it wasn't vengeance, was it? It wasn't about some hypothetical 'some day' that might never come. January 2nd was coming no matter what. "I don't want to lose her," she admitted softly. "I don't know what I'd do if they sent her back. That cannot happen." 
 
    Niamh said nothing. She simply looked at Millie as she let the thoughts form themselves. 
 
    "If I... we Manifest, she can stay, no matter what you lot say otherwise about not needing to. We can be together. If I fail..." Millie couldn't bear to give the thought the reality that speaking it out loud would bestow on it. She bottled the idea up tightly, and shoved it down inside herself in vicious denial. "So I have to do this. Now."  
 
    The light in Millie's hand brightened to near blinding, swelling in size to well over three times as big as it had been. The perfect sphere it had been was gone, as tendrils of magical energy sprouted from it and looped back down again, blue-white arcs crawling over the surface with increasing speed.  
 
    With a sharp crack, Millie slammed her palms together, leaving the room in darkness and her ears ringing. 
 
    When she pulled her hands apart, the darkness remained. Only her empty palms looked up at her. 
 
    "It is not a question of technique or skill. It's your head," Niamh said, patting Millie on the shoulder in a way that felt more like pity than reassurance. 
 
    Millie couldn't tear her eyes away from her hands. They hung there in space, as empty as they had been when she'd first come in the door to this place. 
 
    When Niamh closed the door behind her, the darkness was complete. An environment to match her thoughts.  
 
    Well, Niamh was a fighter, not a psychiatrist, what did she know? Who was she to show up in her doorway and tell someone she barely knew how she felt about someone? 
 
    "Tsch," Millie hissed. So she guessed right, that didn't mean she knew what she was talking about. 
 
    She got you to admit how you feel, she thought. That's more than you could do for yourself. Faint white suggestions moved in the dimness as Millie flexed and un-flexed her fingers. It didn't make any sense for something she wanted to stand in the way of achieving something else she wanted when that other something was going to help her achieve the first one.  
 
    "I love Elise," Millie whispered to herself. The words sat oddly in her mouth. Somewhere in her subconscious, where those feelings had been hidden away, buried under mountains of denial, a part of her was waving shovels and dynamite around, screaming about how they should feel odd, because they'd never been exposed to air before. 
 
    About anyone. 
 
    It wasn't just Elise. Well, of course it was Elise, but it was her feelings toward her that made her lightheaded, even as it felt like something in her chest had been turned to lead with every intention of pulling her down to the floor with the weight of it.  
 
    Her whole life, she'd fancied girls. When told she was wrong to, or that it was unnatural, or that she should just give boys a try and that would 'fix' her, she'd known that those people were wrong, but it had been so consistent and had gone on for so long, there had been moments where she doubted herself. The look on her mother's face when she'd found out, that look of shock, horror and revulsion was something that would stick with her for the rest of her days. There had been so precious few other girls like her when she came of age, she had been forced to reckon with the idea that she might have had a point. In her tumultuous teenage years, it had driven her to give up on the idea of 'romance.' Allowing herself to love someone would have been out of the question. If she'd been caught so much as making eyes at another girl, she would have been disowned and thrown out into the street, or perhaps worse, into a convent.  
 
    To others, she had been unrepentant about who she may or may not have been attracted to. She didn't pretend to be anyone other than who she was, except when it came to love, and all its attendant complications. Love was a luxury, a privilege for those allowed to express it. So she hadn't. Ever. Anyone who might have threatened to rise to such a level, she'd cut out of her life immediately. Her face burned in the cold dark air at the number of hearts she'd broken, the number of other women who were like her whose lives she'd made even worse for the sake of sparing herself.  
 
    It had been that way for years, even after her mother died. It still felt like a reflex for her to jettison anyone who might get too close, to get hooks into her that she would have to rip out and bleed to death from.  
 
    Then Elise had come into her life. This beguiling woman from across the sea, who said words she didn't understand but would gladly listen to for hours, who had seen things that Millie hadn't dared even have nightmares about and yet had remained kind and gentle in spite of it. She hadn't been able to run away, or deny her, she'd been forced to feel. She'd thought she'd buried it, kept it bottled up, compartmentalised so she wouldn't have to deal with it, and yet she'd been completely transparent at the same time.  
 
    "I love Elise," she repeated. Her stomach flipped inside out and upside-down at the thought, because it was true. "Oh God, I love her."  
 
    She wanted to throw up. Now that it was out in the open, it didn't feel at all like she had imagined. It was messy, and scary, but still somehow glorious. It was like there were cheerful butterflies in her stomach, but they all had terrifying eyeballs on their wings, and they were made of quicksilver, sliding and oozing around heavily inside her, but still kind of tickly. 
 
    Already woozy from her revelation, the knock on the door almost put her flat on her back. 
 
    "Come in?" Millie said as a question, for reasons that probably had something to do with having no idea how to deal with how she was feeling in that moment, and that answering the door had become one task too many for her brain to handle. 
 
    The door cracked open, and the resulting shaft of wan orange-ish light from the outside windows was broken up by a wild mane of black hair. 
 
    "You like the dark now?" said Ivy. The door shut silently behind her and Millie heard her soft footfalls make their way through near-complete darkness towards her. Even though there was no light, the footsteps were assured and unerring, as if their maker was used to strolls in the dark. There was a rustle of fabric, and Millie was almost certain Ivy was sitting on the floor beside her. 
 
    "Helps me think," Millie said in Ivy's general direction. 
 
    "Well, heard you've a lot to think about." 
 
    "You talked to Niamh?"  
 
    "Little bit." 
 
    "About my head?" 
 
    "Something like that." 
 
    "Did you really all know?" 
 
    "'Course we did. You aren't subtle. Many things, but not that. Question is, did you?" 
 
    "I didn't want to admit it." 
 
    Millie got the overwhelming sense that Ivy nodded.  
 
    "Fear is a funny thing, innit?" she said. "It helps keeps us alive. Keeps us from doing stupid things that might hurt us, or worse. It can also paralyze us. Keep us from doing much of anything at all. Part of risk is the fear that it may not work out, 's what makes it exciting. But fear is in here." From nowhere, two fingers pressed against Millie's temple. She jerked back and batted empty air, scooting away from a chuckling Ivy. 
 
    "And you know what else is up there? Your Manifest. It ain't your heart what's keeping it locked up. I know why you can't free it, Millie. 'S'cause you're afraid." 
 
    Millie bristled. "Of what? I have every reason to do it, I just can't." 
 
    "And you can't 'cause you're afraid. Afraid of losing Elise. Afraid she'll get packed off back to France and you'll never see her again. That right?" 
 
    "Of course I'm afraid of that! That's why I have to do this." 
 
    "But you'll fail, and it'll happen anyway." 
 
    "How can you say that?" 
 
    "'Cause as long as you think you can't do it, you can't fail. You can't fail if you never try, so you don't. Then it's not your fault." 
 
    "Who do you think you are to tell me something like that? You think I haven't been trying?" 
 
    "Someone who's been alive a hell of a lot longer than you have. I know. I've seen it before." 
 
    "You don't know," Millie said, not even with enough conviction to convince herself. 
 
    "And yes, I think you've been trying, but some part of you, the fearful part, I reckon, is holding you back. You need to act from a different place. You need to chase what you want, not run from what you don't. So what do you want?" 
 
     "Niamh asked me the same thing." 
 
    "What did you say?" 
 
    "That I wanted to pass the evaluation." 
 
    "To keep you together, she told me." 
 
    Millie nodded. 
 
    "But then what? You'd be together, you and Elise, anyway. You'd have to tell her how you feel eventually. Or she'd find out, at any rate. Big risk, that. She might reject you, might live happily ever after. Might live happily for a bit and then it all goes sideways." 
 
    Millie felt the stab of truth hit her right in the chest, slide between her ribs and lodge in her heart. Her brain was still cowering behind the armour of her hard head. 
 
    "But if you stay like this, in this sort of purgatory, it can never go wrong, can it? That perfect idea in your head will be the only version that ever exists. It won't be real, but it'll be there until your dying day. And on that day, when the Grim Reaper comes calling, the first thing you'll tell him is that you wish you'd done it different." 
 
    Another arrow of truth struck true from the darkness. "How could I tell her if I didn't even realise it myself? How is that a fair thing to ask?" 
 
    "You did know. If we knew, you knew."  
 
    Silence stretched across the darkness between them as the last of Millie's excuses crumbled into dust. Ivy was right. They were all right, every time, why did she always doubt them? Probably because it would mean she was wrong, and no one wanted to admit to that.  
 
    "When I was born," Ivy said, "Elizabeth's mother still head a head on her shoulders. In the time since, I've met many witches. Hundreds? I forget. A lot. Few Manifest. They learn the low-level magics, and never develop the need for a Manifest, or aren't granted one, depending on who you ask. To have three of you Manifest at the same time in the same place is as rare an event as I have ever heard of in all our histories. Morgan, Nimue and Avalon did it, but that's cheating a bit, since it was handed to them." 
 
    "But we haven't yet. Victoria-" 
 
    "For two witches to meet and fall in love, that's, well not quite as rare, but still, for both of those things to happen in the same Coven is literally unheard of. You three are very special." 
 
    "Victoria's gone! Fall in love? Wait, are you saying that-" 
 
    "You're one of us, Millie. You're a witch. So are Elise and Victoria. I like to imagine you'll all be around long enough to sail the stars some day as we sail the seas today, and I'd like to imagine even more that you'll do it together. But it won't happen if you don't try. Maybe it won't work out. At least then you'll know. You won't spend centuries wondering and wishing. There is bravery in surrender, Millie. You need to stop thinking and just allow. A witch is nothing without her feelings to guide her. Follow them." 
 
    Millie felt like she was being pummelled by a boxer as blow after blow bludgeoned her mind into soup. Ivy had her idiosyncrasies, but this was getting to be too much. She ground the heels of her hands into her eyes hard enough to make the world sparkle. "What? I don't even know how to start with half the things you just said. I know you mean well, but that is just- you act like it's a sure thing that Victoria will get her memories back, and that Elise and I will Manifest. Sail the stars?" 
 
    Silence stretched well into the range that it became uncomfortable, and then hurtled past rude without slowing down. When it became worrisome, Millie sparked a witchlight. Dim yellow light flared to life, illuminating a blank wall in front of her. 
 
    "Of course," Millie said to herself. 
 
      
 
    If a library formed a kind of collective memory of the knowledge gained through all of mankind's history, then the hospital's was like November's: small, incomplete and sparsely visited. 
 
    It met the definition of one in that it was a room with books in it, but November couldn't help but feel underwhelmed when she walked in. Two walls were lined with shelves, one had a window with several rocking chairs in it, and the other had the door she'd walked in through and a desk with the most indifferent-looking man she could imagine sitting behind it. He barely looked up at her as he thumbed through a thin volume that had seen its fair share of thumbs, just enough to register that she wasn't anyone he would have to divert his attention for. That he didn't November took as permission to peruse as she would.  
 
    She walked along one wall, running her fingers over the spines of the books lined up along it, feeling every bump and texture as she did. While not necessarily old, they were certainly worn, as she supposed would be expected for a place like this. Leather, cloth or paper, it didn't matter, her fingers felt at home all the same as they thrummed across the inhabitants of the first shelf she came to. One after the other, a feeling of wholesomeness came over her and she closed her eyes.  
 
    There was dust, yes, but also a feeling of rightness to them. She leaned into the feeling, and let something good flow through her veins for once, and she drew in a breath that left her skin tingling. She stood still, simply touching and breathing, and let herself feel.  
 
    Joy. That's the feeling that flooded over her as she let the scent permeate her. Happiness. Her hair to her toes tingled with happiness for the first time, and she quickly realised it was the smell that had brought it, more than the touch. A room full of books had a particular smell, and she filled her lungs with it, letting that ephemeral joy permeate her. She needed more. 
 
    Grabbing a volume at random, she flipped through the pages and inhaled what the resulting breeze brought her: satisfaction; a pleasant sense of a job well done. That must mean she had done something with books before, she surmised. She couldn't think of another reason why she would feel that way if it was any other case.  
 
    When she flipped the book shut and looked at the title, she found the words 'William Shakespeare' and 'MacBeth' looking back. Satisfaction from a play. Perhaps she had been a playwright, or an author. Returning the book to where she'd found it, she found many different Shakespeare works, as well as those by many others of far less renown, but equal proclivity. 
 
    She let her instinct guide her eyes and her fingers as she moved along the shelf, but nothing seemed to arrest her attention. She hadn't heard of many of the things she came across, and began to wonder if the library subsisted entirely on a diet of donations. For every volume of H.G. Wells or Mark Twain there were two almanacs and a handful of ratty old textbooks. 
 
    Her eye fell to a rather hefty one on physics, and she opened to the first page her thumbnail caught. 
 
      
 
    "In order for light to propagate, we must then surmise the presence of a luminiferous ether; an unseen, untouched medium by which light may travel through a vacuum. Just as sound needs air, so light must require a means to be carried away from its source." 
 
      
 
    The book snapped shut with a loud smack, and the dust that exploded from it caught the rays of the sun, which only made November even more perturbed. "That's not at all true!"she proclaimed, turning to the man behind the desk. "Pardon me, but this book is laughably out of date. Would you be so kind as to remove it? I would hate to think of anyone filling their heads with such rubbish."  
 
    "Pardon me?" he said, his face contorted in a confusion at war with his indifference. 
 
    She held the book out to him. "Light is self-propagating! The very idea of the 'luminiferous ether' being necessary for light to transmit through a vacuum is laughable. You may as well have a book on phrenology if you're going to keep this one," she said with a derisive snort.  
 
    If her words meant anything to him, there was no inkling of it to be found on his face. "You want me to remove a book because it's old?" he said, 
 
    "Yes. This is obsolete, misleading information." 
 
    "No one comes in here to read science books. You're probably the first person to even touch that one in years. Why don't you just put it back and forget about it?" 
 
    "Because it's wrong!" 
 
    "So what? No one cares." 
 
    "I care! There's enough ignorance in the world for me to not try to dispose of some of it when I have the chance." 
 
    "All right, well, why don't you leave that with me and I'll take it up with the administration." 
 
    "I doubt you'll do any such thing." 
 
    "I just mind the desk, I don't have authority to chuck out books from the collection." 
 
    "Of course, you're right. Apologies." But she was right, too. She saw no need to pick a fight with the man, so she left the book on the desk, leaving the library positively giddy. Though she'd been chastened by the man's logic, the fact that she'd been so passionate about making her case was invigorating. For the first time, she'd felt like she'd known something. She still didn't know how she knew, but at least now she had a path to tread. Picking up Macbeth had been an accident, but the science text she had chosen. She lacked for a why, but at last she finally had a what. 
 
      
 
    "Tell her. Tell her, you dumb ginger idiot," Millie muttered as she paced the upstairs hallway just outside Elise's door. She didn't know that Elise was in there, she might still be in her workroom, but Millie hadn't been able to work up the nerve to go into either yet, so it was a moot point until she did, she argued. 
 
    Millie had never really been prone to self-hatred, but now that the enormity of her failure with Elise had been held up for her to see, she was like to drown herself in it. 
 
    Three words, that was all it was. She had to say three words and then the world would change, for good or for ill. But it wasn't just about Millie, was it? Those words carried more weight than just about any others in the English language, and to say them to someone invited a significant response. On top of that, English wasn't even Elise's first language! Would it mean more if she said it in French? It would be a lot easier, in a way, because they wouldn't feel the same coming out of her mouth. It would be more like a series of sounds that meant how she felt, not a genuine confession, she countered. 
 
    A confession.  
 
    "Oh Lord," Millie whispered. That's what it was now. Growing up Catholic, she'd confessed many times. This was different, of course, but now there might be a lot worse than a few Hail Marys on the other side.  
 
    Or something so good she had no idea what it felt like. 
 
    Stop thinking. 
 
    A long, trembling exhale escaped her before she did.  
 
    But the door to Elise's bedroom was closed, and no light shone through the crack underneath. Millie put her ear against the cool wood and listened, but heard nothing. Was Elise even there? 
 
    When she rapped her knuckles against the pale blue wood, it boomed into the quiet like thunder, making Millie wince. 
 
    "Elise? It's me," she said. "Can I come in?" 
 
    There was no response.  
 
    Was she downstairs? Niamh had all but said she was in her room. Had she moved while they were talking? Millie made it half-a-step down the hall when the unmistakable sound of a wracking sob punched through the door to seize her by the heart and stop her dead. 
 
    "Elise!" 
 
    Millie flung open the door, only to find complete darkness on the other side. She sparked a witchlight and held it out before her. In the flickering yellow light, she saw Elise's desk covered in open books and half-filled sheets of paper, her oil lamp in the corner cold and dark. When she swung it over to the bed, Millie's soul froze. 
 
    Elise was curled up on top of her covers, facing the wall. Her hair was wild and unkempt, blown out behind her to cascade over the side of the bed, shifting slightly as Elise convulsed into an even tighter ball with another shuddering sob. 
 
    "Elise? What's wrong?" Millie asked in a half-whisper as she kneeled down beside her. She snuffed out the witchlight. Whatever it was, light somehow felt intrusive. 
 
    When Elise sobbed again, Millie could hear the crackling of paper coming from where she guessed Elise's hands would be. 
 
    Oh, no, Millie thought. 
 
    The telegram was a modern marvel. Millie knew that on an intellectual level. The ability to send information vast distances in mere moments had revolutionised the world. News that had once traveled at the speed of a horse or ship now crossed continents and oceans as fast as the messages could be sent. 
 
    Messages that started with things like 'Deeply regret to inform you,' or 'It is my painful duty to inform you...' 
 
    She hated them. Three of the worst days of her life became that way because of them. If she ever saw the words 'Post Office Telegraphs' again, she would rip the head off whoever had brought them to her. 
 
    Millie felt her eyes grow tight at the memories, but she forced them down into the lightless place she had been keeping them locked away since she learned that not one of her brothers was ever coming home again. 
 
    "I'm here with you," she said softly into the darkness. "You're not alone." 
 
    A tentative, shaking hand found Millie's arm and pulled at it with the weakness of a newborn kitten. Weak though it was, it was insistent, and Millie allowed herself to be drawn onto the bed to curl up behind Elise. She wrapped herself tightly around her, holding her as closely as she could, shielding her against a world that Millie dared to try again. 
 
    She couldn't have said how long she held her like that. There was no sense of time in a silent room with no light. All she had to go by was the steady rhythm of Elise's heartbeat against her chest, a timepiece that, in that moment, was the most precious in all the world. 
 
    It was only when each of Elise's breaths came as regularly as her heartbeats did Millie loosen her hold even slightly.  
 
    "Bezonvaux is gone..." Elise said finally, her voice like the cracking of ice, "...everything. Everyone." 
 
    She shuddered again.  
 
    It had been so long since Elise had invoked the name of her home town Millie at first had trouble placing the word. But once she did, the enormity of what Elise had just said crushed down on her like some indifferent deity had pulled the building down on them. 
 
    How was that possible? A whole village? 
 
    The few times Elise had talked about it, she had painted a picture of the idyllic French countryside: green fields and trees spread out over gently rolling hills, a small town that was quiet and peaceful, with smiling, friendly people who all knew each other. They tended their cows and harvested their crops, the same as went on in countless other places all over the world. A place Millie had finally allowed herself the fantasy of visiting sometime. 
 
    A fantasy it would always be, because now it was naught but a cratered, lifeless hellscape. A hellscape that the wider world simply knew as Verdun. 
 
    Perhaps it had been naive to imagine that anything had left that place in one piece, but such was the downside of hope.  
 
    "The shells. The gas… I have nowhere to go back to. There is no one left." 
 
    "I'm so sorry," Millie said. There was nothing else she could say, because the words didn't exist; the English language had yet to catch up to the scale of destruction capable by those who spoke it. 
 
    It was hard to fathom. All three of them had lost so much during the war, but the idea that Millie was the only one who could go back to where she'd come from and find anything recognisable waiting for her was almost impossible to comprehend. 
 
    Four years of horrific warfare had wiped out Elise's entire village and killed everyone she knew. 
 
    Victoria's family home was gone, along with her parents. Her twin brother afterward in a pointless battle in Mesopotamia.  
 
    From Millie, Michael, John and James had all been taken on the battlefield as well, her parents by the grief that followed. But as far she knew, the house she'd physically grown up in was still there, even if she didn't know the people who lived in it. 
 
    That's all that was left. The last three ADAM witches had a collective life span of over sixty years, and all that the Great War had left them when it was over was a single house in Scotland, full of strangers. 
 
    No. 
 
    That was the only word that held any meaning for Millie then. Not for what they had lost, but for a world that thought it would do it to anyone else, ever again. 
 
    With that thought, something within her shifted; something ancient and powerful began to stir, uncoiling itself from where it had slumbered unnoticed from the day she had been conceived. Cold heat surged through her veins, and silent, invisible power flowed through her as she held tightly to the woman she could finally admit she loved, and in that dark room, enveloped by a cloud of grief, the world became sharper, snapping into a focus it had never had before.  
 
    She had come to ADAM with Victoria at the height of the war, but as it dragged on for further months and then years, it became more and more obvious that they were going to be impotent to stop it. They were not the Valkyries they had imagined themselves to be. They would not wade through poison gas like spectres, or shield the bodies of their dead brothers against a rain of ten million shells with magic and sheer will. 
 
    That had been another fantasy. 
 
    But what could they do? 
 
    Stop bullets. Heal the sick.  
 
    Bring magic back to a world that had known only the steady march of technology to the industrialisation of death, and show the world of men what happens when you take everything from a witch and leave her with nothing but a choice and fill her with the resolve to make it. 
 
    No, in that moment, became a promise to the world. 
 
    Yes, now, was reserved for only one.  
 
    A faint glow rose to meet the darkness. An ethereal white mist sublimated from Millie's skin to shroud her arms, encasing them in that which poured forth from her heart and soul, emboldened by a newfound power that gave it shape and presence in the world outside her.  
 
    She held Elise to her as the mist swirled and swam like a fog that raced over her body, blown by the wind of her newfound determination. Though her eyes were screwed shut, she knew what was forming just above her skin, and she allowed it to, embracing it fully and fiercely.  
 
    "Elise," Millie whispered as the magic fractured, snapping into a fine mesh of ghostly white scales. "You are not alone. You will never be alone." She squeezed Elise tightly to her again. "Ever." 
 
    They were not the words she had come to say, and she didn't know for sure that they were even the right words, but as Elise used what little strength she had to twine her fingers with Millie's and hug them to her heart, she knew they were the words that she'd needed to say. 
 
    As Elise slept, the occasional whimper, the squeeze of a hand, a twitch, all of them were hooks that found their way to Millie's heart. This time, she allowed them to set firm, and for the first time in her life, cast her own. Only the dawn could tell her if her aim was true, but as the world shrank away to the stillness of sleep, the last thing she felt was two hearts beating as one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The wan light cast by the final sunrise of 1918 was as tired as the world it struggled to illuminate. A heavy morning mist had settled upon the neighbourhood, a thick, cloying vapour that curled from rooftops and washed between the trees like a slothful estuary, bringing a stagnant dampness with it that the sun seemed only half-heartedly interested in doing anything about. 
 
    For Millie, it was glorious.  
 
    The shutters in her workroom were thrown open at the earliest time of day since she'd had it, and she welcomed the morning gloom in through the open windows, daring it to bring her down from the high she danced upon. 
 
    The thick carpet squeezed between her toes as her feet glided over it, the cold invigorating as she swept her hands through the single shaft of daylight, parting it with a few experimental punches. Her hands whipped through the air faster and with more surety than they ever had. It was like all the weight had been taken out of them, but her muscles were even more capable, in terms of both speed and strength, with an invigorating energy she had never felt the likes of before.  
 
    Within her, the warmth of the power that had awoken danced with her, filling every vein and thrumming with every heartbeat. It was a molten, living thing inside her, and yet it was her all the same. In her mind's eye she saw a dragon, as old as magic, yet new to the world it had been summoned into.  
 
    With a thought, what she now thought of as her own dragon scales evaporated into the surrounding mundane mist of mere water. With another, they returned, forming from nothing, yet as solid as the ground she stood on. 
 
    Even in the daylight, they glowed faintly, dimmer than Niamh's blade and nothing compared to a witchlight, but that didn't matter. They shifted and slid over her as she moved, and she watched with utter delight as they conformed to every twist and bend she could make, right down to her fingertips. Like passing through a cloud, she could feel them sliding over her skin as she moved, a cool, barely tangible feeling that was both mystifying and reassuring.  
 
    Is this what Niamh's witchblade felt like? They were visually similar, but Millie knew hers wouldn't be able to cut through a bowl of beans, and yet she knew it didn't matter.  
 
    A defender, not an avenger, Niamh had said. 
 
    She laughed joyously and thought of Elise, her smile brighter than a clear winter's noon at that moment. "Your shield and your sword," she said quietly, squinting into the slowly materialising sun. Her heart swelled with power and love, and she knew they were one and the same. 
 
    Clapping her hands together, she felt nothing. No sound came from it, and as she punched her hands together again and again, the result was the same. There was no impact, no jolt, no sound; her hands simply stopped moving. A tiny hunch of a smile pulled at her lips, and with her new strength and speed, she smashed her fists together as hard as she could. There was no pain, she hadn't even felt the impact; once again, her hands had just stopped. Again and again, each time the magical barrier absorbed every bit of it.  
 
    An explosive bark of laughter burst from her before she could stop it, and it felt as if her eyes were truly open for the first time in her life. 
 
    A film of darkness that Millie hadn't even known was there had been peeled back, revealing a world of far greater colour and texture than she had ever imagined. It was as if there were somehow more colours. What had been a somewhat dingy yellow wallpaper was now a wide spectrum that yellow was no longer able to describe. The only problem was that white seemed to have disappeared, as she could see all the subtle variations that made everything she'd thought of as white something else. But until the first snowfall, she was not yet prepared to believe that it was gone for good.  
 
    The carpet was no longer just carpet, it was thousands upon thousands of individual fibres, and she could see every single one of them, even the minute patterns where she had set foot days earlier.  
 
    Even the fog outside was a living, moving thing. No longer the uniform gray blanket that it had been until now, it was shot with little currents and eddies that followed the shape of the world, in and amongst it, not just on top of it. Crawling over her arms was her own version, and it was in and amongst her, too. 
 
    Putting her hands together, she let her scales deform and join together, and even as she pulled them apart, they stayed tethered, making a ghostly bridge that stretched between her hands like pulled taffy. When she willed them apart, they obeyed, and snapped back into place.  
 
    Every time she used it, the easier it became, until she could cast it like rope, and yank it back. More distance, more cohesiveness, she began to feel lightheaded from sheer exhilaration. If she had ever smiled so much in her life, she didn't have the faintest clue as to when it might have been.  
 
    Swooping and dancing, she slung her scales, twisted them, pulled them tight to her, and without even thinking about what she was doing, drove her fist right through the centre of the door. Wood exploded into the hall, peppering the other side with kindling and toothpicks, and Millie stared straight across at the opposite wall with her mouth agape and her eyes agog.  
 
    She was still staring when a pair of emeralds blocked her view. 
 
    "You would have been forgiven for sleeping late today," said Ivy, looking from the debris splattered across the hallway and then back through the hole. "Going by Elise's demeanour." Her smile was still wolfish, but genuine as she opened the shattered door. Her eyes darted to Millie's hands. "Oh, what's this?"  
 
    "She's up?" Millie asked, her scales boiling away into the ether in a moment. Elise had still been deep asleep when she'd awoken, and Millie had wanted to make sure she could stay that way. It had been quite the task to extricate herself from her… from Elise, but it was a task she'd enjoyed in that she'd had to do it at all. 
 
    "She is, yes. What did you do in here?" Ivy asked, as if she had just put together that Millie had some connection to the hole in the door. "Millie," Ivy said, her voice the gathering night of dusk, their height difference accounting for precisely nothing as she looked up at the younger witch with an expression that had somehow made Millie's own name something that sounded an awful lot like a threat.  
 
    Millie thought of Elise waking alone, without Millie there to explain what happened, and her heart flipped inside out. Then she looked back at Ivy and it politely folded itself back into shape, apologising profusely. "I…" she stammered, but it was no use. Ivy was over 400 years old, and she had the patience to prove it. "I think I Manifested last night," that that admission came somehow secondary to getting back to Elise took her by complete surprise, though maybe, she thought, it shouldn't have. 
 
    Ivy's expression didn't change. "Show me." 
 
    In spite of her sudden nervousness, the scales came even easier than ever, and Millie held them up for her to see. 
 
    If Elise's laugh was like bells, Ivy's was like a harpsichord: slightly off, but still musical in a stilted, infrequently-used sort of way. "Well, well…" Ivy said, unable to keep the smile off of her face or the thrill from her voice. The resolute black-and-white armour melted away, leaving the capricious core behind. "I imagine there's someone else you'll want to show, if she hasn't seen it already." 
 
    Millie blushed and looked away, though her insides trilled at the mere implication. "She hasn't." 
 
    "Then I shan't hold you up," Ivy said, extending her hand to the door with an exaggerated flourish. 
 
    "Thank you, Mistress," Millie said, through cheeks that were beginning to ache from smiling and cold. But when she turned to deliver her news, she found the recipient already standing there, flanked by Niamh and Selene. The hooks Millie had allowed to set the night before pulled at her with joyous insistence, and the look she shared with Elise was the sum total of all there was in the world. The blue in her eyes was even more spectacular, rife with hues and variations that Millie had never been able to see before. If it was the Manifest or love that revealed them, she didn't know, and she didn't care. 
 
    "Good morning," Millie said, her eyes only for Elise. They weren't the words that had been on her tongue since the previous day, but they still felt good to say. Millie was relieved to see that she actually looked rested, in spite of the news she had gotten. She even smiled, but it was Selene who spoke first.  
 
    "What's happened here?" she asked, indicating the mess at their feet. 
 
    Millie opened her mouth to speak, but Ivy beat her to it. 
 
    "Millie Manifested," Ivy said without fanfare or the sort of pomp that Millie had been secretly hoping for, but she was willing to overlook it for the sake of the look on Elise's face. A thousand unspoken words played across her features in the split second before she clapped her hands to her mouth, her eyes narrowing to joyous half moons. 
 
    Selene pulled her hood back, and her luxuriant black hair was free to cascade down her shoulders for the first time that Millie had ever seen. "Is this true?" she said, but the smile that pulled at her lips told Millie she already knew the answer. 
 
    Without a word, Millie allowed her scales to crawl up her arms and before she knew it, the world went black as she was enveloped by Selene's cloak. The oldest member of the Coven held Millie tight, squeezing her as if she would her own daughter. Unused to Selene being so demonstrative, Millie had no idea what to do.  
 
    When they parted, Selene's gray eyes were overflowing with unspeakable joy and relief. Further interpretation would have to wait, however, as Elise set upon her, her hand gliding over Millie's arm in the only circumstance she could imagine where she would be happy she couldn't feel it. 
 
    "It is cold!" Elise said. Her eyes were narrow and piercing as she poked and prodded at the misty scales, her curiosity overriding everything that had been on her face. Millie watched in complete infatuation as she inspected the result of the feelings she had drawn out of her. "And yet it is not hard." Her lips twisted into a confounded bunch as she pressed her fingers harder into them. "Like… like a sponge." 
 
    "It is a sponge," Ivy said with much the same look on her face, making it much easier to keep her jeweller's loupe scrunched in her eye. "Sponge armor…" The witchlight she pressed into Millie's arm lasted a few seconds before the scales ate it, the light diffusing out before fading away to nothing. "That's a hell of a thing; absorbing energy rather than reflecting it." 
 
    "It reflected the door well enough," Niamh grumbled, the keys to the toolshed jangling from her fingers. The smile on her face belied her tone, however. 
 
    "Millicent must be excused for her enthusiasm," Selene said. There was immeasurable joy in that ancient voice, and Millie took no little pride in the fact she was the reason. 
 
    "Two witches in the same week," Selene said, the light playing off of her sleek hair as she shook her head in disbelief.  
 
    Ivy popped her jeweller's loupe out and shoved it into a deep pocket, one Millie was half convinced didn't actually have a bottom. "Niamh, could you hit Millie with your witchblade for me?" 
 
    Niamh shrugged. "Yeah, all right," she agreed with an ease at complete odds with such a request. A blazing star bloomed in her hand and coalesced into its familiar blade shape, the bright light reflecting in three pairs of eyes wide with anticipation and one in narrowed concentration.  
 
    "You ready?"  
 
    "Yes," Millie said without hesitation. 
 
    Niamh struck hard and fast, a white blur that lanced toward Millie with a speed she'd never displayed before. 
 
    In a splash of white magic sparks, the blade smashed into Millie's forearm and stopped dead. Other than a surge of adrenaline, she felt nothing. Niamh's blade sparked and spit, but didn't move. On the contrary, it grew slightly dimmer. 
 
    A feral smile split Millie's lips, and she rounded on Niamh, batting away her blade. She flew at her, raining a flurry of dragon blows down on her rather surprised-looking mentor, driving her back. Millie laughed as Niamh frantically parried each one away with her blade without feeling a single strike.  
 
    When Niamh finally moved to offence, Millie didn't retreat and didn't cower. She caught the blade neatly in her right hand and held it. As she did, magic boiled away from her fingers, coiling around Niamh's blade until the two of them were stuck fast together. But with a sharp yank, Millie tore the blade from Niamh's hand, and it instantly evaporated into nothing. 
 
    Power and confidence surged through Millie's veins, and she laughed until she wanted to cry. But she didn't; she had another idea. "Ooh!" she exclaimed, and sparked a witchlight.  
 
    Perfectly spherical, it was the brightest one she had ever conjured, and was as white as new-fallen snow on a cloudless day. 
 
      
 
    Even nearly an entire day after her revelation, November still buzzed with the thrill of being right. She had been drowning in ignorance and darkness for so long, that some degree of actual knowledge should come from light was a sort of poetic irony that made the few crystals of sugar she'd been allowed in her tea jaw-achingly sweet. It was a difficult feeling to convey. 
 
    "I don't know what the luminiferous ether is," Gretchen said through a mouthful of warm bread. "I can barely say it." 
 
    "Good. It's not real. But I know it's not real! And I got quite upset about it!" November beamed over her tea.  
 
    "And that's good, is it?"  
 
    "I think so. That seems awfully esoteric to get worked up about. Something about that subject spoke to me. So did books in general." 
 
    "Were you a scientist, or a researcher perhaps?" 
 
    "Perhaps. At least something in that general area, I would assume." 
 
    "Well, schools would have already been closed for Christmas when you had your accident, where would you have been doing your science?" 
 
    "Maybe I wasn't. My accent isn't from around here, so maybe I was just visiting when it happened. It would explain why no one has come looking for me, at least." 
 
    Gretchen considered this. "Could be. Maybe you knew someone in the cemetery. Good reason to be there on Christmas Eve. The only one, really." 
 
    "So, a girl from Nottingham, with an above-average predilection for science, is in London over Christmas." November set down her tea. "She must have been here before, as she knows someone buried in a cemetery here. Presumably, my parents would be from Nottingham as well, so who would be buried here? Christmas implies family over friends." 
 
    "What about the grave you woke up in?" 
 
    "A Private Adam Stokeworth. The groundskeeper said no one was coming to his burial," November said, that same feeling of sadness creeping over her as she did. She wanted to say for sure she didn't know him, and lend her pity some kind of objectivity, but the fact she couldn't even say that much left her in a bizarre kind of purgatory that made her slightly ill.  
 
    "A secret lover?" Gretchen said, her eyes flat and sedate for such a titillating question, which gave it a gravity that November hadn't needed.  
 
    "He was, at most, 18 when he died. I'd rather hope not." She didn't have a teenager's face, she knew that much. 
 
    "All right, maybe the grave was happenstance. But the cemetery wasn't. Who then? A husband? Perhaps he was from here." 
 
    "And died?" 
 
    "Between the war and the flu, he wouldn't have been the only young man to do so recently." 
 
    November chewed until the bread in her mouth was only an aftertaste. The mention of the flu brought about a host of possible answers as broad and deep as the entire population of Britain. It wasn't nearly as particular as the war in who it took. The sick feeling burbled up from within her again, the worst possibility taking shape in her mind. "Gretchen, do you think it's possible I have children?" 
 
    "I can't imagine there's a blow to the head strong enough to make you forget something like that," she said with a smile. "Besides, you haven't mentioned any physical signs of it, and I'm sure the police would know by now if any child's mother had gone missing on Christmas."  
 
    November wanted to be sure of it too, and the look on Gretchen's face kindled it a little brighter. "Emma must love you very much," she said.  
 
    "Not any more than I love her," Gretchen said wanly, and cast her gaze around the room, to the eyes that wouldn't meet hers, except Bea's, who had no compunction about expressing just how they felt. "Sometimes love is the only thing that gets us out of bed in the morning." 
 
      
 
    The door to Elise's workroom looked exactly like the door to her bedroom, but what it represented was something wholly different. When it was closed, it may as well have been an unbroken part of the wall, ignored and invisible. You don't interrupt a witch at work. A small lapse in concentration when measuring ingredients can turn a rejuvenating elixir into a smoking, toxic sludge that takes weeks to get out of the carpet.  
 
    This time, however, Millie felt the risk was justified. The high of her Manifest was wearing off, and thinking about the hospital was driving her crazy. The only person who could confirm what she felt just happened to be the one person that she needed to confirm a very different feeling with.  
 
    When her knuckles struck the door, she held her breath and braced for a barrage of French cursing to come roiling out from under it. What she heard instead was quite the opposite. Was she humming? 
 
    "Come in!" Elise called from the other side. 
 
    What Millie found when she opened the door should not have been humming. It should have been shrieking, or laughing like a madwoman. 
 
    Elise looked like she had just waded through an abattoir. She wore a smock over a simple green dress that was streaked and smeared with blood and stringy, unidentifiable bits, fresh and old. Her hands were stained dark red, a red shared by a streak across a forehead that had grown from her hair being pinned back. Millie tried not to look at the spatters just below her eyes, adding a ghoulish dimension to her otherwise rosy cheeks. 
 
    "Bonjour, Millie," Elise said sweetly. "Have you come to help me?" 
 
    "I- do you need help?" 
 
    Elise smiled broadly. "I do now. Please," she said, sweeping a bloody hand into her own, private horrorshow.  
 
    There was a large table in the centre of the room, on top of which was a shallow metal tub. In the tub were what had once been internal organs, now quite external. Beside the tub, under a low-hanging electric bulb on a veritable mountain of waxed paper was what was clearly a heart. Whose heart, Millie was loathe to ask, but Elise seemed eager to tell. 
 
    "It is from a pig. It is close to a human's, so I can understand how it works more clearly." She seemed genuinely excited to be sharing this information, while it was all Millie could do to keep from retching her own organs on top of the late pig's. 
 
    "How- erphg, is that going?" She tried not to breathe, jamming her nose and mouth into the crook of her elbow. 
 
    "I am learning much this way. The butcher is very helpful." 
 
    "I can see that," Millie said, only her eyes visible above her sleeve.  
 
    "Why do you cover your face?" Elise said with an incredulousness that shouldn't have been possible given the way she looked. 
 
    "You have a tub full of warm, dead animal parts! Why do you think?" 
 
    Elise shrugged. "The smell is in your mind." 
 
    "You're just used to it." 
 
    "Oh? Is that so?" Elise's pointed nose raised into the air and she took a deep breath. "I smell nothing. Perhaps some herbs." 
 
    Millie stared at her like she had two heads. "How can you not," she sniffed, "not smell…" she took another sniff, longer than the first, then several short ones, like a dog who'd found a morsel of food they couldn't quite reach, "…that. How did you do that?"  
 
    It should have smelled like absolute death in the small room, but as Elise said, there was only the faintest trace of herbs, none of which Millie would have been able to identify beyond 'inoffensive.'  
 
    "A small joke Ivy taught me," Elise said proudly. 
 
    "Joke? You mean trick?" 
 
    "Ah, of course. It is not so funny," she said with a small laugh, and lifted a saucer from behind the tub that was piled with a mound of assorted leaves, sprigs and nettles that looked like it had been scooped off a forest floor at random. A single, ethereal tendril of white smoke traced the path it took as she waved it below Millie's nose. "Her Manifest is very useful. Now, please fetch me that anatomy book from the shelf. Non, the big green one. Yes." 
 
    Millie heaved the thick tome away from its less substantial brothers, and held it out to her. Ten bloody digits wiggled in the air to remind her why that was a terrible idea. 
 
    "Ah, well, in that case, I can ask for something in return," Millie said with a smile that was quite satisfied with itself. 
 
    Elise looked from one hand to the other, then back to the book. When she looked up at Millie, her lips were curled in a petulant little moue that twisted Millie's insides into knots. 
 
    "I need your help, as well," Millie managed to say. 
 
    The look of skepticism on Elise's face didn't seem entirely warranted, Millie thought, but then again, she was holding one of her most prized possessions hostage. She could ask her for anything! 
 
    "What is it?" said Elise, snapping Millie out of the beginnings of a very stupid idea before it could bloom into actual words. 
 
    "I need you to tell me I'm not crazy," Millie said instead. 
 
    "Ah," Elise waved away the idea with a red right hand, "I am not so sure I can do that," she said with a glint in her eye that twinkled with the distinct hue of wickedness.  
 
    Millie wanted nothing more than to catch and bottle the look on Elise's face to imbibe forever, but when she had to formulate the words for what she actually wanted, she found herself sobering quickly. "I'm serious. It's about the place they have Vickie, and that feeling I get whenever I go there. I have to know I'm not the only one who can feel it." The words all came out in a rush. 
 
    Elise seemed taken aback. "Did you ask Mistress Selene?" 
 
    "I'm asking you." 
 
    "Why did you not ask me sooner?"  
 
    "You've been very busy. I didn't want to interrupt your work because I had an odd feeling." 
 
    "Your feelings are important to me," Elise said, desperately trying to find something to do with her hands that wouldn't get blood everywhere and failing, leaving them to fidget with each other. 
 
    "Thank you. But I know how busy you've been. How hard you have been working, and… other things." 
 
    Elise crossed the distance between them and nearly placed her open palm on Millie's cheek before stopping herself. "Ma chérie, I think taking a walk together is not so much to ask," she said.  
 
    Frantically wishing she could cover her hand with her own, Millie looked into Elise's eyes, and even though she liked very much what she saw there, there would be time enough later to indulge herself in it. "Thank you," she said. 
 
    "De rien," Elise said, and her eyes fell expectantly to the book. 
 
    Millie opened it to a page at random and gawked at the level of detail in the eyeball she found looking back at her. A disembodied eyeball with a bundle of nerves hanging off of it. She swallowed hard and flipped at random to another page, a page that happened to be entirely taken up by a giant cross-section of the male reproductive system. Her luck clearly having been given over to some poor sod who needed it more than she did, she snapped the thing shut and looked up at its owner in a silent plea for deliverance. 
 
    Said owner was biting her lower lip in a bid to keep it from showing Millie just how uninterested she was in providing it. "Fascinating, no?" 
 
    "No."  
 
    Elise rolled one shoulder in what in anyone else would have been a shrug. In that moment, with that shoulder, it bore far more resemblance to an invitation. "C'est la vie, ma chérie." 
 
    "The only thing I understood about that was that it rhymed," Millie said.  
 
    "Open to the page on the heart," said Elise, and Millie was more than happy to comply.  
 
      
 
    The late afternoon sun was already eclipsed by the trees at the back of the airing court, the black bars of the fence bisecting what little light the trees and the high, thin clouds didn't already intercept. Though it made the area colder, it also gave it a freshness that other areas lacked. Whether it was the peat from the decomposing forest floor or the fact that it was farthest from both the road and the wash house, it seemed the closest point November was going to get to nature in the foreseeable future. 
 
    She ran a hand over the cold, unforgiving iron and thought of the fire poker in Bertram's cabin. If she had kept heating it up, she wondered if she could have reached its melting point. The bars reached into the branches overhead. Would the forest burn if she did the same thing to the fence? An absurd question, she knew it would, that's how heat worked. But what lay beyond the forest, would that burn too? That, she couldn't answer, because she didn't know what was beyond it. Though the trees seemed familiar, they weren't unique enough for her to say why. There were maple trees everywhere, just not in such concentration.  
 
    Still, she looked through the army of sturdy trunks and wondered.  
 
    Her reverie was interrupted by the approach of feet whispering through the grass, and she turned to see Mary approaching, looking slightly worse for wear than she had the last time they'd spoken. The bandage on her head was back, and her eyes were glassy. 
 
    "Hello, November," Mary said. 
 
    "Hello. I'm sorry to see you had another accident." 
 
    "Mm." Mary glanced upward slightly, but seemed to accept that that's just how it was. "I had another dream last night," she said.  
 
    November turned to face her fully, the woods forgotten. "Oh? Can you tell me about it?" 
 
    Mary took her own turn to look through the woods and to run her hands over the bars. She was still peering through them when she spoke. "I dreamed of a beautiful woman." 
 
    The cold of the bars found its way through November's clothing as she pressed her back against the fence, but let Mary speak in her own time. 
 
    "She came here, and she knew me. No one knows me, so I got excited. She kept trying to say my name, but no one would let her talk… like it was dangerous for her to talk. But my name is simple, so I could tell it's what she wanted to say." 
 
    "Did you know her?" 
 
    She shrugged a delicate shoulder. "I don't know. It's all muzzy now. I tried to remember for you," she said sadly.  
 
    "Thank you," November said. "I'm very glad you did." 
 
    "Did it help?" Mary looked at her finally. 
 
    "It will," November said. 
 
    "Did you dream?" 
 
    November turned to look into the maple forest, and to all the possibilities that lay beyond it. "Not while I was asleep." 
 
      
 
    "Your anatomy vocabulary is bigger than mine," Millie said as she helped to untie Elise's blood-streaked smock. Her hands were somehow even more horrific to look at than they had been when she'd first come in, but at least now she knew why. She'd had no idea a pig's heart was so similar to a human's, but now she knew it better than she had ever thought to want to. If she could forget it as quickly, she would be overjoyed. 
 
    "You never learned?" Elise said, shrugging out of the bloody garment while being careful not to touch anything.  
 
    "Never had a reason to," Millie admitted. She folded the smock inside-out and opened the door for Elise. "We didn't all grow up on farms." 
 
    "I never did heart surgery on the animals, Millie." 
 
    "No, you delivered baby sheep and tended to sick cows. I dodged angry sea gulls and fed stray cats." 
 
    Elise led her down the hall, keeping her hands up and in front of her the whole way. She tossed a grin back at Millie. "At least you fed them," she said. 
 
    "Not always by choice," Millie muttered. Though she had known it was the wrong way to go about it, sometimes it had been the only way to make the things leave her alone. Traipsing off to school in her tartan skirt with a gaggle of toms at her heels had been amusing at first, then irritating, and feeding them had, in the end, turned into a genuine problem. It was only when a pair of burly ravens had one day interpreted the bread she'd dropped as theirs did she gain any respite from her feline harriers. From that day, she'd always made sure to stay close to the ravens, and she never saw a stray cat again. 
 
    They arrived at the kitchen to find it thankfully empty as Millie pushed open the door and let Elise through. She twisted the valve on the taps. 
 
    "Ça caille!" Elise yelped when she stuck her hands into the stream. "It is cold!" 
 
    "Here," Millie said, taking Elise's hands in her own. She rubbed between her fingers and over her knuckles, working the crusty, dried blood out of the fine cracks over the joints. Satisfied that she'd gotten the worst of it, she took a bar of soap from its dish and built up a thick lather that coated Elise's hands like a pair of frothy gloves.  
 
    "That is much warmer," Elise said, relaxing into Millie's touch and letting her do as she would.  
 
    Millie replied with a smile, their fingers twining among each other's as she made extra-doubly sure that Elise's hands were receiving a proper wash. One could never be too careful with animal blood, after all. That it effectively meant she had Elise captive was pure coincidence. But now that she did, she knew it was the time to address the real reason she'd gone to see her in the first place. The reason that had hung unspoken between them, even through the events of the morning.  
 
    "Elise," Millie started, "about last night…" 
 
    "Thank you for that," Elise said before she could continue. "I am sorry if I worried you so." 
 
    "You have nothing to apologise for." The back of Elise's left hand was attended to for the second time. 
 
    Elise's eyes unfocused and she looked somewhere far away. "I think I knew for a long time. When I stopped receiving messages from home, I knew. Last night only made it official. Real." She looked up. "You came to me when I needed it most. You held me, and I could sleep for the first time in days." 
 
    As the foam was now just a slick goop, Millie felt compelled to finally put their hands back under the water and make sure every bit of it was rinsed off. "To be honest, I didn't know when I went up." 
 
    "No one knew. Why did you come?"  
 
    "I had something to tell you." Millie pulled a towel from the rack and wetted it down. With light strokes, she began wiping red flecks from Elise's cheeks, giving her no choice but to look her in the eyes as she spoke. She was still finding new shades of blue, but now they danced with something that had been missing, as if they had been somehow rejuvenated in the last day, even though she had received the most horrible of news. But the more Millie looked, the more she saw that what they danced with was expectation.  
 
    "What?" said Elise. 
 
    The towel paused just on the peak of her cheekbone, and Millie saw that her hand was trembling. Without looking down, Elise knew as well, and placed her own on top to steady it. They were both still cold from the water, but it was only warmth that connected them.  
 
    After the last few years, Millie had soured on the idea that anything was ever 'meant to be,' but what she felt then made her consider that perhaps there were exceptions. In that moment, with her hand cradling Elise's face, Millie knew that it was The Moment. The moment to end a lifetime of denial, to embrace who she was, and who Elise was. What she could be, what they could be. To begin to lay the past to rest and embrace their future. Their future? Well, she had no choice now, if she was already thinking like that. 
 
    "Elise, I…"  
 
    "Yes?" Elise's eyes were no longer expectant, they were pleading. After all the hesitation, the repudiation, the worry, the mental effort it took to get to this point, it turned out that they both needed to hear the words perched on the edge of Millie's tongue. With a silent prayer, they took flight. 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    She'd done it. She'd said the words she'd so longed to say, and now that they were out, she didn't want to stop. "I love you, Elise!"  
 
    "Ah, ma chérie, I love you, too!" Burying her hands in Millie's thick curls, she pulled her head down until their lips pressed together in a kiss that burned brightly and quickly. They pulled apart in twin gasps, and when Millie looked into Elise's eyes again, they were overflowing. No longer pleading, no longer needing, they were joyous and fulfilled.  
 
    Before the first tear could slip out, Millie threw her arms around Elise and held her tightly. "I love you so much. I'm so ashamed I couldn't tell you earlier. I wanted to so badly…" 
 
    "Ssshh, you do not need to explain." 
 
    And she didn't. They held each other, an embrace that felt like it stretched on for eternity. Millie didn't want to let her go. As long as they held each other, time stood still. There was no world outside of the two of them, and Millie wanted to keep it that way. Outside of time, there was no pain, no loss, and no want. There was only the sound of the beating of Elise's heart and the soft sound of her breathing.  
 
    Time could begin again when they were ready. 
 
      
 
    Dinner on New Year's Eve was served early at Serenity Mental Hospital. It was not unlike dinner on any other day of the year, November discovered, even though the sun was still out. There was no champagne, no singing, nothing to mark the fact that 1918 was mercifully coming to an end. The calendar would at last be flipped in a world at relative peace, but as she looked about her, no one seemed to recognize or even care about that fact. She could barely remember anything about it and she was still thankful for it, so the apathy she saw around her took her aback. 
 
    "Nothing changes in here," Mary said when November asked about it. "The number on the calendar doesn't matter."  
 
    "But it's New Year's Eve, doesn't that mean anything?" 
 
    "Means there's already fewer staff. We eat early so they can go home early. But there'll be even less tomorrow, and the ones that are here won't be happy about it." 
 
    "They didn't say anything about that," November said, glancing up at one of the orderlies standing in the corner and noting the fact that there should have been two. 
 
    "'Course they wouldn't. They don't want to remind us, 'case we get any ideas." 
 
    November's head snapped to Mary. "What do you mean?" 
 
    Mary shrugged. "The third floor needs all the attention, leaving us second-floor mice to skitter about with a bit more freedom than we're used to. Sometimes it goes to people's heads, if they notice." She licked the last traces of dessert from her spoon, a vanilla-flavoured concoction that had tried very hard to be a mousse, but now seemed suspiciously like a bribe. 
 
    Decreasing the staff of a mental hospital struck November as a patently stupid idea, but then again so did locking the doors to their bedrooms from the outside. That both decisions directly endangered their patients made November itch. It was becoming yet another irritant that had crawled into her skull and was flitting around the periphery of her mind. The staff had been helpful and courteous to her, if a little distant, but had never done anything directly to make her feel that she was in any danger. It was the decisions made around her that made her pause and think. 
 
    Then the two biggest decisions entered and made her not want to think about it any more. Though the other women around them may have been indifferent to the day, Gretchen and Emma seemed only too aware, even more on guard than usual, both of their eyes darting about with an intensity that November had never seen. When they received their trays, they appeared almost relieved, and made a direct line towards November.  
 
    Mary tensed, but November placed her hand atop her wrist, and she felt the younger woman stiffen further underneath it. "Please stay," November said. Her eyes met Mary's, and she relaxed slightly, but still looked to reserve the right to bolt at any moment. 
 
    "Good evening," November said pleasantly. "Happy New Year's Eve." 
 
    The two Germans looked at her as if she was a colossal imbecile for even suggesting it, and they began to wolf down their food with a veracity that confirmed to November that she was. She followed both of their eyes as they tracked something happening behind her, and when November turned to see what it was, she saw the single orderly that had been in the room leave it, and she was made to doubt that there ever was such a thing as coincidence. The moment the door shut behind him, she felt a presence loom up behind her, as if it had been summoned by his departure. As everyone November might consider a friend was within her line of sight, she wasn't surprised by the voice that spoke. 
 
    "Well, if it isn't our new sympathiser," said Bea. "Any good conspiracies on the boil, Miss Fawkes? Mary, you fallin' in with this lot now?" 
 
    "No," Mary's trembling voice said. "No," she repeated and stood before November could react. By the time she turned her head to speak, Mary was already halfway across the room. Though to November's surprise, she didn't leave entirely. 
 
    "Good," Bea said. 
 
    November looked up to the twin black voids that eventually led to what might generously be considered a mind. She held a steaming mug in her hand, and had the relaxed posture of someone who knew that they weren't being watched.  
 
    "The war is over, Bea. Nobody likes a sore winner." 
 
    "We haven't won anything, they're still here," she said, jutting her chin at Gretchen and Emma, who sat with their eyes downcast. The defeat on their faces broke November's heart. This is what they had been trying to avoid all along, and the resignation to the idea that they'd failed was plain. 
 
    Well they hadn't, not yet. "They haven't done anything wrong." 
 
    "She has," Bea pointed at Gretchen. "She's a hun, that's wrong in my book." 
 
    "No one wants to read your book." 
 
    "You watch yourself, missy. You've not even been here a week. Know your place." 
 
    "I'm in my place, thank you." 
 
    "You're going to find a lot more than your memory knocked out of your head if you keep on like that."  
 
    "Unless you've intent to kill me, there's not much more you can take away," November said with a bitterness that surprised her. 
 
    "Selfish one, ain't she? Doesn't have a thought for her friends here. There's lots we could do to them, and no one would care or complain, 'cept you." 
 
    "Go on, then. You going to do it right here in front of me, or take he coward's way and ambush her later? I know which one I have you pegged for." 
 
    "Why you so protective of them, eh? You know what Germans did to my family?" 
 
    "What they did to a lot of people's families," November said. 
 
    "Killed my brother. My cousin. My uncle. Woulda killed my da too, but they only took his leg. You goin' to stand up for that?" 
 
    "They didn't, did they? They've been locked in here for most of the war." 
 
    "Her son fought for the Kaiser, she tell you that?" 
 
    "Yes, she did. And he's dead, too. Maybe your brother killed him. Are you going to apologise for that?" 
 
    Bea looked mortified at the very suggestion. "Of course not! Why should I?" 
 
    "Oh? Your cousin then? Your uncle? I just tripled the odds that one of your relatives killed Gretchen's son. Will you still deny the possibility?" 
 
    "Maybe he killed one of mine!" 
 
    "Everyone killed one of someone's!" November exploded. "If Gretchen and Emma are guilty, then so are you! So am I!" Her right arm flared into sudden, excruciating pain, but she shoved it back down with a savage effort of will.  
 
    Steam began rising from Bea's mug, more than should have been possible. Soon it became a roiling cloud of white vapour pouring into the air as it became a vessel for November's unconscious wrath. 
 
    "We all are. Did you think of it that way? No? Then of what use is this kind of talk? The war is over. There's nothing to be gained from this. Tomorrow is a new year. If we are going to live in it together, and want all of those sacrifices to have some kind of meaning, we're going to have to put them aside, so as to make sure it doesn't happen again." 
 
    "Would you be talking so high and mighty if you could remember what you lost?" 
 
    November's left arm burned as hot as the right now, fire creeping from the inside out to engulf her in searing agony, but she held Bea's eye as it consumed her. "Maybe it is because I can't remember. Maybe that makes me the one to say these things, yes. It's called objectivity." 
 
    "Sounds a lot like arrogance to me." 
 
    "Call it what you will. Leave them alone." 
 
    "And if I don't?" 
 
    Boiling tea spilled over the rim of Bea's mug, and the sound of skin being seared hissed through the gaping silence. Bea yelped, flinging the mug away from her and straight at Gretchen.  
 
    November's hand shot out and the mug stopped in mid-air. 
 
    The tea didn't.  
 
    An angry cloud of brown and white continued forward, and even as Gretchen raised her hands to protect herself, it enveloped them and splashed across her face. She screamed as her skin instantly reddened and she collapsed behind the table out of November's view. 
 
    The suspended mug crashed to the ground, shattering into a thousand pieces. Mary dashed forward to kneel beside Gretchen, dousing her hands and face in cold water as Emma screamed in terror. 
 
    November stood frozen, unable to comprehend what had just happened while chaos erupted all around her. The table she'd been sitting at shot forward, smashing into Bea and one of her cohorts, who stumbled back but kept their legs underneath them. They recovered quickly and made a move in her direction, their faces bright with the unspent need to hurt, Bea's fists clenched in tight balls that clearly ached to be unleashed. With a flick of November's will, the table jerked forward again at twice the speed from half the distance. 
 
    Two sickening snaps, two screams, and their legs weren't underneath them anymore. 
 
    From out of the corner of her eye, something silver flashed. A knife. In a single eye blink, the silver flashed again, but this time straight up. Up and up, the knife shot straight into the ceiling and imbedded itself into an exposed beam. November didn't look to see who had attacked her, but they fell to the ground, clutching at their scalp as the smell of burnt hair began to seep out from the pins that were now smoldering away against it.  
 
    She didn't spare a thought for how easy metal fell to her will, or to the bedlam that was making sure to keep its distance from her. All of her attention was focused on Gretchen as she came around the side of another table to see what state she was in.  
 
    Emma had calmed dramatically, and was holding her own cap darkened with cold water to her mother's face. The look Mary gave her when she looked up was was one of abject wonder and horror, like she was looking up at the monster that November had so feared becoming.  
 
    Well now she was, but she vowed to appear human as long as possible before they took her away to the place they kept monsters. "How is she?" she said. 
 
    "It's not as bad as it looks," Emma said with remarkable calm. How much had her mother told her?  
 
    November cleared her throat. "Mary, can you help Emma get her mother to the infirmary?" 
 
    The chaos around them had dulled itself into a sort of stunned confusion. The smell of blood mixed with the burning hair, but November didn't spare a look for the sources of either, and she fled into the halls. 
 
      
 
    Every cliche Millie had ever heard about being in love, she learned, was a cliche for a reason. The endless ink that had been spilled describing the birds singing, the world seeming brighter. Birds were indeed singing (or honking) in the dead of winter for some reason, the sun had deigned to come out after Christmas, and Millie decided that maybe there was something to those romance novels after all.  
 
    She definitely wouldn't have worried about Manifesting so much if she knew what kissing Elise was going to feel like. There was more than one kind of magic in the world, it turned out, and Millie couldn't help but shake her head at her sudden sentimentality. With Elise by her side, the feelings were magnified even more, however. From the moment they stepped out the front door they would sneak glances at each other, giggling and smiling at the great secret that they held from the rest of the world. The words they'd said were as taboo as they were heartfelt, and as Elise's pale hand swung at her side, Millie wanted nothing more than to be able to take it. But that would give it away, and if the world found out, it would try to snatch it from them. So they let it stay a happy secret, theirs to cherish between them, and no one else, and Millie kept her hands in her pockets as they approached their destination. Light on her feet she may have been, the looming shadow of the hospital was a sobering reminder of the real reason they had left the house in the first place. 
 
    This time, at least they arrived first. Bertram was nowhere to be seen, so Millie took the opportunity to put the sunshine she'd earned to good use, and peered in through the gates to get a better look at Victoria's current residence, trying to see it from Elise's point of view.  
 
    It didn't look terribly different from a lot of hospitals of the era, perhaps with a bit more attention paid to the landscaping outside, which even in winter, was well-maintained and looked as though it would be quite the sight at any other time of year. As it was, it was the skeleton under which something beautiful would eventually grow, she hoped.  
 
    Very little else was visible from the street, which Millie supposed, was on purpose. What lie beyond the facade, or around the corners, was left to their imagination. Even in mid-afternoon it was quiet. If pressed, she probably wouldn't have been able to say what noises she expected to hear, but the quiet was still surprising. On top of that, the curtains in every single window were closed, leading to the impression that there was nobody inside. No sounds, no sights, it may as well have been empty. The entire time they were waiting, she didn't see a single soul enter, leave, or so much as glance out the window.  
 
    "Is this it?" Elise asked into that quiet. She peered up at the letters over the gate and towards the main building, and it was plain on her face the first impression it made on her. "It is a very sad place." 
 
    "It is that," Millie agreed. The lack of foliage or flowers did not help the ghoulish impression of it, and with Elise's words in her head, the front garden now looked like nothing but sticks, shards and browning grass. 
 
    Approaching footsteps made Millie turn away, to see that they belonged to Bertram. 
 
    "Good afternoon, Miss Brown," he said. "Lovely day, isn't it?" 
 
    "It is," Millie said. "May I introduce my friend Elise? Elise, this is Bertram Jones, the one who helped Vickie. " 
 
    "Pleased to make your acquaintance," said Bertram, extending his hand. 
 
    "Likewise," Elise said, taking it after a moment's hesitation. 
 
    Millie didn't feel they had the time for her to dissect what that meant, so she swung open the gate. "Shall we?" 
 
    The moment her hand touched the cold iron gate, whatever levity she'd felt was immediately replaced with concrete. The world dimmed and the birds fell silent. Millie looked over to see Bertram continue on as if nothing had happened, even though it felt to her like the world had shifted under her feet. Elise looked struck into a similar daze, her eyes darting around as if she expected to be set upon by some unseen force. 
 
    Yanking her hand off the gate was actually difficult, like it had been frozen and her skin had stuck to it, but when she looked down, her hand was normal. She stumbled forward a few paces before she regained her balance, but looking down, the gravel of the drive was as smooth as if it had been paved, and there was nothing there to have tripped her up. 
 
    Malevolent. That was the word that went round and round in Millie's mind as the building loomed before her. The first time it had made her feel off-balance, this time it felt like it was shoving her to the ground, and she had to consciously keep her scales from flaring to life in self-defence. 
 
    Something has happened, Millie thought. The change was too stark and too strong for it not to be the case. Or was it because she had Manifested? Did that make her more sensitive to whatever it was? 
 
    She slowed to let Bertram pass her, and reached out to snatch Elise's hand. It was freezing cold, and the look on her face mirrored what Millie felt on her own. "You feel it, too?" she whispered.  
 
    Elise nodded. "Corruption," was all she said before giving Millie's hand a reassuring squeeze and letting go to follow Bertram further into a place every instinct was telling her to leave. 
 
    Even as she glanced around, as if one of the gargoyles was going to drop down and snatch her away, she kept one eye on Bertram and one on Elise, but he stubbornly went on as normal, as if there wasn't some dark force taunting them all with its intangible awfulness.  
 
    Even with only one eye, he ascended the stairs with no difficulty, and even held the door open for them as she took each step deliberately, testing each one before trusting her full weight to it, as if it were going to trip her so she'd fall and break her neck. 
 
    "Are you all right?" he asked as Millie gave the doorframe a suspicious once-over before darting through it and pulling Elise in after her. 
 
    "I'll tell you on the way out," she said, not waiting for the look she may have gotten in response. She appreciated the concern, but if he didn't feel what she did, he either knew to expect it, or would think she was crazy if he didn't. Neither possibility sat well with her. 
 
    As her boots thumped across the floor of the lobby, the nurse behind the desk looked up. It was a different one from the first time, but she had the same cool look on her face. She supposed they had been expected.  
 
    "May I help you?" the nurse said. NELSON, her badge said.  
 
    "Yes, I'm here to see Victoria Ravenwood," Millie said. "If she's able," she added. 
 
    "Just a moment," Nurse Nelson said before disappearing into a doorway behind her, leaving the three of them alone in the lobby, and the visitor log on the counter. Millie signed in absently before noticing something as she dropped the pen. 
 
    "Only one person has visited since we were last here," she said, pointing to the single illegible scrawl between her signatures.  
 
    Bertram took the pen and signed in himself. "That doesn't seem all that unusual to me. There was only an hour after we left that someone could have visited." 
 
    "It's been 48. What about the postman? Shouldn't they be getting a lot of deliveries?" 
 
    Her suspicions were clearly not shared by Bertram, as all he had by way of an answer was a small shrug. "Logistics was not my purview." 
 
    Though she didn't have any idea how many people the hospital currently housed, only one visitor during open hours the week after Christmas seemed on the pitiful side. Then Ivy's words about forgotten souls came back to her and it seemed like the darkness around her deepened. She hoped Victoria was at least taking some solace that she hadn't been forgotten, even if they couldn't actually meet face-to-face.  
 
    "I'm afraid Miss Ravenwood is still unfit for visitors, Miss Brown," Nurse Nelson said upon her return. "Would you like us to contact you should her condition improve to the point that she can?" 
 
    Millie slid the visitor log back across the counter.  
 
    "No, that's quite alright. Coming here gets me out of the house, at least," she said, returning to Nurse Nelson her own dead smile. 
 
    "Why did you turn down her offer?" Bertram asked once they were outside, hurrying to keep up with Millie's long strides down the gravel path. Only once they had passed back through the gate did she turn to answer him. 
 
    "I don't like that place. There is no way on Earth I was going to give them any more information than they already have." 
 
    "But they only have your name." 
 
    "You can do a lot with a name. They also know I know Vickie, and that we both know you. And now they know Elise." 
 
    Without even knowing she'd started, Millie began to pace the lane along the wall. Only now that she was on the other side of it did she begin to feel some semblance of normal again. The dimness, the chill that she had felt had lifted, leaving the world much the same as it had before she'd gone in, save for her memories of how it had felt. She shuddered. 
 
    "You're crazy," Bertram said.  
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "Ever since we first set foot in that place, you've behaved oddly." 
 
    "You have no basis for comparison." 
 
    "This isn't a joke. Being difficult isn't going to get Victoria out any sooner, and frankly, your paranoia about the hospital's intentions is off-putting. They know what's best for her, and you are in no position to challenge that." 
 
    Millie couldn't help the bark of laughter that exploded from her. "You know nothing about me. Or us. Doesn't any of this seem odd to you?" 
 
    "Why would it? It's a hospital. They have rules, and they follow them." 
 
    "Just what you're good at, eh? Don't question it, just do it." 
 
    "What it that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "It means something is very wrong in that place, and you can't see it, because you don't want to. Or you can't," she said more to herself than to Bertram. 
 
    "That's uncalled for," Bertram said, his one eye narrowing in irritation. 
 
    "I'm not talking about your eye," Millie snapped. There was something else. "You really don't feel anything about that place? If feels completely normal to you?" 
 
    "Yes, if you need me to spell it out so clearly for you." 
 
    You're a witch, stupid, said a little voice in the back of Millie's mind. A Manifested witch. When she had arrived at ADAM, she hadn't believed in magic, or that witches were ever real. She had learned her error in spectacular fashion, but in only a few short years spending all of her days among witches and falling in love with one, it had become so normal she'd all but forgotten how different that fact made her.  
 
    "Apologies, Mr. Jones. This has been very stressful for us. I forget myself sometimes." 
 
    This seemed to mollify him, and even earn her some consideration. "It's all right. I understand. Losing a friend is not easy." 
 
    "She's not lost," Millie said, looking from Elise to the building that lurked beyond the wall, "I know right where she is." 
 
      
 
    November's lungs were on fire and her heart beat like it was trying to get away from them. She strode down the hall in the longest strides her legs could manage, while trying not to look like she was in a hurry. Glancing back over her shoulder, she didn't see anyone following her, but that didn't mean they weren't. The halls of the hospital could be labyrinthine if you weren't paying attention, and at the moment, November felt she didn't have any to spare.  
 
    The further she got from the cafeteria, the closer she got to Dr. Garland's office. The closer she got to Dr. Garland's office, the more she began to panic about what exactly it was she was going to say, even though she knew she had to say it. There was no question about it, in that moment. The thing she had feared happening had happened, and now she was going to have to face it. 
 
    Telling Dr. Garland herself, before anyone else had the chance to was the only way to keep something already ridiculous from being exaggerated all out of proportion to what she'd actually done.  
 
    You stopped a bullet, and now you accelerated a knife, she thought. And broke two people's legs. Her hands began to tremble in the simple truth of it: she could've done a lot worse. A few degrees different, and the knife would've gone into someone's eye instead of the ceiling, a third push a split-second later and it would have been skulls in addition to legs. 
 
    As she made the turn around the final corner to the doctor's office, she saw a shaft of light splitting the hallway, meaning his door was already open, but not all the way. As she got closer, she could hear his voice speaking, but no one else's. Speech. Silence. Speech. He must have been using a telephone. 
 
    She sidled up to the door to wait, keeping one eye down the way that she'd come while shaving away at her thumbnail with her teeth. But as she strained to hear the approach of pursuing footsteps, all she could hear was half of a conversation happening behind her. 
 
    "No, we haven't tried the procedure yet. I've told you, we can't be sure of its effectiveness as long as the current damage is unhealed… No, she has shown no signs as of yet. The memory loss seems to be inhibiting it… Yes, I am aware of that… It won't be replicable in that case… I see no reason to rush her only to come away with invalid data. There are other subjects before her, including the new one you just sent me… Tonight… If you want this to be provable and repeatable, I strongly suggest you abide by my assessments… Thank you. Of course I will… No, not yet. If she comes back alone, perhaps… Very well. Good-bye." 
 
    November's heartbeat was more akin to thunder now, and she'd forgotten all about what might be down the hall in favour of what might be on the other side of the wall. The floor had already fallen away and the ceiling was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Memory loss! Some tiny part of her was shouting the word 'hubris' over and over again, but her instincts were holding it down and stuffing rags in its mouth. There was no one else he could have been talking about other than her. Surely he would have mentioned any other patients who had the same affliction as she?  
 
    Then the word 'procedure' shone in her mind like polished steel: shiny, bright and dangerous. If he was talking about her, he had never made mention of any procedure.  
 
    While you were awake. 
 
    Suddenly and violently, the notion of confessing her abilities was wrenched from her bag of good ideas and dashed against the floor to be trod upon with all the bad.  
 
    If they wanted to tell everyone she'd hurled a knife across the room with her mind, they were welcome to invite the response they would get, and the one she would encourage. What she did not want to encourage was any notion of a 'procedure' being the response if she told the truth.  
 
    If the truth could change her forever, all a lie had to do was survive until her memories returned. As she scurried down the hall like a frightened mouse, she hoped the cat could look away just a while longer. 
 
      
 
    "Mallory!" Millie bellowed. Her fists thundered against the door to his office without care as to whether or not he was even there. 
 
    When the door flew open, she was actually surprised to see him. She was not, however, surprised to see that he was perfectly groomed and in uniform. 
 
    "What is it, Miss Brown?" Mallory said in a way that precisely conveyed just how little an answer was of concern to him.  
 
    "We need to get Victoria out of that hospital." 
 
    The faintest twitch yanked at the corner of his left eye. "And why have you brought this imperative to my door?" 
 
    "They won't let me see her, and you're in charge. I need you to get her released." 
 
    Mallory scoffed. "Miss Brown, Miss Ravenwood is not a child, and I am not a parent. I have no authority to do any such thing." 
 
    "You run this program, and she's part of it!" 
 
    "Your agreement with His Majesty's government clearly states that if you run into any difficulties outside of this program's purview, you will be disavowed and left to fend for yourself, just as any other member of society would be. Victoria left of her own accord, and if you and Captain Jones are to be believed, gave herself up voluntarily to those currently caring for her. She did so after having left without authorisation, and so, therefore, absolved us of any responsibility for what may have happened to her. So you see, I must do nothing." 
 
    "But she's mentally impaired! What if she talks about ADAM while she's in there?" 
 
    "If your testimony is correct, then she has no memory of this place, and therefore, cannot disclose its existence. Should her memory return, she will sound like a raving loon." 
 
    "But-" 
 
    "Miss Brown, I sympathise with your desire, and I admire your loyalty to Miss Ravenwood, but as an agent of the state, my hands are quite tied." 
 
    "What about as a human being? As a man who's known her for years, who knows she's suffering right now? What does he have to say?" 
 
    "A game attempt to appeal to my better angels, Miss Brown. Unfortunately, I do not have the luxury to act as that man. Officially, I do not know Miss Ravenwood and have no affiliation with her." 
 
    "I see." 
 
    "Indeed you should. I do, however, have some good news. As Miss Ravenwood has suffered an accident, and is currently institutionalised, you may no longer worry about her being prosecuted for absconding with secrets. It would be nearly impossible to prosecute such a case, given her condition." 
 
    Fury warred with disbelief and the resulting conflagration exploded from the wreckage of Millie's self control. "She doesn't even know what she is, damn you! She is a Manifested witch in a mental hospital! One that stopped a bullet without even meaning to! God knows what else she can do if pushed, but yes, fine, leave her alone and terrified, surrounded by crazy people. If you don't see how dangerous that is for them and you if word gets out, then maybe you need to be thrown in there with her!" 
 
    "If your argument has devolved into insults, Miss Brown, then I'm afraid our conversation is at an end," Mallory said, but Millie could see in his beady little eyes that she'd gotten to him. She should have known rightness and sympathy would have failed where threatening his job, or worse, his reputation, would succeed. 
 
    "You really don't care about her, do you?" Millie said. "I'd always thought your haughty aloofness an act to keep you separate from us, but you really are that callous." 
 
    "Good night, Miss Brown," Mallory said, and shut the door in her face. 
 
    "I'll be sure to let her know," Millie said, before spinning on her heel and stalking away down the hall.  
 
      
 
    The curtains in November's window billowed inward, letting in the cold air of night to cool her brow as she paced circles around her room.  
 
    That the world was starting to make less sense instead of more was filling her with a nervous energy that she had to burn off or she would surely go mad.  
 
    Though she had been locked in for sleep, she knew full well that it would not be forthcoming in any reasonable amount of time. In fact, she was sure that it would only be sheer exhaustion that would take her if she couldn't get her mind to stop bouncing around her skull like a swarm of bees to the point she felt the beginnings of a headache. 
 
    Not only had the orderlies not dragged her away, they'd not even mentioned what happened in the cafeteria. It was like it had never happened. Perhaps they knew how ridiculous the truth would sound and had papered over it with a lie of their own. She wouldn't allow herself to think she'd gotten away with it, especially after the conversation she'd overheard.  
 
    She tsked herself at how willing she'd been to walk right up to Garland and tell him what she'd done. Though if she hadn't, she would have never heard him talking, and she supposed she should be thankful for that. But the sight of Gretchen clutching her face and the sound of her scream made anything else she might have felt moot. She was in the infirmary and being treated, but November knew she was the one who'd put her there. Bea may have intended to hurt her no matter what November said, but she'd made it so that it was in one of the most painful ways possible. 
 
    Pacing about her room, the wheels in her head turned and turned, but with so little grist to work with, all she was making was a fine dust that was carried away by every errant breeze. But after what she'd overheard Dr. Garland saying on the telephone, she wasn't about to let her guard down.  
 
    Who was the 'new one?' Provable, replicable procedures… The more she thought about it, the less she liked it, the less she liked it, the closer she found herself getting to the window. When she reached it, she found herself looking down and wondering if she would be able to walk away if she needed to jump out. 
 
    It was something she should have thought about earlier, she chided herself, if for no other reason than if the building caught fire. If the doors couldn't be opened from the inside, she would have little choice but to jump. Well, now she had another reason. It wouldn't be an arrogant bully with a butterknife at her door if they really wanted her. 
 
    Though she'd been spared the choice of fight or flight twice by means she didn't understand, the very fact that she didn't understand it meant she couldn't count on it for a third. But then again, she'd had similar thoughts after the pub, so maybe she really would manifest some astonishing capability every time she was in danger. If she didn't, however, flight would be the only real option open to her.  
 
    Something within her recoiled at the thought. Steel she hadn't known was there rattled and shook in silent fury at the very idea, and her left arm began to itch. Curious. It was about time one of her tattoos had conjured something that wasn't pain or a bottomless well of sadness, but she had not expected it to be anger.  
 
    "Do you not want me to give up?" she asked her arm. Fire streaked her veins, curling her fingers into a fist. An auspicious sign of strength, she thought. 
 
    "Then tell me more!" she hissed. "I'm not a fighter," she said, looking down at her soft, almost translucent skin. Hers were hands for crunching numbers, not skulls. If she were a markswoman, she wouldn't be afraid of guns, and any weapons older than that would leave calluses or other signs of repeated wear.  
 
    There was no physical sign to justify the strength of her reaction. Something down in her memory hole was coiled and angry, like a dragon guarding its hoard. She just wished her dragon wasn't blind, deaf and unable to speak in anything more than base emotions. 
 
    Scared and angry was a combination that didn't sit well with her. It was a combination that she would expect if some brute had her cornered in her own home. The thought that paranoia could also bring on such a toxic amalgam was one that dropped her to the edge of her bed. 
 
    Paranoia dies in the face of information, she told herself, worry slain by facts. 
 
    If whoever the new person was was connected to her, if she was under the same duress November felt herself under, she had to know about her. She knew this mystery woman had to be up on the third floor, a black void from which nothing ever returned. She hated the third floor. She hated the idea of the third floor, but since she couldn't recall seeing a single new face since she'd arrived, she knew that's where she had to be. November cursed under her breath at the thought, but she needed to know. If they were tampering with Mary's mind, they might be with hers, as well. 
 
    At the thought of the third floor, she became aware of something else from up there besides dread. In the back of her mind, she felt a small tug. The suggestion that what she had chosen was correct, and that she needed to go up there. She looked up without thinking, up to that dark place, and felt herself drawn to it, the word 'tonight' echoing in her mind. 
 
    The answer is up there, she thought. No, she knew. The steel returned, and she sat up straight again. The bees were gone, and her mind was still, but she had no intention of sleeping; she needed it to solve a problem she in that moment became determined to solve: how to open the door. 
 
    Jumping out the window was survivable, but she had no way of getting back, especially if she snapped her ankle on the way down.  
 
    She stalked across the room and looked down at the sturdy steel lock for what it was: a puzzle to be solved.  
 
    You can stop bullets and start knives, you can do this, she told herself, though she had no idea how she was going to follow through with it.  
 
    "I wanted it to," she whispered. That's how she'd made ice. "Well, I want this lock undone." She stared at it, willing it to happen, reaching out with her mind to the little teeth and tumblers she knew lie at the heart of every lock. Inside were delicate mechanisms that thieves took a lifetime to learn how to overcome, and imagined them falling perfectly in place, along with the satisfying clunk of the bolt sliding aside. 
 
    None of that happened.  
 
    Superheated metal sprang to mind, but then so did explaining a puddle of molten slag that would most likely set the floor on fire, and dismissed it immediately.  
 
    Stopping bullets. 
 
    Starting knives. 
 
    Energy! Bullets had lots of it. A knife needed it in order to fly straight up and imbed itself halfway into a solid wood beam. Tables even more. 
 
    Energy, but from where? Where could she get it? No, where had she gotten it, she corrected herself. She'd done it already!  
 
    Then the answer she'd awaited struck like thunderclap. It came firing out of her memory hole straight at her, and she reached out to pluck it from thin air, just like the bullet. When she saw what it was, she pulled it in and hugged it against herself in glee. Her dragon had coughed up a single, shining coin. On it was engraved a single word: matter. 
 
    She shot to her feet in triumph. Matter and energy were the same thing! Of course! It was so obvious now. One could be exchanged for the other, theoretically. Only it wasn't theory any more, it was her stark reality. 
 
    With her new prize in mind, she opened herself to her obstacle and gently encouraged the laws of physics to cooperate.  
 
    With a groaning, shrieking crack, they did. November felt as much as heard the bolt smash itself into the locking mechanism, spitting a single spark out of the keyhole.  
 
    "I did it!" she squeaked in surprise.  
 
    Gingerly, she reached a disbelieving hand towards the knob and twisted.  
 
    The door swung freely and silently aside for the one who had tamed it, and November greeted the door opposite hers with a wicked grin. 
 
    Exiting into halls she had all to herself, she stalked them like they belonged to her. Even in the dimness allowed by the ambient light from outside, she strode with confidence down the corridor and towards the stairs.  
 
    In the still silence of the entire women's wing after midnight, the sound of her dress swishing against itself was like the roaring of the ocean, a rhythmic, rasping hiss that seemed to carry for miles.  
 
    "I hate dresses," she muttered. The hissing stopped. The thought was not a new one. In the darkened hall, November stood rock still, allowing any other connected thoughts the chance to bubble up alongside it without fear of being jostled away. 
 
    She felt the shape of familiarity on her tongue as she mouthed the words again, and knew that it was a truth. She'd been wearing trousers when she'd woken up.  
 
    A lady, out alone on Christmas Eve in trousers wasn't scandalous, it was right, because she had wanted to. Looking down at the drab gray triangle that flared out from her hips, her lips curled into a grimace. 
 
    However, there was nothing she could do about it, so she had no choice but to bear the discomfort, and instead turned this new bit of information into confidence, and continued on. 
 
    She ascended the twisting stairs in silence, and found the door to the third floor unlocked. A shout prevented her from wondering at the oddness of that fact. Placing her hand on the knob, she was nearly knocked over with the intensity of the feeling that burst from it, like it had been electrified. She yanked her fingers off of it as quickly as if she had been burned, but the feeling persisted, like the echoes of thunder off of distant hills. Someone on the other side needed help, but not in a general sense that everyone in the hospital needed help. It vibrated her bones and charged the hairs on her skin, and she felt the same draw she had felt downstairs, only magnified by proximity. Pushing it open, she found it was heavier than the door on her floor. It was only once it was open fully did she understand why. 
 
    It was heavily soundproofed. 
 
    Standing there without it to get it in the way, she was peppered with noises she knew she would never forget, no matter how severe the blow to her head. It wasn't the screeching or screams, it was the whimpering. November's chest tightened, but she pushed herself deeper into the wretchedness. 
 
    Having no idea what she was looking for, and regretting her decision to climb the stairs already, they were slow, halting steps that took her through what someone somewhere had probably penned as a version of hell.  
 
    Though the main door may have been soundproof, the doors that defined November's field of vision were not. The slats that allowed a view in were terribly ineffective at keeping voices from getting out.  
 
    It wasn't a constant, haranguing cacophony, and that's what made it worse. It was sporadic and random, coming from every direction with no pattern as to where it would come from next. From ahead and to the right, an inhuman moan, like a soul was being drawn out slowly and fed directly into a meat grinder. From behind and the left, a strangled, gargling shriek that sounded like a banshee having her head pulled underwater by the noose around her neck.  
 
    The doors were all locked, and those suffering behind them were no physical threat, she had to keep reminding herself, because her mental state was already taking a battering. 
 
    From her left came a different sound. The sound of struggle. A woman was trying to scream but couldn't. It wasn't pitiful and it wasn't strange, it was fearful and angry. It was also not alone. When November trained her eyes on it, the pull became a yank, and she felt compelled to find out what was on the other side. 
 
    She sidled up to it and brought her ear to the slat in the centre, listening as hard as she could. There were at least two men in the room with her, but she couldn't make out what they were saying. The only sounds that made it out were the sibilant ones, and all she could hear was a whispering susurrus that wanted very much to pretend it wasn't there. 
 
    There was no reason beyond her bizarre hunch to believe that 'the new one' was behind that door, but given how upset the smothered screams she was hearing were, she supposed it didn't matter. If she was right that something untoward was going on in the hospital, and that she may at some point be a target of it, she had to know. With no past to guide her, she needed new information. If she was to solve the puzzle before her, indeed if there even was a puzzle before her, she was going to have to accept the fact that she had no idea what it was going to look like until it was done. 
 
    With a deep breath, she pressed her fingers against the cold metal until her skin was pure white, and slid the viewing window silently aside with excruciating slowness. 
 
    The light from within was blinding to her dark-accustomed eyes, and she had to look away to let them adjust.  
 
    "Just relax, it will all be over soon," said a male voice. Garland's voice. "You won't pose a danger to anyone anymore, and we can remove that gag from your silver tongue. Then we can converse as equals, and you'll be all the better for it." 
 
    Then a sound that made November's blood freeze. It was such a light, delicate sound, that in another context might have been pleasant. A sound that had been made in the creation of some of the greatest works of art in history, revealing the sculptures lurking within solid stone. 
 
    The soft tap of a hammer against a chisel. 
 
    Squinting, November shoved her face back before the gap she'd made just as the soft crack of bone snapped through the air. 
 
    Not a chisel. A pick.  
 
    'The New One,' for November had never seen her before, was seated in a chair with her hands tied behind her back and her mouth tightly gagged. Long blond curls hung down from a head that was tilted back awkwardly, held that way by the strong hands of an orderly she'd never seen before.  
 
    A thin steel rod was being shoved up her nose, and another stranger was slowly shortening it with a tiny brass hammer. 
 
    Her lungs were heaving in panic, and her shining blue eyes were wild and searching, and November watched in horror as they widened in pain, and the call that had drawn her to her became a silent scream. November winced at the intensity of the alien feeling, overwhelmed by something she couldn't explain. 
 
    Then, in the next tap, the call ended and the light in the woman's eyes winked out. She let out a long, shuddering exhale that twisted November's guts on a such a visceral level she doubled over in a pain that was almost existential.  
 
    Whoever the woman had been when November first saw her, she was someone else now. November forced herself to look again, to bear witness for this stranger who had suffered a kind of living murder right before her eyes, for she was still alive. No longer frantic, her eyes were placid and docile. She no longer struggled, or moved at all, but when the spike was removed, it was the lack of blood that made November sick. One hand flew to her mouth as the other shut the slat as quickly as she could before she hurtled down the hall, through the soundproof door and down the stairs, her terror such that she only made it to the first landing before smashing into the wall and sinking to the floor in a tightly-packed ball. 
 
    How naive, how stupid she was. Is that what had happened to Mary, too? The poor girl was scatterbrained and could barely recall her own name half the time. The idea that she had been made that way drew the tears that November had been trying not to shed. Though Mary's eyes were alive, they weren't her eyes, were they? The Mary she knew wasn't the Mary that had come through those gates. 
 
    Garland. He had been there. He watched it happen. By the look on his face, he had ordered it.  
 
    And the only reason it hasn't happened to you is because you were already damaged when you came in, November thought. 
 
    But why? Why them? A beautiful woman that was dangerous if she talked… 
 
    She thought of her fading eyes, and Mary's false ones, and a new kind of darkness settled in about her like a shawl made from the cloak of Death himself. It was cloying and sticky, and so very heavy. Like wet silk, it clung to her perfectly, conforming to her until it was her. Blackness, awful, terrible blackness that dimmed an already dim stairwell. Above and below, there seemed to be less light in the world then there had been a moment before. But it was a dimness that emanated; from the walls, the floor, everywhere she looked, the dimness was coming from the building itself. 
 
    Is this what the world looked like to Mary? Is it what the woman upstairs saw when she was brought here? Did she still see it? 
 
    There was something there between them, something they all shared, but she didn't know what. Just like her memories, the answer was just beyond her reach, and she understood then the special kind of hate the gods must have had for Tantalus to torment him they way they had; always reaching and never grasping. 
 
    But she was not Tantalus, and this was not Tartarus. It was a torment, but not one designed by gods. The answer was within her, and she could reach what she so grasped for, she just had to figure out how. 
 
    November drove herself to her feet, supporting herself with one hand against the wall as she stared down towards the first floor while the headache that had been threatening earlier arrived in full force. There were answers elsewhere, not only within herself, she realised.  
 
    Her footfalls echoed up the stairwell as she gained the ground floor again, and she arrowed straight for a room she knew would be unoccupied. She strode with purpose down the empty hall, no longer skulking and sneaking, until she arrived at the door to Garland's office.  
 
    She tested the knob to find she had not been so lucky that he had forgotten to lock it before leaving on his heinous task. It had to be done quietly, and different from how she'd done her own lock, as that had been too dangerous and too loud. She wished she could come up with way to make it reversible, but she didn't think so fine a task was even possible, given how blunt a tool she had been thus far. 
 
    Her mind went back to heat, because it was both of the things she wanted, but it was also too dangerous. Or was it? 
 
    You don't have to melt the whole thing, she managed to think through her scattered wits, just the important bits. 
 
    Pressing a bare hand to the cold steel, she struggled to feel the structure of it take shape in her mind. The delicate clockwork of pins and tumblers within, together formidable to even an experienced lock-picker, were individually fragile.  
 
    Choosing one at random, she tried to look at it the same way she had seen Bertram's poker. Individual parts, discrete elements that made up the whole.  
 
    Atoms. Molecules. She smiled grimly at the words, welcoming them to her like the familiar friends she needed in that moment. In Bertram's cabin, she had still been so shaken up from the pub as to not have even recognised what she was seeing at the time. 
 
    But now she knew, and she embraced them wholeheartedly and made a request: move. 
 
    Deep in the heart of the lock, a single pin began to glow and deform as the very foundations of its structure began to behave in a way quite contrary to how it had since it was cast, and began to revert to how it had looked when it was. Red then orange then white, it became a teardrop, which itself became a sphere for a fraction of a second before it splattered against its brothers below and began to rapidly cool in a mutant echo of their shape. 
 
    She repeated this several times, letting each one cool off enough that it didn't eat through the rest of the housing, until the bolt rattled loosely in the cylinder. 
 
    Removing one of the pins from her cap, she slid it into the jamb of the door, and massaged the bolt from its home until it was clear enough she could open the door.  
 
    But as she rose to do so, sparks and spots exploded across her vision and her hand flew to her temple. She doubled back over again, and then collapsed to one knee as some unseen force stabbed her in the head with a blade made of ice.  
 
    She sat on the cold floor in agony for what felt like years with her teeth gritted so hard she was relieved they didn't explode. Her jaw began to ache and pain spidered out from her bruise like lightning firing out of a black cloud, searing everything it touched. 
 
    Through the pain, she knew she couldn't be found where she was, and struggled to get to her feet. When gravity yanked her back down again, she began to crawl.  
 
    She'd left her shoes off to stay quiet, but now she wished she had them to provide some kind of purchase on a floor that was a lot slicker now that she was much more familiar with it. Fear and agony dragged her along the worn floorboards, her face an inch from ten thousand footsteps, and she felt like she was scraping every one of them off as she dragged herself down the hall, pulling on door frames when she could. 
 
    It was no good. At the rate she was crawling, she would never make it back to her room before she passed out, to say nothing of managing the stairs. The next doorway she came to, she struggled just to turn her head upward enough to find the knob. As the tiny chunk of brass wavered and shrank before her, she strained with one arm to reach it. Every movement of her head was agony, and she was forced to reach for it blindly. The sound of her fingers scratching against the wood seemed deafeningly loud, as if her nails were being dragged across her eardrums rather than an inanimate door.  
 
    When she felt her fingers brush against chill metal, she scrabbled at the smooth surface, willing her fingerprints to be enough to find the purchase she needed. Squeaking and slipping, she hurled a final lunge at it and it twisted. The door swung away from her, and she dragged herself past it, spittle exploding past her clenched teeth. 
 
    It didn't matter what room she'd found herself in, because there was no power left to find another one. Her eyes were still screwed shut when the pain fled with her consciousness. 
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    "But I don't want to go among mad people," Alice remarked. 
 
    "Oh, you can't help that," said the Cat: "we're all mad here. I'm mad. You're mad." 
 
    "How do you know I'm mad?" said Alice. 
 
    "You must be," said the Cat, "or you wouldn't have come here." 
 
      
 
    The words stared up at November, stark black against the fading brown of pages turned one too many times. She had grabbed the book more or less at random, as she was no longer keen on her hunches amounting to much of anything, but when she got to that passage, she no longer wanted them to mean anything if that's what she was going to get. 
 
    As she sat in the rocking chair before the library's picture window like an old spinster, the chord that Mr. Carroll's words had struck continued to reverberate through her mind. She wasn't mad. She wasn't. 
 
    Just dangerous, to yourself as much as anyone, she thought. Her head ached, her body felt as though she had extruded herself through a mangle, and she knew she was coming nearer and nearer the end of whatever rope life had left her when she'd clambered out of that hole.  
 
    Whether her subconscious had led her into the library or if it was just pure, dumb, luck, she couldn't say. It didn't matter anymore, anyway.  
 
    Coming to the hospital had seemed so reasonable. What else could she have done, besides live on the streets and starve until her memories came back, if they ever did? Maybe she should have gotten herself arrested, at least then she would have been confined to a cell and she could resign herself to that. She would be taken care of and reasonably safe, but devoid of the hope that was currently eating her alive. Hope that there was someone out there to claim her. That she might ever be able to explain the litany of impossible things she'd done. They were dim hopes, but real. 
 
    She sighed and looked up from the book, watching the birds flit about the trees just beyond the border of her world. If she found herself resentful of hope, then perhaps she was mad, if only a little. It was only a matter of time before she pitched herself completely over the edge, at that point. Or off the roof. 
 
    So proud she had been of what she'd done to the locks, she hadn't anticipated paying so steep a price for it, or what she'd found once she did. If she'd known ahead of time, she wouldn't have done it. Or would she? She didn't even know any more. What she'd seen was horrifying, what she felt afterwards perhaps more so. The world still seemed dimmer, somehow, and the cloying stickiness was still there, but as long as she didn't move, it was bearable.  
 
    As far as her head, it hurt more than it ever had. Her temple was a throbbing, twisting knot that would shoot from bearable to agony in a moment, and she doubted the timing was coincidental. She supposed that it would save her from telling anyone about her ability if she couldn't do it anymore, but it made her strangely sad to admit it. Protecting Gretchen and Emma had made her feel powerful, and doing the locks in control of that power like never before. Now, she feared her head injury had taken it away from her, just like everything else.  
 
    Once again, she had nothing. Even if she had been afraid of what she could do, at least she could do it. It was hers, and no one else could. Now if she tried, the pain was such that she feared she would kill herself in the process. 
 
    A larger part of her than she would ever admit wondered if that wouldn't be such a bad thing. No more worry, no more fear, no more frustration, no more anguish, just eternal sleep. 
 
    There's your madness! she thought. Shaking her head violently to clear the thought, pain exploded from her temple again and she doubled over in her chair. Pressing her forehead into her knees, she grit her teeth until it began to wane, and when she lifted her head again, the words of Lewis Carroll were spattered with droplets. In fear of hope, but unwilling to embrace oblivion, she finally allowed herself to cry.  
 
    Sitting in front of a window only yards from the outside world, November could not see a way out. Even if she could choose the easy way out, something inside her said she would fail, but it wasn't self-loathing, and it wasn't hopelessness. 
 
    She didn't have time to ruminate on that peculiar thought, as she heard the door open behind her. Even as footsteps approached, she didn't turn to look to see who they belonged to. She didn't want to be seen. If she could count on a third power to show itself and save her from that, she hoped it would let her up and disappear. 
 
    It didn't. 
 
    "There you are!" said a voice that made her thankful for it. 
 
    "Mary!" November said, turning finally, every muscle in her back seizing in protest. She curled in on herself like she was imploding, and it was not a smile that flashed her teeth as she approached.  
 
    "Oh, you look horrible. What happened to you? I've been looking everywhere for you." 
 
    "Mary," November started, her words a strangled wheeze around the pain, "you chose them…" 
 
    A different kind of pain flashed deep within her blue eyes, but was chased away by concern. "They're recovering in the infirmary, and so should you be, to look at you. Why aren't you there?" 
 
    "This is where I woke up." 
 
    If that made any sense to her, Mary didn't show it, instead she brushed aside the hair covering her bruise. "Come on," she said gravely.  
 
    "No, just let me be, I don't want to go," November protested. 
 
    "You would go if Gretchen was the one telling you," Mary said, sliding her hand gently under November's elbow. With a gentle but insistent pull, she began to help November to her feet.  
 
    "I don't know that that's true this time," November said, but allowed herself to be brought vertical anyway. Her joints were molten and stars danced in her vision. 
 
    Her entire time in this place, she had let herself be led, let the winds of fate blow her where they would, until the one time she showed the initiative and pursued answers for herself. When she did, she'd found horror instead, so when Mary took the first step towards the door, she let herself be taken again. 
 
      
 
    It had been the first New Year's Millie had ever gotten a kiss at midnight, as well as the first one she could remember where she hadn't woken up with a hangover afterward. But she had been up well past midnight, well past when everyone else had gone to sleep. She had been up thinking, and even though she barely slept, she had awoken to greet the new year with clarity and purpose. She knew what she was going to do, but there was no way she could do it without telling Elise.  
 
    Washing dishes alone together, she had her chance. 
 
     "I'm going to get Victoria," Millie said, handing Elise the last wine glass for her to dry. 
 
    Elise took the glass, and it was spotlessly dry in a swift blur of green towel. "What do you mean?" she said, handing it back for Millie to put it up on a higher shelf than she could reach. 
 
    "It's New Year's Day. The nurse said they shut up on New Year's, so most of the staff will be gone. You felt what I did, and she can't stay there any longer. Now is the chance." She had rehearsed it in her head, and it came out like it.  
 
    "You mean you want to break in to the hospital and take her out by force?" 
 
    "That's exactly what I mean." Millie let the fog of her scales loosen and flow from one to the other, thickening and thinning between her fingers. The more she used it, the better she came to understand it, and she was already beginning to forget what life had been like without it. "I'm done asking." 
 
    Elise searched Millie's face with an earnestness that gave her pause. Then she spoke and Millie knew exactly why. 
 
    "I am going with you," she said. 
 
    "No, you're not! I don't even know what I'm going to do when I get there!" As much thought as she had given it, she hadn't made it that far, but she didn't care. "How can I ask you to come with me on such a mad idea?" 
 
    "You did not ask me, I am telling you." Elise stood with her arms crossed and her eyes would have burned down the world had they been struck together. "Victoria is my friend, as well. She taught me to read, do you remember? How can I not? You told me that the three of us are important together. The three of us, Millie." 
 
    "All the more reason you shouldn't go. If it all goes pear-shaped, one of us should be able to carry on the work," Millie said. 
 
    "The one of us who has not Manifested?" 
 
    "Not yet. You will." Millie tried not to sound condescending, as she believed in her heart it was true.  
 
    "You can say that." 
 
    "I can. If I did it, then I know you can," Millie said. 
 
    Elise shook her head. "Non. You will not leave me behind. If the three of us are as important as Ivy said, then whatever happens, we will be together when it does." 
 
    "It could be dangerous." The change that instantly came over Elise's features made her regret even thinking the words. Whatever fire her eyes would have started, what she saw in them now would freeze the flames solid and shatter them to the ground. 
 
    "After what I have been through, you do not get to tell me what is dangerous," Elise said, stabbing a finger into Millie's chest. "I understand danger better than you, and what happens to people when danger comes. Just because of your Manifest, it does not make you immortal! You can be hurt. Victoria already has been." 
 
    "I know, but it won't come to that." 
 
    "What if you are wrong? You tell me you are off to commit a crime. Even if you find Victoria, she will not recognize you. She will only see a stranger coming to kidnap her, and we know she is dangerous. Without anything else, it may be Victoria you need to be careful of. Did you think of that? That she might resist you? With magic?" 
 
    "And you're going to do something about it?" 
 
    "Perhaps. I do not know. No more than you do," Elise said firmly.  
 
    "Exactly. Look, I know this is mad, but I don't know what else to do, and I don't want you to suffer for it. I don't know why you're so insistent on going along with it." 
 
    "You do not want me to be hurt? It is not your choice, Millie. Your Manifest makes you strong, yes, but I am not a… a doll to be hidden away. You want me to stay here while you go be stupid? Non. Non, I will not stand for it. I was not there when Bezonvaux was destroyed. I was not there when Victoria had her accident. I will not be away if something happens to you. Do you understand?" 
 
    Millie shrank before her onslaught, and knew she was right. If their positions were reversed, Millie would have raised holy hell and demanded to go as well. But even still, she had to try to talk her out of her own madness. "I don't think you're a doll, Elise. But this is my idea, my… responsibility. And I couldn't bear to think you got hurt because of me." 
 
    But Elise would have none of it. "Victoria is hurt, and you may get hurt as well. You told me it was my nature to help. Well, I will help you. You cannot go alone, just as I could not." 
 
    Millie sighed. "I see there is no reasoning with you on this." 
 
    Her surrender earned her the beginnings of a smile, and Elise raised her hand to cradle her cheek. "There is no reason in love, Millie. Or it would not be love."  
 
    At that kind of logic, Millie saw no alternative but to kiss her, so she did. When they parted, Elise's eyes were once again the soft blue of an afternoon summer sky, but when she spoke, her voice was still midnight. 
 
    "Now you know why I must go. We must go. Together. We will take Victoria back from those who keep her from us." 
 
      
 
    The infirmary smelled like an infirmary: sterile yet somehow unclean. There was no dust or dirt to be seen, but the knowledge that terrible things had happened there was enough to overcome any amount of hard work done to erase it. 
 
    November was sat up in bed, her staring blue eyes made paler by the white partition that ringed around her. They were open and unblinking, but there was nothing to see. There had been no wounds to dress, but whatever amount the bruise on her head had healed had been completely undone, according to the doctor. Seeing it for herself, she'd been horrified at the black and blue spiderweb that sprawled over her temple. It had been tinged green and yellow, sickly as well as terrible. In spite of that, the nurses had said she was able to leave under her own power, but she had yet to be able to summon that power. Sitting and staring were enough effort.  
 
    Gretchen was in the next bed over, but November had yet to hear her voice since the incident. Her attackers were only a few beds over on the opposite side, and would remain so for some time, she had heard. The fight had been reduced to a blurry smear in her memory, but this time she didn't mind.  
 
    One of the nurses who had been attending her poked her face into the gap in November's partition. "Miss November?" she said.  
 
    November barely turned her head. "Yes?" 
 
    "You have a visitor." The nurse's face was one of concern, but also insistent. November knew that no matter how wretched she felt, there would be no refusing whoever it was. 
 
    "Very well," she said, her voice dry and cracked.  
 
    The nurse nodded and motioned somewhere on the other side of the partition. 
 
    When November saw Emma's face come into view, she wanted to cry all over again. Her features were cast down, and she moved with the lethargy one would expect of someone who'd been through what she had, but she soldiered into November's space to stand beside her bed. 
 
    "Miss November," she began, "thank you." 
 
    "Emma, I'm so sorry… " November winced at the pain in her head. 
 
    Emma looked up. "It wasn't your fault. I know you did all you could, more than anyone else would. You spared us from far worse if they'd gotten their way. I found out they paid the orderly to leave when he did. I don't know what they were planning, but you stopped it by standing up to them." 
 
    It didn't make her feel any better. Any hypothetical could be made worse than what she'd actually done. 
 
    "What happened to you?" Emma asked. "You didn't look hurt when you left the cafeteria. When Mary found you this morning, she said you looked like you were almost dead." 
 
    November regarded Emma for a moment. How could she even begin to explain what she'd seen when she didn't understand it herself? The dimness that had smothered her in the stairwell was still there, and if anything, it was worse. She still felt echoes of the pain that had struck after witnessing what happened on the third floor.  
 
    "Nothing a little time won't fix," November lied. "How is your mother?" 
 
    "The nurses say her outlook is good," Emma said, "She can still see, but she will have to keep her eyes covered for a while. That is to say, she's alive. Because of you." 
 
    "You're being a bit hyperbolic, if I may say so," November said. 
 
    "I don't think so. I think they meant to hurt us. Badly. Or worse. Why else would they make sure there were no guards? And do it on a night when there were so few staff? No, I talked with a few other people." Emma sat down in the small folding chair beside November's bed. "The end of the war made things worse for Bea. She had to accept that her brother was dead, and that it was for nothing. He had died completely in vain, and she was going to take it out on us. Possibly so that we could too, if only to assuage her temporarily. A few others agreed." 
 
    November listened, unable to comprehend the composure with which Emma could say such things. Someone had tried to kill her once, and she'd almost burned down a man's house with her mind. Emma was calm and collected, explaining a plan to have her and her mother murdered like she was listing the itinerary for a school trip. "Will they try again?"  
 
    "Perhaps. But now that they know they're outnumbered, it may be in a less obvious way next time." 
 
    There was no 'may,' November knew. It would be, unless Bea had had acceptance beaten into her the night before. She doubted it. 
 
    Emma seemed to recognize what November was thinking, and stood up. "But not today. You bought us an extra tomorrow, and I came to thank you. Gifts are hard to come by in this place, but I brought you something." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    From within her sleeve, Emma produced a single white feather. Long and sleek, it was clearly a primary flight feather.  
 
    "It's not much, but I heard you liked the swans," she said sheepishly. 
 
    With a trembling hand, November took the feather from Emma and held it before her. 
 
    "For your courage," Emma said. 
 
    "For your cowardice," a voice said in November's head. Her voice. She'd said that. Dozens of times. 
 
    The feather began trembling, shaking like it was still attached to a wing in flight. 
 
    "It's my fault they're dead," said her voice. "I killed them just as surely as any bullet or shell. Eleven other mothers lost their sons, just as mine did, because of me," she'd said. "I put those feathers on those boys, and they listened to me. Now they're dead." 
 
    November's eyes grew wide and she looked down from the feather in her right hand to the number embedded in the arm just below it, and knew what it meant. 
 
    Her chest began to rise and fall in great, violent heaves as light began to flare in her mind. Bright, blinding light, enough to illuminate the crater within, but when she peered down into it, she recoiled at what she saw. 
 
    "Oh my God," she whispered. 
 
    It wasn't a figurative crater. It had been real once. The house that she had imagined being made of memories was her real house, and it had actually been turned into a blasted hole in the ground.  
 
    The night her parents were killed came rushing back to her, the droning of the Zeppelins high over Nottingham. The sound of the alarms blaring throughout the munitions factory, warning the army of women within to get out, as they were clearly the target. The panic and fear as they streamed out and away, only to hear the airships pass overhead and the bombs fall on the town itself, but not knowing where they landed until they had gotten the all-clear. She'd raced home, they all had, but when she arrived, there was only an inferno waiting for her. The ground had been shattered, and there was nothing left by the time the fire was put out. 
 
    Writing letter after letter to her brother to tell him what had happened, but then only two weeks later, receiving the telegram that he was dead, too. Killed in a battle Britain had lost. 
 
    "They're all dead…" she whispered, looking over to her left arm. The letters were starker and blacker than ever, because now she knew why they were there. The pain connected to it was now only in her head. 
 
    "Who? Who's dead?" Emma asked. 
 
    "My family. They all… died in the war," she stammered, looking up at Emma.  
 
    "You can remember?" Emma sprinted towards the opening in the partition and gestured frantically. "Nurse! Nurse, come quick! She's starting to remember!" 
 
    "November, 1915." She felt like she was going to be sick. "Oh, God, I've been using it as my name!" She barely managed to snatch up the bowl from her bedside before she heaved her stomach into it. Even though everything in it came up the first time, her body kept heaving, trying to expel the feeling that twisted it. As she retched nothing but disgust and shame, she felt the nurse's hand on her back, and heard the soothing words that came from her mouth, but nothing helped.  
 
    Bile and spittle ran from her lips, and her throat was a burning column of acid-etched misery, and she knew she deserved every moment of it.  
 
    "How co- could I?" she moaned. 
 
    Exhausted, she fell back against her pillows, and the nurse tried to wipe her lips and chin of her shame, but she twisted and curled, burying her face in the covers as more and more of her memories flooded through her. The crater of her memory became the mouth of a volcano, and up from the depths of her mind came the fiery torrent of her life all at once, and instead of one arm on fire, it was her entire body.  
 
    She spasmed and writhed as all that she was came back to her, and as she was subsumed by the molten emotions that spewed forth, she didn't know whether she would drown or burn. 
 
    All those feathers she handed out in her righteousness, she handed out again. Hearing the fate of those who had taken them, and learning that ten of them had been killed in battle, and one shot for cowardice. Again. 
 
    Meeting Millie at the factory, showing her the way of things and becoming fast friends. Leaving Nottingham behind with her for ADAM. Witchlights. Magic. Millie and Elise. All those girls who'd left… 
 
    Mary. She'd been there! Mary was a witch, too. Or had been. What had they done to her? Selene's steadfast encouragement, Ivy and her plants, all those hours in her workroom with- 
 
    "Oh, God! Colette!" 
 
    She heaved until she was hoarse, a primal cry that rent the air. A moaning, writhing wreck, Victoria Ravenwood returned to the world screaming the name of her mentor, mourning what she now knew was the loss of her magic. She saw her terrified face again, and heard the soul-crushing sigh that had marked the end of her connection to witchcraft.  
 
    Overwhelmed by memory and loss, the end of consciousness was a mercy. 
 
      
 
    When she awoke again, a cold towel lay across her sweaty brow, and she shivered. Every part of her ached. Her eyelids fluttered open to find the waning light of a retiring sun casting an orange pall across the bare walls of the infirmary. 
 
    She was still in the hospital, she realised. Sitting bolt upright, she looked around her frantically, the truth setting her to panic.  
 
    "You're awake," said Dr. Garland from the chair at her bedside. "It's all right, you're safe." 
 
    "I would beg to differ." 
 
    "The nurses said your memories began to return. I can only imagine how overwhelming it must have been. So much so you passed out. We let you rest." 
 
    "I remember." The words passed over a tongue that was sour and sharp with bile, but they were nonetheless the most delicious words she had ever tasted. 
 
    "I'm glad to hear that," he said in a voice that wasn't quite a match for the words. "Can you tell me your real name, November?" 
 
    "Don't call me that!" she snapped. "Not ever again." 
 
    Dr. Garland's features were a mask of contrition. "Very well. So I should call you…?" 
 
    "Victoria. Victoria Ravenwood."  
 
    "That's a lovely name, Victoria." 
 
    "I want to leave," she said. "Today." 
 
    "Well, let's not rush things. You've suffered significant trauma, and you may not want to-" 
 
    "I know who I am. I know where I belong, and it isn't here," her voice was low and dangerous. 
 
    "So we should just turn you out into the street and hope for the best?" 
 
    Victoria looked over at the doctor with eyes that were sharp and clear. "Yes. That's exactly what I expect. And not only me," she said. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "All of the others you have here against their will, the ones you know don't belong here, the ones you keep here because you made it necessary for them to be." 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about," he protested. 
 
    "Then I'll tell you. You're using this place as a makeshift internment camp for German women, and…" she heard in her mind the sound Colette had made when her connection to her magic had been severed, and she couldn't bring herself to say the words out loud. Just thinking them made her imagine his face embedded with every ounce of glass in all the windows that lined the wall. "…worse."  
 
    "I don't know where you would get such an idea. Everyone here is here because they have been diagnosed with significant mental deficiencies." 
 
    "If that's what you have to believe to sleep at night." 
 
    "Miss Ravenwood, why have no family members come for you? No husband?" 
 
    "I very much doubt you would have allowed anyone who did come to see me. Letting me go would have spoiled your 'research.'" She spat the last word and left it to smoke on the floor before she continued. "My family is dead. My only vows are to my work." 
 
    "And what kind of work is that?" 
 
    "If you don't let me out of this place, you're going to find out." 
 
    "Is that a threat, alleged Miss Ravenwood?" 
 
    Victoria's eyes were baleful as she stared at the man she'd thought had been trying to help her. "Yes. I know who I am now, and if you think you're going to make me forget again by jamming an ice pick into my skull like you did to poor Colette, I sincerely hope you indulge yourself in that delusion." 
 
    "I will not be threatened by a patient who has barely but two wits to rub together. You are not well, Miss Ravenwood, if that is your name, and you are clearly unfit for release. You will stay until you have been deemed medically fit to rejoin society." 
 
    "You know what I am, don't you?" 
 
    "Delusional?" 
 
    "Fine. Play ignorant. I'm leaving, whether you let me or not." 
 
    "I don't know what this is about, but-" 
 
    "Colette was a witch. Mary was a witch. You took that from them. You stripped them of their magic and left them to wander the earth as husks. This place is dark with the shadows you've made, doctor." Victoria snapped her fingers and a bright white orb flared to life, making her eyes glow in the gathering dark. "I am a witch, and I am the one who banishes the shadows." 
 
    Dr. Garland rose and straightened his coat, his nerves clearly in equal disarray. "You are confined to your room until further notice. There are now two locks on your door, and both are brand-new. You will not leave until you are allowed to do so, is that clear?" 
 
    Victoria ignored him, her sun to continuing to burn while the one outside was swallowed by the rim of the world. 
 
      
 
    Appearances no longer bothered Millie, and she held tight to Elise's hand as they raced from one pool of light to the next through a town that was all but empty, its residents having burned through all of their energy the night before in the lead up to midnight. Few lights shone from any of the windows they hurried past on their way to the hospital.  
 
    Mallory hadn't even bothered to show up at all the whole day, so getting out had been simple enough. They had left a note for the Coven before they'd left, but they both hoped to return before any of them found it, with Vickie in tow. The very thought warmed Millie's heart, even as it pounded in her chest at the thought of what they were about to do, and she was glad that Elise was there with her to do it. It had been selfish and stupid to want to do it alone, and she found herself drawing strength from Elise's touch already, and they had barely left the house.  
 
    It was love and adrenaline that put one foot in front of the other at first, but as the task they set for themselves loomed larger and larger, it was determination that drove them the final mile or so. 
 
    This time, however, the sickly malevolence that permeated the hospital grounds could be felt before they even reached the gate. It oozed out from under the wall, almost tangible, and Elise's step hitched when she felt it, too.  
 
    That Victoria was living in such a state beggared belief, and Millie doubted that it was even possible for her to get better as long as she was inside.  
 
    Scaling the brick wall like a gangly monkey, she reached down to help Elise over, careful to keep her small pack of supplies from jouncing too much. With the wall partially blocking the street lights, the ground before them seemed to stretch out before them indefinitely, one kind of darkness bleeding into another. 
 
    "Where do we go in?" Elise whispered. 
 
    Scanning the front of the building, Millie realised that was the only part of it she'd ever seen. She didn't fancy a search of the grounds for a back door or unlatched window, and she had no idea what was behind the windows she could see.  
 
    "Come on," Millie said, and left the safety of the shadows for the one place she knew the layout of. This time, at least, if the gargoyles did descend on them, she might be able to bash her way in with one. 
 
      
 
    Night was not the refuge of peace and quiet that Victoria had gotten used to. It was, once again, the time where monsters were free to roam, every shadow a hiding place, every noise a harbinger of some horror as yet unimagined. 
 
    Only tonight, she was the monster, and this time it was a label she embraced. 
 
    Now that her memories had returned and she'd had her row with Dr. Garland, she knew the last thing she wanted to do was to fall asleep. The moment she did, she wasn't sure where or in what state she would wake up again, if she even did. That meant she had to get out. 
 
    The locks on her door had fallen just as they had the last time, but she was more judicious with her magic and paid careful attention to how her head felt. It would do no good to get to the front gates just to topple over and be dragged back inside. 
 
    The hallways were thankfully empty, and Victoria strode down them with all the confidence of a witch flush with magic and resolve.  
 
    As she made her way to the stairs, it was still hard to believe it was true. She was a witch, and her magic was stronger and more potent than ever, and she didn't even know why. It wasn't that she'd forgotten, she genuinely didn't know, and that was as thrilling as it was terrifying. All those years of studying and hard work had paid off, but she would have had no idea how to replicate it. 
 
    Still, at that moment, it didn't matter. She wasn't the only one who needed liberation, and she was going to see to it that those who needed out would get out, even if it killed her.  
 
    The smart thing to do would have been to get herself out and then call a lawyer or the police, but the system thus far had failed, and she wasn't about to put their fates back in its hands, if she could help it. But there was someone she needed to attend to before anyone else, and so she made her way again to the third floor. 
 
    Before she went to Colette, she needed to know there weren't any other ADAM members that had been shut up in this miserable place. Door by door, she opened the slats and peeked in to see stranger after stranger. There were women here she'd never seen before, never even known were in the hospital, and though her heart went out to them, she had to leave them as they were. 
 
    Content that it was only Colette and Mary, she made her way back to the room where she'd seen what happened to Colette, and in spite of the circumstances, she felt the heat of triumph flush her cheeks as she did the lock on the door far more quickly than she had managed up to that point. 
 
    "Colette, it's me!" Victoria whispered as the door swung silently open.  
 
    The Frenchwoman was sat up in her chair, facing away from the door. There was no light in the tiny room, but Victoria could still tell that she had had no reaction to the sound of her voice. Only when she had taken several steps inside did she notice the smell.  
 
    "Oh… no…" Victoria pulled at Colette's shoulder, but her blond head lolled back lifelessly, her eyes unseeing.  
 
    Victoria's hand shot to her mouth as she registered the long red track that ran up Colette's right forearm, and the dark rivulets that ran away from it and down the arm of the chair to form a shallow pool below her. In her left hand was a shard of broken glass from the shattered mirror on the table. The same kind of mirror she'd shattered earlier. 
 
    Fighting back tears, Victoria closed Colette's eyes for the final time, trying desperately not to think about how cold her skin was, or the blood that was running from her nose. She'd been dead for hours, and no one had been up to see her in all that time. 
 
    Colette had died alone, and though Victoria felt loathe to speculate what could have made her want to take her own life, she didn't have to stretch her imagination very far to guess. With one simple procedure, they'd cut her off from her magic and left her to live out the rest of her days as, what was to her, an invalid. A witch's long life came from her magic, so not only had they stripped away her identity with one of her senses, they condemned her to die a far earlier death. Far, far earlier, Victoria thought.  
 
    Colette had been instrumental in her understanding of magic, and now she was dead. That she hadn't even said a proper good-bye was entirely her own fault, and that hit her harder than anything. 
 
    But any further introspection would have to wait, as the sound of approaching footsteps echoed down the hall. She put herself between Colette's body and the doorway protectively and waited to see who would appear. 
 
      
 
    Millie took the front steps two at a time, bounding to the main entrance to confront the first problem she'd failed to think about in her ill-conceived plan: how to get inside in the first place.  
 
    Like a ghost, Elise glided silently to her side to look up at her expectantly. Her raised eyebrow was all the question needed for Millie to make a quick decision. 
 
    Placing her hand over where the bolt would be in the jamb, Millie allowed tendrils of energy to flow from her into the empty space around it. Between wood and metal, the faint white tendrils worked their way in, pushing the air that was already there out, until she felt she had thoroughly locked herself into all the negative space.  
 
    With a thought, the energy solidified in an instant, and Millie yanked. 
 
    A loud crack split the quiet night, echoing off of the front wall to rebound into her ears as the loudest sound ever heard by man. 
 
    Wincing, she dismissed the energy and the ruined locks and bolts clattered to the ground in a rain of obsolete security. 
 
    "Stay here until I know no-one is coming," Millie said. "Follow when I say it's all right." 
 
    Elise nodded, and followed Millie inside before disappearing into a shadow next to the ruined front door. 
 
    Treading as lightly as she could, Millie made her way across the lobby to the stairs, pausing to listen before she made her way up. Every squeak of wood was magnified in the dark, but eventually she gained the top. With no sounds and no sign of movement anywhere, she motioned for Elise to follow.  
 
    The moment her foot touched the first stair, all the lights flared to blinding life, and the thunder of angry feet rumbled the floor beneath them. 
 
    From behind the front nurse's station, the door exploded outward and two very angry men burst from it to find Elise frozen in shock. 
 
    "Hey! Who are you?" the lead man shouted, as if he wasn't surprised there was someone standing at the bottom of the stairs, only that it wasn't who he'd thought it would be. But his surprise was momentary, however, and he made to reach for Elise. 
 
    He never managed to, as his forearm was snapped in half by a screaming Scot who had leapt from the top of the stairs and smashed a magically-enhanced fist through it. 
 
    The man howled in pain, falling backwards towards his comrade, who barely managed to get out of his way as he stumbled back onto the desk, clutching an arm now bent at a most unfortunate angle.  
 
    Millie threw her arm protectively over Elise, her blood pounding in her ears, and her vision narrowed to only the man in front of her. Her reaction to Elise being threatened had shocked her in its intensity, but she let herself use it and she advanced on the second man before he could get over his own disbelief at what she'd done.  
 
    Gathering her magic into her fists and forearms, she made sure he saw her wreathed in her scales before hauling back and cracking him across the face. His head spun at the impact, and the light was gone from his eyes before they even closed. Dropping to the ground in a heap, he began to snore in rapid, shallow breaths.  
 
    The man whose arm she broke looked at her in terror, and began inching back the way he'd come, towards the door, and escape. 
 
    "No, I think not. Give me your keys," Millie said.  
 
    "Who are you?" was the reply. 
 
    "The woman demanding your keys. Now." 
 
    Awkwardly with one functioning arm, he managed to get the ring of jangling metal off of his belt before tossing them into Millie's outstretched hand. 
 
    "Good, now go." 
 
    The man resumed his course toward the door through which he had entered, but Millie shook her head in disapproval. "Out the front door, please. I don't want to hurt you again," she said.  
 
    As he hastily complied, Millie looked down at the crumpled form of his compatriot, and she shot a look to Elise. "Please tell me I didn't break his neck."  
 
    Elise knelt to examine him, and Millie couldn't help but pace. Her fury was fading, and now she could see the result of using her Manifest in anger for the first time with clearer eyes. Already his jaw and cheek were swelling and changing colour.  
 
    "You did not. He is only unconscious. But I think his jaw is broken," Elise said, her first two fingers pressed against the artery in his throat. "His pulse is steady." 
 
    "I didn't mean to hit him that hard," Millie said, looking down at her fist like a gun that had gone off without warning. It even trailed faint 'smoke' away from it. 
 
    "Well, you did. Remember next time. Let us find Victoria and go," Elise said. 
 
    Millie nodded, and tossed the keys to Elise. "Let's open the next door a little more quietly, shall we?" 
 
      
 
    Of course Jeffery was the first man to the door. Jeffery had a face and a name, and had shown her kindness, how was she going to get past him?  
 
    "The doctor said you would come up here," he said, not unsympathetically. 
 
    "And you know why?" Victoria said. 
 
    "He didn't say. I assume you know her?" 
 
    "Know? Wrong tense, friend." She stepped aside and he only then registered what was in the room with them. 
 
    The overhead light burst to life as the two men who had assisted Dr. Garland that horrible night scuttled in behind Jeffrey. 
 
    "When did this happen? Who did this?" Jeffery demanded, and stepped towards her before she could do anything.  
 
    "Hours ago. And they did," Victoria answered flatly, looking past him at the other two with hateful, burning eyes. "When you cut her off from who she was, you killed her," she said, looking directly at the one who had been using the hammer. "She only finished it."  
 
    "This wasn't supposed to happen," Jeffery said. 
 
    "Well, it did. My friend is dead, and it's your fault," Victoria said sadly. "She knew Mozart and Beethoven. She avoided the guillotine and shook hands with Napoleon, but she couldn't live with what you did to her. You did what the last two centuries of bloody French history couldn't. I hope you're proud, Jeffery." 
 
    "What's she on about? I thought she wasn't actually crazy," said the one that thad held Colette's head still.  
 
    "What's your name?" Victoria asked.  
 
    "Brian," he said.  
 
    "Well Brian, you were informed correctly. Yet you did nothing to get me out of here. I wonder why that is." 
 
    "You're like the rest of them. Dangerous." 
 
    "I'm only dangerous if you give me reason to be. I only want to go home." 
 
    "Talkin' about she knowin' Mozart? Sounds crazy to me," Brian said. "You need to get back to your room. Now." 
 
    Victoria sighed. "We both know that isn't possible. I've escaped twice and there's nothing you can do to hold me here anymore. I'm not going back there ever again." 
 
    "That sounds awful dangerous, don't it?" Brian scoffed.  
 
    "Just let me go. I'm no danger to you, then." 
 
    "We can't to that, November." Jeffery said. 
 
    "DON'T CALL ME THAT!" Victoria roared, the temperature of the room dropping so quickly the last syllable came out as a white cloud. "My name is Victoria." 
 
    "You're right, I apologise. Victoria." 
 
    "Why you apologisin' to 'er? She's just another nutter," Brian said, his voice betrayed by the fact he was looking around the room like a frightened ape. 
 
    "Because you don't antagonise a witch," Victoria said. 
 
    "All right, I've heard enough," said the burlier man beside Brian, and he advanced towards Victoria, seemingly unfazed by the fact that it was now winterier inside than it was outside all of a sudden. 
 
    When he reached out to grab her arm, she side-stepped away and he stumbled forward and banged his knee on Colette's table.  
 
    Hissing, he pulled his truncheon off of his belt and looked up. "I'm glad you've decided to be difficult," he said with a sadistic sneer.  
 
    Victoria rolled her eyes and put a hand up. "One question." 
 
    Surprised, the man stopped short, a gormless look on his face. 
 
    How do you want to die? Was the question she wanted to ask, but didn't. On a visceral level, she wanted to answer it herself by watching his brain run out of his ears. But leaving a trail of bodies to follow would do her no good in leaving this place behind. Besides, there was enough blood on her hands. "Do you know what quantum tunnelling is?" she asked instead. 
 
    The expressions that followed told her that they, in fact, did not.  
 
    Sparing a final look to her mentor and friend, she gathered her magic about her, letting it infuse her down to a level beyond sight, beyond observation of any kind. In the smallest places conceivable, there were only fundamental forces, where even matter itself became a subject of interpretation.  
 
    Magic was Victoria's interpreter, and she spoke. 
 
    "Good-bye, Colette. Thank you for everything."  
 
    The floor rushed up to meet her, and the single tear she allowed herself to shed still clung to her cheek when it splattered on the tile. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have any idea where we are?" Millie asked as the fourth door they unlocked opened into what turned out to be a rather shabby-looking library.  
 
    "I do not," Elise admitted. "None of the areas are labeled." 
 
    Further contemplation was interrupted by the sounds of shouting coming from somewhere in the hospital, and Millie supposed that could only mean that they'd been found out. 
 
    "Come on!" Millie said, and grabbed Elise by the hand. They sprinted down one corridor after another, finding dead ends and exits to the outside, but nothing that looked like actual living spaces. Where did they keep everyone?  
 
    Arriving at a dim stairwell, they shared a look before charging upwards, and at the very least, away from the voices they'd heard. When they got to the second floor, they found that it looked just as anonymous and uninhabited as the first had. 
 
    "This way," Elise said suddenly, pulling Millie to a nondescript doorway that looked like every other one they'd come across. She knelt before the lock and began methodically jamming keys into it. 
 
    "Why this one?" Millie asked, keeping her attention focused on the empty hall for any signs that that was about to change.  
 
    "I feel life this way." 
 
    Millie looked down at Elise. "You what?" 
 
    Keys rattled, locks stayed locked. "I think it is this door. There are people sleeping here." 
 
    "Since when can you know that?" 
 
    "I cannot. But I remember what Selene said about intuition, and it tells me this is the way." 
 
    But Millie could not enjoy the implications of it, as from her right, lights were beginning to switch on, and whatever meagre stealth they had been afforded was soon going to be snatched away. 
 
    "Elise, you need to find the k-" 
 
    Clunk. The bolt slid back into the door, and Elise pushed through, slamming it closed and re-locking it as soon as Millie was on the other side. She looked to see Elise smiling before she noticed the row of doors that stretched away from them. 
 
    "She's in one of these?" 
 
    "She must be," Elise said. 
 
    "I'm glad I brought an extra pair of eyes with me," Millie said. "Start looking." 
 
    Though she felt terrible, she slid aside the first slat to see darkness, and the vague shape of someone asleep in a bed against the opposite wall. It could have been the king as much as it could have been Victoria, for all she saw. 
 
    "This is impossible. We're going to have to go into every room!" 
 
    Elise's eyes were full of the same despair she felt, and it twisted her heart to see it. There was no way they were going to be able to check every room before they were found out.  
 
    Nevertheless, the sound of keys searching for the appropriate lock rang in yet another hall. 
 
      
 
    For all her urgency, it took Victoria a moment to come back to herself. Her head was muzzy and she could feel the beginnings of pain, but her pride in herself kept it at bay. It had been incredibly stupid to try tunnelling her entire body through solid floor into the room below, but after seeing Colette, she had deemed it worth the risk. Shattered mirrors were going to hold many meanings in the future, and none of them were going to have anything to do with luck. The moment her vision cleared, she quickly looked about for who she had to apologise to. 
 
    No one, as it turned out, as she found herself standing right back in her own room.  
 
    "Of course." 
 
    But she had no time for irony, she had to move fast if the rest of her floor was coming with her. She braced herself for the amount of magic still ahead of her if she was going to free anyone else, but stepped out into the hall anyway.  
 
      
 
    Movement caught Millie's eye, and she slammed shut the slat she'd opened to return to Elise's side. 
 
    "Keep working," she whispered, and felt her dragon scales slide up her fingers to her elbows. 
 
    In the dimness of the hall, a dark shape pulled away from a doorway two-thirds of the way down, and stopped dead centre. It was moving too slowly, and seemed too slender to be one of the orderlies. The shape suggested a dress, and once she had the thought, it was difficult to see it as anything else. But that would mean it was a patient, and as far as she could tell, they didn't have any way of letting themselves out.  
 
    Then the lights overhead flared into orange, electrified life, and Millie saw just what was standing in the hall. 
 
      
 
    "Jesus Christ!" shouted a female voice from behind her. Victoria spun around to see the last two people she would have ever expected to see in that moment. "Victoria!" 
 
      
 
    Millie sprinted down the hall as fast as her legs could carry her, and she barrelled into Victoria, hugging her tight enough to make her spine pop. 
 
    "Millie!" she gasped. "Oh my God, what are you doing here?" 
 
    "You remember me?" Millie said, her voice already tight with emotion.  
 
    "Of course! Elise! You too?" 
 
    "We were told you'd lost your memory," Millie said. "Isn't that true?" 
 
    "It was true until today. How did- no, never mind, we don't have time. We have to get all of these doors open and these women out," Victoria said, extricating herself from Millie's grip. 
 
    "We need to get you out," Millie said. 
 
    "Not without them. They shouldn't be here, either." Victoria was already making her way towards Elise and the keys. 
 
    "Who are they?" Millie asked. 
 
    "I'll explain later! Just help me." 
 
    But Victoria was only halfway to Elise before the door behind her burst open and a wave of pale green began to pour through it.  
 
    The first man through had far more awareness than anyone else Millie had met in this place yet, but to her horror, it meant he wrapped a meaty arm around Elise and pulled her tight to him. 
 
    "You two stop right now!" he shouted, strands of Elise's platinum hair billowing out with the nearness of his face.  
 
    Elise's eyes went wide with shock and surprise, but quickly narrowed in unvarnished determination, and she stomped a perfectly-placed heel directly onto his big toe. Shouting in pain, his grip loosened just enough and Millie saw her chance. 
 
    Snorting, she shot forward, her dragon scales crawling over her arms in their desire to get at him. She closed half the distance when she was stopped short by Victoria's outstretched hand.  
 
    "What are you doing?" she asked coolly. 
 
    "He's going to hurt her!" Millie shouted 
 
    "He won't," Victoria said, her voice now entirely encased in ice. "And you're not going to kill him."  
 
    She strode away like a lioness homing in on her prey. 
 
    The man holding Elise suddenly began to scream an entirely new scream, flinging Elise away and scrabbling at the front of his trousers like they were on fire.  
 
    "Oh," Millie said when smoke began to pour from them.  
 
    Distracted by their flailing comrade, Elise tore away from the clutch of the other orderlies to fly down the hall towards the two of them. She gave Victoria's arm a welcoming squeeze, but she didn't seem to notice. They both followed her unfocused eyes to see the orderly rolling on the floor, trying desperately to get his trousers off, as his fellows stood above him, gawking and being terribly unhelpful. One would occasionally look to Victoria as if he ought to be doing something, but the spontaneous combustion before him proved to be more of a concern. 
 
    "Get the bloody doors open!" Victoria shouted, snapping the tableau into motion. 
 
    The moment the others moved towards the three women, they fell to the ground the same way, and two more columns of smoke began to rise from the floor. 
 
      
 
    From behind her, Victoria finally heard the welcome sound of keys jangling and locks being turned. The first door opened and there were two stunned intakes of breath. 
 
    "Mary! What happened to you?" Millie exclaimed. "Oh my God, Vickie, what is this place?" 
 
    "You'll see when you get more of them out. The door behind you leads to the stairs. Go right at the bottom and you'll be outside. Get them out." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" asked Elise. 
 
    Victoria kept a careful eye on the writhing pile of men before her. "Make sure the hospital doesn't burn down." 
 
      
 
    How was Mary here? Why? She went back to Birmingham ages ago, how had she wound up here? 
 
    "Are you all right?" Millie asked. Bandaged and hobbling, her old friend looked up at her with eyes that bore nothing close to recognition.  
 
    "How do you know my name?" she said weakly. 
 
    Millie felt her heart transmute into lead and sink to the pit of her stomach. After the miracle of encountering Vickie with her memories intact, she never thought she would ever have to hear those words from a familiar mouth. 
 
    Her head sagged, but there was no time for truth. "She told me," she said, nodding in Victoria's direction. 
 
    Poor Mary seemed to accept this, but didn't make any move towards the door. 
 
    "You need to wait for us outside, all right?" Millie said, trying to keep her voice from cracking. 
 
    "All right," she said, and shuffled away to disappear out the door.  
 
    The fact she had acquiesced without any sort of resistance whatsoever shook Millie far worse than it would have it she'd put up a fight. The docile little thing that wobbled away was not the firebrand she remembered, even though they wore the same face. 
 
    Sighing, she watched a woman she didn't recognize follow Mary out with considerably more enthusiasm. Elise's eyes may have wavered more than usual, but Millie couldn't stand to look closer to find out for sure. 
 
      
 
    Wood burned at a higher temperature than flesh, Victoria knew, and there was a surprisingly large range between the two, which gave her a lot of leeway. 
 
    Part of her felt bad for branding these men with their own uniforms, but it was a small part, and it was being rapidly brought around by the image of Colette's lifeless body and Mary's empty eyes. Whether it had been done in the name of science, and no matter the kindness with which it had been done, it had nevertheless been done, and they knew about it, and were complicit in it.  
 
    Victoria was not without mercy, and not without compassion, but as the men before her screamed, she found that she had somehow mislaid both. 
 
    The growing pain in her head was a small price to pay. 
 
      
 
    It was taking too long. Millie had no idea what was coming, but she knew it was taking too long. Elise's fingers were flying through the keys and flipping locks as fast as she could, but it wasn't enough.  
 
    "Keep working," Millie said, giving Elise an encouraging pat on the shoulder before turning to face the door behind her. 
 
    She considered it a moment before the obvious solution rationalised itself. "The Hell with it," she said, hardening her scales and punching the lock straight through its mount and into the room behind. 
 
    There was a shout over the ringing metal, but Millie threw open the door and stuck her head in long enough to shout instructions before moving on to the next door. She didn't wait to see who it was; heartbreak could wait until they were safely out. 
 
    Punching open door after door, Millie felt like she was in some kind of perverse carnival game, except she didn't know the rules and the prize at the end was mixed feelings about having played the game in the first place.  
 
    As she got nearer Victoria, she was forced to deal with the fact that the men at her feet were screaming in pain, and it was not coincidental.  
 
    "What are you doing to them?" Millie asked, punching open another door and avoiding eye contact with its occupant. "Go," she said to her. 
 
    "Making sure they stay down," Victoria said coldly. 
 
    "Really? Because it looks like you're torturing them." 
 
    "They killed Colette." Her face was a mask painted the cold colours of controlled anger. "I look forward to your continued objections."  
 
    The smell of burning flesh rose to Millie's nose, and it was a testament to the strength of her astonishment that she didn't want to retch. "What?" 
 
    "Her body is upstairs. They did some kind of modified lobotomy to her, and took away her ability to use magic. They… changed her, and she killed herself a few hours ago. I'm the one who found her." In the corner of her eye, a tear shook in her fury, but didn't break loose. 
 
    Realisation somehow managed to accompany her horror. "They did it to Mary too, didn't they? Is that why this place feels so terrible?" 
 
    "One of them, yes," Victoria said. "They've been experimenting on witches." 
 
    Millie's scales flared back in a moment, and the screaming stopped. 
 
    "There, now stop that, and help me." 
 
    Victoria looked up at her in astonishment. "You didn't-" 
 
    "Of course not. They'll have headaches, but I'm sure they'll be fine, beyond what you did to them. What did you do to them, anyway?" 
 
    "Heated up their belt buckles." 
 
    "That's a far cry from stopping bullets, isn't it?" 
 
    "It's all physics," Victoria said with a mirthless smile.  
 
    When she stood to pass, Millie saw an ugly blotch on her temple, but thought nothing more of it. It didn't seem to be bothering her, and there would be time for questions later.  
 
      
 
    Victoria rammed aside the slat on Gretchen and Emma's door to see both of them already up and dressed. "Good, we're leaving," she said. "Millie? This one, please. Stand back!" she yelled at the two figures inside.  
 
    The lock fired into the room, just grazing the hem of Emma's dress before skittering across the floor and under the bed. Victoria nodded her thanks and slipped inside.  
 
    Gretchen had a makeshift blindfold on, shiny flesh visible as it spread out from underneath like horrid red ink splashed across a priceless portrait. "How are you doing?" Victoria asked, a truthful question made awkward by circumstance. 
 
    "I'll live," Gretchen said with a dismissive wave. "I heard you have your memories back, that is wonderful news!" 
 
    "Yes, and now we're leaving. The rest of the floor is out already, you're the last ones." 
 
    Gretchen nodded. "What about upstairs?" 
 
    "They're where they need to be," Victoria said. "Letting them go would only make it worse." 
 
    "Vickie! Now!" said Millie from the hall. 
 
    "Who is that?" Emma asked as a flash of red hair disappeared from view. 
 
    "A friend of mine. We had the same idea about the conditions here, apparently," Victoria said, taking Gretchen gently by the arm and leading her out the door. 
 
    Emma bounded past to look down the hall in the direction Millie had gone, but Victoria looked down to see Elise tending to Brian and the others, who lay prone and helpless on the floor, now arranged conveniently to block the door from opening. 
 
    "Elise?" she handed Gretchen off to Emma, who helped her down the opposite direction. "What are you doing? We have to go." 
 
    "You and Millie hurt them, so I must find out how badly," she said, applying some kind of salve to Brian's burns. "I am glad you are back, Victoria." 
 
    "You're very kind to help them." 
 
    "It is my nature," Elise said, wiping her hands on her dress and returning the jar of salve to her bag. She stood and gave Victoria a quick hug. "I thought you were lost. Millie was so worried about you." 
 
    "It's good to be missed," Victoria said. 
 
    "Ladies?" Millie shouted from the other end of the corridor, her arm crooked under Gretchen's opposite her daughter's. 
 
      
 
    When the two of them caught up, Millie handed the German woman off to Victoria, a task that she could have never imagined ever happening even just a few minutes earlier. She was tender and careful with her, when Millie would have thought she'd have pushed her down the stairs already. 
 
    "Is she friends with a German?" Elise asked. 
 
    "I no longer question anything that happens in this place," Millie said. "I just let it." 
 
    As Elise moved to walk past, Millie caught her hand. "I'm sorry I didn't want you to come." 
 
    "It is all right. We are just lucky it was not as dangerous as we thought, yes?" 
 
    Then two men with guns burst through the door and liars were made all around. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Garland and Jeffery stood before them, each with a pistol in their hands and their fingers on the triggers. Victoria froze mid-step. 
 
    "Stop this at once," Dr. Garland said with surprising calm for a man pointing a gun at three witches. 
 
    "Who the hell are you?" Millie said from just behind her with a surprising amount of disdain for a witch standing in front of two men with guns. 
 
    "Immaterial. Victoria, return these ladies to their room. The two of you stay where you are," Dr. Garland said as Jeffery trained his gun on Millie and Elise. 
 
    The Scot laughed in his face. "She can stop bullets, you daft git. Or did you not know that?" 
 
    Jeffery's eyes went wide, and flicked over to Dr. Garland briefly, but the doctor was unperturbed. "I doubt she can stop two," he said, the barrel of his silver-plated revolver even and steady. 
 
      
 
    Millie was about to laugh in his face again, but Victoria wasn't moving, or reacting in any way. In fact, she was frozen in place, her right foot still an inch off of the ground. 
 
    "Vickie?" she probed.  
 
    "It seems Miss Ravenwood has a phobia when it comes to guns," the younger man said.  
 
    Millie felt her eyebrows furrow. Bertram had said the same thing. But she didn't react that way when someone actually pulled the trigger! Was that why? But she had Manifested in stopping the bullet, why would she be afraid? Why didn't anything in this damned place make any sense? 
 
    "You seem confused, Millicent. Millie, I suppose," the older man said. 
 
    Elise tensed beside her, and Millie felt her previous arrogance drain out of her and pool in her boots, heavy and useless. 
 
    "Would you like to know as well, Mademoiselle Cotillard?" 
 
    One did not need to speak a language to know when it was being used offensively, and though Millie had always thought French a romantic one, the invective that Elise spat at the man before her was positively German in its harshness. 
 
      
 
    Victoria couldn't take her eyes off of the barrel of the gun in Dr. Garland's unwavering hand. She thought of her reaction in Bertram's cabin, and now that she could remember why, her body responded with paralysis, rather than panic. Deep within her, her memory crater had been filled in, and she was complete again, but the final memory to come trembling out from the loose earth was not a dragon, but a weak, pale right hand. Her hand. In its ghostly grip was a familiar shape: a ball of black spiderwebs tinged in yellow. Embedded in the middle was a single bullet. 
 
      
 
    "How do you know who we are?" Millie demanded.  
 
    "It's my job," Dr. Garland said. "Now, do as you were told." 
 
    The two German women began a slow, defeated turn back towards their room when Millie darted forward to stand before them. 
 
    "No one is doing anything of the sort until you start explaining," she said. 
 
    "Your courage does you credit, Miss Brown, but you are trespassing and engaged in what looks to me like kidnapping. I am well within my rights to shoot you dead, so I can do that, or you can swallow your ignorance," the older man spat. "You may, in time, learn what happened, but I doubt it will mean much when you do." 
 
      
 
    "It was me," Victoria whispered, her voice barely audible to herself.  
 
      
 
    If Millie's head could turn 180 degrees, it would have in that moment. As such, her whole body whipped around to stare at Victoria in disbelief. "What?" 
 
    Victoria stood unmoving, her eyes unfocused and looking inward, as if trying to come to terms with the words she'd just spoken. When she finally turned them towards Millie, they were hollowed-out and empty. 
 
    "How could I have done such a thing? I still had you two, how could I have been so selfish?"  
 
    "Do what? I don't understand," Millie said. 
 
    "The first bullet I stopped… It slowed down enough to keep from killing me, but only just," Victoria said, each word halting and unsure, as if she were working it out as she was saying it. 
 
    "First bullet? The moment you Manifested in the pub?" Elise asked. 
 
    "I don't know what that is." 
 
    Millie shook her head in confusion, fiery curls spraying in every direction. "What are you talking about?"  
 
     "I stole Mallory's gun…" Victoria's eyes were searching and confused. " I went to Private Stokeworth's grave… Then… intense pain, a surge of magic. The next thing I knew I woke up in his grave with no memories." 
 
    "Who was Private Stokeworth?" asked Jeffery. 
 
    "The last of the eleven I… I was responsible for. He was shot for cowardice, and his family disavowed him. No one knew what to do with his remains, so I had them brought here. He was to be quietly buried on Boxing Day. I went on Christmas Eve to make sure everything was being taken care of. When I saw that it was… there was nothing more for me to do." 
 
    "Vickie, are you saying what I think you're saying?" 
 
    "No, not now," Victoria said, shaking her head violently of whatever she was thinking. "Later." Her visage changed in an instant, and she refocused on the older man before her. "You, Doctor. You found me in that police station, and once you saw what had happened to me, you brought me here to replicate the damage it did to my brain on other witches, didn't you. Why?" 
 
    "In case you ever got out of control. The government needed a way to neutralise you. And from the looks of it, they were right," the doctor said, pointing at the prone forms at the other end of the hall.  
 
    Millie's cheeks flushed in a chimera made of shame and anger. She'd broken a man's arm, another's jaw, and laid out the rest herself after Victoria had practically branded them. They were dangerous. 
 
    But not without cause. "And now that we know that, you know there's no chance we're going with you." 
 
      
 
    "And with what you've seen, we can't let you leave with your memories intact," Dr. Garland said, raising his pistol again. "A stalemate." 
 
    "Not really," Victoria said, turning her head just enough to give a look to Millie and Elise she prayed they understood, before turning her focus inward. 
 
    High on either wall were the lights that lit the hallways, orange and steady. The bulbs were simple, as all lightbulbs were, a tungsten filament inside a vacuum, heated by electricity to the point they glowed, but not so hot that they melted entirely.  
 
    Under normal circumstances.  
 
    Victoria sought out each one of those tiny filaments in her mind, twelve in all in that hallway, and they started to grow brighter. She pulled at the streams of electrons flowing through the building's copper veins, and poured them into the thin metal threads until they briefly put out as much light as they ever would before all melting at once and plunging the hall into darkness. 
 
    "Witchlights," she said. 
 
    Three tiny suns burst into the world, and Victoria hurled a bright white one at Dr. Garland and Jeffery, causing them both to cover their eyes and look away. 
 
    "GO!" she barked, sparking a second one and holding it beside the first, one for each man. 
 
    Thankfully, Millie and Elise didn't hesitate, and managed to use theirs to get Gretchen and Emma to the door before a gunshot rang out in the otherworldly glow. 
 
      
 
    Millie shoved Elise bodily out the door behind the two Germans just as plaster began to rain down on top of her.  
 
    Once she made sure Elise was heading in the right direction, she turned back to shield her eyes against Victoria wielding a pair of the brightest witchlights she had ever seen. 
 
    Glancing back at Elise, she summoned her scales and threw herself at the doctor, smacking the gun from his hand so hard it punched through the wall to carom off something metal on the other side. 
 
    Off-balance, all she could do for the other gun was whip a tendril of magic at it, barely managing to point it away from them when another deafening report shattered the narrow space.  
 
    Bringing her free hand around, she smashed it into the man's face with no regard for his well-being whatsoever. His head snapped back and he stumbled into the wall behind him before sliding down to land unceremoniously on the floor. With his gun still suspended in her magic, she squeezed it as hard as she could, pinching the barrel in just enough to render it scrap. 
 
    With him down and the doctor clutching his hand, she tossed it aside. Grabbing Victoria by the arm, she fled outside to find Elise waiting with almost a dozen other women still in their nightclothes. 
 
    "Which way?" Millie asked Victoria. 
 
    "To the back," she said. "This way." 
 
    "Why not the front?" Elise asked, but began herding their little band in the direction Victoria indicated anyway. 
 
    "We can't get there without going through the hospital again. I hadn't planned on using this door. Are you all right?" she asked to the blindfolded German woman and what Millie presumed to be her daughter. 
 
    "Yes. We heard gunfire! What is happening?" the older woman asked. 
 
    To be blind while escaping a mental hospital would have been bad enough, but then to add being shot at on top of it? This woman was stronger than she looked to not have been running around in a total panic, Millie thought.  
 
    "They don't want us to leave," Victoria said. "But we'll be out soon." 
 
    The three witches hurried their charges across a lawn slippery with dew, made worse by the fact all but two of them had either bare feet or stockings that were hardly up to the task that was being set before them. 
 
    They were halfway across before Millie saw where they were heading.  
 
    "Vickie, there's no gate here! It's just an iron fence!"  
 
    "It's what's beyond the fence that's important," she said. 
 
    "It's just a forest. We may be able to hide in it, but how will we get back out again?" 
 
    "Just let me worry about-" Victoria stopped dead and spun around, throwing a hand out towards the hospital. 
 
    Millie heard the bullet whizz past her head just before the sound of the shot reached her, and she threw herself to the ground. 
 
    Peeking through her hair, she could see the bullet hovering in mid-air against Victoria's pale skin, mere inches from her palm. But this time, instead of dropping to the ground, it flipped around and shot back the way it had come with a hideous crack. 
 
    Millie looked back just in time to see a brick explode right above the head of the doctor, who was now holding a rifle instead of a pistol. 
 
    "Why does a hospital need guns?" Elise shouted, sounding for all the world like a priest accusing someone of heresy. 
 
    "In case its witches try to escape," Victoria said, her fingers pressed against her temple and her eyes tightly closed.  
 
    Stumbling to her feet, Millie spun Victoria around and pointed to the fence. "Go do your plan." 
 
    "What about you?" Victoria said. 
 
    Confident Victoria would comply, Millie turned back towards the hospital. "There's more than one way to stop bullets," she said, and began to run. 
 
      
 
    "What is she doing!?" Elise exclaimed, her face twisted in horror and disbelief. 
 
    "I don't know. But we have to trust her," Victoria said just as stars spattered her vision, nearly costing her her balance. 
 
    Elise took her arm to steady her. "Are you all right?" 
 
    "I have to be."  
 
    Victoria closed her eyes and looked into the fence. 
 
      
 
    This is stupid! Millie thought as she pounded across the lawn at yet another pair of men with guns, which, in that moment, she decided she didn't like very much anymore. 
 
    The idea had been to present herself as an immediate target that was unavoidable, but now that she was, she wished she had time to lament how bad she was at planning for step two of anything that came to mind.  
 
    Blood and adrenaline pumped through her with alarming pressure as she flew over the wet grass, so much so that her vision must have been affected. If it hadn't, that meant that Mallory was now crouched beside the doctor with his own rifle, and that wasn't possible. But as he raised it to his eye, she saw the concentration behind the iron sight and knew what she was seeing had to be real. 
 
    Bullet number four hissed past Millie the moment the crack of the rifle reached her ears, and she was suddenly tired of only one side making noise.  
 
    With all of the ferocity that came with her blood, Millie roared like an angry god, and a fire-haired Gaelic witch sheathed in ghostly dragon scales charged into war. 
 
      
 
    The fence was made of mostly iron, but Victoria supposed it didn't really matter for what she had planned. Whatever it was made of, it was made of matter, and matter was composed of atoms. 
 
    And atoms were mostly empty space. 
 
    Magic surged through her, filling her with heat and power, this time under her mastery. Her tattoos remained tattoos, and what flowed beneath them now was not pain, but joy.  
 
    This was her purpose, this was her right. A lifetime of being told she could do anything a man could do while being prevented from doing so at every turn, now she gloried in the power only a woman could wield. 
 
    Society says a man's role is to prove his strength, and a woman's to prove her weakness, Colette had told her once. The greatest moment of weakness in Victoria's life had brought her here, and now it was her strength that would see them all out of it. She was a witch, a conduit for the ancient gift of The Morrigan, and as she melded it with new knowledge uncovered for them by modern science, she took the laws that governed the natural world and bent them to her will. 
 
      
 
    By the time the night's fifth bullet left the muzzle of Mallory's rifle with the intent to kill her, Millie was close enough to see the terror in his eyes as she ran straight for him, screaming like a banshee who'd come to collect his soul. When it pinged off of the back of her raised hand to explode a branch of a nearby tree, he looked like he was ready to give it to her. The betrayal she felt was utter, and her rage at it total. With a sudden sympathy for Niamh, she knew exactly what she was going to do when she got to him. 
 
    But in her crazed charge, she'd forgotten about the doctor, and white fire lanced into her left shoulder just above where her scales stopped. She pitched sideways into the ground, scarlet spraying amongst the dew. 
 
      
 
    Victoria squeezed. Empty space began to vanish, the component parts of the universe crushing more tightly together. Gaps between particles changed from chasms to tiny cracks, and though there were fundamental forces working against her, she dissuaded them with magic. It wouldn't last, and she had no idea what the consequences would really be, but she revelled in the doing of it. 
 
    As she worked her delicate work on a scale her eyes would never be able to see, she was aware of gasps and screams coming from somewhere far away. But as she was in and of the universe at that moment, she doubted they could be anywhere near as important. 
 
      
 
    The sky was black. Black without stars, and in the shape of a circle. Millie thought that odd for a moment, before she realised she was looking down the barrel of a gun. 
 
    "That was most impressive," Mallory sneered. "I wish it wasn't in the hands of someone so reckless and stupid." 
 
    Millie spat on his shoes, and tried to force her way up with her good arm, only to be shoved right back into the dirt. Fresh pain tore at Millie's shoulder as Mallory pressed against it with his foot. 
 
    "Stay down, Miss Brown."  
 
    "Fine," Millie hissed, and clamped her hand over the end of the barrel and dared him to pull the trigger. 
 
    With a face devoid of remorse, he did, and the gun exploded in his hand, shredding it to mince in an instant. With a high shriek that only came from catastrophic injury, he stumbled backwards, his wide eyes fixed on the empty void his first three fingers used to occupy.  
 
    Her ears ringing, Millie managed to get to one knee before gunshot number seven. 
 
      
 
    For all the glory in her power over the universe, Victoria's experience with it had been reduced to blackness and pain. She was dimly aware of being shaken and shouted at, but she couldn't make sense of what the words were, or why she was being jostled so much. 
 
    There were sounds that might have been screams, but surely someone would have let her know if things had gotten to the point there was screaming. 
 
    She had done what she had set out to do, so why was she in so much pain? Success shouldn't be painful. 
 
    But the more she was shaken, the more the world made sense. The voices were becoming clearer, and they were shouting her name. 
 
    "Victoria! Millie has been shot! Take her!" 
 
    "Where did the fence go?" 
 
    "Who cares? Just get into the woods!" 
 
    Feet trampled through grass and then onto dirt. Twigs snapped and many encouraging words about forward motion were spoken. 
 
    With a wrenching effort, Victoria pulled herself from an alien world on a scale as yet unmeasurable, and her eyes fluttered open to see a face that seemed incalculably large. Vast blue eyes the size of oceans looked down at her, framed by what looked like flowing rivers of white starlight. 
 
    "Victoria!?" a voice boomed. "You must move! The fence is gone." 
 
    Though she couldn't recall the body that belonged to that face being all that large, Victoria felt herself being hauled to her feet and the ground below them changing from cool, wet grass, to damp, spongey earth. 
 
    The real world was far bigger than she remembered, and far more painful. Every bump and jostle was a dagger in the side of her head, and soon her own weight was too much for her to bear, and she collapsed to the ground in a heap. 
 
    Shouting and moving, shadows flit and called out in the darkness that was shrinking her world down to blackness and pain. Every heartbeat was the bashing of a gong inside her head, and she wished more than anything that it would stop. 
 
    Consciousness came, and consciousness went, but she was aware of moving again. Moving and cold. Moving and warmth. Stillness and cold. 
 
    The only sound was stifled weeping. 
 
      
 
    Millie looked down into her open palm to see a squashed chunk of lead that had once been a bullet, a bullet that had been meant to end her life, fired by a man she'd only just met. 
 
    That man was struggling to reload his rifle, and Millie knew her chance when she saw it. With a vicious swipe, she not only knocked it out of his hands, she bent the barrel, and it thudded into the grass, useless.  
 
    "Why did you do it!?" Millie shouted. 
 
    The doctor scooted back towards the wall, but seemed panicked when he found it. "I told you, you are dangerous." 
 
    "Not you," Millie seethed, and hauled Mallory up by his perfectly-pressed lapels to hurl him back down again beside the doctor. "You." 
 
    Blood poured from under his good hand as he clutched his mangled other one, but when he looked up at her, he somehow managed to summon the same contempt that he'd always had for them. 
 
    "I'm not stupid. I am very aware of how dangerous you all were becoming. And sanctioned by our government! It was unacceptable. You all failed, and such shame needed erasing. When Mary left, it was an opportunity to at least find a counter for you. So when Colette stormed off for one of her usual haunts, another chance presented itself." 
 
    "For a minor sum, I assume?" 
 
    Mallory scoffed. "Oh, please. It was for the good of the country." 
 
    "And Vickie?"  
 
    "An accident. But given her power, one worth researching." 
 
    "But you were never going to let her go, were you?" Millie said to the doctor. 
 
    "Of course not. Can you imagine such a creature free among society?" 
 
    "She is now," Millie said, making her crawling scales obvious to them for the first time. "And so am I." 
 
    "So is this it, Millicent? Are you going to kill us? Is that temper of yours going to get the best of you after what you've heard?" 
 
    "Not this time." 
 
      
 
    When Millie arrived at the fence line, she felt she should have been more surprised when she looked down to see that the impassible iron barrier was now only an inch high. 
 
    With all the speed she could muster with a chunk blasted out of her shoulder, she began to pick her way among the lightless wood, a dim witchlight her only guide. 
 
    As best she could, she tried to keep moving in a straight line away from the hospital, but she kept getting turned around by the pain in her shoulder pulling her to the left. It was only when she picked up the trail of dragging feet did she feel any sort of confidence in the direction she was headed.  
 
    She didn't need to follow it very long before it became obvious where they were heading.  
 
    "Michty me, I never thought I'd be back here again." 
 
      
 
    The inside of Victoria's eyelids were a spray of lights, and the side of her head was being smashed with a hammer. Groaning, she tried to roll onto her side, but she was held flat on her back by a pair of strong, familiar hands.  
 
    Managing to get one eye open, she let herself be held and blew out a sigh of relief. 
 
    "Welcome back," said Bertram. 
 
    "I wasn't sure I would be," Victoria said and immediately regretted. Even the movement of her jaw sent bolts of pain shooting through her temple. She swallowed hard against it. 
 
    Something blocked out the light in front of her, but she didn't have the energy to open her eyes again.  
 
    "Victoria, you are badly hurt," came Elise's voice. The seriousness in it was not lost on Victoria. She knew Elise well enough to know what it meant. "You are bleeding inside your head. This bruise, this is where you were shot, yes? Where your magic…" she paused, seeming to search for the word "…caught it?" 
 
    Her confirmation would more closely resemble a tremor in her head rather than a nod, but trying to do any more proved excruciating. However, the French witch's experience with people far more gone than she let her pick it up. 
 
    "Mr. Jones, did you see it when she was here before?" Elise asked. 
 
    "I did." 
 
    "How does it compare now?" 
 
    Bertram shifted above her to get a look at the correct side of her head, and the noise he made told her everything. 
 
    "It's worse. Far worse," he said gravely.  
 
    That was when the door to the cabin exploded inward, and booted feet tromped heavily across the dusty floor to come to a stop beside her. 
 
    Braving an open eye again, Victoria felt the edges of her mouth pull upward. 
 
    "Millie, your arm!" Elise exclaimed.  
 
    "Forget it, it's fine. What's wrong with Vickie?" 
 
    From inside her bag, Elise produced a strip of cloth and a bottle, which was clearly alcohol once the stopper was popped out. "You are both bleeding," she said, dousing the cloth and pressing it to Millie's wound, making her hiss like a scolded cat.  
 
    Red hair around a pink face filled Victoria's vision. "I'm here, Vickie," Millie said.  
 
    "Her head wound is worse," Bertram said.  
 
    "It was the magic she used to get us out," Elise said as she pulled Millie's dressing tight. "It never healed, and using so much caused more damage." 
 
    "Can't you do anything?" Millie asked, looking at Elise with plaintive eyes. 
 
    That was odd, Victoria thought. Usually Millie and Elise walked on eggshells around each other. Now they moved together with an ease that she had never seen before. The tenderness with which Elise had bandaged Millie's arm, the softness in Millie's eyes when she looked at Elise. 
 
    That she may be dying somehow became less important than the implication. The impending confirmation of her mortality was put by the wayside so she could devote the last firing of her brain cells to what may have happened to the two most important people to her while she was gone. 
 
    What Victoria actually did next was laugh, but it sounded more like she was strangling a steam engine, a popping wheeze that alarmed her with its frailty.  
 
    "What is it?" Millie asked. 
 
    The one eye she could open with only some pain rather than every bit of it flicked between the two of them a few times before Millie turned to look at Elise. That small look was enough to confirm it. 
 
    "You…" Victoria croaked, "…finally kissed her." With a weak and shaking hand, she touched Millie's uninjured shoulder in the greatest show of approval she could manage. "Good." 
 
    Pain exploded across the inside of her skull with the effort, but it had been worth it. At the very least, the two of them would be happy. Then, even one eye was too many, and the world was gone. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Millie shouted. "No! Elise, do something!"  
 
    But Elise was already crouched over Victoria's unmoving form, her fingertips against the hideous, sprawling bruise that blighted her pale skin like the corpses of a thousand spiders. It was a horrible thing to look at, and Millie couldn't begin to imagine how it felt. That single wound had stolen away her memories for an entire week, and Millie couldn't help but feel fragile, even though she was stronger than she had ever been. One act, and Victoria had been made into someone else entirely, and she had no idea how she'd been made that way or returned from it. A catastrophic, transformative thing had happened to her best friend, and it could end with Millie sitting helplessly by and watching her die without ever finding out why. 
 
    In that moment, Millie became acutely aware of the tension that had been pulling her in opposite directions since Christmas. Elise and Victoria, the love of her life and her best friend. She had finally brought them back together only to lose one forever? No. That was not a choice available to the universe just then. She would not allow it. 
 
    "We're all three of us witches. A Coven. That's our future. The three of us, together," she said, the truth of it a physical thing within her, pushing the words out with a conviction that shook her voice.  
 
    She took one of Victoria's cold hands in her own, and looked down at her closed eyes. "I can only hurt and shield, you know. I can't punch you better. But what I can do is protect the both of you. To the end of our days, I swear it. Though you may not need it, with what you did back there," Millie said, a small smile playing on her lips. "But that's my purpose, I know that now. You may be the most powerful of us, and I can't imagine what you will be able to do in future, but we'll never find out if you don't come back to us."  
 
    She reached over to place her other hand on Elise, but thought better of it. "Elise, you are the kindest, gentlest soul I know, and that's what Victoria needs right now. Your whole life, you've only made the lives of others better. The animals on your father's farm were in your care for a reason. You were made a nurse and the lives of all those soldiers were placed in your hands for a reason. You were sent to ADAM by someone you saved for a reason. You're here, now, for a reason. And whether you succeed or fail, know that I love you." 
 
    Elise didn't respond, her concentration total.  
 
    "I think I've loved you since the first time I saw you. There is nothing that will change that. I love you, and I believe in you. I just wish there was something I could do." 
 
    "Be here," Elise whispered from somewhere far away. 
 
    Silence stretched far beyond the confines of the cabin then, as the world outside fell away, leaving only the stillness within those four walls.  
 
    Victoria was still breathing, and Millie could see her eyes darting about under her closed lids, but she showed no other signs of life. Dabbing the sweat from both of their brows was the most she could do, besides share looks of uncertainty with a room full of people who were all but strangers to her. Bertram's face was lined with what seemed genuine concern, and Millie was grateful enough for that. 
 
    The German woman and her daughter were the only ones granted a seat, as the daughter whispered into her mother's ear every so often with what was happening. But blind or not, there wasn't much to see. 
 
    In a small space with so many people, it was stiflingly warm, and Millie was not excluded from the ranks of those who began to nod off. Her eyes grew heavy and sleep more inviting, and it grew increasingly difficult to ward them off. 
 
    She was just about to surrender for the last time when she bolted awake like she'd been stabbed in the heart with a syringe full of Ivy's tea. 
 
    There was magic in the air. 
 
    Visually, everything looked exactly the same, but smoldering embers of power within Elise began to catch. A few sparks popped and spit, only to bounce off of some invisible wall inside her. But the more sparks that flew, the harder it was for the wall to repel them. The fire in her grew and grew, boiling against the wall and licking up the sides, searching for the smallest crack to seize on.  
 
    With a great exhale, the wall suddenly collapsed and the magic inside Elise was an inferno, consuming her and burning away all the chaff and fuzzy edges, leaving behind a pure being of magic.  
 
    All of Elise's potential erupted from her core, flowing through her veins and infusing her very being. 
 
    It was astonishing to feel from the outside, even more than it had from the inside. Her Manifest had been smooth and almost cold, but this was a fiery eruption. To be there to behold it happening to Elise made her heart swell with love and pride as her magic radiated out from her like a newborn sun. 
 
    The rest of the room was completely oblivious to what was happening, and that suited Millie just fine. This was a moment for witches. 
 
    Elise's magic was breathtaking. It was the power of a tidal wave, but wielded with a precision that made the sharpest scalpel look like a club. So fine was she using it that Millie couldn't even keep track of what she was doing. 
 
    Power coursed from Elise's fingertips into Victoria, but that was all she could really tell for a long time, until she thought to look at the bruise. It was shrinking already, so fast that she could actually see it growing smaller by the second. Though it looked like it was actually flowing into Elise's fingers, the magic was distinctly flowing in only one direction. 
 
    But soon enough, Elise's triumph was visible to everyone, and the room burst into a flurry of exclamations and people crossing themselves.  
 
    Millie didn't move until Elise did, and when her fingers snapped away from Victoria's skin, she was there to catch her as she collapsed. 
 
    With Elise safe in her arms, she waited to see if Victoria would wake or sleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun had never felt so warm or welcome as it did when Victoria awoke again. The breeze was warmer than it had any right to be in January, and the whispering in the trees was the vaguest beginnings of their plans for spring. 
 
    For the second time in a week, the first person Victoria saw after opening her eyes was Bertram Jones. 
 
    "You're awake!" he shouted, and shot to his feet. Instead of coming to her bedside, however, he bolted out the door, his footsteps fading around the back of the cabin. 
 
    More confused than put out, Victoria contented herself with laying where she was, stealing the sunshine that would have otherwise gone to waste and converting it into increasing amounts of consciousness. 
 
    "Vickie, you're awake!" was all she got before Millie fell on top of her, and she had no choice but to throw her arms around her to avoid caving in her own chest. 
 
    When she allowed her to breathe again, Millie pulled away to reveal bloodshot eyes and an enormous smile. "How do you feel? 
 
    "Far better than I should, I imagine," she said. 
 
    "You look it. How is your head?" 
 
    "Healed, I think." Putting a few tentative fingers to her temple confirmed that this was true, but not why. "Elise did this?" 
 
    Millie nodded. "She did." 
 
    "Where is she?" Victoria asked. Her throat was dry and her head felt like it was carbonated, with a kind of buzzing, excitable energy fizzing through it that confirmed she was very much alive and intact once more. That left her circumstances unexplained. "What are you doing here?" she asked, pushing herself up into a sitting position. 
 
    "Mostly been punching firewood for me," Bertram said. 
 
    "Punching?" 
 
    "I'll explain later. Elise will be happy to know you're awake. Bert, could you run down to the house and tell her? And have them send the car." 
 
    "Sure. I'm glad to see you awake, Victoria," and Bertram was gone again. 
 
    "Wh- wait, what? What are you talking about? He can't know about… that, can he? Bert? What car?" 
 
    Millie beamed. "ADAM is dead," she said once she was sure Bertram was out of earshot. "Mallory's office mysteriously caught fire while you were recovering, but thankfully that was the only part of the house that was damaged, thanks to Selene. After he shot me and I left him and Garland tied to a tree with a garden hose, he thought it best to surrender to the police. That or I was going to take a few more fingers." 
 
    "You did what?"  
 
    "Anyway, all he knows is that it's an old family house that my aunt Selene inherited during the war." 
 
    "Aunt Selene," Victoria said flatly. 
 
    "It doesn't have to hold up very long. Aunt Selene is selling the house, you see. We're moving." 
 
      
 
    The veranda above the front drive used to be a secondary sunning area for a veritable jungle of Ivy's plants. Now the only things growing on it were moss and the size of the areas revealed by the peeling paint.  
 
    Victoria had never spent very much time in it, and now she wished that she had. The view was far from spectacular, but it was quiet, and only after all that had happened did she learn the value of that. Selene sat beside her, her lustrous raven hair no longer a shadow, but a beacon in the faint sun that it reflected.  
 
    Below them, Millie, Elise and a witch called Niamh were stacking their luggage to be taken away by a courier, and would be waiting for them when they arrived in their new location. Ivy was still carefully arranging her plants for transport, and had refused any help, save for Hekabe's moral support as she tried to soothe them for the stressful journey north. By unanimous decree, Victoria had been exempted from manual labor for the time being. 
 
    "You were not you," Selene said as work continued around them. "You were November, not Victoria. November didn't know Colette, nor Mary for that matter. No one who knows either or both of you would ever hold you responsible for what happened." 
 
    It was the truth, Victoria knew, but it wasn't right. Millie had already told the Coven about Colette by the time she came back, and were ready for Victoria's pleas for forgiveness and the blame she had doused herself in. Though she had been told in no uncertain terms that there was nothing to forgive, she craved it all the same. If she got it from someone else, then maybe she could start the process for herself. 
 
    "I can't help but feel that I failed all the same. How could I not have known their faces?" 
 
    A pale hand cut her off. "Victoria, your recovery will take some time. Part of it will require you to accept your own lack of responsibility for such things. Time is perhaps the only thing that will grant it to you, however." 
 
    She couldn't help but wonder how much. Sleep was still fleeting, and had already become her most dreaded part of life. The time alone in the dark before she nodded off and her dreams both were haunted by dead blue eyes suffering a fate worse than death. 
 
    At the thought, loss and pain came back to her anew.  
 
    "Selene, I'm sorry." 
 
    Her gray eyes narrowed in concern. "For what?" 
 
    Unable to meet them, Victoria fleshed out the half-completed thoughts she'd had back in the hospital. Only now, surrounded by the people most important to her, and knowing that she was safe, actually, truly safe, did she allow the confession to spill out. 
 
    The first Christmas since the war's end had come, and her family was dead. For all of her sweat and time she'd poured into ADAM, into her witchcraft, she hadn't avenged them. She hadn't done anything but bury herself in the work, a single-minded pursuit of what she had childishly thought of as justice, when all she'd wanted was revenge. Artillery shells weren't enough, she'd wanted to kill Germans herself. She hadn't. The only casualties she'd caused had been British. 
 
    Then the war was over, and she no longer had purpose. It had all been for nothing. She'd thought the same thing as Bea, but she hadn't turned the dark impulses that resulted on anyone but herself. 
 
    So she'd gone to the cemetery in the cold and the dark alone, to look down into a grave that she was responsible for in every way except the digging. 
 
    I'm sorry was her final thought when she'd put a stolen gun to her head and pulled the trigger.  
 
    "I tried to kill myself. That's where I went on Christmas Eve." 
 
    Selene said nothing, letting Victoria continue. 
 
    "It all crashed down on me at once. Everything I'd lost, everyone who'd died because of- no, those men I killed. Everything I hadn't done afterward to make up for it. The war was over, we had failed. I thought there was nothing left for me." Victoria looked out into the yard to see Millie steal a kiss from Elise when Niamh's back was turned. "I was wrong. How could I have been so wrong?" 
 
    "When things become dark enough, there is much we do not see, Victoria. You are not the only person to have such thoughts, or to act on them." 
 
    "The only thing that saved me was happenstance. A fluke of magic." 
 
    "Not a fluke. Manifests often save their witches from death," Selene said sombrely, tracing the scars on her left hand. "No matter the cause." 
 
    "As yours did?" 
 
    "Yes." Selene raised her eyes again, to look into Victoria's. "You made a mistake. There is no shame in that. You are a very powerful witch, but it doesn't mean you aren't human. Grief and anguish are very strong emotions, and lie at the root of many, many mistakes. It's only shameful if you refuse to learn from it." 
 
    Victoria twisted the feather Emma had given her between her fingers, watching as the sun caught the individual fibres. "I like to think I've learned something," she said. What had been a single, uniform white the last time she'd held one, now was a thousand subtle variations, taking on different hues even when it stood still. 
 
    "The best thing you can do for everyone now is be the best witch you can be," Selene said. "And I have no doubt you will be a very good one indeed." 
 
    "That I will do," Victoria said. "You have my word on that." 
 
    "That's all I need. Colette would have been very proud of you. As I am. You've been through hell, Victoria, and while I am not happy that it happened, I am happy to see that you are all the stronger for it." 
 
    "'Swimming upstream makes you stronger,' my grandfather used to say. Though I'd settle for baths for now," Victoria said. The two sat in amicable silence, until Victoria asked something else she'd been needing to. "Was it all worth it?" 
 
    "Was what worth it?" 
 
    "ADAM. All that money, time and risk, and all you have to show for it is the three of us, two months after the war ended." 
 
    "Victoria, how do you know that you weren't the objective all along? We have three new witches, all of whom Manifested, and all within a week of one another. You were closely bonded before that, by friendship, love and tragedy, and even more so now. The first Coven of the twentieth century, and the strongest one I can recall in my lifetime? I would say it was well worth it." 
 
      
 
    Millie walked in on Elise sitting on her steamer trunk, the last item remaining in her bedroom. As it was the first thing she'd brought in, it seemed fitting.  
 
    She was staring at her fingers. 
 
    "You all right?" Millie asked. 
 
    "It still does not feel real." 
 
    The wood of the giant trunk squeaked in protest of Millie adding her weight to it, but registered no further complaint. "Manifesting?" 
 
    Loose, silvery locks bobbed in affirmation. She'd been wearing her hair down since they'd gotten back from the hospital, and it still took Millie's breath away to see it like that, even if she had been made responsible for brushing it out every night. "It was like I was part of her. I could feel all the parts of her working, and I could see it. Her skull was fractured and there was blood everywhere inside. Then I told her body I wanted it better, and it was," she said, turning to Millie in disbelief at her own words. "I did that. I forced her body to mend itself." 
 
    "Well, the magic helped." 
 
    "Of course. But her body was ready to give up. I made her live." Her voice quavered with delight and confusion. "Do I have that right?" 
 
    "If you go ask Victoria, I'm sure she will say that you do. You know why? Because she's alive to give that answer. Doctors often know better than their patients, you know." 
 
    Elise laughed. "I am not a doctor." 
 
    "No." Millie took Elise's hand. "You're not, you're something better: a healer, in the old-fashioned way. Your gift is to make people better. Well, except that bloke whose toe you broke," Millie teased. "In a way, I'm jealous." 
 
    "You are?" 
 
    "Mending takes far more energy and thought than breaking," Millie said into the back of her hand before raising it to her lips. "And talent. Means you're smarter than me." 
 
    In all her life, Millie had never allowed herself the fantasy that anyone would ever look at her the way Elise did then. 
 
    "I love you, Millie Brown." 
 
    "And I you, Elise Cotillard. That's not a denial, by the by." 
 
    Whatever would have happened next didn't, as a sweat-soaked Irishwoman was suddenly in the doorway, carrying a rather heavy-looking box with 'Victoria' scrawled across the side.  
 
    "If you two are quite done," Niamh said, though she wasn't quite in time to catch the smile from forming on her face. 
 
      
 
    The platform was awash with steam from the waiting locomotive. An army of porters had poured from the station to help load the effects of six witches onto the train. Their new benefactors were waiting for them, and had bought out an entire first-class carriage to ensure that Hekabe could ride with them. 
 
    It turned out that they'd also bought the hospital and buried any involvement anyone currently standing on the platform had had in what happened on New Year's night. They'd also vowed to turn it into what it should have been in the first place, and was already on its way to becoming the premiere women's mental health facility in Britain. Though Victoria had a head for numbers, that kind of wealth was difficult for her to wrap it around. They still hadn't been told who 'they' were, but it was a vanishingly short list of people it could be who still had money in those amounts.  
 
    But further contemplation could wait for the journey to see them, as there were more pressing matters before her. 
 
    "I can never thank you enough for what you did for me," she said, clasping Gretchen's hands in her own. Though they were still faintly red, a single visit with Ivy meant they were weeks ahead of where they otherwise would have been.  
 
    "I can say the same to you," said Gretchen, her eyes as clear and sharp as ever.  
 
    "And remember what we said, Emma," Millie said as the young lady beamed up at her. While her mother had been attended to by Ivy, Selene had surreptitiously made the determination that she carried the Talent for witchcraft, and it had been perhaps the single greatest moment of her young life, judging by the fact she had yet to stop smiling nearly a week after seeing her first witchlight. "When you're old enough, you come see us, all right? Aunt Vickie here will teach you everything you need to know." 
 
    "I won't be able to stop her," Gretchen said, though she clearly didn't seem to mind the idea of having a witch in the family.  
 
    Victoria let Millie fill Emma's head with more things that 'Aunt Vickie' was going to become responsible for while she turned her attention to the next person in the line of people she owed thanks to. 
 
    "Mr. Jones," she began, "Nor can I thank you enough for what you did. I would have died if you hadn't found me and kept me awake. You didn't have to do any of what you did." 
 
    Bertram smiled. "I think you'll find that I did," he said. "I was only too happy to." 
 
    "All the same, if you're ever in need of any help, let me know. I'll let you know where to find me when I find out myself," she said with an embarrassed chuckle. "It's the least I can do." 
 
    "I'm just glad we can part on good terms this time." 
 
    "The best," Victoria said. "Good-bye, Mr. Jones." 
 
    "Good-bye, Miss Ravenwood." 
 
    Mary's memories had rapidly returned once she was free of the constant damage Garland had been inflicting on her, and had understandably gone directly back to the home she should have reached over a year ago. Though she would never practice magic again, that she was able to see and recognize her family once more Victoria would have to accept as consolation.  
 
    Soon enough, they were out of time, and the train would not wait for them, no matter how much of first class they bought up. 
 
    As the train trundled away from the station on its long journey north, Victoria waved her good-byes before finding her seat opposite Millie and Elise. The others were in the box on the other side of the isle, while Hekabe took up an entire one for herself behind them, even if she did only need the bit that got her closest to the window to stick her head out. 
 
    They had barely left civilisation when Elise was fast asleep, her cheek resting on Millie's shoulder. Seeing them together like that filled Victoria with a kind of joy that she hadn't felt since she was a child: a pure, almost elemental happiness, brought on by something as simple as seeing two people in love.  
 
    As they sped past place after once-again familiar place for the last time, she found herself ignoring them as they flashed by. She also ignored talk of Mallory's impending court martial, choosing instead to focus on what was in front of her. She finally got to hear the story of their first kiss, and that the apple pin in Elise's hair had been a Christmas present from Millie. It took a long time to get to the events that led to their reunion. 
 
    "Why didn't you tell me things were so bad?" Millie asked. "We were here to help you. Do you know how worried I was? Then it turns out I was absolutely right to have been. You could have been lying dead in that hole, and you never said a word to anyone that that was your intention when you left us."  
 
    Victoria couldn't hold Millie's eyes. If they had been full of anger or confusion, she might have been able to, but the betrayal that they held was too much for her to bear seeing. It took her a long while to find the words, as she had been avoiding thinking about them. "I don't think I knew, until that day. Christmas Eve was always so special to me. My brother and I had always loved it more than the day itself. The anticipation, the secretly staying up late to listen for Father Christmas… But this time it truly sank in that that was never going to happen again. This year the distractions ran out. When I took Mallory's pistol, I don't know that I truly meant to do it. Maybe I thought I could scare myself out of it, I don't know. But when I saw that empty grave, I knew I wasn't the only one who felt as I did, and that it was my fault." 
 
    "I told you those tattoos were a bad idea," Millie said. "You were never going to be able to let go with them always staring up at you." 
 
    The world sped by, but Victoria was still. "They helped me remember." 
 
    "They drove you to the reason you forgot." 
 
    To that she had no answer, and they were each left to their own thoughts as the clacking of the tracks marked the time of the silence that stretched between them. Without a word, they agreed to take up the topic another time as the tea service came through. 
 
    "I never asked," Victoria asked after she had been served, now finally confident in the corporeality of a cup held in her hands, "what made you come get me?" 
 
    Millie had declined tea in favour of continuing to hold Elise's hand as she slept. She shrugged. "I thought every Victoria needed a loyal Brown." 
 
    A small smile pulled at Victoria's mouth. "And you were right. I did. And do." She took a sip of tea. "But are they always Scottish?" 
 
    "Aye, the best ones are." 
 
    Elise shifted in her sleep, and Millie placed a kiss on her brow. When she looked back at Victoria, she was smiling once again.  
 
    On wings of steam, they hurtled towards what awaited them. 
 
    Together. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the back of a filthy lorry in the finest clothes she had ever owned, Victoria couldn't help but feel ridiculous.  
 
    Army surplus, the floor was dusty and smelled of old sweat and worse, and the noise was becoming intolerable as they bounced and jounced their way across Bedfordshire. Yet there she sat on a slab of wood worn smooth by a thousand soldiers, dressed in a gray cashmere trench coat with matching suit jacket and trousers. Her chest ballooned with a wine-red cravat complete with pearl pin, and her hands were sheathed in leather gloves of the same colour. She was even wearing a top hat.  
 
    However, she had been assured that appearances were going to be important once they were let out, so she just had to suffer the incongruity for the sake of surprise when they finally stopped. 
 
    "We're almost there!" cried a voice from the front, unidentifiable over the racket that jangled and squeaked in the back. 
 
    Reaching out with a richly-booted toe, she poked Millie in the shin a few times before she finally woke up. "We're almost there!" she shouted. 
 
    "What's not fair?" Millie replied. 
 
    But Millie got the hint as they began to slow down and eventually stop. The sudden jerk flung Elise into Millie's shoulder, waking her up as well. 
 
    If Victoria looked out of place, Elise looked out of time. In her ice-blue dress, she should have been in a horse-drawn carriage, on the arm of some continental princeling, or in the pages of a storybook. Her hair had been done up in ringlets, for God's sake! 
 
    Millie had insisted on a traditional Scottish tartan dress, though she had been persuaded to accept a few French accessories, most of which where hidden under her hair, which was just as untamed as ever.  
 
    They stayed motionless for some time, and there was the sound of documents being double-checked, though no one ever came to see what was in the back. Then they set off again, throwing them back into their seats.  
 
    It was not long before they slowed down again, and when they did, daylight bled away with their speed, the noise now being shouted back at them in a cavernous echo.  
 
    Eventually they stopped for good, and there was much jostling of feet and muffled voices outside.  
 
    Ivy's head popped in through the back canvas. "We're here," she said, and threw open the drab green fabric to reveal dimness and what felt like a lot of empty space beyond. 
 
    As Victoria was closest to the door, as well as the only one in boots and trousers, she was led down the single step to the ground first. 
 
    "Oh my God," she whispered. There was indeed a lot of empty space, in every direction.  
 
    Cathedrals were big, Westminster was big. Vaulted ceilings, flying buttresses, the whole lot. Where she was standing now could have swallowed two cathedrals with space left over for a few churches.  
 
    "Is this an airship hangar?" she said, looking up with one hand on her hat to find the ceiling but failing to in the low light. 
 
    "Yes. They just happened to have a spare lying around, apparently," Ivy said. 
 
    "Who did?" 
 
     Ivy pointed the way they'd come with her chin before helping Millie down out of the lorry. 
 
    "Welcome to Longstown," said a voice that was immediately swallowed by the cavernous space. 
 
    When Victoria turned to see who had spoken, her jaw dropped, and she understood why she'd had to dress up. "You're… you're Eustacia Long!" she exclaimed.  
 
    "Guilty," she said.  
 
    "I have your books! I- it's an honour to meet you!" Victoria thrust out her hand, overjoyed to look down and see the calluses and ink stains on Eustacia's when she took it.  
 
    "May I introduce my sister, Ophelia?" 
 
    As Victoria shook her hand, a thousand questions burst into her mind at once, and they all tried to escape her mouth at the same time, fired out in a stream of esotericism made of airships and biplanes that was only cut off by a sharp elbow to her ribs. 
 
    "What is this place?" Millie asked, her head craned back. 
 
    "It's yours," Eustacia said. "All of yours'." 
 
    Niamh's face was alight, while Selene looked like she was still unsure how she felt about those words, but was willing to see how things progressed. 
 
    "What do you mean, ours?" Elise asked. "I cannot even see the ceiling!" 
 
    Ophelia motioned to someone Victoria couldn't see, and the sound of rustling fabric came from above the door. Several yards wide, a banner of warm yellow was unrolled by its own weight until it jerked to a stop, fluttering in the giant, windless space. 
 
    On the banner was painted a stylised apple core with three small leaves sprouting from the stem at the top. Above it, 'EVE' was spelled out in giant blue capital letters, while below it were the words 'Ex Pomum Scientia,' in bold red script. 
 
    "'From the apple, knowledge,'" Victoria translated. "A bit cheeky, isn't it? Not that I disapprove."  
 
    "What is EVE?" Elise asked. 
 
    Selene, Ivy and Niamh stood before their three younger counterparts with expressions that ranged from grave to excited, but all of them with eyes that showed only pride. "You are," Selene said. "ADAM is dead. The three of you are the foundation of its successor. ADAM was started with the objective of winning the War to End All Wars. It failed to do so, but EVE is going to make sure that that name sticks. 
 
    "EVE will not win any wars. It will prevent them. Just like the great war that never happened because of the first Coven, the newest one will have the same purpose. The world has been turned upside down by the last few years, and that means its only going to get more dangerous, not less." 
 
    Millie crossed her arms. "What does that actually mean?" 
 
    "EVE is going to seek out and encourage more witches, and set them about the task of preventing wars before they start. ADAM found the three of you, and it was run by people who had no idea what they were doing. Think of what could be done by people who do. We witches have been silent for too long. EVE is our voice, now." 
 
    "Without the government?" 
 
    Ophelia stepped forward. "Yes. We are a private organisation, funded entirely by those who share our desire to see that recent mistakes go unrepeated." 
 
    "And you think us capable of that?" Elise asked. 
 
    "We wouldn't be here if we didn't. Besides, how would we feel if we didn't at least try? What else were you going to do with your magic?" 
 
    "You could have asked us first," Millie said, but it didn't sound like she needed much in the way of convincing.  
 
    "We didn't think we needed to. We've known since Selene first contacted us that you had every motivation to do something like this. Now we know you have the capability. We're just setting up the shop for you." 
 
    "Selene?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "In my defence, I didn't imagine something like this coming of it," she said with a slightly overwhelmed look up. 
 
    "So when I ran into you that day, you were already setting this up?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Oh yes." 
 
    "And the evaluations that never happened?" 
 
    Eustacia smiled. "Somewhat obviated by your actions at the hospital, wouldn't you say? We saw all we needed to see, a day early." 
 
    This seemed to mollify Millie and Elise, but Victoria had never been under the shadow of any such thing. Her concerns were elsewhere. "You're going to help them, aren't you? The ones on the third floor?" 
 
    "Especially them. You have our word, Victoria," Ophelia said.  
 
    Victoria held the eyes of one of the few people she could say she looked up to and said, "I will hold you to that." 
 
    "We would expect nothing less." 
 
    The more they explored their new home, the bigger they felt. The vast space was empty now, but it was quickly filled with imagination and plans for what they could do with it, especially once they were able to grow their numbers.  
 
    Victoria looked from Millie to Elise, and knew that they were thinking the same things. She didn't believe in fate, and she didn't believe in destiny; she didn't even know if she believed the stories about the original three witches, but looking between them, she knew she believed in them, and that they believed in her.  
 
    The Great War may have taken everything from them, but in stripping away their pasts, it had given them their future, a future they were more than ready to make for themselves. The world had been changed, and would continue to do so, with or without them. If they could have a hand in shaping it, how could they pass up the chance? Magic had been gone for a long time, and perhaps now was the time for it to return.  
 
    The 20th Century could do with a bit of magic in it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
    If you've made it this far, thank you so much for reading Remember, November. It’s been a long journey to get here, and I cannot overstate how much I appreciate you giving me a chance to share Victoria, Millie and Elise’s story with you.  
 
      
 
    The hardest part for any new author is getting the word out and connecting with readers who might enjoy my work, so I would also appreciate it if you could leave a review. It would really go a long way to helping that happen, and maybe encouraging a few others to take the journey you just took. 
 
      
 
    If you liked Remember, November, please check out my author page for all of my other work, and be sure to check me out on  Twitter for future announcements.  
 
      
 
    The witches of EVE will be back! 
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    Excerpt from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, by Lewis Carroll, 1865. 
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