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    From high above, the distant sound of rain on wood was a kind of white noise, adding the only real dimension to the place where Victoria Ravenwood worked. Outside of her little pond of flickering lamplight was unchallenged darkness. She could feel the emptiness of it, the sheer volume of nothing that lay beyond what she could see, waiting to swallow her whole if she set one foot outside of her circle of light.  
 
    As she stared out into an utterly black sea from her tiny island of light, her imagination filled in what might be lurking just beyond. In such volume, emptiness had presence, and it loomed over her; seductive darkness calling her to take that step out of the light, to give herself over to what awaited on the other side. 
 
    But she couldn't. Tearing her attention away from the siren song of the void, she forced her mind back onto the problems that were before her, not behind. As long as she had work to do, she could avoid taking that step. 
 
    Work was all she had. 
 
    In all the world, Victoria's was unique, which gave her ample reason to continue doing it, as did the price she'd paid for the opportunity. 
 
    Never before had magic and science ever been brought together. Either no-one had thought to, or had been able to, but in Victoria, they had. Within her mind they were forced to not only coexist, but work together as functionally the same thing. It was her Manifest, her unique gift as a witch. 
 
    Raised in a house of science, she now lived a life of magic, and used her gift in the latter to better understand the former. 
 
    Tiredness scrabbling at the back of her eyes, Victoria cracked her neck and forced herself to look back down at the pair of texts before her, one ancient and one brand-new, both of which contained knowledge that only a few had ever known.  
 
    Until now, the authors of each would have had nothing kind to say about the other, each casting aspersions on the veracity of what they thought they knew.  
 
    But Victoria was finding that they had more in common than either would care to admit.  
 
    Both were the result of rigorous experimentation, built on the work of those who had come before. Both contained knowledge that was hard-won, earned by those who had dared to try to actually answer the questions that everyone else was content in merely asking. 
 
    Both had been written by those who were driven and tenacious in the desire to learn, to understand, and to challenge that which others thought they knew; by those who had been, at one point or another, perhaps considered mad for even trying. 
 
    Well, Victoria had been considered mad once, and if there was one thing she still enjoyed, it was challenging what people thought they knew. 
 
    In addition to the light provided by burning oil, a second light awoke to illuminate her texts, this one made of magic. Pure white, it glowed brighter than the lamp, alive via a tiny trickle of energy she drew from within herself. 
 
    Witchlight. 
 
    Creating witchlight was one of the most basic things any witch worth her salt could do; it was one of the fundamental magical acts that helped her earn the name of 'witch' from those who already had. One of the main facts witches knew about witchlights was that they were impossible to detach from their creators. 
 
    Well, Victoria had come to like impossible things. Hacking off the 'im-' had become one of her favourite pastimes, and was a wonderful form of exercise. 
 
    Keeping the words before her in the front of her mind, she focused on the witchlight, and extended her will. 
 
    "Go up," she said. Again. 
 
    The witchlight did not go up. Again. 
 
    Blowing out a frustrated breath, Victoria peered back down at the fraying parchment on her left, but it stubbornly refused to say anything different than it had every other time she'd looked down at it.  
 
      
 
    Witchlight is of the witch, not from her. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, she wondered how old she would be when everything she said started sounding cryptic and unhelpful while still managing to somehow seem profound. It was a constant with old witches, she was finding, both living and dead, and she was afraid it would just settle in one day, like gray hair.  
 
    The brand-new physics book on her right had nothing whatsoever to say on the topic of witchlights, but it did have something to say on lightning. 
 
      
 
    ...a continuous arc of charged electrons, from cloud to ground. 
 
      
 
    As the first witch in history to have any sort of scientific education, Victoria knew the answer was there somehow. The answer was always there. It was one of the other things magic and science had in common: they were iterative. New knowledge didn't just happen, it didn't suddenly crash into the discoverer's head all at once from nothing, it built on what had come before. It was the slow march of thousands over centuries that had built the Roman Empire, not the snap of Augustus Caesar's fingers. 
 
    The reason she could stop bullets wasn't because she'd just decided she wanted to, it was because Einstein said she could. Energy and mass were the same thing. A fired bullet had a lot of one and not much of the other.  
 
    Her Manifest let her reverse that. Convert the kinetic energy into mass; bullet stops.  
 
    And that was just the first thing she'd done with it. 
 
    If she hadn't, she'd have been dead. Twice. 
 
    Knowing the underlying principles made it not only possible, but simple, at least to her. She'd done it without even knowing she could.  
 
    'Rules were meant to be broken' not only defined her Manifest, but Victoria as well now, and she was good at learning rules. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes in irritation at her witchlight, she decided she wasn't about to let the field that had defined her family for generations be embarrassed by some ancient curiosity. Physics was as much her blood as magic, and if the two refused to play nicely, she was going to make them. 
 
    UP! she thought savagely. Arcane energy surged into the tiny light, which responded by flaring brighter and expanding, from the size of a golf ball to a cricket ball. 
 
    "Oh, you recalcitrant little—" Victoria willed more magic into it, but it only swelled again, and she was left with a glowing white grapefruit.  
 
    Only a tiny fraction of women carried the Talent for witchcraft, and only a fraction of them ever became practicing witches. Only a fraction of that fraction, those who had Manifested, were even capable of producing pure white witchlights. 
 
    Victoria stared at hers, frustrated that all she could do was make it bigger.  
 
    Willpower was one of the key elements to exercising magic. It was how witches used it without needing complicated spells or made-up words to command it. What each witch was capable of was different, and it depended on her Manifest, if she was lucky enough to have one.  
 
    But Victoria wasn't stopping bullets or walking through walls right then, she simply wanted the most basic expression of her witchcraft to cooperate. That it didn't made her wonder if it was the witchlight or her will. 
 
    At the thought, she felt the darkness creep a little closer, and with it the allure of sleep. That was where the darkness was strongest of all, and it beckoned for her to surrender to it.  
 
    Give in, like you did before, the darkest part of her thought. It's no less than you deserve. 
 
     Flaring her witchlight brighter, she pushed back the darkness, but it did nothing for how tired she felt. Though she was still young, her joints ached, and her head began to swim at the mere acknowledgement of her fatigue.  
 
    She shook her head. No, she wouldn't let herself sleep. There was too much to learn, too many rules to bend.  
 
    Too much joy to be had. Unlike when you don't have any distractions, she thought. 
 
    A wordless, meaningless sound launched itself from her throat at that thought, her body's physical rejection of the shame that came with it. 
 
    Frustrated with herself as much as the natural world, she smashed the witchlight between her hands, leaving her alone in the dim, incomparable lamplight once again.  
 
    Her witchlight extinguished, the darkness was even darker. 
 
    Taking up her fountain pen, she opened her journal. Not the journal for science, not the one for magic, and not the one for the new things she was making from both. The one for Victoria. 
 
    On the very first page, in the upper left-hand corner, 'Negative Thoughts' was scribbled in her barely-legible handwriting. Underneath it was an ugly swarm of tick marks.  
 
    Sighing, she added another.  
 
    On the opposite side, in the same hand, 'Positive Thoughts' was written. 
 
    Beneath it was a single, neat row of less than a dozen. 
 
    In science, in magic, and within her own mind, there was much still for Victoria to learn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The platform at the Bedford railway station was not a large one, but it was covered, for which Millie Brown was thankful. The drizzle felt like it could turn to snow at any moment, and clouds of breath roiled from her mouth as she stamped her feet in a bid to keep blood flowing in them. A light blue scarf was piled up around her neck, trapping her copper curls under it, making it look like she was smuggling a flaming bush under her hat. 
 
    Around her, a cast of mostly women stood as she did, only the few children about expressing physically any of the eagerness that tingled beneath the adults' weather-hardened exteriors. Nearby Longstown was still growing. Not as quickly as during the war, but new workers and the families of existing workers were arriving all the time.  
 
    Now that the women who worked at the Long Aircraft Concern knew they would be keeping their jobs in spite of the war being over, there was an influx of husbands and children from all over the middle of Britain to Longstown, along with workers to build all the homes and flats to house them. 
 
    It was Millie's Sunday ritual now, waiting for the perpetually late evening train that ran north from London. Glancing up at the clock that hung in the centre of the arrival platform, it was already 25 minutes past due.  
 
    She clenched and unclenched her fists, hidden away in the deep recesses of the pockets of her long winter coat. Within them, where no one could see, her magic flexed with her fingers, the misty white sheath she had come to call 'witchscale' blocking everything from getting through to her skin. Cold, fabric, bullets, as long as her scales were out, nothing would touch her. Her armour; her second skin; her Manifest. 
 
    However, she wasn't strong enough yet to extend it over herself completely, and her cheeks were starting to freeze. She knew how pink she must be, given her pale Scottish complexion, but looking around, no one else seemed to notice. The tip of her nose was already numb, but she knew in the end it would be more than worth it. 
 
    After what felt like an interminable time, the whistle of the approaching train pierced the gloom and the quiet, and the mood on the platform transformed in an instant. The children immediately began grasping excitedly at the their parents' hands, tugging and pointing down the tracks, and a forest of reddened faces all turned in the same direction at once.  
 
    Millie's heart flipped in her chest, and she felt her cheeks flush red for a far better reason than the weather, and suddenly she was no longer cold, the warmth of eager anticipation replacing it entirely in only a few heartbeats. 
 
    The first thing visible was the column of smoke pouring from the stack at the front of the locomotive, and soon its rotund black shape grew large enough that Millie could make out the gold number '277' on the front. 
 
    The whistle from that distance was deafening, but welcome, and Millie smiled at the assault, a small price for the precious delivery it heralded. Sliding to a stop, the doors were flung open, and a sea of young men and ecstatic children poured forth to be gathered up in tearful embraces. In any other moment in life, public displays of hugs and kisses would have been looked down upon, but here, after weeks, possibly months of separation, it was all but expected. Cries of 'Mummy!' and variants of 'It's wonderful to see you again, darling' erupted around her. Mothers and children, husbands and wives, it was hard to not be moved, no matter how many times Millie experienced it. After four years of horror and misery, to see that such joy was still possible gave Millie a kind of hope that even the use of her magic couldn't replicate.  
 
    Then, through the crowd of manifest happiness, parting the billowing steam like an alabaster spirit, came the one who made Millie feel that same sense of elation. Eyes that danced with a thousand hues of blue looked out from under a broad-brimmed hat, platinum locks hanging straight underneath. A bag clutched in both hands, it was not an embrace that Millie was offered, only a smile. But it was a smile that Millie had come to regard as perhaps the most perfect thing in all the world. It was the smile that was only for her; in that moment, the greatest possible display of the depths of the feelings between them. 
 
    "Miss Cotillard," Millie said. 
 
    "Miss Brown," said Elise. 
 
    The effort to not grab Elise and pull her close was physically painful. Every week, Millie was excited beyond words for this moment, and every week it hurt to not be able to enjoy it to its fullest. She felt within her every ounce of the joy that was on display around her surge through her veins, and she had to reduce that overwhelming feeling down to a smile.  
 
    The woman she loved more than her own life, more than anything, and all she could do in that moment to show it was offer to take her bag. 
 
    "How was the hospital?" Millie asked, her throat fighting to force a measure of calm onto the words that every other part of her was screaming. 
 
    "The men are in good spirits, despite the weather. I only wish I could do more," Elise said. 
 
    To 'do more' for a witch of Elise's power and ability would be more properly considered 'performing multiple miracles' by anyone else in the hospital. Anyone else in the world, really.  
 
    Elise continued, "They are in good spirits, but much pain. I could take it from them, but..." she sighed.  
 
    Denied the ability to show their affection in public, they also couldn't talk about what they were capable of as witches, let alone actually do it. Magic was still secret, just like witches. Just like their love.  
 
    "I know," Millie said as they descended the stairs to the string of taxis waiting to take everyone to their new lives, and Millie and Elise back to the sanctuary of home. "But that would make sense, and we can't have that." 
 
    Dashing through the pelting rain, Elise gave her a knowing look as they quickly piled into the back seat of a black, brand-new motorcar. Millie gave their destination, and she looked down to see Elise's hand on the seat, mere inches away from her own. Inches, miles, it was all the same distance in these moments: uncrossable. Looking up, she found Elise look up with her, and they held each other's eyes long enough for all the things they couldn't say to pass between them. After years of seeing each other every day, but not being able to admit their feelings for each other, now that they had, even a day apart was too long. Though they knew they had the rest of their lives to make up for lost time, it didn't stop them from being eager to get home so they could get started. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria wiped sweat from her brow as a log the size of a decadent ottoman thudded onto the pristine concrete of the brand-new airship hangar in which she had been working since her arrival in Longstown, almost quiet in the gigantic space. The log was ugly and mutated now, recognisable as wood, but streaked with soot and scars from the countless magical experiments it had been subjected to over the last month.  
 
    Looking down at the wretched thing, she had to remind herself that she was a physicist, not a biologist, so when mass became energy became mass again, it wasn't always in the same shape or place it had been in when it started.  
 
    Scratching a note in her 'new things' journal, she set down her pen and tousled her jet-black hair in dismay. 
 
    "Metal just makes more sense," she muttered in irritation. The fact she could move either with her mind kept her from being truly bothered, but her struggle to figure out why one was easier than the other continued to gnaw at her.  
 
    Metal had more structure to it. The molecules were lined up. It was more organised, and therefore easier to manipulate and re-assemble. Wood was organic and messy. Everything she'd been told about magic said she shouldn't be able to manipulate it at all, but it was only after a great deal of experimentation that she realised the reason she could was because it was dead.  
 
    Magic couldn't be done to living things, other than to restore it, as in healing. She'd over-interpreted that to mean 'organic' things until she'd set a newspaper on fire.  
 
    Now she had the remains of some long-forgotten tree dirtying up what she thought of as her laboratory, obstinate in its refusal to be manipulated as easily as metal. Wood felt heavier somehow, like it was resisting her attempts to work magic on it. Metal gave over easy. She could even change its shape and size at will.  
 
    Looking over at several lengths of metal tubing that were twisted and bent at angles that she would have needed a hydraulic press to replicate without magic, she came very close to thanking it for being so cooperative.  
 
    Giving the log a kick with her mind, it shot straight into the air, a trail of soot streaming away from it as it climbed. 
 
    In a blink, Victoria let go, and the log was momentarily weightless as its inertia ran out and gravity seized it once again. 
 
    As it did, Victoria paid careful attention.  
 
    That moment of suspension was yet another shining beacon she chased through the darkness. She didn't need light to see it, or her eyes, as it only existed on a scale that would have been alien and strange to anyone else. 
 
    To her, it was neither alien, nor strange; not anymore. It was a problem. 
 
    The log began to fall. 
 
    Hurtling towards the ground again, Victoria ensnared it with her magic once more and it began to slow. Heavy as it was, it took a considerable amount of willpower to slow it, and it was only a few inches above the concrete by the time she had arrested it completely. 
 
    Straining and sweating, she poured magic into it, desperately trying to keep it from hitting the ground.  
 
    Converting energy back into mass was harder than the other way round, because she had to figure out where to put it, and in what form, even in the minuscule amounts necessary for something with the mass of a log.  
 
    She knew the rate that gravity acted on things, but meeting that rate with real-time conversion of mass and energy to perfectly counteract it was proving to be far harder than simply going straight to zero. It was constant, and couldn't be done in a single surge of willpower, like a bullet.  
 
    A bullet had an enormous amount of kinetic energy, but it was small, and all she needed to do was stop it dead and let gravity have it, not actively push it in the opposite direction.  
 
    Victoria grit her teeth, even going so far as to use her hands to try to help dial in her magic, but she overcompensated, and the log shot back up again. 
 
    With a great exhale, she let go completely, and watched in dismay as the log made its uncontrolled dive back down to smash into the floor so hard it bounced. Teetering for a moment, it fell onto its side as though resigned to this fate forever. 
 
    Sitting down heavily in her chair in almost equal resignation, Victoria immediately regretted it, as it made her suddenly aware of how weary she was. Not only was the wood heavy, so was she.  
 
    Looking at her notes, they refused to come into focus until she shook her head clear, and even then it was only for a few moments before they began to swim away again. Her head felt light, but her neck was still having trouble keeping it on straight.  
 
    Stifling a yawn, she reached over to the army-surplus coffee pot perched beside a plate of half-eaten biscuits on a small table beside her desk. Desks were for work only.  
 
    Not expecting to find it empty, she nearly yanked it into her face. Letting it clatter back onto the metal grating, she sighed in disappointment. 
 
    Freeze-dried coffee was one of the great miracles of the 20th century, in Victoria's mind, and the Americans had brought over so much of it with them that Britain was not going to want for it for quite some time. Victoria, however, was wanting quite a great deal in that moment. 
 
    Shrinking her witchlight down to just enough to illuminate her immediate surroundings, Victoria's back popped as she stood straight, a cascade of little snaps that rippled up her spine like a snare drum. The tiny pantry built against the wall near her work area had electrical lights, the whole building did, but it seemed wasteful to use them when one could summon perfectly adequate light from nothing.  
 
    Shadows moved and swayed as she checked first one cupboard then another. Nothing. The drawers, perhaps?  
 
    I couldn't have gone through all of it out here, she thought as she riffled through them with increasing fervency. She slid her witchlight up to the top of her head so she could use both hands, but it was no use.  
 
    "Bugger," she said. That meant she would have to go into the house, and she wasn't very good at sneaking. Yes, she could walk through walls, but it was the bit after that that always gave her away. 
 
    One resigned step in front of the other, Victoria began the long walk to the other end of the building.  
 
    Sealed up against prying eyes during the war, it was disorientating to spend any length of time in a place where there was no sun to tell you that time was still passing outside. The sheer size of it magnified the effect, as the temperature never seemed to change, either. All the little clues that cued her in to basic periods of time such as 'day' and 'night' were missing, so it was quite the shock when Victoria opened the tiny human-sized door within the comically large airship-sized door to find the sun ready to blind her the instant she broke the light seal. 
 
    Cursing, she retreated long enough to let her eyes adjust. 
 
    It was morning already. She'd been in there all night?  
 
    That only made coffee more important. 
 
    The brand-new house that had been erected for Victoria and her fellow witches of the group known as EVE was not terribly far from the hangar, separate enough to provide distance between work and private, but close enough that help was not far away if, for instance, someone accidentally let a fire she'd started with her mind get away from her a bit.  
 
    Three freshly-cured concrete steps led her up to the front door, which, as they were in the middle of an airfield ringed with barbed wire and security checkpoints, was always unlocked. 
 
    No sounds came from anywhere, she noticed, as she made her way to the kitchen. The sitting room was empty, and the fire that usually burned away had yet to be awoken. Six witches currently called it home, yet none of the others seemed to be around. 
 
    With a final listen to make sure she was alone, Victoria opened the lower cupboard where she kept her extra supply of coffee. Empty. 
 
    Teetering on her tiptoes, she flipped open the one above her. All she could make out was the top of the tiny American flag stencilled on the sack, but it was enough to send her heart racing. Her last, solitary bag of the most precious non-magical elixir she knew of, hidden away on the very top shelf, well out of her reach. Only one EVE witch was tall enough to have put it there, and her name passed Victoria's lips in an irritated growl. The same name stencilled on the tea mug beside her coffee. 
 
    "Millie."  
 
    But Millie's idea of a joke only lasted as long as it took for Victoria to gather her magic and exert her will, and the bag of freeze-dried coffee crystals obediently fell through three shelves to land in her hands with a satisfying whump.  
 
    On the bag was pinned a note in Millie's crawling hand:  
 
      
 
    "You drink too much of this, thought you needed to work for it.  
 
    -M"  
 
      
 
    Fiercely loyal, and many times just plain fierce, Millie had been Victoria'a best and closest friend through the darkest days of her life. There were times, however, when she wondered how. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lepon?" 
 
    "Which one?" 
 
    Millie pointed. "That one." 
 
    "That one? Lapin," Elise said as the shape scurried away to the east. 
 
    "Loo-pan," Millie ventured. 
 
    Elise smiled. "Lapin," she repeated. 
 
    "Lepong?" 
 
    "Non. Lapin." 
 
    "Loo-... It's a bloody rabbit!" Millie said, jabbing her finger up at the cloud as it slowly distorted into a shapeless blob. The winds that had come with the sun of early morning were swift in sweeping away any signs of yesterday's rain, the shapes they formed ephemeral and fleeting in their bid to get to Cambridge. 
 
    "It looks more like a cat to me," Elise said, turning her head to look directly into Millie's eyes. "Chat." 
 
    Millie screwed up her face, her tongue feeling fat and unwieldy in her mouth as she tried to make it more sveltely French. She took a deep breath before letting her best try fly. "Sha!" 
 
    "Oui, Millie!" Elise exclaimed. "Encore une fois!" 
 
    "Chat!"  
 
    "Très bon!"  
 
    Millie felt the warmth of pride swell within her before a different kind of warmth pressed against her lips. It was a short, almost chaste kiss, but when it was over, Elise's eyes were twinkling and her face was flushed, as if she had just gotten away with something.  
 
    In truth, she had. Kissing outside was risky, but it was still early yet, and there were no eyes to see it. Getting a kiss from Elise with the sun on her face was a thrill that Millie would never tire of. 
 
    Rolling onto her back, Elise settled in beside Millie again and they both looked up to the sky. 
 
    As far as French lessons went, Millie had to admit that getting a kiss from a beautiful French girl was a fabulous bit of motivation, regardless of location. Unfortunately, trying to force French-shaped words through a Scottish-shaped hole was continuing to produce sounds that all parties agreed were better unleashed outside. On the roof. 
 
    Elise shifted her weight, pressing their bodies closer together against air that had yet to be worked over by the sun for very long. Being so close to Elise felt so natural now, and so right, Millie was already forgetting what it would have been like to be terrified by such a simple act. 
 
    But Millie couldn't reminisce. She had a responsibility to carry out, and propped herself up on her elbow. "Your turn," she said, producing a small stack of index cards from her pocket. She shuffled them quickly, her long fingers able to grip them sideways to avoid damaging the notches at the top that hooked them into the file drawer they normally resided in. "Ready?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Oh, Lordy," Millie breathed, swallowing hard as her imagination fired up at the words on the first card. "Bone fractures. Ahem—" She swallowed again. "A fracture parallel to the bone's long axis." Millie traced a finger from her elbow up to her wrist. 
 
    "Linear fracture." 
 
    Elise was rewarded with a kiss. 
 
    "A fracture where a fragment is separated from the main bone." Millie mimed pulling a piece out of her forearm. 
 
    "The... ah... revulsion? No... version? No..." 
 
    "Close..." 
 
    "The—" Elise rapped her thigh with her fingers, echoing it with a series of clicking, sucking sounds through her teeth. "The—" 
 
    "Give up?" Millie teased. "No kiss if you give up." 
 
    "Avulsion!"  
 
    "Très bon," Millie said, leaning over to dole out Elise's reward. She flipped to the next card. "Oh, dear... A, erm, fracture that breaks the skin, where the bone may or may not be visible." 
 
    "Compound fracture." 
 
    "Or?" 
 
    "Open. Much higher risk of infection." 
 
    "Very good!" 
 
    Millie had already leaned in for Elise's bonus kiss when she felt a single, short vibration in the roof under her. "I think someone's up," she said. 
 
    "Victoria," Elise said absently, her eyes still closed in anticipation. That she could identify who it was from outside and three floors above without seeing her while being kissed left Millie to wonder if it was because of Elise's talent as a witch or Millie's lack of one when it came to kissing. But Elise's enthusiasm as she leaned up to snatch her owed reward spoke very much to it being the former, to Millie's relief. 
 
    Every Manifested witch could sense the presence of another with little effort, but with so many in such proximity, they all kind of blended together to Millie. Not for Elise. She knew exactly where everyone was, and who, which, Millie supposed, was convenient for a healer, but also slightly disconcerting. Not that Millie would ever want to hide from her, it was still unnerving to know that she couldn't.  
 
    "In or out?" Millie asked. 
 
    "In," Elise said dejectedly, pulling her eyes open and her lips flat. 
 
    "I was afraid of that." 
 
    Putting the cards away, Millie sat up fully to get an eyeful of airship hangar and rich green lawn still slick and glinting with rainwater. Bisecting it was the narrow gravel path that connected their residence to the dark, drab structure they had come to simply call 'The Shed.' 
 
    Movement caught Millie's eye, and she peered down to see that it was indeed Victoria walking away from the house, clutching something to her chest. If Millie hadn't known better, she would have suspected a baby, the way Victoria was cradling it. As Millie did know better, her face wrinkled at how quickly her little prank had been defeated. 
 
    Looking closer, she saw that Victoria was dressed exactly the same way she had been the day before, and Millie's face fell in dismay. When they had been working at EVE's predecessor, ADAM, it wouldn't have been unusual to see her wearing the same thing multiple days in a row. They all had at one point or another, they had been trying to help win a war, after all. But the war had been over for almost three months, and Victoria was still working as though the Kaiser was about to storm ashore at any moment. 
 
    The Kaiser was no more, however, and Millie knew there was more to it than that. Victoria had always been a tireless worker, even before they had discovered they were witches, but during the war, Victoria had always been working towards something. Now, Millie couldn't help but feel that she was running away. 
 
    It tightened Millie's chest every time she thought of what Victoria had been through, and the fact that she had been unable to admit what was wrong had led her directly into what had happened at Christmas. Well, Millie had sworn then to keep a better eye on her. What better place than from the roof? 
 
    "Oi! Vickie!" Millie shouted.  
 
    Victoria stopped and turned, her short black bob whipping out flat as she shot a surprised look behind her into the empty house. 
 
    Millie stood and waved from her high perch, the sun at her back casting a shadow across the walk. "Up here!"  
 
    Her bright blue eyes squinting against the sun, Victoria held up a hand to block the worst of it. "What are you two doing up there?"  
 
    "Kissing!" 
 
    Victoria blushed, and seemed to be suddenly taken by an intense interest in the tops of her shoes. 
 
    She was perhaps the only person in the world Millie could share any sort of levity with when it came to her relationship with Elise, and rarely passed up an opportunity to do it. It let her feel normal, if only for a sentence. It also helped to remind Victoria there was more to the world than work. 
 
    "What are you doing up at all?" Millie asked, all the levity draining from her voice as she said it.  
 
    "Working." 
 
    Of course. "Working? It's five-thirty in the morning!"  
 
    The look on Victoria's face said everything Millie needed to know, but she needed to hear Victoria say it out loud. "Did you even go to bed last night?" Millie asked. 
 
    "I wasn't tired," Victoria replied. Even from the roof, Millie could tell it was a lie, but trying to scold her from this far away would only lessen the impact. 
 
    Not that doing it from any closer would make any difference, Millie thought. She'd probably just refuse to sleep ever again to make the point. 
 
    And knowing Victoria, she'd find a way to do it, too. 
 
    Millie's green eyes flicked down to confirm what Victoria had been cradling, and found her change of subject. "I see you found what you came in for, at least!" 
 
    "I did. Well played," Victoria said, sounding singularly unimpressed. 
 
    "You magicked it, didn't you?" 
 
    "Of course I did! The indignity of a stool was not in the offing!" Victoria shouted, every bit the affronted daughter of a university professor. "And I will be returning the gesture!" With that, she spun on her heel and tramped off, not even bothering with the door when she reached the hangar, walking straight through solid wood. 
 
    Millie shuddered at the sight, her copper coils shaking in a sun that didn't feel particularly warm right then. She was a witch who lived among witches, but watching the things Victoria could do sometimes still left her uneasy. She called it 'quantum tunnelling,' but everyone else called it 'ghosting,' because that's exactly what it looked like. 
 
    Seeing it done to an inanimate object the first time had made Millie swear and cross herself for the first time in over a decade. When Vickie had up and done it to herself with almost no warning, even the older witches had looked shocked to the point of distress. 
 
    And to think that as recently as Christmas, using magic to do anything beyond lighting a candle or a dark room would have been cause for wild celebration. Now, in the first week of February, it was cause for a great deal of thought and concern over just what else they were going to be capable of. 
 
    Victoria was scrambling the laws of the natural world to spare herself having to stand on a chair, and to show off the fact she was slightly cross.  
 
    Millie didn't know if there was a word that could combine pride and terror, but whatever it was was how Millie had been feeling continuously since EVE had been founded a month earlier.  
 
    The 20th century had brought with it a new kind of war, a war that had brought out a new kind of witch. Far from the trenches, it was a war that had struck those left behind just as hard, driving the three of them to their Manifests, their unlocking of powers unique to them that were far beyond what normal witches wielded. 
 
    Legend said that it was the Celtic goddess known as The Morrigan that had bestowed the gift of magic on the very first witches, granting them the very first Manifests in order to prevent a terrible war.  
 
    Millie was on the fence whether or not she believed that, but she had seen enough things in her short time as a Manifested witch to strongly tip her to the side of 'that is, somewhat horrifyingly, the most likely explanation.' From not even believing in magic to walking through walls in less than three years, it was hard to credit any other explanation than 'a goddess did it.'  
 
    But the Morrigan was a warrior goddess, one associated with ravens. That the witch that so embodied the essence of witchcraft as thoroughly as Victoria did should carry the surname 'Ravenwood' was a little too coincidental for Millie's taste, as well.  
 
    In that moment, however, it wasn't coincidences, goddesses, or the deeper meaning of things that should concern her. She didn't need any of them to see that her best friend was not all right, and that that was all that mattered. 
 
    "She's going to burn herself out," Millie muttered through a sigh. She'd said it more to herself than anything, but Elise turned a quizzical eye towards her anyway. 
 
    "I do not understand," she said, "I saw no sign of fire." 
 
    "It's an expression. Burning yourself out means you do too much of something, to the point you can't anymore. Like a candle burning all the way down until it puts itself out." 
 
    "I see," Elise said. Millie looked over to see a familiar look on her face; filing that information away for use later inside a mind that Millie had fallen in love with as much as the face that it wore. To think Elise had barely spoken any English at all when she'd arrived in Britain still astounded Millie to no end, and, in truth, left her a little intimidated. Elise and Vickie were both brilliant in their own ways, leaving Millie to wonder how she'd ended up in the company of either of them, let alone loved by one. 
 
    "English has too many idioms," Elise said when she was done.  
 
    Millie nodded. She'd never realised how many disparate things 'went off' until they'd started using an alarm clock every morning. "We should go down to check on her." 
 
    "I agree," Elise answered.  
 
    Squeezing Elise's hand, Millie made to stand before suddenly dropping back down. "Oh!" she cried as she landed. 
 
    "What is it?" Elise asked, her hands faintly glowing as her healing magic was brought to the fore in an instant. 
 
    "I misplaced something," Millie said, her hands patting down the blanket they were laying on. 
 
    Elise looked down at her in confusion as Millie continued to search, her hands covering more and more of the distance between them until her fingertips were brushing Elise's side. 
 
    "There it is!" Millie said, sliding her hand under the small of Elise's back.  
 
    "What- oh!" Elise yelped as Millie pulled her close enough their noses touched. Emeralds beheld sapphires for a single heartbeat, then two. 
 
    "I love you," Millie said softly. The smile that began to spread on Elise's face was never allowed to bloom completely, as her lips were quickly put to better use. 
 
      
 
    On the ground, in clear view of anyone else in Longstown who might be in view of the mysterious second hangar, Millie and Elise walked side-by-side in perfectly platonic normalcy, Millie's hands jammed in her pockets.  
 
    Casting a look to her left, she could see the trickle of women flowing from the workers' residences and the town beyond into the aeroplane factory, as well as the other airship hangar, both of which sat on the opposite side of the airfield, the work of the day just getting underway for the more traditional employees of the Long Aircraft Concern. Clad in various states of dress depending on their role in the company, many of them chatted amicably, those in dungarees and denim perfectly at ease beside those in dresses and corsets. It was one of the few positive legacies of the war, as the Longs, as well as virtually every other arms manufacturer, had needed as many women as possible to work the factories, and it hadn't mattered what class or walk of life they'd originally come from. Once trained up and integrated into the company, that's who they became. For many it had been a rare chance to climb the social ladder, as it had been for Millie, and for others it was more lateral, or even down, like it had been for Victoria, when they had worked at the munitions plant in Nottingham together.  
 
    The important part was that they had been given the opportunity. Regardless of location, that was all any of them had ever wanted. But it was only here in Longstown that any of them were being allowed to keep what they had made of that opportunity. 
 
    Every other company in Britain had already sent its female work force back home, to their 'proper' place. 
 
    Thanks to the Longs, every woman in Longstown was already in her proper place, and they made their way there together to prove it.  
 
    It was only Millie's personal life that would be seen as improper here. As a practicing witch, and could expect to live for hundreds more years. It was a heady idea that she was still having difficulty coming to grips with, but the thing that bothered her more was that she was not at all confident she would live long enough to be able to hold Elise's hand in public without bringing the world down on top of them. There were just too many people like Millie's mother, and not enough like Victoria for Millie to have any confidence in the idea. Now that the German threat had been nullified, it was once again her fellow Britons that she had the most to fear from. 
 
    Laughter carried across the distance. How many were like her and Elise? How many of them were taking the same walk they were, suffocating themselves in the desire to look like who they weren't? 
 
    As a witch, Millie knew she was lucky, in a way. She and Elise had received only encouragement from the other witches at EVE, to the point they had been the ones to spur Millie to tell Elise how she felt in the first place. She was willing to bet that none of the women on the other side had ever heard anything like that.  
 
    Arriving at the door, Millie held it open for Elise, who passed through with a smile of thanks. 
 
    Once it was shut again, inside was dark. Pitch black, not even a lamp in the distance to give the place any sort of depth. 
 
    Sparking a witchlight to find it, Elise flipped the massive breaker and the orange lights overhead slowly woke to electrified life. It would take them a bit to warm up to full brightness, but they already threw out enough light that the two of them could avoid walking into anything. 
 
    Not that there was anything to walk into. 
 
    To Millie, The Shed still felt like a massive bit of overkill. It was one of the largest buildings in Britain, possibly the world, and it had been given over to all of three people to practice magic in. She knew that it had been given to them with the future in mind, but at the moment, it was still overwhelming.  
 
    Millie had grown up in Aberdeen, a shipbuilding town. The ships had felt enormous when she was little, like great gray sea monsters looming in the persistent fog. 
 
    This place could have swallowed half-a-dozen of them whole and still had space left over.  
 
    Too big for their footsteps to echo, Millie led Elise across the field of concrete to where Victoria's workspace lie. As she had the most (potentially) dangerous Manifest of the three of them, her area was furthest from the door and had the widest berth around it.  
 
    To an outside eye, it looked a bit of a junkyard. A tractor wheel here, lengths of discarded scaffolding there, blocks of concrete, a tree stump on its side that had very clearly been on fire recently, it was a mess. But Millie had seen some of what Victoria could do with that junk, and she kept a wary eye on it as she approached. As they did, however, it soon became apparent that she needn't have bothered. 
 
    "Oh, Vickie," Millie said with a concerned frown. Victoria was slumped over her desk, her head on her arm. Though she was clearly fast asleep, her other hand held her pen as if she was still writing. 
 
    As they got nearer, Millie saw that the water in the little pot on the side table was bubbling away on its burner, the lid thankfully tight enough that it hadn't boiled over and burned her.  
 
    Reaching over to turn it off, Millie found that she couldn't.  
 
    It wasn't on. 
 
    Millie shot a look at Elise, but she was just as surprised.  
 
    Looking back, the pen in Victoria's hand twitched, carving a sharp black streak into whatever she'd been working on. "No..." 
 
    Placing a soothing hand on Victoria's back, Millie gave her a gentle nudge. "Vickie..." 
 
    "No... no!" 
 
    "Vickie?" 
 
    "NO!" Smacking Millie's hand away and bolting to her feet, Victoria's right hand flew out and one of the concrete blocks suddenly shot forward as if fired from a cannon.  
 
    Millie threw up her scale-covered arms just in time for it to explode against them, gray dust and rock chips flying in every direction. 
 
    "Vickie!"  
 
    A short length of steel scaffolding raised several feet off the ground, the end nearest them heating up to the point it began to glow. Before their disbelieving eyes, the bright orange metal folded in on itself and became the razor-sharp point of a javelin.  
 
    "GET AWAY FROM HER!" Victoria's eyes suddenly snapped open and she blinked before realising where she was. "Millie?" Her chest was heaving and sweat poured down her face, streaming in rivulets that already darkened her high collar. "What are you...? Oh... oh my God, are you all right?"  
 
    With a check back to see Elise standing in a cone of clean concrete surrounded by detritus, Millie affirmed that she was. 
 
    Victoria's hand flew to her mouth and she choked back a sob, her eyes reddening and swelling with unshed tears in a moment. "I'm so sorry," she said, and collapsed to her knees. With a loud clang, the steel fell with her. 
 
    "Victoria!" Elise exclaimed, and flew to her side. She pressed her hands against Victoria's temples, repeating soothing words just under her breath as her magic began to flow. Gathering Victoria's head to her breast, Elise began to rock gently back and forth. "She is completely exhausted," Elise said, her voice still low and soothing, even if she wasn't talking to Victoria. 
 
    "Can you do anything?"  
 
    "I can restore her energy, but it is her mind," Elise said, shaking her head slightly, "it needs time to heal itself. I do not think she has been giving it that time. She needs real sleep." 
 
    "I'm sorry..." Victoria choked out through a throat tight against the reasons trying to claw their way out of her. 
 
    "Vickie?" Millie asked quietly, kneeling down beside her. Seeing her curled up against Elise, this witch of terrifying power looked fragile, letting herself be cradled and held like a frightened child.  
 
    Millie's heart cracked in half and she reached out to take a shaking hand. "It's us, Millie and Elise," she said with a gentle squeeze. "Your name is Victoria Elizabeth Ravenwood. You know that. I know you. Elise knows you. You're safe now."  
 
    Tearing her eyes away from Victoria's, Millie looked to see her own feelings reflected back at her in Elise, and a decision was made between them without the need to speak it aloud. 
 
    "Sleep now," Elise cooed, stroking Victoria's sleek hair. "You are safe." The magic flowing from Elise's hands changed, infusing Victoria with her power and her will, and Victoria's body responded without resistance. Her eyes were momentarily wide with terror before they quickly closed and she slumped unconscious against Elise's chest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sea was unhappy. With no windows to tell her which way the ship might lurch next, Yekaterina Gurevich could only press herself flat against the bulkhead and hope nothing came loose to smash her flatter.  
 
    It was the last sea voyage on her journey, and she prayed that it wouldn't be the last of her life. The irony was that this was supposed to be the easiest one. The trip was not long, but apparently nature had decided that needed changing, and had made an hour feel like days. The seas too rough for her to have done it over the side, her breakfast was in a foul-smelling puddle in the corner, and she tried not to watch it slide and back and forth across the deck.  
 
    The constant, chugging drone of the engines, and the headache-inducing miasma created by the fumes of the fuel that powered them was, at the very least, helping her keep her eyes closed. 
 
    She knew it wouldn't last much longer, it couldn't. Either they'd arrive safely or the ship would break apart and she'd die. Either way, the misery would end, and she was loathe to admit that it was getting bad enough that she was starting to lose preference as to which ending she got.  
 
    Her companions on her journey were no better off. Yekaterina had the most experience on ships out of all of them, and with how bad things were for her, she could only imagine what was going through the heads of the others. The black abyss below their feet may have been even more inviting to them than it was to her, going by how green they were.  
 
    All of them save for Inga.  
 
    Inga Tupoleva stood as stoic as she always did, even the sudden crash of a wave against the hull only causing her a brief lapse in her balance. Her knees would bend but never buckle, her stout legs adept at compensating for whatever the sea could throw at her. How someone from the wastes of Siberia could look so at home on the deck of a ship, Yekaterina would never know, because Inga would probably never answer if she asked. Inga was a hard woman, and her face spoke of all the hard things she had done, even though she was of an age with Yekaterina. She'd never spoken more than a few words at a time, but her eyes told the tales her voice didn't, and Yekaterina was happy to give her a wide berth to avoid becoming a player in one of them. 
 
    Curled into a ball in one of the corners Yekaterina hadn't vomited into was Alexandra Smirnova. The utter discomfort writ across her youthful features was the most emotion Yekaterina had ever seen from her. The dark brown waves that framed her face moved in time with the ones outside, eyes that normally stared straight ahead were screwed shut, and the lips that had spoken even fewer words than Inga's were murmuring what Yekaterina could only interpret as a prayer over the din of sea and ship. 
 
    With a sudden, groaning heave, the ship reared back, throwing all of them off of their feet as it climbed a swell that Yekaterina had the imagination but not the desire to picture.  
 
    Then, for a brief moment, they seemed to be weightless, and Yekaterina felt the metal plate she was standing on fall away from her before quickly snapping back, hurling her off of her feet and smashing her against the unforgiving bulkhead. White fire shot through her right shoulder and she cried out. 
 
    Stumbling to her came Svetlana Yakovleva, the closest thing Yekaterina had to a friend on this journey, in that they spoke in complete sentences to one another. Her long auburn hair was wild and unkempt, whatever she'd done to keep it out of her face completely undone already. She tried to put a steadying hand on Yekaterina, but was too unstable herself for it to end up as more than a swipe across her injured arm, making her cry out again.  
 
    "Katya! Are you all right?" 
 
    She struggled against the pain to open her mouth to say just what she thought of Svetlana using such a familiar form of address when the sea stole her answer, flinging both of them to the deck. Katya tried to get on all fours, but her shoulder flared in hot agony and she collapsed back onto her chest, the cold, grimy metal pressed against her cheek. Svetlana landed hard right beside her. The bang her knees made when they struck the deck sounded like it hurt.  
 
    "Stay down," Inga said from behind them, already on her feet again. Katya hadn't the desire nor mental capacity to disagree, and so she complied, the entirety of her vision taken up by her gloved left hand. Her fingers worked weakly in an attempt to keep her injured shoulder from being moved too much, but she was just so tired. A weariness sank into her as she lay there, making her delicate bones feel as though they had been re-cast in iron. With so little separating her core and the near-freezing deck, she soon began to shiver as the bare metal greedily leeched the heat from her body. 
 
    Above her, Svetlana made a game attempt to at least reach her knees, but the ship smacked her hubris down with her body, and she lay prone beside Katya, her face a shade of green she'd never seen before. 
 
    Katya winced as the ship lurched, rolling her weight into her right shoulder. White lightning flashed against her eyelids and her grimace split her dry lower lip.  
 
    Smelling of sick and burning kerosene, clad in rags, with barely a penny to her name, Katya stared out at nothing and let the sea do as it would.  
 
    "At least we'll look like proper refugees," she said to herself, fresh blood sharp on her tongue.  
 
    Laying there on the unyielding, indifferent deck of a ship that flew a foreign flag from its stern, Katya endured the rest of the journey to a port that flew yet another in silence, leaving herself at the mercy of forces out of her control. As that had been the reality of her life for the better part of four years, it shouldn't have struck her as hard as it did in that moment to hear the word 'refugee' come out of her mouth. 
 
    Only a year before, she had been in control. Barely, but still control. She'd had a future, a plan. There was a structure to her life, and a path she had already begun the journey down. Certainty, solidity, clarity. Even when the world around her went insane, her little part of it had soldiered on. 
 
    Then, in a single night, that control had been taken from her, and she had been cut loose to be carried away by a tempest that made the storm she was enduring now look like a spring shower.  
 
    Now, dependent on others as she had never been in her life, she was at the mercy of the storm, and whatever awaited her when it finally passed. Whether she would find any semblance of control again, or just another temporary refuge before being torn away once more, she didn't know.  
 
    She just hoped she would be in once piece when she found out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Will she be all right?" Millie asked as she and Elise left Victoria's bedroom. They'd tucked her in as best they could, but Millie was hesitant to just leave her like that. After what had happened at Christmas, part of her would always be afraid that Victoria wouldn't be there when they came back. 
 
    "I believe so," Elise said. "She needs sleep. I will check on her during my lunch break." 
 
    "How long will she sleep for?" 
 
    Elise shrugged. "As long as she needs." 
 
    "If you check on her this afternoon, I'll do it before dinner," Millie said as they tramped down the stairs and through to the foyer.  
 
    "Thank you," Elise said, taking Millie's hand. 
 
    "Is there anything to look out for?" 
 
    "Just that she is comfortable. If anything is amiss, find me." 
 
    They reached the front door and paused in front of it. It was the end of their world, and both were hesitant to take the step into everyone else's. "I wouldn't do anything else." 
 
    Elise smiled, and rose up on her toes to kiss Millie on the cheek. "I know. Have a good day today." 
 
    Millie flushed. "You too."  
 
    No matter how many times Elise kissed her good-bye in the morning, Millie didn't think she would ever get over it. It still made her heart race to look into Elise's eyes and see what was there, and know it was for her. It made going outside even harder. 
 
    But Elise opened the door, leaving Millie no choice. Stepping over the threshold, she felt the shift within her, the same as every morning. The shift from Elise's Millie, EVE witch to Millicent Brown, employee of the Long Aircraft Concern. Suiting her talents, she had been made a member of the security section, but it was still an uneasy transition. Protecting Elise and Vickie was one thing, but working internal security for an aircraft maker was another. There was a lot more paperwork, for one. Fighting back with magic against someone threatening her lover or friend was right, and made her blood sing. Looking for holes in the fences and helping a young lady who couldn't handle her alcohol get home safely were not how she had imagined EVE being. It was a different face Millie had to wear, and while not bad, it was something she hadn't anticipated following so closely on the heels of her Manifest and her single-minded focus she'd had at ADAM. Now, she was a witch, yes, but also almost normal, like she had been before any of this had happened to her.  
 
    But, as it had only been a few weeks, Millie knew she just needed time to adjust to having a 'real' job again, while behind her, Elise made had made the transition the day she arrived. She was going off to do what she would have wanted to do anyway. A nurse was a nurse, no matter where she practiced. 
 
    With a final, knowing glance, they split apart, Elise going off to the infirmary, and Millie heading out across the grass runway to the field in front of the other hangar, where over half the workforce that worked in it was already assembled.  
 
    She mounted three steps to a narrow platform that had been erected in front of the group, looked out over them and smiled. This part she had gotten used to quickly. 
 
    "Good morning, ladies!" 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement that this was probably true, but not the unified response that Millie expected. She cleared her throat. "Good morning, ladies!" she repeated. 
 
    "Good morning, Miss Brown!" they said as one this time. 
 
    "Better!" 
 
    Following their usual call-and-response, Millie led them through their morning exercises, starting with a few stretches and moving up to breaking just enough of a sweat to get them woken up and limber for the day. 
 
    Completely voluntary, this sort of communal activity had worked well in other factories to build morale and make the working environment more pleasant. It also decreased the injury rate suffered by the more labour-intensive workers, for which Elise was thankful. It hadn't been terribly popular at first, but had grown as time went on, and productivity had been boosted as a result. Millie had no idea how they actually quantified that, but she was happy to have had a part in it.  
 
    She wasn't exactly a taskmaster, and tried to keep the levity up as they progressed through their routine. As hard as it was to be someone else in front of them, Millie couldn't help but be proud of what she managed. It was fulfilling in its own way to have a life outside of EVE, even if it meant putting aside her real life with Elise while she was doing it.  
 
    The all-female workforce the Longs had used during the war had carried on after it, and seeing them assembled in front of her, laughing and encouraging one another was heartening. They still had purpose, and had been allowed by the Longs to maintain their dignity and self-worth. These women knew they were lucky, and it showed. They worked hard and supported one another, each and every one aware of what waited for them outside the boundaries of Longstown.  
 
    "I see you slacking, Katherine! Get those arms up!" Millie shouted good-naturedly at a fellow redhead near the back. "You too, Emily!" 
 
    None of them knew she was a witch, and none knew about her relationship with Elise, but they were coming to respect her all the same, and Millie found it was getting easier to be that person. Not a lie, it was more withholding a truth or two, and she was learning to accept that, for their sakes.  
 
    When their exercises finished, there were a few more shining foreheads than before, many more rosier cheeks, and quite a few more smiles. 
 
    "Very good, ladies! Have a good day today. Work safe, work well, and let's get that monster ready for her maiden voyage, eh?" Millie exclaimed, pointing past the open doors to the hangar. 
 
    She got a smattering of cheers and a bit of applause, and the group disassembled to turn back to their work stations for the day. 
 
    Like some kind of long-dead leviathan, the exposed bones of the newest Long airship lay partially assembled along the length of the 'real' hangar. To Millie, it was a gigantic puzzle, and she had not the faintest clue how it was going to be put together. Mostly wood, but with great swaths of fabric, it was a colossal undertaking, and her admiration for the women responsible for it went up every time she looked inside to see it that much closer to being finished. 
 
    However, her next responsibility didn't lie with the ship or the hangar, and so she left the swarm of activity that rose up behind her to wander over to the nearby administrative building. As she approached, she saw the line of women waiting outside, all of them wearing faces of weary apprehension. 
 
    Smiling a noncommittal smile, Millie pushed her way past while trying to avoid eye contact. 
 
    On her desk, shoved into a tiny space which had itself been carved out of a slightly larger tiny space, Millie found a small mountain of personnel files stacked neatly in the centre. Sighing, she stared down at the one on top, and wondered to which of those women outside it belonged. 
 
    As another part of her job, she had already helped sift through dozens upon dozens of applications, but however many they had whittled down, there were still twenty left, out of over a hundred they had started with. 
 
    For a single position. 
 
    As glad as she was to help, it made her glad she wasn't responsible for the final decision; they had all seemed equally qualified to her.  
 
    But she wasn't there to judge ten months of manufacturing experience against twelve, she was there for her more clandestine purpose, the one that melded her two worlds: to see if any of them carried the Talent for witchcraft.  
 
    If EVE's ranks were to expand, why not save some time and money recruiting by seeing if any candidates came to them? It had been decided that the Talent should count in the favour of new hires, if she found it. Much of the current workforce had been hired during the war, and such screening hadn't even been thought of, but now that the Longs were in the business of training witches as well as welders, it had fallen to Millie to help figure out who was which.  
 
    The files were just to fill her in on their backgrounds, and to provide a pretence for being close enough to make the determination. She would sit in on the interviews for 'security reasons left over from the war,' but since Selene had taught her what to look for, it turned out to be something so subtle that she had to be close to find out. The Talent was akin to a thrum within someone, a sympathetic feeling that echoed the magic within a witch. But as it was latent, and not active yet, it was vanishingly weak in anyone who had never practiced. The more exposure, and the more they'd used it, the stronger it was, but those types were few and far between. Time and persecution had devastated the witch community, leaving it up to essentially random chance that a practicing witch came across a woman with latent Talent. When they did, they were to be treasured more than gold. 
 
    Now that she knew what to look for, and having sat in on so many interviews already, she realised why. It was shocking to see first-hand just how few in number they really were, and it reinforced to Millie just how important EVE was.  
 
    There was a reason witches very quickly started thinking in terms of family when it came to other witches. They had to.  
 
    Meredith Johnson, the one who would be conducting the actual 'interview for the job' part, came round to Millie's desk. "Are you ready?" 
 
      
 
    "...and so my mother is back home with my twin brothers. I need this job to support them." 
 
    Edith Baker sat across from Millie, her frayed flat cap crushed under her calloused fingers. She was the twentieth interviewee of the day, and the twentieth one that desperately needed a job to support a family that no longer had any working-age men in it.  
 
    Millie had to consciously keep from asking how old the boys were. The temptation was just as strong every time she heard the same story, but her ears still burned as she remembered how angry Meredith had been at her the one time she'd done it, stepping over her authority as the decision-maker on behalf of the Long sisters. Millie was an adviser and observer, nothing more, she had to keep telling herself. 
 
    If you weren't, you'd be the one having to tell nineteen of them to go home, she thought. Or worse, on the other side of that desk. 
 
    All three of the youngest EVE witches had lost everything in the war, but they had been lucky enough to have each other when it was over. Discovering that there were countless other women who had suffered the same as them was heartbreaking enough, but even more so that many of them had been left with less than nothing. They had obligations they couldn't meet, debts they couldn't pay, and children they couldn't feed.  
 
    Millie knew it was impossible to hire all of them, but that didn't make it hurt any less to turn them away.  
 
    "Thank you Miss Baker, I think we have everything we need. We will contact you when we make a final decision."  
 
    Edith rose and shook both of their hands before slipping out the door, closing it silently and politely behind her. 
 
    They both sat in silence, and Millie could only imagine what was going through Meredith's mind. It was an impossible choice. To say that she liked Meredith would be a stretch, but she did respect her for having to make such choices day after day. 
 
    "What about her?" Meredith asked, her voice flat and devoid of energy. She didn't look up. 
 
    "She does," Millie said. She should have been overjoyed. She'd found a Talented woman, a potential witch, but it meant the others wouldn't get the job for reasons that were entirely out of their control. Edith had no idea she even carried the Talent, going by how weak it felt. She probably believed, like Millie had at one time, that magic was a myth, that witches were just stories people told each other to frighten them or make their children behave. She hadn't done anything to deserve the job anymore than the others had done to lose it.  
 
    Blind luck. 
 
    "Very well," Meredith said, and pushed away from the table. "I will inform the Longs. Thank you for your assistance, Miss Brown." 
 
    As quietly as the woman before her, Meredith was gone as well. 
 
    Alone with nothing but her thoughts, Millie held the pasts of twenty women in her hands, knowing that she had guaranteed only one of them had a future. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya remembered from her only trip to America the phrase, "Give me your poor, your tired, your huddled masses."  
 
    Leading the five Russians bringing up the rear in a train of souls that were all three, she couldn't help but feel that in Dover it was something more akin to 'shut up and don't jump the queue.'  
 
    Not at all like her first trip to Britain. 
 
    On that trip, it had been more akin to how it had been in New York: positive and buzzing with hundreds of new possibilities with every ship that docked. The sense that those around her had arrived. The air had rippled with the sense of completion, that things were going to be all right. Her memory of that trip had kept her spirits afloat even as the ship she was standing on felt like it wanted to do anything but. The last time she had docked in Dover, she had felt like a welcome guest, and all she had needed to do was ask, and she would be off to see the King. 
 
    Now? King George V was there all right, looking down from his frame on the wall, finding her wanting. 
 
    Just one more thing the war had changed for the worse. 
 
    Now, no matter which side of the 'border' they were standing on, as far as an island could have one, no one looked happy. The Aliens Officers would clearly rather be anywhere else, and Katya guessed it was because they were called Aliens Officers. English was not her first language, but a half-dozen better names sprang to mind in the time it took to process the first person after she'd joined the queue.  
 
    Her paperwork was in order, yet she still felt like a criminal. Following the rules was more humiliating than if they'd simply jumped off the ferry and washed up on a beach somewhere. Behind and all around her were the others who had been on her ferry from the continent, and every set of eyes she managed to catch looked poor and tired, indeed. And scared. The Officers didn't have to let any of them in, it was entirely up to the discretion of the person she talked to who had the rubber stamp. If he picked up the black stamp, her long journey would be over, and she might allow herself to breathe. If he picked up the red stamp, it would continue, and it may very well come to pass that she would be sent straight back to Russia. 
 
    That couldn't happen, she told herself, scratching her left wrist.  
 
    Would the letter from the Longs she clutched in her good hand even matter? It was a firm offer of employment, and that's what was required to get in. On top of that, they were also refugees, from a place that even the most world-affairs-ignorant person knew was producing them by the thousands. She had those, and her name, if it came to it. It was hubris to assume that anyone in Britain who hadn't had direct dealings with it knew of her family's company, and how many Aliens Officers were involved in the trade of Russian luxuries? Not that it would truly matter, since her assets had all been seized by the Bolsheviks and liquidated before the royal family had been. As long as the last year had seemed, time was passing with a speed that had no regard as to whether she could keep up.  
 
    Poor. Tired. Huddled. 
 
    Katya's fall from grace had been sharp, sudden and painful when she hit the bottom. She wasn't alone, she knew, but never had she felt it more acutely than waiting in a queue for yet another stranger to decide her fate.  
 
    The men who hadn't pulled the trigger on her when they had done to her father, the child amidst the bombed-out, smoking ruins of some godforsaken village who hadn't sold them out to feed her family, the man who had bandaged her rather than let her bleed out when she— no, it wasn't the time for that. She'd had nearly a year of thinking of nothing but that. They had been lucky to make it as far as they had with as few incidents as they had. Near miraculous, in fact, and Katya knew it had been in part by keeping her hopes up. Not that she'd had much choice; it was believe they were going to end up somewhere safe, or roll over and die in a ditch. 
 
    She tried not to think about how many they had come across who had chosen the latter.  
 
    "Next!" 
 
    "Katya, go," Zoya said.  
 
    The wizened old face that had shepherded them across the whole of Europe to get them this far peeked out at Katya from under a threadbare headscarf that may have once been colourful. Every line in her face was an indelible mark of a year of her life, it had always seemed, and though the crow's feet that crinkled around her eyes made her look the part of a benevolent babushka, the gray irises within were like granite, and just as hard. They had made it this far because Zoya hadn't left them any choice.  
 
    In spite of that look, and whatever the differences there may have been between Katya and the other four witches, no matter how wide the gulf that still separated them, Katya hesitated in taking the step away. If she was first, what if she failed to get through? Would that doom the rest of them? What if she was the only one to get through, and she had to leave the rest behind? A sudden, terrible anxiety seized her, and she froze. 
 
    "Next!" 
 
    Someone shoved her from behind, and suddenly Katya was face-to-face with fate, in the form of a balding man in an ill-fitting uniform with the name of 'Higgins' in block text on his breast pocket. Wire spectacles magnified how much his eyes narrowed as he appraised her like she was on an auction block, and he was deciding whether or not to put in a bid. 
 
    "Passport."  
 
    The confident, graceful Katya of old was impossible to summon in that moment, and she dumped all of her documents on the counter at once. Luckily for her, her passport ended up on top. The most precious thing she would ever own, it was the one object she had managed to keep out of the hands that had taken everything else. Seeing it in someone else's, she couldn't stop staring at it. What if he just kept it, or held it for ransom? What could she do? Anxiety built within her again, a bubble that only burst when pierced by the nasally voice of Officer Higgins. 
 
    "You speak English?" he asked as he flipped it open. 
 
    "Yes," Katya said. "I do." 
 
    "You've gotten around, Miss Gurevich." JURY-vich. He wasn't the first to say it that way, and Katya ignored it, letting the man peruse the garden of stamps that bloomed in a dozen colours across the back of her passport. There were enough to account for maybe half of the countries she'd actually been through, and there was no sign of any sort that she had left her home country legally.  
 
    Slavering wolves and stinking, toxic shell holes weren't much for stamping passports. 
 
    "I traveled a lot on business with my father," Katya said, her eyes still locked on her passport.  
 
    "What kind of business?" 
 
    "Trading. Textiles and art, mostly." Beautiful things that made me proud to be Russian, she didn't say. Gold so bright and colours so rich as to leave Dostoevsky without words to describe them. 
 
    "You've been to the UK before?" Higgins asked, knowing it was true by the stamp he was looking at, as if he expected her to lie about something as banal as that. 
 
    "In 1914, just before the war. Russian luxuries were in demand before we couldn't make them anymore." It hurt to say, being even more true than they had thought at the time. The war had decimated Russia's economy, which had helped lead to the revolution in the first place. Now, if the country even existed in a few months would be a miracle, let alone an economy that was exporting anything other than what they could dig out of the ground.  
 
    "Your English is very good," said Higgins.  
 
    "Thank you, sir. It was important in our work." 
 
    "Your family's? Where are they now? Back in Russia?" 
 
    "They're dead." It was too blunt, Katya knew, but the words had been repeating in her head for so long, they were automatic, even in English. 
 
    Higgins' eyes fell, and he looked genuinely remorseful at his question. "I'm sorry to hear that." 
 
    "Thank you, sir."  
 
    "In the revolution?" 
 
    Katya nodded. "Yes." It was half true. 
 
    "So that means you're seeking asylum from it, not here to spread it?" Higgins asked pointedly, in marked contrast to the contrition of a few seconds earlier. 
 
    "They killed him and took my home," Katya said flatly, tearing her eyes away from her passport for the first time. What little dignity remained her, that truth called the faintest spark of the fire within her to her eyes, and she met those of Officer Higgins without hesitation or fear. 
 
    Following that, he looked away to flip through the rest of her papers in silence, and Katya stood there awkwardly watching. Luckily, she only had to figure out what to do with one of her hands: clutch the ends of her ratty shawl together and tremble with the rest of her body in anxiety, exhaustion and cold. 
 
    Years of training and experience told Katya that this, the moment of decision, was when to press her charm, to flutter her eyelashes and curl her lips into shapes that made men adjust their ties and reach for their handkerchiefs. To be, quite literally, as the newspapers put it, a 'desirable alien.' But that wasn't who she was anymore. That Katya had died in the revolution, too, and the one that was left would live or die on her own merits. 
 
    Just having to let slip that little bit of honesty was enough to force her to see the reality of where she was all over again.  
 
    Poor. Tired. Huddled. 
 
    Then Higgins reached for his stamps. 
 
    Katya's breath caught in her throat, and she forgot how to start it again. Time seemed to slow down, and his hand moved like it was moving through treacle. When it finally grasped one, Katya had no idea which one, as she couldn't see the ink pads from where she was. 
 
    Thump. He brought it down like a judge's gavel, and her fate was sealed. 
 
    "Welcome to Great Britain." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When a sword made of magic strikes armour made of magic, it makes a mess made of magic. White sparks spit and dripped from the silent collision, the grunts and breaths of their wielders the only sound.  
 
    "I've missed this!" Niamh said excitedly as she turned away Millie's armoured fist with her witchblade just in time to keep it from smashing her in the face.  
 
    Bested, Millie retreated a few steps to catch her breath. "Me, too," she managed, her hands on her hips, a smile on her face.  
 
    Pride danced in Niamh's blue-gray eyes. "You're getting too good at this. Elise isn't going to have anyone to practice on anymore if you keep this up." 
 
    "She knows well enough how to put me back together. I think she could do with a different patient," Millie said before summoning her scales once more and rushing at the Irishwoman.  
 
    White sparks flew again, as each witch struck and parried with a speed that would have ended a fight with anyone else in the first second. In a world of machine guns and aeroplanes, it was a bit anachronistic to be practicing with what were essentially gauntlets against a sword, but it's what Millie could do, and what she was good at.  
 
    In any case, the witches of EVE weren't about to march off to war, they were still too few in numbers. They had been assembled out of the ashes of its predecessor, ADAM, in the hopes of using witchcraft to prevent wars from happening in the first place. But with a trio of witches in their early twenties and another in their mid-400s, it would be a while before they were even capable of figuring out how. For now, all they were responsible for was getting stronger and better at what each of them could do.  
 
    A witch's Manifest was unique to her, and as such, each of them had to figure out how best to use it, and to figure out just what it could do. On the surface, they seemed straightforward, but every day they were discovering new ways to use them, new wrinkles in their magic that let them do things they hadn't thought possible the day before. The crucible of the Great War had burned away their old selves, leaving behind three witches in their purest forms.  
 
    Millie thrust and parried, swift and terrible the dance of the only two witches in history who had Manifested anything to do with violence. It wasn't just her scales that Millie had Manifested, she was stronger and faster, as well. Her vision was better, she could even see more colours; she felt like a different person. She had been born a witch without knowing it, and practiced witchcraft for years without understanding what wielding true magic felt like. Now she did, and she had never been more alive. 
 
    A blinding thrust came at Millie's head, and she ducked under it, but not before the sizzling hiss of burning hair reached her. 
 
    "Dammit," Millie cursed. Every time they sparred, it seemed Niamh took some of Millie's hair as a price for her time. "Halt!" she shouted, backing away from her opponent.  
 
    Reaching up, Millie felt the dry, crackling ends of what Niamh had scorched, and her fingers came down with thin black streaks across them. 
 
    "I told you to cut it," Niamh said. Her witchblade evaporated and she picked up a pair of towels from the drying rack that was the most notable thing in Millie's training area. Keeping one, she tossed Millie the other. 
 
    "I know," Millie said, wiping the sweat from her neck and face. "I haven't had short hair since I was little. I'm afraid of what I'll end up with now." 
 
    Niamh snorted. "You need to worry about someone using it against you, not what you look like. Elise isn't going to care." 
 
    "She likes my hair," Millie protested. Just saying it made ten phantom fingers run up the back of her scalp and she shivered.  
 
    "Aye, she does. But she loves you. She would be furious if keeping it like that for her sake got you killed."  
 
    There was no answer for that. There rarely was, as Niamh was not one to spend a hundred words dancing around something when she could just barrel straight into it with ten. It was one of the qualities that Millie admired about her, even if it was a source of consternation sometimes.  
 
    "'Sides, it's a lot less work, even if you'll need to invest in a scarf," Niamh said, absently rubbing her neck just below where her coal-black hair ended. 
 
    Millie's green eyes peeked out from just above her towel. "I'll think about it." 
 
    "See that you do," Niamh said not unkindly. As much as they enjoyed each other's company, Niamh was still Millie's mentor, and four centuries wiser. "Speaking of short hair, how is Victoria?" 
 
    "Won't know until she wakes up. Elise put her down deep." 
 
    "Poor thing," Niamh said. "Does she still blame me?" 
 
    It was the only subject Millie had ever known to rattle Niamh in the least, but they both knew that if Millie were to answer 'no,' it would be a lie. 
 
    "Aye, she does."  
 
    "Can't say I blame her." 
 
    They had discussed it before, and the conversation went the same way every time. The only thing that would change it would be for them to talk to each other, but it was still too soon for that. Victoria might blame Niamh for driving Colette away, but Vickie still blamed herself for letting her die. Victoria had been through an experience so terrible as to be transformative, and Millie had sworn to protect her, even if it was from herself. No one had done more damage to Victoria than Victoria, and Millie would be damned if she let her do it again by tearing open that wound unnecessarily. "She'll come around eventually. How is the recruiting going?" Millie asked to dispel the topic for the moment. Already nomadic, Niamh had volunteered to go out 'into the field' to try to find witches to help swell EVE's ranks less than a week after they'd arrived, but the look on her face was enough to answer the question. 
 
    "Not as well as we'd hoped, to be honest. We've asked a lot of witches in hiding to recommend candidates, but they're scared. They were scared when we asked for ADAM, and they're scared now." 
 
    "Even without the government?" 
 
    "It's still a risk, even if witches are running it this time. Some resent Selene for even trying this." Niamh sighed. "I don't blame them for their fear, but I do blame them for imposing it on others. Those younger witches aren't being allowed to choose for themselves. Word about what we're doing will get to them eventually, but if we're relying on word-of-mouth to filter down for this little experiment to succeed, then it may die before it can really live." 
 
    Millie nodded. The older witches all knew each other. There was a whole level of politics and webs of connections between them that she was just coming to understand, having developed over centuries in secret. It seemed awfully complicated for a group that might as well not even exist in the grand scheme of things, but those older witches remembered. They were survivors, like Selene and Ivy were, and bore the scars that would not let them forget just what it was that they had survived.  
 
    As such, they were very protective of younger witches, the same as what was happening at EVE, and that apparently included not even divulging who they were.  
 
    But if finding witches was easy, there wouldn't be any witches, Millie thought.  
 
    "It would be a lot easier if we could just put an advert in the newspaper like they do for all the other positions here. Wanted: witches. Start immediately," Niamh said, miming a newspaper headline splashing in front of her. 
 
    "That would be a sight," Millie said wanly.  
 
    "Wouldn't it?" Niamh chuckled softly. "To be like everyone else? But then, I don't know what that feels like, maybe I wouldn't like it after all." 
 
    "So are we dead in the water?" Millie asked.  
 
    "I didn't think you one to give up so easily," Niamh said. 
 
    "I'm not giving up! I just don't know as many witches as you do. If you say they're all hiding, or being hidden... then what?" 
 
    "What about that Baker girl you hired?" Niamh asked. 
 
    Millie tensed at the wording. "She carries the Talent. That's it. She's not a witch." 
 
    Niamh towelled her hair. "Not yet." 
 
    "Maybe not ever. What if she hates the idea? What if it scares her to death and she runs off back to Wales?" 
 
    "We keep asking," Niamh said. "There will be others. We keep working, doing what we came here to do. It may take some concrete proof that we're doing the right thing to convince them. A little nudge to show them we're not endangering them, perhaps. It's a lot of unknowns, I know. They've gotten used to anonymity and secrets, and centuries of habits are hard to break, believe me." 
 
    "But you're optimistic?" 
 
    "Why shouldn't I be? If you had told me at Christmas that I would be standing here with you, I would have laughed in your face, and cursed you for gettin' my hopes up. Selene didn't breathe a word of this to me until it was already set up," Niamh said, pointing up at the large yellow banner above the door with EVE's ad hoc device on it, an apple core with three leaves growing from the stem. "Then in the span of a week we got three Manifested witches to start it with. Things change quickly nowadays." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya didn't know she'd been holding her breath until Alexandra tottered over to the group, clutching her newly-stamped passport in her hand. She had been the last, and Katya feared, the hardest. Getting her to talk at all was difficult, and with all of the pressure riding on her every word, it was easy to imagine her being left behind. Whatever reason Zoya had had for letting her go last was lost on Katya, but luckily it hadn't mattered. Katya didn't even know if Alexandra spoke English, but whatever she had managed worked, and all five of them were together on the other side of what could have been a very high wall.  
 
    The rest of their time in Dover passed as a blur. The hardest and riskiest part was over, and it felt to Katya like she was careening down a hill, with no say in where she ended up.  
 
    Exhaustion was quickly creeping into her bones, however, and her feet felt like they were filling with wet cement. It had apparently been adrenaline keeping her awake until now, and her body had given up on making any more the moment she took her passport back from Officer Higgins.  
 
    Whatever it was that was powering Inga, Katya would have to ask to borrow, as she was tireless in herding them from one place to another, until finally, the scream of a train whistle blasted some semblance of life into Katya's brain.  
 
    All around her, a dozen languages were being spoken, and she didn't need to know any of them to hear the excitement in every word. They, like them, had made it. The earlier pall had lifted. They had weathered storms both figurative and literal, and had sailed into the glassy waters beyond. What happened then was up to them.  
 
    But from a few groups down, she heard a language she knew better than any other. 
 
    "Papa, when will we get to see Uncle Alexei?" asked a boy that couldn't have been older than ten. Even a child's boundless energy and optimism had found its limit in him; his eyes were far too old for his face. Katya didn't know what those eyes had seen, but if it was anything close to what Katya's had, she found herself silently mourning his lost childhood. 
 
    "When we get to London, Mishka," said his very put-upon looking father, a single battered suitcase in the iron grip of the hand that wasn't clutching his son's. 
 
    "Aunt Olga, too?" 
 
    "Yes, Aunt Olga, too." 
 
    "Good. Is it far?" 
 
    "No. We will be there very soon." 
 
    There was no sign of a wife, or any other adult female, and the whole time they waited on the platform, none appeared. Katya hoped one was waiting in London, but after her journey, she didn't have enough hope left to stretch that far. She needed it for herself. 
 
    When they were all seated, Katya found herself across the aisle from the boy and his father, having given up the window seat to Svetlana, who couldn't peel her eyes away from everything on the other side. Her fingers slid over every scratch and imperfection in the wooden frame, even as she watched intently as the steam billowed up from beneath them to evaporate into a sky that wasn't much different in colour. 
 
    As the train pulled away, the boy looked over at Katya and smiled. 
 
    Katya smiled back. "You're Russian too?" she asked in her native tongue. Whatever distance she wanted to keep between her and the other Russians on the train, she couldn't bring herself to do it to a child. He was in the same position as Katya, yet with even less control. To be cold to him would be cruel, and whatever Katya's faults, she refused to believe herself that. 
 
    To her relief, the boy's eyes lit up, lending them a fresh coat of youth. "Yes! How did you know?"  
 
    "I overheard you talking to your father." 
 
    The boy seemed to accept this, and his body language shifted, releasing a tension Katya hadn't even noticed he was carrying. "You have pretty hair," he said, his feet swinging freely just above the floor. 
 
    "Thank you! What's your name?" 
 
    "Mikhail Ivanovich. What's yours?" 
 
    "Yekaterina Konstantinovna. It's a pleasure to meet you. How old are you?" 
 
    Mikhail proudly held up all of his fingers. 
 
    "Wow, ten! Are you excited to be in Britain?"  
 
    The new youth in his eyes aged. "A bit." 
 
    "A bit?" 
 
    "I didn't want to leave home," Mikhail said. He looked down at his scuffed and dirty shoes as they kicked empty air. 
 
    "That I understand," Katya said. 
 
     "But we will see my aunt and uncle. It's been a long time since I've seen them." 
 
    Katya silently thanked him for changing the subject. "It's good you have family here." 
 
    "I think so. But I heard it's hard," he said. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    He looked down at his thin, bony fingers. "I heard that some people don't like them very much." 
 
    "Why ever not? I'm sure they're perfectly nice." 
 
    "Because they're Russian. I heard—" 
 
    "Mikhail, don't bother that young lady," the boy's father said, placing his hand on the boy's wrist.  
 
    "Oh, it's no bother, sir. What were you saying, Mikhail?" 
 
    He looked from his father and back to Katya, and lowered his voice. "I heard people don't want us here. Too many slavs already," he said, looking like he'd just inhaled something foul. 
 
    "Only some people, surely. The people you've met so far have been nice, haven't they?" 
 
    The boy shrugged a ten-year-old's noncommittal shrug.  
 
    "The boy only half-hears conversations. Don't let him frighten you," the boy's father said. 
 
    Katya had to consciously quash the smile that threatened to form on her face. If he knew what she really was, he would know she wasn't the one who would be frightened. "I understand. Well, I know your aunt and uncle will be very happy to see you, Mikhail. I wish you the best of luck, sir." 
 
    "Thank you," he said graciously, and turned Mikhail's attention out the window, switching seats with him the moment Katya looked away.  
 
    There had always been rumours of anti-Russian sentiment in Britain, but Katya had always dismissed it as just that, rumours. It was a good way to keep people from wanting to leave, at the very least. But now that so many had no choice but to, Katya didn't know what to believe. In her previous visit, the people had been nothing but gracious and cordial to her and her father, leading her to dismiss everything she had heard.  
 
    But now she was an immigrant instead of a visitor, and that brought with it an entirely new set of opinions, ones that she had no experience with. Having seen the very worst of people tear apart her life piece by piece, she had to believe that they were far behind, and it could only be better here. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she let the rocking of the train carriage carry her off to sleep, but not before she thanked herself for keeping some of her hope in reserve.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie looked down on Victoria as she continued to sleep. It was the most peaceful she had been in what felt like months. The swell of her blankets rising and falling was like a calm sea, rhythmic and steady.  
 
    Odd that Millie needed just what Victoria was providing, even if she was unconscious. If Elise was Millie's anchor, then Victoria was her sextant. She had followed Victoria on the path that had led them here, led her to Elise. Had they never met, Millie knew she would have been on the other side of that table earlier, pleading her case to someone else. She would have never known she was a witch, never met Elise, never come to Longstown if Victoria hadn't led her here.  
 
    Now here Millie was, needing Victoria's guidance again, if only to find temporary peace from her own thoughts. 
 
    Until now, Victoria hadn't even been able to count on sleep for that. 
 
    Millie knew it didn't make any sense for her to stand sentinel against nightmares, but she didn't know what else to do. Victoria was safe, and Millie took solace in that, as much as her presence. 
 
    It was only when Elise came in did Millie realise how long she'd been staring at nothing. Having something, especially this particular something, break into her vision left her blinking like mad. 
 
    "Are you all right?" Elise asked, placing her fingers on Victoria's neck to take her pulse and perform some bit of magic, as they were glowing when she did.  
 
    "I don't know. I thought coming up here would help." 
 
    Satisfied that all was well with Victoria, Elise swung her full attention to Millie. "Help what, ma chérie?" 
 
    "Just... worries, I suppose. Come here." Millie took Elise's hand and raised it to her face, nuzzling against it for a moment before kissing the back. "I'm very lucky to have you two." 
 
    Elise ran her fingers under Millie's chin, gently encouraging it upwards. "And we you," she said. Millie searched the infinite hues she could see in Elise's eyes, and found in them that which tied them together so strongly. Magic bound all witches together, and for Millie, love was its own kind of magic. She grabbed hold of it tightly and pulled it to her cheek. 
 
    "What is bothering you?" Elise asked. 
 
    When Millie started the week, the answer would have been 'nothing,' but now she had to keep from saying 'everything.' Edith Baker could wait, however, because the most important answer was unconscious beside them. 
 
    "Are we doing right by her?" Millie asked, looking back at Victoria's sleeping form.  
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "What happened this morning. Do you think it's happened before when we weren't there?" Millie asked. There were no dents in the walls, and nothing had burned down, but at this point Vickie could probably fix any damage she did magically without anyone being the wiser. "When she actually makes it to her own bed, I don't recall her ever acting out in her sleep. We share a wall; if anything hit it, I'd know." 
 
    "I do not know," Elise admitted. "I will talk to Ivy about making something to help her sleep better." 
 
    "Thank you," Millie said. "I'm afraid she needs more than sleep, though. She's... obsessed. Even during the war, she knew the importance of sleep. Now she's forcing herself to stay up all night?" 
 
    "She has always been driven." 
 
    "Not like this. You didn't know her before ADAM. Before she was a witch. She's different," Millie said. 
 
    "Of course she is. I would be more concerned if she were not." 
 
    "I know. I thought it was the war. When it was over, I thought she would go back to the old Vickie I knew." The one who made me feel things were going to be all right, Millie thought traitorously. 
 
    "No one is the same now, my love. Not even you. I do not think any of us can go back." 
 
    "Aye. But even during the war, when we were at the factory, I would see her smile. Hear her laugh. She was determined, of course, and nobody worked harder. But now, since we've become witches, she's all drive. She just barrels from one problem to the next, figuring things out, always working." 
 
    "That is who she is. She has the heart of a scientist." 
 
    "Pumping the blood of a witch. I wish she would remember she's human too, sometimes." As Victoria slept, absent the power that normally coursed through her and made her so formidable, it was easy to see how fragile and human she was. Her eyes were sunken, the dark bags under them hideously purple against her pale skin, even her freckles were faded, since they hadn't seen the sun in God-knew-how long. Victoria didn't have the great clouds of them that Millie did, but there were still enough that their absence was noticeable.  
 
    Millie brushed an errant lock of Victoria's sleek black hair from a trail of salt that stuck it to her cheek. She'd been crying in her sleep. 
 
    It was remarkable how much her power covered up so much of her physical state. Visually, Millie could see Victoria just as she was now, but having so much magic layered over it, it was hard to separate the two. She was still learning how to filter it out, but it seemed as though Vickie's power was always on as of late, something Elise and the others didn't do, for which she was thankful. Elise still looked like Elise, and that was something she would never tire of seeing. 
 
    Oh, bother. 
 
    "Do you think it's partly our fault?" 
 
    Saying it out loud crystallised the thought that had been gnawing at Millie in the background for a while, but she had avoided addressing it until it drew blood, and the look on Elise's face told her she wasn't alone. 
 
    "Perhaps," Elise said, though her eyes gave it a much higher certainty than that. "You and I have been together since... then." 
 
    Since our friend tried to kill herself, was easier thought than said. The worst thing that had happened to Millie since her brothers died happened within a few days of the best thing that had ever happened to her, and the emotions necessary to deal with both simultaneously were impossible to sustain. Vickie was so strong, as a witch and as a person, maybe it had been easy to take that strength for granted, that she would pull herself out of it; that her magic had saved her, and so it didn't really 'count,' and so Millie could devote as much time as possible to Elise. 
 
    Excuses, or denial? 
 
    Either way, Vickie deserved better. 
 
    They all did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria's eyes fluttered open with a great intake of breath and a groan to find herself in her own bedroom. Afternoon light came in through her open window with the breeze, her curtains waving their hellos. 
 
    A great dark shape loomed at her bedside. 
 
    "Welcome back," the shape said. 
 
    "Selene?" Victoria asked as her wits took their time in coalescing. 
 
    "It is," Selene said as she placed a scrap of paper in the book she had been reading and set it on Victoria's bedside table. Her dark gray robes made her look like she was perpetually in shadow, even in broad daylight. They shifted slightly as she leaned forward to consider Victoria with eyes the colour of a summer thunderstorm. They seemed to see everything, or perhaps already had. Twin curtains of long black hair framed a face that was webbed with scars, pale white against already pale skin. "How do you feel?"  
 
    "Strange," Victoria said.  
 
    "Like you've slept for the first time in a while?" 
 
    Victoria looked away. "Something like that," she admitted. "What time is it?" 
 
    "Two-thirty in the afternoon." 
 
    "It feels like longer than that." The inside of her mouth was tacky and her neck was stiff, a thin visor of pain clamped over her eyes. 
 
    "On Wednesday." 
 
    "What? I don't remember Tuesday," Victoria said in sleep-addled confusion. She cast her gaze outside again, somehow expecting Wednesday to look different. 
 
    "That's because you slept through it." 
 
    "Two days? She put me in a coma?" Victoria asked in disbelief. 
 
    "Only because you needed it." Selene let the words hang in the air before suddenly stiffening, much different words very clearly needing to be said. "You tried to kill your closest friends."  
 
    If Selene was being blunt, it meant she was upset, and Victoria knew she was right to be. Her memory of what had happened was hazy, but she distinctly remembered waking up to see the look on Millie's face, and the pulverised concrete that had been strewn about her and Elise. "Are they all right?" 
 
    "They're fine. You're very lucky it was Millie you hurled a block of concrete at, you would have killed anyone else." 
 
    Pushing herself up into a sitting position, Victoria looked down to see her hands trembling, and it wasn't from fear of Selene.  
 
    All her life, Victoria had been interested in truth. What was real, provable. She had sought to understand, to be able to find out what comes after the word 'because.' She'd snuck out of bed as a child just to listen to her father and his colleagues drink brandy and talk. She'd put up with the cigar smoke and hours of banal discussions of the university's financial health just for the chance that they might speak about something that no-one in history had ever known before. That there were discoveries still being made long after the Age of Discovery had come to a close had been captivating beyond words, even when she was little. There was so much new to take in, and all of it revealed through painstaking processes carried out by people who thought like she did, who wanted to find out what else there was to know. There were new truths being revealed all the time, and Victoria had been mad to know them.  
 
    But since the end of the war, there were different kinds of new truths she was being forced to reckon with, and they were not the kind found in peer-reviewed journals or in smoky drawing rooms full of academics.  
 
    They were personal, inescapable truths, and Victoria had already made the greatest mistake of her life in trying to deny them. She had sworn she wouldn't let those truths take control of her again, but following through with that promise was proving to be much more difficult than she had anticipated. 
 
    "I can't sleep," she said finally, beating back the darkness to get that much out. "I don't..." She looked back to the window to remind herself the sun was out, needing the light of a star to weaken the darkness enough to admit what was wrong. "I don't want to be alone with my thoughts. I can't take the nightmares anymore." 
 
    Selene's features softened in an instant. "Colette?" 
 
    Pain lanced Victoria's chest at the name of her dead mentor, but she managed to nod. "Not only her." 
 
    "Tell me," Selene said.  
 
    "I can't! I don't want to think about it anymore!" Victoria said, trying to shake the images from her head, but all it did was call up the sound of the gunshot that had almost succeeded in doing so forever. 
 
    "You must, or you will never be fully healed. I know how painful it is," Selene intoned. Victoria's eyes flicked to the scars on the elder witch's hands without meaning to. "The nightmares will never fully go away." 
 
    Victoria winced. The sun dimmed. 
 
    "They will become less frequent, less powerful. But you have to feel them first if you want to work through it. Your pain is still an open wound. You aren't healed enough to take the bandages off, yet." 
 
    "I'm tired of feeling! I don't want to feel anymore!" 
 
    "Victoria—" 
 
    "Why I am I still alive?" The words burst out of her before she'd even thought them. They'd come rushing from her darkest place and straight out of her mouth with nothing to slow them down. But now that the darkness had a conduit to the outside world, it wasn't about to relinquish control of it. "Why? My family is dead. Those 11 men are dead." Victoria held out her right arm, and the black tattoo of the number '11' standing out in stark contrast to her milky skin. "They all died, and how did I respond? By trying to throw my own life away. I failed. My magic spared me, but within a week— a week! Someone else close to me was dead, because I didn't stop it. Why do I deserve this?" Victoria thumped her hand into her chest, a hollow, reverberating sound in her largely empty bedroom. 
 
    "Is this what your nightmares are about?" Selene asked. 
 
    "It's what my every moment is about," Victoria replied. She swung her gaze up to Selene, meeting her ancient gray eyes with all of the weight that lie upon her heart. "I don't know how long I can go on like this. I work because I love it, but also because I can't do anything else. I have to. As much as I am coming to accept my power as a witch, I also feel like it's consuming me. I work because I'm afraid to sleep, I'm afraid to think of anything other than work." Victoria clicked her thumbnails together in agitation. "If I'm afraid of my own thoughts, maybe I should have stayed in that asylum." 
 
    "You read the reports the Longs found when they took over that place. I know you don't believe that. You deserve better than to believe that." 
 
    "Do I?" 
 
    Selene looked at her with every minute of her four-and-a-half-centuries. "I don't know what else I can say to you that I haven't already. Do you trust my judgment?" 
 
    "Of course. When I came back, you told me it was going to be a long, hard recovery. I thought I was prepared for it, but I am not. I can do things no witch has ever done, and yet I can't stop my hating myself. I am surrounded by friends and mentors, and yet I have never felt more alone. It's... I'm tired. After the war, and the asylum, I'm just... tired." A single, sharp, humourless laugh escaped through her nose, and whatever fight had been in her went with it. "Another contradiction."  
 
    Victoria sparked a white witchlight on the end of her finger and stared into it intently. "I can do this. I can bend the laws of physics. I love physics, I should be overjoyed at becoming their mistress, and yet..." 
 
    "There is no joy in it?" 
 
    "There are flashes. But flashes are only visible in darkness." 
 
    Selene swallowed, loudly and heavily. "Have you spoken to Millie? Or Elise? They're discovering their abilities alongside you. It might help to share your joy." 
 
    "My two closest friends are lovers now." Her witchlight winked out. "What does that make me?" 
 
    They both knew the answer to that, and both knew that saying it aloud would do Victoria no favours, so it was silence that answered her.  
 
    "I appreciate your speaking to me, Selene. I do, truly." 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "But you were there when I... fell. I don't want you to blame yourself for what I did. It was my choice, and I didn't reach out for the help I needed." 
 
    Selene leaned forward. "I appreciate your concern, but your well-being is of paramount importance to me. Let me decide to whom to assign guilt." 
 
    Victoria shook her head. "But it's always there, in the back of my head. Every confession that spills out of me, I think about what it means to you, or to Millie. What I put you through is inexcusable, and talking to you about it feels like I'm doing it again. I know I have to talk about it. I don't want to, but I know that I do." 
 
    "Niamh wasn't here for it." 
 
    "I'm not talking to Niamh." 
 
    The Irish witch showing up at ADAM had driven Colette away in the first place. Victoria had never asked just what the problem the two of them had had with each other was, but she knew it was not a coincidence that Niamh's arrival ended up in the opportunity for Colette's abduction into the same asylum Victoria had been in, and her eventual death only a few days later. 
 
    "It's not her fault, Victoria. You're not being fair to her." 
 
    "Niamh's alive, and Colette is dead. Look me in the eye and tell me that would still be true if she hadn't come here." 
 
    "Then why don't you blame me? She's my cousin, and I invited her. Shouldn't I bear just as much guilt for Colette, then? Someone, I might add, I knew a lot longer than you did." 
 
    It was Victoria who couldn't meet Selene's eyes then. The problem with avoiding her feelings was that she was left with logic, and logically, Selene was right; but that went against Victoria's feelings, and that fact only dragged her deeper into the sucking black morass that she was so utterly incapable of finding escape from.  
 
    The only thing that kept her from drowning in it right then and there was a sudden knock on the door. "Come in," Victoria said gratefully. 
 
    In swept the second-oldest witch at EVE. Dressed in her usual shattered patterns of black and white, Ivy flashed Victoria a grin spiked with prominent canine teeth. In her hands was a tray with a small tea service on it. "Good to see you awake," she said, setting down the tray and pouring something that smelled an awful lot like chamomile. "Here."  
 
    Victoria eyed it suspiciously. "No sugar?" 
 
    "No stimulants of any kind. No sugar, no caffeine," Ivy pronounced, setting down the silver pot, now all alone on the tray, as Victoria didn't take milk. 
 
    "What?" Victoria looked down at her tea like something was going to leap out of it. 
 
    "Have you had a normal, natural night's sleep since we came here?" Selene asked pointedly, clearly thankful for a simple medical question rather than a fraught emotional one.  
 
    But it was another question that didn't need to be answered, and Victoria kept her eyes resolutely on her tea. 
 
    "Thank you, Ivy." 
 
    Ivy took the thanks as intended, and gave Victoria a reassuring smile before she retreated, shutting the door quietly behind her. 
 
    "I sympathise, Victoria. You know I do. But you are headstrong and wilful, even for a witch. You need help to heal. Let us help you." Selene's eyes were almost pleading. 
 
    "I thought I just needed time," Victoria said, watching her lips move in her reflection in the half-realised hope that if someone else said it it might be true. 
 
    "I did say that, I remember. But addling your brain by staying awake for days on end is... dangerous." 
 
    Victoria didn't look up.  
 
    "You may not want to hear it again, but I will say it anyway: you're right, this will not be easy. And yes, it may be even harder than what you went through before; you will not benefit from being lied to. But what I will not do is allow you to forget that you are surrounded by people who care about you. Who love you. You are worthy of that love, and in time, I know you will come to accept that. You're not alone." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    London was not what Katya had imagined in her head. Kings and queens, towers, jewels, she had expected it to be somehow more... regal. 
 
    It had been her great regret from her previous trip that she hadn't had the chance to see the crown jewel of the British Empire for herself. She had pleaded with her father to spare a day to at least say she had been here, but there hadn't been time. Next time, he'd said, next time. 
 
    Now it was next time. Not under the circumstances she had ever imagined, but she was here. London, the most important city in the world, untouched by the greatest war the world had ever seen, the heart of commerce and culture for tens of millions of people... 
 
    It was brown.  
 
    What wasn't brown was black with soot, running to gray. The shocking thing was that that description could have easily been applied to the sky, as well. Countless chimneys and smokestacks pilloried the heavens, belching smoke and steam in an endless stream that all blended together into a soup that coated Katya's tongue, which had been sacrificed by her nose to allow her to breathe. 
 
    She looked up at the baleful eye that was the clock that stood between the twin arches of King's Cross station and wondered where all the images in her head had come from if this is what they had had to start with. 
 
   
  
 

 The streets below it were crowded, bustling with people who didn't look at each other, nearly everyone dressed in some shade that fell somewhere between beige and black.  
 
    Perhaps it was because the war had just ended, and no-one was in a mood for colour just yet, but London had been spared the blighting that had scoured the continent, shouldn't they all be happy? The fabric of British society was still intact, not a tattered rag that a group of thuggish opportunists were using to— 
 
    Katya took a deep breath. 
 
    This was normal life. She'd been so long without it that it she hadn't even recognised it, but that's what she was seeing. Businessmen were doing business, builders were building, deliverers were delivering. This is what a healthy city was supposed to look like, she had to remind herself. 
 
    Still, it could still do with a bit of colour. 
 
    "Meet again at St. Pancras station," Zoya said, pointing a stubby finger across the way to a red brick building that looked like a combination of cathedral and castle. Atop its tallest spire was also a gigantic clock, and Katya wondered why British stations had such an obsession with time if the trains were always late. And why they needed two major railway stations right next door to each other. "We check in to the hotel together in four hours." 
 
    Imperatives were often dismissals for Zoya, and Katya took this one as such, melting into the crowd with such speed it probably looked like she was trying to get away from someone. 
 
    She was. Several of them. 
 
    With a stipend from the Longs, Katya had had every intention of spending her free time shopping for new clothes. Far from satisfying her own vanity, it was something she had not had an opportunity to do since she fled St. Petersburg. A year of a life on the run had left what little she had brought with her in a sorry state of affairs, but replacing them could wait. 
 
    Instead, she headed due west, where the map had said she would find a place called Regent's Park. After so much tumult, so many trains, ships, bombed-out buildings, farmhouses and myriad other places she knew she would be best off forgetting, she needed greenery and peace, or the closest equivalent she was going to get. 
 
    Growing up in the Russian capitol, Katya was no stranger to cities, and in spite of her earlier misgivings, she quickly remembered how to flow with the stream of people headed in the same direction she was, though she didn't want to think about how she looked as she did, as she knew it must be how she had looked to Officer Higgins. 
 
    Humiliating. Now that the stress of it had passed, she could actually look at what she had been through. Hat in hand, she'd been a pauper begging for scraps, for some bit of largesse on the part of people who didn't strictly have to give it. But they had, and she was officially a refugee now, an asylum-seeker from a movement that was still in the process of tearing apart her beloved home. The papers could dress it up with terms like 'White émigré,' but the only word that really mattered was 'exile.' She had been forced from her home, and if she tried to go back, they would invent new horrors for her to experience, since they'd already put her through everything else.  
 
    She had tried to hold her head high, to be a proud Russian, but the fatigue and the stress had taken its hold, and she was sure she had come off as more of a wretch, her clothes in tatters and her right arm in a sling. 
 
    Glancing down at it, she grimaced. It was the final piece that had made her jump from the pages of a Dickens novel complete. Men like Higgins didn't like seeing a pretty girl in such straits, and it ate at her to not know if that was the real reason she'd been let in. Would she always doubt? 
 
    Glancing around, no-one seemed to give her any sort of notice at all, but she couldn't help the crawling, seeping feeling of being an imposter. She had nothing, except her face. 
 
    She didn't enjoy using her looks to get what she wanted. If she was, then it meant she wasn't using her head, or her mouth, and it made her resentful that it was all that she had left. Appealing for entrance as a refugee didn't leave much in the way of negotiating leverage, and with her goal so near after so long, her tiredness had caught up with her yet again. Short answers, staring at her passport, she must have looked terrified. It certainly hadn't been a sterling speech or a clever bit of argumentation that had gotten that black stamp.  
 
    But she had gotten it, and she knew she should be thankful. 
 
    For that, and the fact she was alive. 
 
    Quickening her pace, she knew it wasn't just living Russians she was fleeing from.  
 
    The moment she passed through the gates to the park, she sought out a map. Scanning it just long enough to find the lake that curved along the western edge, she made straight for it.  
 
    Though the weather was overcast, there were still people out on the lake, smiling couples gliding across the still surface in small rowboats, none of them in a particular hurry to be anywhere. 
 
    In February.  
 
    How such a simple thing could strike her as a marvel only served to remind her of just how far from home she was. The idea that people could go out onto a lake of liquid water in boats in February was so alien to her that she felt the need to double-check that her passport didn't say 'Mars' on the front.  
 
    Finding a bench, Katya collapsed into it, winded from the pace she'd kept all the way from the station. At least, that's what she told herself it was.  
 
    Couples laughed, birds sang, and music wafted in from somewhere, too faint for her to make out exactly what it was. It didn't matter; it was all the sound of life. The normal life of a city at peace, even if it was still trying to work out what normal was.  
 
    Nothing was on fire, and no one was screaming. She didn't hear a single gunshot. 
 
    A woman alone in an unfamiliar place; in most circumstances, it would be worrying. But in that moment, as she watched a pair of long-legged gray birds wade through the shallow far bank, it's exactly what she wanted to be.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sharing a breakfast table with the two wealthiest, most influential women in Britain only stopped being strange after a few weeks. Sharing it with people you considered heroes never did.  
 
    The Long sisters didn't break their fast with the witches of EVE very often, they were far too busy. Whatever the reasons, the days they did come were the days Victoria spent the rest of being hungry, because she couldn't bring herself to eat much in their presence. 
 
    Around the long, rectangular table in the dining room of the EVE residence, all six witches and the two Longs sat in animated conversation, as they usually did when they were all together, and Victoria was in her usual place beside Ophelia, trying to absorb as much of her knowledge and experience as possible, even if it meant by osmosis. 
 
    Victoria spent the first half poking her eggs around, making it look like she was eating, but she spent the rest of it gawking and listening, or peppering them with questions.  
 
    No longer allowed coffee or proper tea, she sipped at her apple juice, unable to shake the feeling she was being punished somehow.  
 
    But she didn't dwell on it, she couldn't. The logical part of her brain knew why, and she contended herself with ceding the argument. 
 
    "...but we are on schedule for the maiden flight," Eustacia said with no little pride. "The helium conversion is going smashingly, and we are very near deciding on whether or not to disassemble the hydrogen facilities completely." 
 
    "Is it that far along?" Victoria asked.  
 
    Eustacia nodded, setting down her Earl Grey, which smelled heavenly. "No one is more surprised. Your insights were the final nudge we needed to take the leap. I don't know of anyone else in the industry who can actually see how differently a helium atom behaves compared to hydrogen," she said, the low early light enough to make her brown eyes glitter. 
 
    At least Victoria had earned her place as a 'consultant,' she thought. It had started as a nominal paper job so she could legally collect a paycheque, but her Manifest allowed for the exploration of many unforeseen avenues when it came to research and development.  
 
    Though it let her solve problems, they weren't the problems she wanted to be solving. Still, it let her contribute how she could. 
 
    "But I can't conjure the money to pay for acting on it," Victoria demurred. 
 
    "That's on our end," Ophelia said. "The benefits are clear enough to warrant the investment. The demonstration will prove it clear enough." 
 
    "You should actually go over and see it, Vickie, it's a hell of a thing up close," Millie said. 
 
    "I may do that," Victoria said, but wasn't sure she meant. She was an EVE witch, not a Long aircraft builder. She didn't belong in that hangar. She may have had a position on the payrolls, but she had yet to step foot in the other hangar. Ever since ADAM, she'd felt uncomfortable poking her nose back into that kind of work, in spite of her time spent at the munitions factory. She was an academic and a witch, she didn't belong there. Her contributions, like her position, really only existed on paper. 
 
    "And as for that demonstration, we have something we'd like to share with you. Our visit this morning isn't entirely a social one," Ophelia said. From out of her worn leather satchel she produced a single piece of paper and handed it to Millie. "What do you think of this?"  
 
    Victoria and Elise craned their necks from either side to get a look themselves. Bewilderment followed. 
 
    "'The Longstown Ladies and Their Spectacular Flying Circus,'" Victoria read. "What does that mean?" 
 
    "Are you going to shoot elephants out of a cannon?" Millie asked, sounding confused but slightly hopeful. 
 
    "Sadly, no. It's like a show. An airshow, would be another way to phrase it, I suppose. We're going to make Juno's maiden flight an entire event, open to the public. Now that the war is over, we have loads of prototypes and aircraft we bought back for testing lying around doing nothing, and we have the pilots to fly them. We thought we could give everyone a chance to see what we do here. Connect to the community, build up our image, maybe even gin up some interest in selling a few." 
 
    "What? Aircraft? Who would buy them?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "The Royal Mail, for one. Greatest advancement since the pillar box." Ophelia said. 
 
    "EVE isn't the only way we have of making up for building weapons for so long. If we can change people's perception of what aircraft can do, we can move away from putting guns on everything we make. Juno is only the first major step. We can say all we want that we're moving to civilian aviation, but until that market actually exists, it's just words." 
 
    "So you're going to create a market?"  
 
    "If you want to put it in the least charitable terms, yes," Eustacia said. "We're going to prove the worth of the aeroplane outside of war, and do so spectacularly. Says so right in the name." 
 
    As the flyer mock-up was passed around the table, many dubious looks marked its path. 
 
    "How will you be handling security?" Niamh asked from the other end. 
 
    Victoria looked out the window into the gloom. Of course Niamh would ask about that. Violence was in her blood. She was probably the reason Millie's Manifest took the shape it did. Witches weren't supposed to Manifest that way, but Millie had, not long after Niamh's arrival. They were visually similar, and could be used for similar purposes, it was only logical there was a connection. Resentment burbled and guttered within Victoria, and she made little effort to put a lid on it. 
 
    That it was a perfectly reasonable question went unacknowledged. 
 
    "However you do it, I'll be happy to help," Millie said proudly, without even consulting Elise. 
 
    As if you know anything about how a relationship works, Victoria thought darkly. 
 
    "Thank you, Millie. We haven't worked it out exactly yet, but you will definitely be on the roster that day. The perimeter fences and checkpoints have always been enough up to now, but it will be a challenge to keep things secure once the gates are open, and we will need every set of eyes and hands we can," Ophelia said. 
 
    The company was theirs to do with as they pleased, of course, but the announcement left Victoria disconcerted. She had gotten used to being a secret, and being left alone, the idea of flooding this place with probing, gawking strangers left a new kind of pit in her stomach. 
 
    "Our area will be cordoned off, I assume?" she asked, trying to make it sound reasonable. 
 
    "Of course," Eustacia said. "This part of the airfield will be off-limits. This is your home, not a zoo. But on that point, I want to make it clear that none of you are expected to attend, outside of whatever LAC responsibilities you may be assigned." She nodded at Millie. 
 
    "You too, Elise," Ophelia said, "With so many people here, there are bound to be a few accidents, and we don't want people to think we don't take care of them. We are planning to have a kind of nurse's station set up, and we'll need you to be there." 
 
    "Of course," Elise said immediately. 
 
    That left Victoria. She already spent so much time alone, what was one more day? she thought.  
 
    This time you'll be alone and even more useless.  
 
    Selene cleared her throat, cutting off Victoria's thoughts before they could sink any darker. "Now, for the second reason we gathered you all here together. If everyone is finished, could you three clear this away first, please?" she said to Millie, Elise and Victoria. "I have my own announcement to make." 
 
    With many excited whispers as to what that could mean, they did so, Victoria torturing herself by serving the coffee (two sugars for Ophelia, a splash of milk for Eustacia). When everyone had settled once more, Selene called the room back to attention. 
 
    "This inaugural month of EVE's existence has been both fruitful and enlightening, for good and for ill," Selene said, looking at each of the three younger witches in turn, ending with Victoria. "We are exceedingly proud of the three of you, and the rapidity with which you have become adept with your Manifests. Though there is much yet to learn before we can even begin to think about carrying out our charter, there is also the question of our numbers, no matter how skilfully you wield your gifts. It was always inevitable that EVE was going to expand, and I am pleased to now be able to say when." She gave a long, hesitant look at Ivy before she continued. "I know it has been a question hanging over us since we came here. You, we, the remnants of ADAM were never going to be the only witches who shared our goals, and we have not so much found more, as they are being delivered to us." 
 
    Victoria felt her eyebrows climb up her forehead, and Millie leaned forward in her chair. Only Elise seemed unfazed by Selene's words. 
 
    "And not at all from where we might have thought," the eldest witch said. "I received an urgent telegram several weeks ago from a witch I had long thought out of contact with the rest of us, but somehow word of EVE had gotten to her." Selene's gaze fell briefly but deliberately on her cousin. "In this missive, she told me she had assembled a small gaggle of young witches who were fleeing their homeland and needed safe haven. I, of course, agreed, and after consultation with our benefactors here, arranged for them to be brought to us as soon as possible." 
 
    Victoria shared a look with Millie and Elise that was as much intrigued as it was apprehensive. They had long known the day was coming, but they hadn't thought it would be so soon. More than one evening had been spent talking about what the first new witches were going to be like, and they had more or less prepared themselves for a trickle of them to show up one by one from as far away as the hinterlands of Wales or maybe more from Ireland or Scotland. That they would be getting a whole group at once came as a shock. 
 
    "From where?" Elise asked, as even France had been considered a possibility, if remotely, but 'fleeing their homeland' could very easily mean France, given the state it had been left in at the end of the war. Victoria knew Elise longed to be able to speak her mother tongue with someone again, and the hope in her voice was tangible. 
 
    Selene spared a glance to the Longs, who appeared to be bracing for something, but didn't stop her from answering. When she did, Victoria found out why. 
 
    "Russia." 
 
    Best friends with a witch from Scotland, who was herself in love with a witch from France; able to pass through solid matter, and prove Einstein right with a thought, Victoria had begun to think herself above surprises.  
 
    All she managed to do in that moment was stare straight ahead with her mouth gaped open like a beached fish.  
 
    Even can't-hide-her-emotions-to-save-her-life Millie was unable to do anything more than sit in stunned silence. "That's a wee bit further than we had imagined," she said once her brain started working again. "I didn't even know there were Russian witches." 
 
    "Not many, but they do exist. They mostly keep to themselves," Ivy said.  
 
    Selene nodded. "Which made the request all the more surprising. But I believe circumstances forced their hand. Apparently, they have been on the run for some months, without a proper destination. Communication has been sporadic and exceedingly difficult, as you can imagine, but they are coming." 
 
    "When?" Victoria asked, taking a sip of weak chamomile tea. 
 
    "Tomorrow." 
 
    Choke or explode, Victoria managed to do both. Hacking and wheezing at what had trickled down the wrong hole, the rest became a fine brown cloud that rained down over the bright white tablecloth. 
 
    The level of shock at the rest of the table meant no one noticed. 
 
    "What?" multiple voices shouted at once. 
 
    Somewhere between apologetic and resigned, Selene held up her hands to fend off what she knew was about to happen. "You see just how difficult communication has been. They're in London right now." 
 
    "Wh- how?" Victoria asked in disbelief. "London? That's only two hours from here, how could they not tell you any sooner?" 
 
    "I was supposed to be told when they were in Calais. I was supposed to be told when they arrived in Dover and had been admitted into the country, as that was not a guarantee. I look forward to finding out along with you why that didn't happen," she said darkly. "But nonetheless, it has happened, and we must be willing to deal with that, for their sakes. By coming to us, they are to be treated as witches first, and Russians second. I understand they all speak English to one degree or another, so please make them feel welcome when they arrive. Their journey has been perilous, and I wish to make them feel it was not in vain. I wish I could have done more to prepare you for this, but we will have to make due. EVE is for us, and by us. This is to be their home now, as well." 
 
    Ophelia nodded. "We certainly didn't plan on all of this happening at once," she said somewhat apologetically. "Both were months in planning, and it just sort of worked out this way. But as Juno and the Circus will be taking up a lot of time and energy, we will leave handling the Russians largely up to you. Consider it your first real test. I just hope you won't need magic to pass it." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her one good hand weighed down with bags, Katya was no longer certain about the merits of being alone. Dashing from one store to another, she'd become turned around completely, and was hurtling towards an admission she might be lost.  
 
    After the pleasant rest of the park, the size of the clocks on the stations had stopped being a curiosity and turned into a godsend. But now even they were obscured by the closeness of everything, hidden behind buildings that all looked the same to her, and she was beginning to share the look of moroseness they all displayed. 
 
    Peering down an alleyway, the street she saw at the other end looked familiar, and seemed to be busy enough to qualify as a main thoroughfare. In any event, it was more brightly lit than the narrow lane she was standing in, and it certainly had more people on it, because she was currently surrounded by dimness and an uneasy feeling she tried very hard to shove back down. 
 
    But the feeling wouldn't be swayed, and her breaths started coming in rapid, shallow gasps. Her palms were damp already, and she looked desperately around to quell the sudden isolation that began squeezing at the edges of her vision.  
 
    To her left and right were nothing but the narrow lane, which curved away in both directions so that she couldn't see what lay around the corners. The way she had just come from was no use, as she couldn't remember how she'd gotten here in the first place. Both choices were dark and foreboding, the only light coming from the far end of the alley. Even above her was a dark forest of fire escapes and laundry lines, as the sun hadn't really been visible since she left the park. 
 
    No matter what she did, she was alone and in a strange place. 
 
    She looked back down the alley. It wasn't that long, and didn't look to be any narrower than any of the other pathways that splintered through the city. If worse came to worse, she was a witch. That would be more than enough to scare trouble away, she told herself.  
 
    You're a witch now. A real witch. Not like last time. This is London, a city not at war with itself, and no-one is hunting you down for your name. 
 
    That part of her life was over. 
 
    It was why she had left. 
 
    Without giving herself the chance to overthink it further, she strode into the alley at a brisk pace.  
 
    Look like you're busy, like you belong, was advice she'd gotten long ago on how to simply barrel through problems she didn't have adequate time to prepare for. This qualified, so it was long, purposeful strides that got her more than halfway before the other end was blocked by the shadow of a man who had the appearance of someone who didn't lack for experience in blocking alleyways. Not an inch of him was clean, his grayish-brown palette the perfect camouflage. 
 
    Katya kept going. He was a problem, and she was a barrel. She wouldn't fear. Not again. 
 
    "Pardon me," she said politely as she approached. "I'd like to access the street." An odd thing to say, she knew, but with her accent, she hoped odd would confuse him enough for her to get what she wanted without incident.  
 
    His face pinched in confusion, and for a brief moment, she thought she had succeeded. 
 
    Then his face unpinched, to the point he smiled the most unpleasant smile Katya had ever seen.  
 
    Be aggressive, witch, Katya told herself. If he's waiting in an alley, he's a coward. 
 
    "I don't have anything you want. I spent all of my money, so kindly step aside." 
 
    "You got exactly what we want," said a voice from behind her. 
 
    Whipping her head around in surprise, she looked to see that another man, not unlike the first, had cut off her only escape route. The moment she did, she was grabbed from behind, and her bags stripped from her hand, which was pulled painfully against the small of her back. 
 
    "A pretty face," said the man holding her arm, his reeking breath an inch from her ear.  
 
    "Let me go!" Katya shouted, hoping someone on the main street would hear. "I said let go!" 
 
    "When we feel like it," the man now in front of her said.  
 
    The look in his eye told her everything, and she had to suppress the scream that had torn from her throat the last time she'd seen it. 
 
    Not again. Never again! 
 
    Within her, magic began to swirl and rise, the living energy that marked her from all other witches roaring to life. From her core, it rushed through her veins, filling her with ancient power. Throbbing just below her skin, she gloried in it, revelling in the opportunity to unleash it on an unsuspecting world. In a way, she was glad it had come to this. 
 
    "Wha-?" A sickening, wet crunch. 
 
    "Wagh!" Another. 
 
    Something splattered across Katya's cheeks, and she stood alone again, two bodies crumpled at her feet. 
 
    The shadow that had darkened the alley remained. 
 
    "Stupid girl," a voice rumbled in Russian. 
 
    Katya lifted shaking fingers to her face, and they came way darkened with blood.  
 
    "Use your magic in public and you go home. That was the agreement." 
 
    When Katya turned, it was Inga who now loomed behind her. Slightly behind and to her left was Svetlana, looking both embarrassed and slightly sick. Inga, however, didn't look like she cared one jot whether the heads she'd smashed against the wall belonged to the still-living or the now-dead, she was too busy being disappointed. 
 
    The magic within Katya retreated as swiftly as it had been summoned, slinking back into her and leaving no sign it was ever there. 
 
    "Do you want to go home?" Inga said. 
 
    It took Katya a moment to remember Russian was her native language, and even longer for her to admit that 'going home' didn't actually mean anything anymore. Still... "No." 
 
    "Good." Inga tossed her a handkerchief. "Wipe your face, get your shit and let's go," she commanded, and left the alley. 
 
    Stunned, Katya had no choice but to comply.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Night had closed in around Longstown, the empty distance of the airfield lending an extra layer of quiet outside of Elise's window. Millie had never lived in a place quite so isolated, and she still had to glance out the window occasionally to remind her that the world outside was still there.  
 
    Though with Elise on the inside, it was becoming less frequent, as whatever might be out there became less and less important. 
 
    "Russians?" Millie asked, not for the first time, but with just as much disbelief as the first. It was so outside the realm of any possibility they had considered, Selene could have said 'the Moon' and they would have been just as surprised. Just the fact there were Russian witches at all was surprising enough, let alone the idea that they would becoming here. 
 
    What should have been exciting was, going by Elise's face, more of a disappointment. Millie entwined their fingers. "I'm sorry they're not French." 
 
    Elise's slender shoulders rose and fell in a graceful shrug. "It cannot be helped. They could have come from anywhere." 
 
    "Aye, but Russia? Won't they melt come summer?" 
 
    To Millie's everlasting joy, Elise laughed. "British summers are not so warm," she said. "I think they will be fine." 
 
    "You're the nurse," Millie said. "All the more reason to continue my French lessons, then, I suppose." 
 
    "I would like that very much," Elise said. Before she could prove just how much, there was a knock at the door.  
 
    Millie remained seated on the bed as Elise rose to answer it. 
 
    "Good evening, Elise," said Selene once the door was open. "And Millicent, you're here as well, good. May I come in?"  
 
    "Of course," Elise said, and gestured the eldest witch in, though she didn't look older than 40. There were times when her age would show, especially when it was cold, but anyone who didn't know the truth couldn't be blamed for assuming she was Vickie's mother. 
 
    And it was a motherly sort of concern she wore on her faintly-scarred face as she stepped inside, silently appraising what Elise had done with her room before turning back to the two of them with much more serious concerns weighing down her posture. 
 
    "There is something I need to speak with you two about," Selene said, her tone making it clear it wasn't anything good. "May I?" she asked, gesturing to the chair beside Elise's bed. 
 
    "Please," said Elise. 
 
    "Thank you." Selene gestured to the bed. "Please, sit." 
 
    When Millie and Elise were settled beside each other, Selene looked at both of them, clearly finding difficulty in where to start.  
 
    "I have news regarding the investigation into the hospital that Victoria was in. The Longs have done a thorough job going through all of their records since the acquisition and have come across information that is relevant to the two of you." 
 
    Millie gave a confused look to Elise, who didn't seem to be any wiser as to what that could mean. The night they had rescued Victoria was something they would never forget. It was the night Elise had Manifested, and Millie would always have the scar on her shoulder where she'd been shot. 
 
    "Nothing directly to do with that night," Selene assured them. "It concerns your... preferences."  
 
    There was still some amusement in the fact Selene couldn't just come out and say it. Afterbirth and menstrual cycles she could talk about in a clinical, matter-of-fact way, but when it came to girls kissing other girls, she got hung up. It was almost endearing. Almost. 
 
    "You and Victoria rescued 11 women from that horrid place that night. One was Mary, five of them were German, and the other five were... like you." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Selene took a deep breath. "Five of the women you rescued were committed to that hospital for no other reason than they were homosexual. Their families had had them committed in a misguided attempt to 'fix' them. The records were shockingly honest about it. One of them had been there for almost five years." 
 
    Millie felt Elise's hand close over hers, and gave it a reassuring squeeze, though she had needed to feel Elise in that moment as much as Elise had need to feel her. She'd known about two of the Germans, just hearing them talk had told her that much. But the rest had scattered quickly after they'd made their escape, and she'd never thought to ask about why they'd been there. They hadn't seemed insane in the short time they were together, and she'd trusted Vickie's assessment that they'd needed out as much as she had. To find out she'd been right was not a surprise, but to find out why left Millie shaking in a toxic combination of fear and fury. 
 
    "It wasn't just witches they were experimenting on," Selene said.  
 
    The blood rushed from Millie's head and she was suddenly dizzy. "If they had gotten me too, like they wanted... or Elise..." She turned to see Elise looking back at her already. Nothing needed to be said aloud for it to hang between them, but it still felt like Death itself approach, only to walk right through them, leaving them shaking and cold at what could have been. 
 
    "And so..." Selene collected herself again. "You both probably know what I'm about to say next better than anyone, and you don't need me to say it. But if I don't, and something happens to you, I would never be able to forgive myself for not at least trying. 
 
    "Ivy, Niamh, Victoria and I cannot be happier for the two of you. We are all overjoyed to see the love between you finally be allowed to bloom. Love between witches is not unknown, you are far from the first. We have encouraged you to be yourselves, and express your love for each other however you choose to do so. It has made you stronger as witches, and as people." 
 
    "But..." Millie supplied. 
 
    "But, and this is the part I'm sure you are both aware of— this," Selene gestured all around them, "is a bubble. A bubble of love and support, but a bubble all the same. EVE wasn't going to be that bubble forever, and with the arrival of the new witches, I'm afraid it's going to have to burst." 
 
    Selene had been right, they did know that, but having foreknowledge you were going to be stabbed in the heart didn't kill you any less. 
 
    "The four of us will always support you, and in the moments where it is just us, we want it to be just like it has been until now. But the Russians may not be so accommodating. They are witches like us, yes, but that doesn't mean they'll be as accepting as we are. I have an open mind, but until we get to know them better and can find out for sure, I'm afraid the two of you will have to once again confine your relationship to your private time." 
 
    Millie bristled. "You're asking us to be ashamed again?" 
 
    Selene looked genuinely hurt by the very idea. "Not at all. However, EVE was never going to be a private club for the six of us. It was going to expand, and reflect more than our points of view. Now," Selene fended off whatever was about to explode from Millie's mouth with a scarred hand, "that is not to say we agree with them, or support that point of view. But I will not have you endangered by it. 
 
    "Victoria is one of you, your Coven. The three of us," Selene gestured to herself, "are too old to care who you love. That anyone loves anyone at all sometimes feels like a miracle. But though the newcomers are witches, we have to treat them like we would anyone else who isn't one of us. And if you think I derive any sort of joy from having to say that, then you sorely misunderstand me and my intentions. The report from the Longs shook me in a way that I was not prepared for. That kind of callousness aimed so specifically was a reminder of a time I'd thought us past." Selene traced the burns on her right hand, the ever-present reminder she would always carry of that time. "And the thought of losing either of you to it upsets me on a profound level." She raised her gray eyes to both of them, and the depth of that level was clear. The three witches she had shepherded through ADAM, the only three people who had persevered to the program's end, were the closest thing she would ever have to children, and Millie saw in her eyes the lengths she would go to protect them. 
 
    Whatever fire had been building in Millie, ready to spew forth and rail about just why she should have to take a huge step backward after finally working up the courage to take a leap forward, snuffed out under the look Selene doused it with. This was a woman who had suffered true persecution herself, who had literally been burned at the stake, and Millie knew how serious her feelings had to have been for her to have broached the topic with them at all. 
 
    Elise squeezed her hand, and Millie looked over to see her own conclusions reflected back at her. Selene was right, as much as it might be personally upsetting to have to once again skulk about and be who they weren't in the one place they thought their own.  
 
    "All right," Millie said, keeping her eyes locked onto Elise's for a moment before turning them to Selene. "We'll do it." 
 
    It was obvious it gave Selene no pleasure to nod her thanks, and she suddenly looked her real age as she stood to take her leave. But when she set her hands on both of their faces, her pulse was strong and her skin warm. 
 
    "I'm very lucky to have found you," she said before gathering her cloak about her and moving towards the door. "Enjoy your evening." With that, she swept from the room and was gone. 
 
    The silence that followed was complete. Millie didn't even look at Elise, and they sat beside one another at a distance that felt suddenly vast. What had been a polite amount of separation in the presence of company now felt like it was a gulf between worlds, a chasm that yawned between them, the darkness within it swirling with the thoughts and images that Selene had left behind.  
 
    So when Millie finally looked up at Elise, there were no words. None needed to be said before that chasm snapped closed and Millie threw herself across it with an alacrity that knocked Elise backwards. 
 
    Their eyes met in a brief moment of rationality before they set upon each other with a hunger that made each of them gasp in surprise. It was a desperate, ferocious kiss that sealed them back together, a kiss of now that nearly brought tears to Millie's eyes with its intensity. If their short time alone was to be their only time they got to be themselves, to show each other the love that beat in both of their hearts, then they were going to make every second of it count. 
 
      
 
    "How did they take it?" Victoria asked as soon as Selene had moved far enough from the door she wouldn't be overheard. She'd been pacing the hall the entire time, waiting for Millie to start breaking things. That she hadn't left her more worried. 
 
    "Very well, considering," Selene said. 
 
    "Did you tell them everything?" 
 
    "I couldn't. Not then. I won't forbid you from telling them, if you think it right." 
 
    "I don't know that I could bring myself to. Millie has motivation enough, telling her might send her off somewhere far darker than 'motivated.' How much did you tell them?" 
 
    "I implied there was experimentation, much like Mary. They didn't ask for clarification." 
 
    Victoria nodded. She had been shocked to learn about the five they had rescued that night, but she had had no idea about the depths of the 'experimentation' that had been going on under her nose. The more she learned about that place, the more she counted herself lucky that it had only been as bad as it had been. The notes they'd found had declared Victoria too valuable to risk further damage, so they had largely let her be. 
 
    When she found out what had been done to the others, she had had to force herself to read past the first case without being sick, and to keep going without a magical outburst that would have levelled the Longs' office. 
 
    Those five had been treated as deviants, as broken things that needed fixing. That time with men would show them the error of their ways. They had all suffered sexual abuse, to 'turn back from their dark path' after experiencing a man. Two of them had been forcibly impregnated in the idea that their maternal instincts would kick in and override their 'deviancy.' 
 
    She should have killed the ones who did it. If she had known, she would have. At the time, she had just wanted to get away, and killing someone would have tied her to that place forever. But if she had known then what she knew now, her wrath would have been terrible and not at all swift.  
 
    She still could. There were names in those documents, all of which had been redacted before Victoria had been allowed to see them. Their positions had been as well, and so Victoria only had the names of the ones she had been introduced to personally. If Dr. Garland or any of the orderlies had had anything to do with what she read, she wouldn't have been able to prove it, but if she saw them again, she had several creative ideas on how she was going to find out. As for the others, she left it up to the Longs. They were legally responsible for the hospital now, and if they saw it necessary to hide the identities for their own safety, Victoria had to admit they were wise to anticipate how the three witches who had actually been in that place would have reacted had they not. 
 
    Given Victoria's past, and the guilt she felt over the deaths of men that she had had an indirect role in, it should have concerned her more how visceral her reaction was to the idea of killing with her own hand. Yet, if she ever had the chance to play out the opportunity in a dream, she would count it as welcome respite from the nightmares. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "So this is the English countryside," Katya said as it sped past her window. Even in February, everything was green. How was that possible? Liquid water, fine, but they were at nearly the same latitude as Warsaw or Kiev, how was it not buried in snow? Though she couldn't explain it, she certainly didn't mind. Everywhere else they had been on this journey had been bitterly cold, the winter of 1919 sharp and aggressive in its need to drive prayers for spring from the lungs of everyone it set upon.  
 
    As the train hurtled away from London, Katya wondered what the English had done to be so blessed with what felt to her a kind of perpetual spring. The trees were all bare, and no flowers bloomed, but she could see the ground, and for her, that was the definition of spring, not February.  
 
    They had only been a short distance into the English countryside and it had already lived up to its reputation, something she couldn't say for London. Where was the gold? The blue? It had made her acutely homesick for her native St. Petersburg, which she would always call it, no matter who told her to do otherwise. 'Petrograd' was such an ugly, industrial name, one not at all fitting of such a beautiful city. St. Petersburg would always be her home, and Petrograd merely the place that had cast her out. 
 
    But the colour green in February was slowly inoculating her against the pangs she felt, as was the tea, she was finding. She was used to the strong black teas her grandmother made, but the ones she had had thus far in England were a warm golden brown; teas for a pleasant afternoon conversation, not as fortification against opening the front door in the morning.  
 
    The thought of her grandmother made her suddenly desperate for a distraction, but all she found was Inga, and she was asleep. Katya had yet to work up the courage to ask just how she had known to come to that alley, but she knew it didn't really matter. It wasn't the first time Inga had saved her life, or the lives of one of the others. It seemed like she always had an uncanny ability to know when trouble was coming, and got them away from it before needing to do what she'd done in that alley. Though Inga was tireless, Katya knew better than to wake a war veteran, especially for reasons as small as hers. 
 
    Across the isle, Alexandra was in a fitful, shallow sleep, while Svetlana was running her fingers over the fabric of the seat backs, counting the flowers in the pattern before looking up to gaze intently at the cream-coloured ribbons in the hat of the woman in front of her as they bobbed and wiggled with the movement of the train. 
 
    That left Katya to busy her mind with what she found out the window. But as telegraph poles zipped by just a few feet away while farmland crawled past in the distance, there wasn't much that qualified. It was undoubtedly beautiful, and perhaps she should have been content with that, but even looking out at something so soothing left her mind the opportunity to start eating itself again. 
 
    What then? They were less than two hours away from their final destination. After so long, that the remainder of their journey could be counted in minutes was still hard to credit as being real. Surely she would wake up in an abandoned farmhouse that still reeked of death, shaking with cold and fear, trying desperately to cling to the beautiful dream she'd been having. 
 
    But it was real. 
 
    They were really arriving. It was over. 
 
    Blinking away sudden tears that pricked the edges of her eyes, Katya took a deep breath and had to remind herself just how unfathomably lucky she was.  
 
    All that she had lost, all that had been taken from her, she was here. Her father, her friends, her home, her country, her future. 
 
    Her old future, she realised all at once. 
 
    She was a witch now, not a trader's daughter. She was among witches, on her way to live with more, and she had been so fixated on the past it was almost too late for her to deal with the future that was hurtling towards her as fast as the locomotive could carry her. 
 
    But the past wasn't going to let her go so easily.  
 
    There were reasons she was so far from home. There were reasons she'd been on this nightmare journey for so long, and the unconscionable thing was, part of her was afraid to stop. When she stopped she would have to reflect, to look back where she'd been, to live in a world that was missing all the pieces that had held everything in place. 
 
    And yet.  
 
    Opportunity. 
 
    Opportunity that grew from a bed of ash. 
 
    A wizened voice broke into her thoughts from behind her, a voice not unlike her grandmother's.  
 
    "What do you see out there, zhar-ptitsa?" asked Zoya. 
 
    The low gray clouds were an insulating blanket, wrapping the world outside in the sky's embrace. Much as in London, the people here went on about their lives. Sheep moved about without fear of wolves, their shepherds among them without fear of being shot or their livelihood taken. Crops grew without their tenders fearing them being razed or stolen to shove into the bottomless maw of the war machine. 
 
    As fast as she was moving, the world outside was still. 
 
    "Peace," Katya said.  
 
    "Good answer," Zoya replied, but said nothing more.  
 
    There was a lot of Katya's grandmother in Zoya, yes, but there was also a lot of stranger still, even though they had been traveling together for so long. The old woman knew things, things she shouldn't have. Things that Katya's grandmother had taught her in the strictest confidence, but that Zoya shared among the four of them like they were common knowledge.  
 
    She had come to her in Katya's darkest moment, and for that she would be forever grateful, but she didn't know that she would ever be comfortable around her. She still didn't know why she had been chosen, why Zoya had come to her with her offer to get her out of Russia, but Katya knew she was only alive because she had. It had been difficult to believe at first. The fall of the Tsar and subsequent implosion of the provisional government had torn her life apart and scattered the pieces to the wind, leaving her with no choice but to be blown along without direction or hope.  
 
    Now, here she was, on the opposite end of Europe with three other young women who could not be more different, and she would have had difficulty explaining exactly how. Zoya had led them from one safe house to another, from unmarked basements to farmhouses, from the back room of speakeasies to many a miserable night sleeping under bridges. 
 
    It was still hard to believe what was waiting for them at the end of their journey. Zoya hadn't even told her until a few weeks earlier, when they'd found themselves hiding away in the still-smouldering ruins of a building somewhere in eastern France. Until that day, they had been moving what felt like randomly, from one place to another with no plan that Katya could see beyond staying alive. Once Zoya had told her though, they had moved with purpose, directly for Britain at a pace that had taxed their road-weary bodies to their limits. They'd only been allowed some rest once they reached Calais, as they awaited their paperwork going through. 
 
     She wasn't even sure she had told the others, though she must have at some point. To drag them all the way to the middle of England without telling them why would have been the undertaking of an insane person, but none of them had spoken so much as a word to the other about it, as far as she knew. Through all their time together, they were still as good as strangers to one another.  
 
    Alexandra and Inga rarely spoke, and though Svetlana tried, she also seemed lost half the time, and just keeping her from falling behind or wandering off was exhausting. As for Katya, she had made no effort to build any bridges herself, and every night before she fell asleep, she reminded herself why. It was only in the middle of the day, when she was furthest from her dreams, that her resolve began to waiver, but she had thus far managed to keep her secrets, and she saw no reason to risk giving them up now. Perhaps life in a strange land would drive them together eventually, but Katya was content to wait for that day to force her.  
 
    The train eventually slowed, crawling through an area that never really seemed to grow any denser than the first few buildings they came across. It was not a built-up area by any means, and a lot of what she did see looked to be brand-new. Had the entire town sprung up during the war? That's what it looked like. So much of what she'd seen of England so far was old, lived-in. What awaited her when she alighted on the platform hadn't been lived in at all. The paint on the walls was still shiny, the wood still bright as if it had been felled yesterday. The smell of both was still strong, even through the coal smoke of the idle locomotive.  
 
    The others gawked as well as they awaited their bags, even Inga seemed to have wide eyes for the place they had found themselves in.  
 
    What was more than the newness was something that struck Katya all at once, like it had been dropped on her from the roof: everyone on the platform with them was female.  
 
    The staff was male, as she would have expected, but those milling about collecting their bags and those who had been awaiting them were all women. 
 
    Katya sought Zoya's eyes for some kind of explanation, but they were too busy searching for something or someone specific, and slid over Katya completely every time they came near her. 
 
    Soon enough Zoya found what she was looking for, and several porters came over and began gathering their things, such as they were, and took them in twos and threes down the stairs and out to a waiting fleet of taxis. 
 
    But there was one bag Katya made sure she grabbed for herself, fending off half-a-dozen offers to take it for her, as it was one that she wouldn't let out of her sight for anything now, no matter how awkward it might be for her to carry it. Heavy in her left hand, she begged leave to visit the ladies room and lugged it into the first open stall. 
 
    Before she could march forward into this new life, she needed to put on her armour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The convoy of taxis carried Katya and the others through a town that looked like the station did: as if it had been built yesterday. The homes that lined the street were all the same ruddy brick, even if the weather was doing its best to pulverise it into gravel.  
 
    Aside from the newness of it, it was the fact that it all looked so neatly arranged that took Katya aback. Longstown didn't at all feel like it had risen organically from the countryside, it was far too neat. Trees and benches lined the single street that was open to vehicle traffic, but given the weather, there were very few pedestrians to use the space that had been reserved for them. 
 
    The few that were out and about all wore dresses. She hadn't seen a single man since she'd left the station, and she didn't know how to feel about that. She should have been ecstatic, but the sheer novelty of it was locking up her brain. According to the information already tucked away in the bag in her lap, the Long Aircraft Concern employed over 800 women, the majority of which lived in Longstown. The difference between seeing the words and seeing the reality was even more marked than she had anticipated.  
 
    In spite of the whipping wind, the women who braved it walked without fear. None of them cast their eyes about, only forward, with their heads held high, and each and every one looked like they had a purpose. None of them needed escorts, and none of them needed permission. 
 
    How far Katya was from home was only amplified as they turned out of the town and passed through the gates to the airfield, where the two largest buildings she had ever seen loomed like wayward ships, stranded hundreds of miles from any body of water large enough to hold them. 
 
    These too, were far more than the black-and-white numbers on a sheet of paper. 800 feet long reads impressive, but looks nearly incomprehensible. The scale just wasn't what was encountered on a regular basis, and that made it hard to credit that they were even real.  
 
    The Winter Palace in St. Petersburg was huge. She'd seen it more times than she could count, but it was a sprawling structure with hundreds of rooms, meant to house hundreds of people, built up over decades. These were single structures with nothing inside them to hold them up, built for the purpose of housing a single aircraft big enough to warrant an 800-foot building to keep it in.  
 
    Then she saw that beside one of them lay their destination, and the line of women standing in front of it, and a different kind of overwhelming feeling came over her. She needn't have read all their names to know who they were, she could feel it.  
 
    Six Manifested witches were impossible to hide from another witch, and they were making no effort to even try. Six blazing beacons of magic burned before her new home, six pairs of eyes that wore equal parts apprehension and curiosity. 
 
    Beside them were the two women who had saved their lives, and Katya felt a weight form in her stomach. Without the Longs, they would still be dashing between hovels in some godforsaken section of the continent. Now, they had faces to go with the names.  
 
    It was a moment of truth, she knew.  
 
    In her head.  
 
    Her heart, however, was still bleeding. 
 
    In a moment, Katya's visage melted into a default she had perfected years earlier, her body language shifted to match, and the Yekaterina Gurevich who awaited her moment to open the taxi door was not the one who had closed it. 
 
      
 
    "Here they come," Millie said, her eyes locked on a trio of cars trundling up the main road that connected the airfield to the rest of Longstown. They didn't look to be in any kind of hurry to get where they were going, but Millie supposed they needed time to acclimate to the pair of gigantic airship hangars that loomed right in front of them. The first time Millie had seen them from that angle, they hadn't even looked real. Her brain had refused to accept structures that large, even though she'd seen theirs from the inside first. But Russia was huge, maybe they were used to large things, Millie thought as the cars made the turn that would bring them straight to the residence.  
 
    That the weather had turned so quickly Millie chose not to interpret as an omen. She didn't believe in them, and even if she did, she would be damned if she was going to let something like that dictate how the rest of this was going to go. Still, she kept one eye on the thick, angry clouds that looked like they were about to unleash a torrential rain at any moment. 
 
    As much as Millie wanted to recreate the feeling she had had when she was first brought here by welcoming the new arrivals in The Shed, it had been decided that they should be welcomed to their new home, rather than their new workplace. And so all of the witches of EVE were arrayed along the drive in front of the residence, bracing for more than one oncoming storm.  
 
    Breath from eight mouths puffed in the cold, and Millie was already starting to shiver under her heavy coat. She wriggled her toes to remind herself they still worked, but her thick socks kept it from being very reassuring.  
 
    The wind picked up, and Millie could hear the fabric of coats and dresses flapping about, even as her teeth began to chatter over it. She didn't know what kind of first impression they were going to make, but if it was at all like she felt, she hoped the Russians would be too tired to notice. 
 
    Then the cars were upon them, and it was too late to worry anymore. 
 
    First to be let out by the driver was an older woman that looked much closer to what Millie had imagined witches looked like before she'd actually met one. Her largely gray hair was pulled back into a tight knot on the back of her hatless head, and in spite of what looked like an advanced age, didn't seem to be bothered in any way by the weather. Ignoring the Longs completely, she went straight to Selene and embraced her in a tight hug. 
 
    "It has been too long, Selene," she said in a voice that bore every year of just how long.  
 
    "Zoya," Selene said. "How are you?" 
 
    Millie never found out, because the largest woman she had ever seen had just unfolded herself from the taxi, and Millie was compelled to look.  
 
    Standing before them, Millie felt small for the first time in her life. She was tall for a woman, it had been one of her greatest torments growing up. That, combined with her hair, was why she'd never had use for the word 'anonymous.' But the woman taking stock of everything before her was big for a human. She had the build and proportions of a statue, like she had been crafted by someone with a chisel and a hammer, since Millie had difficulty believing she could have been conceived and grown inside another person. Even her eyes looked carved, black and inscrutable, giving away nothing of what she thought about what she was seeing. Her hair was as black Victoria's, but even shorter, with the same style Millie had noticed a lot of men bringing home from the war; cut very close on the sides, but left to grow longer on top. 
 
    Zoya looked away from Eustacia to gesture to the Amazon. "Inga Tupoleva," she said. 
 
    Inga inclined her head smartly, but made no other motion. 
 
    And she's a witch, Millie thought. If introducing Inga first was a conscious attempt at a first impression, or if she had just needed to straighten her legs, the effect was the same, and Millie felt the ground under her soften slightly. It had been easy to imagine a sort of general, identity-less 'witch' as being who was going to join them at EVE. But now that the first one had an identity like Inga, Millie was forced to reckon with the fact that those vague 'other' witches were actual individuals, and EVE was going to prove to be far more eclectic than they had ever imagined. 
 
    Millie swallowed hard as the next door opened. 
 
    The woman who emerged had the youngest face of any witch Millie had seen, inset with eyes that were some of the oldest. Though she was able to make the most perfunctory of greetings, it was very clear that she would rather have not had to. It wasn't fear that Millie saw in her dark blue eyes, but something else, something she had only seen on the faces of men returning from the war. The vacant, distant look that the most traumatised carried back with them; the 'thousand-yard stare' she'd heard it called.  
 
    On those boys coming back from the horror of the trenches, it made a depraved sort of sense, given what they'd been through. On a young woman, however, it was jarringly out of place, which only made it more ghastly.  
 
    She'd been introduced as Alexandra, and Millie suspected Elise was already committing her features to memory in hopes of helping to improve them. 
 
    The next woman, Svetlana Yakovleva, seemed simply overwhelmed. Her hazel eyes were constantly searching, looking at everything and everyone, and once she had, doing it again. Of the three of them Millie had met so far, she looked the closest to how Millie imagined she had herself looked when she first arrived.  
 
    When Svetlana began shaking hands, however, she did more than look. Everyone she came to, she made sure to feel the fabric of their sleeves, running her hands up their forearms to their elbows and back down again. She said something to Selene that the wind carried away, but the older witch nodded to whatever it was and Svetlana grinned before gently fingering the ends of Selene's long, raven hair. Looking pleased with whatever it was that she felt, Svetlana smiled and moved down the line to stare into Victoria's eyes with an intensity that made Millie uncomfortable, to say nothing of how it must have made Vickie felt. 
 
    So when she arrived in front of Millie, she couldn't help but stiffen before Svetlana's near-manic gaze. But rather than hold her eyes, the young Russian was even more intrigued by Millie's hair than she had been by Selene's, and as soon as they had exchanged greetings, Millie found out what she'd been asked. 
 
    "May I?" Svetlana asked, gesturing to Millie's hair. 
 
    "Sure," was all Millie could say. She wasn't a diplomat. 
 
    Svetlana raised her thin fingers until they lifted the ends of the thick curls that spilled over Millie's shoulders. She took the weight and measure of them, and seemed happy with what she found. A grateful smile passed her lips before "Spasibo." Svetlana had only made a single step towards Elise before catching herself and darting back to Millie. "Thank you," she said. 
 
    Millie tried shooting a questioning glance at Victoria, but she found her best friend's attention was already transfixed on something else. Or someone. 
 
    When Millie turned to follow her gaze, her breath caught in her throat.  
 
    "Yekaterina Gurevich." 
 
    Standing before them was winter incarnate. Dressed entirely in white, a fur-lined coat hung all the way to her ankles, her hands and feet both shod in white leather. Atop her head was a white hat, trimmed with fur so soft that ripples and eddies swam across it in the wind. Her hair was a shock of pure white cascading down her back, even longer than Selene's. Her eyes were a sharp, icy blue, framed in heavy black mascara that Millie suspected she used as a contrast to make them look even brighter.  
 
    She was undoubtedly striking, but there was something in the way that those piercing blue eyes regarded the rest of them that kept her from being beautiful. She shared many features with the woman Millie thought the most beautiful in all the world, but not her warmth, and that made them impossible to compare. What on Elise made her look warm and soft, on Yekaterina looked like solid ice. 
 
    Needing a touch of summer in that moment, Millie looked to her right, and her eyes widened in surprise. Elise was usually very good at policing her emotions, but what she saw then would have been readable by even the most emotionally illiterate. So unused to seeing open dislike on Elise's face, Millie found herself staring. It looked wrong and out of place to see it contorted that way.  
 
    By the time she tore her eyes away, Yekaterina was already at Victoria, having moved down the line with a perfunctory, mechanical swiftness that somehow didn't come as a surprise. 
 
    But when winter swung her gaze in Millie's direction, it was with a smile. She extended her left hand, keeping her right tight by her side. 
 
    "You must be Millie Brown," Yekaterina said. Her accent was not at all what Millie would have expected. Far lighter than the others, it sounded vaguely 'eastern European,' but was peppered with the occasional syllable that sounded almost British, though not from anywhere in particular. However confounding her accent, her voice exuded a charm that made Millie feel like the most important person in the world. "It's a pleasure to meet you."  
 
    "Y- yes, I am." 
 
    Yekaterina blazed a smile that shamed witchlight. "Yekaterina," she said with the slightest inclination of her head. "I look forward to working with you." 
 
    Dumbfounded, Millie watched her glide to Elise like a slack-jawed idiot. 
 
    When Yekaterina spoke, however, Millie's jaw snapped shut so hard it hurt. 
 
    "Vous es Français?" Yekaterina said, taking Elise's hand, and a wave of jealousy the likes of which Millie had never felt crashed into her, almost knocking her off her feet.  
 
    Elise's eyes widened, and even she seemed staggered. "Vous... vous parle français?" she stammered. 
 
    "Moi oui," said her doppelgänger. "Je fais de mon mieux." 
 
    "Un plaisir de vous rencontrer," Elise said, her cheeks flushed. 
 
    Millie lost the rest of the conversation to the blood pounding in her ears so hard she mistook it for thunder. 
 
      
 
    Victoria stared after the Russian entourage like a tornado had just ripped through her neighbourhood.  
 
    As Yekaterina finished up her greeting to Elise (in French!), what was left behind was an awkward sort of quiet that could only be dispelled by excellent leadership or something unexpected happening. 
 
    Hekabe burst through the front door and made straight for Alexandra.  
 
    The petrified young woman's eyes tripled in size and she froze completely as a shaggy black dog the size of a wolf bounded straight towards her. 
 
    "Hekabe, stop!" shouted Ivy, but Hekabe had never been one to listen when it suited her to do the opposite of what she heard.  
 
    Alexandra stood rooted in place, her eyes continuing to grow with every foot of distance Hekabe covered, until there was none left, and she was upon her. 
 
    With an audible thud, Hekabe planted her posterior in the dirt and looked up.  
 
    Alexandra looked down at her in bewilderment, but still with just enough fear that she couldn't bring herself to look away for clarification on just what she was supposed to do. 
 
    Clearly impatient for an outcome she had foreseen in her head, Hekabe answered the question by shoving her enormous head under Alexandra's hand. 
 
    Alexandra looked down in a more total kind of shock, seemingly unable to fathom what was happening. 
 
    But if Hekabe was anything, it was persistent, and began moving her head under Alexandra's hand, getting herself petted the way anyone who wasn't terrified would have done. 
 
    Slowly, Alexandra's fingers began to move, working their way deeper into Hekabe's long fur. Within moments, she was actively stroking her, scratching behind the ears and looking at her in charmed wonder. 
 
    The other Russians, like everyone else, looked on in disbelief. 
 
    All Millie could do was shrug and look like she was trying very hard not to burst out laughing at the absurdity of it.  
 
    Whatever smile may have tried to lift the corners of Victoria's mouth were shoved back down again when she caught the eye of Svetlana.  
 
    She was looking at her like there was something she desperately needed to say, but couldn't. Almost mournful, her eyebrows were pinched in a way that revealed something distressing was bubbling just below the surface. 
 
    Victoria looked resolutely away, pulling her jacket even more tightly closed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    So, this was home now.  
 
    Directly across the hall from the one that belonged to the witch called Elise, Katya looked about the bedroom that she had been assigned; her true, final destination. 
 
    Simple, unadorned white walls, one of which had two windows that overlooked what could be seen of Longstown, the ones on the other wall were almost completely dominated by the sheer face of the hangar outside. While impressive, it wasn't much to look at out one's bedroom window, and she had to all but stick her head out of it to be able to see anything else.  
 
    She hoped that in her time at EVE the town would stay as it was, leaving as much of the countryside intact as possible. Katya found herself growing fond of it already, and the little of it she could see out her windows was proving to be a salve to her feelings. 
 
    Under the windows that faced the hangar were two brass beds, with red and blue checked duvets on them. Counting herself lucky for some kind of colour, Katya winced as she fell heavily onto one. Her shoulder was on fire, fresh pain shooting through it with every tug as she tried to get her gloves off.  
 
    Once she had, she shuffled off her long jacket before rummaging through her one bag for the sling she'd fashioned for her shoulder.  
 
    Grimacing and grunting, she got it back on, wondering if her father's words about first impressions had been nailed into her a little too deeply. Would these British witches have seen her as weak if she'd had it on? She doubted it, but she didn't know.  
 
    It was a grim smile that split her pale features, making her tongue her still-tender lower lip. She was still as much her father as her grandmother still; worried about looking weak in front of strangers who were more like her grandmother than she was. These British witches seemed soft, but Katya strongly suspected it was because of compassion, not fragility. Even from the taxi she had seen the look in the French one's eyes when they fell on Alexandra.  
 
    What had they seen when her eyes fell on Katya? Hopefully what she wanted them to see.  
 
    The charm she had so cultivated she had lathered on with the same detached prowess she always had. It had always served her well in her father's dealings, the dealings that she had thought would be hers some day. Then, however, she had always felt that everyone was in on the game. Now, today, it left her feeling hollow. It had been so easy to slip into, she'd used it as the shield it was, without thinking. If these witches were to be her future, she owed them better, she knew. She knew it, and yet she'd done it anyway. She'd had to. Hadn't she? 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts, and one of the drivers came in with her other bag. 
 
    "Just here is fine," Katya said, pointing to the end of the bed. 
 
    With a nod, the man set it down and beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    Was it because he was alone with her, or because of who she was? She supposed it didn't matter.  
 
    Seeing that bag, all by itself in the middle of the floor, Katya felt a profound, sudden sadness. 
 
    That was it. Her entire life, everything she had been, and was now, was there, carried up the stairs by one man in one trip. She wouldn't have even needed to walk around it to go outside. Her entire life had been reduced to something so small she didn't even have to move it.  
 
    Looking away, she forced herself to turn her thoughts to the who, rather than the what. To that black-haired, blue-eyed witch, Victoria she was called, and her eyes. There was something in them that intrigued Katya as much as it made her want to keep her distance, even more than she did from everyone in general. It wasn't that she feared her, it was the familiar pain she saw there. A pain that if Katya were to find out more about, she might feel compelled to help rectify, the same way she knew Elise already felt about Alexandra.  
 
    But she couldn't let it get that far. A stranger in a strange land, the armour had to stay. If she took off even a piece, it would leave her exposed, and that would lead to pain. The wounds that had prompted her to don it in the first place had yet to heal, and the raw, naked hurt was still there in her mind, ready to rise up and consume her the moment she came close to letting it happen again. 
 
    Sighing, Katya sat, staring at the empty bed across from her, letting her armour chafe against her wounds. It hurt, but doing anything else would hurt even more.  
 
    So she sat. 
 
    Alone. 
 
      
 
    "What do you think?" Millie asked as she helped Elise out of her jacket and hung it on the rack behind the door, a door that now had a very real chance of having someone on the other side of it when it opened again. The room across the hall that had sat empty the entire time they'd lived in Longstown now had someone living in it, and the house already felt irrevocably altered because of it. How could it not? Even with the door shut tight and locked, there was the constant presence of another Manifest only a few feet beyond it, and four more besides. 
 
    "They are... different," Elise said. She sat down in the chair beside her bed and began the long process of unlacing her knee-high boots.  
 
    Millie knelt before her to help, taking not-so-secret pleasure in the fact she had to lift Elise's skirt above her knee to do so. "That they are," she said, yanking at the lace to undo the knot. "You don't like the white one. What was her name? Katrina?" 
 
    "I do not think I do," Elise admitted. 
 
    "She's something." 
 
    "Indeed. False." 
 
    "Why do you say that? You seemed plenty charmed when she started speaking French," Millie said, unable to keep the jealousy out of her voice. 
 
    "She is very charming, but it does not feel genuine to me. She is too practiced, too... false. I cannot explain it. Witches should not be that way. We are too few to lie to each other." 
 
    "Choosing to present herself a certain way isn't dishonest, is it? Look at you, you dressed up all the time at ADAM, and now you stopped. Were you lying?" 
 
    "I was representing all of France. I had to put my... best self... out," Elise said, flipping a hand to dismiss the word as good enough. "Now I am only Elise. Do you miss me dressing up?" 
 
    "A little bit, yes," Millie said sheepishly. She had never been one for fairy stories, but on the days Elise had looked like she had stepped out of the pages of one, she'd started to see their merits. 
 
    Elise smiled down on her. "Perhaps I can again, on occasion." Her smile faded. "The young one, Alexandra. You saw her eyes?" 
 
    "Aye, something terrible happened to her," Millie said, extricating the first of Elise's feet.  
 
    "It is our story," Elise said sadly.  
 
    As far as Millie could tell, it was a prerequisite. Every Manifest Millie had been told about or seen had come from some awful circumstance. Whatever it was that triggered (or granted, depending on the interpretation) a Manifest, it had to be dire to happen, in many cases to the point of being life-threatening. Elise and Victoria's both had, and in both cases it was Victoria's life that was in danger. Millie's had been different, born of fury at both a past and possible future threat to Elise's life. But even as awful as things had been for Vickie, even she had never developed that awful look to the degree that Alexandra wore. 
 
    "I want to help her," Elise said firmly. 
 
    "I thought you might. Is there anything you can do?" 
 
    "I do not know what is wrong. Perhaps not. If only I can help her to sleep, I will do that much." 
 
    Elise's other foot free, Millie set the boots off to the side and placed her head in Elise's lap. "You're a good person." 
 
    Five warm fingers worked their way through Millie's thick hair to settle on her scalp, and she leaned into the touch. "As are you. You want to help her too. I can see it." 
 
    "Aye," was all Millie could say. Elise's fingers in her hair had a relaxing, near-paralysing effect that Millie was loathe to disrupt with something like thinking. With the warmth of Elise's legs on one side of her face, and her hand on the other, Millie was as content as she had ever been in these moments. She had never known love before Elise, and she was beginning to cherish these small moments more than anything, especially now. 
 
    With dinner in a few hours, she was only sad that it was a moment that she knew would have to end. 
 
      
 
    From the other side of the door, Victoria heard low voices, none of the words discernible, only the odd laugh punctuated by pregnant pauses. 
 
    Her knuckle was poised just short of the wood, but she couldn't bring herself to knock. She wanted to, she wanted to hear what Millie and Elise had to say about the new witches, but the door was shut, and they were already sharing, Victoria knew without having to make out the words.  
 
    But she was on the wrong side of the door. 
 
    Sighing, she turned on her heel and left them their peace. 
 
    Her shoes didn't weigh that much, so she didn't understand why her footfalls on the stairs echoed so loudly as she descended them. Finding the common room empty, she sat down at the piano and flipped open the cover.  
 
    The keys sat there silently, awaiting her touch to bring them to life. She was a decent player, if a few years out of practice.  
 
    Setting her fingertips on the polished ivory, however, music began to flow from her easily and without thought, as she picked out the first few notes to Chopin's Nocturne No. 20. She didn't know why at first, but after only four bars, the reason came to her in the form of total silence.  
 
    The fifth bar was where her mother came in. 
 
    In time with a violin that Victoria hadn't heard in over three years, she began to play again. Without it, the song was still beautiful, even as only one half of a duet played with a memory.  
 
    When the Ravenwoods entertained, this was what she and her mother would play as their contribution. It was mournful and slow, but all the more beautiful because of it. It was a piece that made you stop and listen. It evoked imagery that while perhaps not always pleasant, was vivid.  
 
    One of the first pieces Victoria had learned was Moonlight Sonata, and Nocturne had a similar feel, which she'd taken to quickly. But it was the duet aspect of it, of being able to play it alongside her mother that had made it truly special. The piano part was mostly in the lower register, and Victoria found herself leaning to the left, while her mother stood beside her, on her right. 
 
    In her mind, she could hear perfectly what should be there, see her mother sway and weave as she drew her bow across the strings as, three years after her mother's death, they made music together once more. 
 
    Arriving at the middle section where the piano rested for the violin to continue solo, Victoria paused and listened. Though her fingers were still, there was no silence. The violin carried on, and she picked up right where she was supposed to and began to sway on the bench, the music seeping down into her bones. 
 
    When she reached the end, she hesitated before striking the last note. Her finger hovered over the key as her mother drew out the final chord. Only after her innate musical sensibilities demanded she finish and complete what she'd started did her finger depress the key. 
 
    She let the note sustain as long as it naturally would before her magic began to trickle from her fingers. The thin metal wire at the heart of the piano fell to her will, continuing to thrum long after it should have stopped. 
 
    The note held and held, a perpetual continuation that was unnatural.  
 
    If she let go, however, it would be over. 
 
    For a time, she was home again, in a house that still stood, where her family was was still alive, and the nightmare of the last three years had never happened. In that one note, in the life of that single sound, she remembered what it was like to be happy again. 
 
    Only when she felt the touch of her mother's ghost on her wrist did she allow it to end, and she let go. 
 
    Wiping the wet spot away, she gathered herself before the second tear could fall.  
 
    Closing the cover on the piano, she sat, once again, alone. 
 
    Bringing her head down between her hands, she rested her forehead against the cool wood. With a deep sigh, she looked out the window to the sheer vertical wall of The Shed just outside. 
 
    Whether from there or from within her own mind, she heard the darkness calling.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Much as breakfast always was, dinner saw Millie, Elise and Vickie acting as hosts, though they had been spared the task of actually preparing anything, much to Millie's relief.  
 
    Even though the Longs' personal chefs were doing the hardest work, Millie still found herself sweating as she darted between the hot, steamy kitchen and the cool dining room.  
 
    As, beyond the chefs, there was no help, all the courses would be served at once, which suited Millie just fine; it was how she'd grown up eating, even on Sundays, and the idea of having to hire people to bring out your food because you had so much of it was ridiculous.  
 
    Besides that, she was starving.  
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't come up to talk this afternoon. Where were you?" Millie asked Victoria as she popped a pilfered strawberry into her mouth. Elise was still rummaging down in the wine cellar, leaving the two of them alone with several more trips' worth of fantastic-smelling temptations.  
 
    "I did, but Elise's door was shut. I'd thought you two were... busy," Victoria said, licking a spatter of brown sauce off of her thumb. 
 
    "Since when do you need to knock?" Millie asked.  
 
    Vickie stopped moving and shot her a look that very openly posited that she might just be the biggest idiot in Britain. 
 
    But Millie merely shrugged. "It's just us." 
 
    "And that means something very different now," Victoria said. "I know what Selene told you, I wasn't about to interrupt." 
 
    "But it's you, Vickie, you don't have to worry about anything like that. You don't count." 
 
      
 
    It felt like a dagger between her ribs. Victoria knew, in her heart, that Millie hadn't meant it the way that hurt so much, but that belief only served to dull a blade that still wound up lodged in her chest. "I think I will have to grow accustomed to that," she said. 
 
    But if Millie picked up on the subtext of her words, she showed no sign. "Nothing's changed! Just like we were back at ADAM, our door is always open to you." 
 
    Our door. She hadn't even known she'd said it. 
 
    That was when Elise emerged from the cellar with a basket full of dusty wine bottles, three red and one white. The building may have been new, but the wine was definitely not. None of them were labeled as having come from this century. 
 
    Setting her burden on the counter, Elise favoured Millie with a smile, one Victoria knew she wouldn't use in any other company.  
 
    The door to the dining room swung open as Millie took the first one out, along with a corkscrew and a towel, and Victoria could hear Russian coming from the other side. It was an alien sound that she wasn't confident she would ever grow used to.  
 
      
 
    Selene, Ivy and Niamh were seated in halting, hesitant conversation with Zoya and Yekaterina, who appeared to have the greatest command of English of the four of them that were willing to speak, though Svetlana was not far behind, when she wasn't fingering the fringe on the tablecloth or watching the candles burn down.  
 
    Alexandra sat beside them but apart, her eyes consistently focused on the middle distance, neither here nor there, and whether or not she heard anything of what was said, she showed no recognition. None of the Russians seemed in any hurry to push her to open up, so no one else did either, and Millie was careful to avoid touching her as she filled her wine glass.  
 
    When she got to Svetlana, however, she took far less care, as the auburn-haired Russian clearly took interest in every sensation that came near her, and seemed appreciative of new ones. When her wine glass was full, she immediately took it up and held it between her and the lights overhead, staring into the dark red liquid in fascination. "I've never seen it under electric lights before," she said in wonder, twisting the long stem between her fingers.  
 
    Witches, as a general rule, were odd. They had to be, especially ones that had Manifested. They knew things in their bones the vast majority of people wouldn't even accept as reality. Such a dramatic shift in perspective couldn't help but make them see and act differently, but Svetlana took it to a completely different level, Millie was finding. It was hard to look away from her, as she had to stretch to reach around Inga, whose head was almost level with Millie's, even sitting down.  
 
    Vickie showed an interest in the natural world, how things worked, how they were put together, but her interest had always been somewhat cold and analytical, in Millie's eye. 
 
    Svetlana showed in every glance and gesture the wonder that she knew Vickie felt, but never displayed. Vickie was a problem-solver. Svetlana seemed more about the experience of learning, though in her own unique way.  
 
    Though Selene's request was still fresh in her mind, and Millie could have easily found herself mired in resentment of Svetlana's presence, she couldn't help but be charmed by her raw enthusiasm. 
 
    Inga seemed just the opposite; her strong, calloused hands gripped her wine glass like it was a rabbit she'd managed to snare, and was afraid it would get away if she loosened her grip on it. Millie just hoped she could make it through the evening without snapping its neck. 
 
      
 
    Victoria watched Elise watch Millie go, and when the Frenchwoman turned back, she was wearing the same besotted smile she always seemed to, as of late. 
 
    "You look very happy," Victoria said. She set the last soup bowl on its matching plate, turning it slightly so that the floral patterns around the rims lined up just so. 
 
    "I am," Elise said. Her smile faded. "I am sorry it is at your expense. I know you came upstairs. I guess you would have come in if we were not... us." Elise shot a glance over her shoulder at the dining room. "You and Millie were very close. I have taken her from you." 
 
    "No, Elise," Victoria waved the thought away, "please don't say such things. You are my friend, too. You saved my life. I want you to be happy. Don't worry about me so." 
 
    Elise nodded, but Victoria could tell she didn't agree. "It is my nature to worry when one is suffering." 
 
    Another dagger. It staggered her, but she stayed on her feet. "I read the reports Selene told you about. Believe me when I say I want nothing but happiness for you. You deserve each other, and you shouldn't have to compromise your happiness because I'm moping around a bit. I'll be all right." 
 
    The door swung open again, and Victoria caught a flash of Yekaterina's eyes before Millie was with them again. "Is the soup ready?" she asked. 
 
    "I mean it," Victoria said with a hefty look to Elise as she picked up two of the soup servings.  
 
    She did. She knew she did. It was selfish to think any other way, and she couldn't bear the thought that her own weakness should prove to be a detriment to them.  
 
    If she could project enough strength for them to believe in it, then maybe she could, too. 
 
    She pushed into the dining room. 
 
      
 
    "What does she mean?" Millie asked. 
 
    "We are making her lonely," Elise said sadly. "She was in The Shed by herself all afternoon." 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "How do you not?" Elise looked up with narrowed eyes. "I do not want to hurt her any more than she has been." 
 
    Vickie thumped back through the door. "There's five more before us, could you help me, please?" Filtered through what Elise had said, Millie couldn't tell if she was hearing irritation in her voice or not, and the thought kept any words from forming. 
 
    "Of course," Elise said before Millie could. 
 
      
 
    Finally able to sit down, Victoria couldn't help but guzzle her water. It was that or the wine, and she wasn't about to start in on the latter until her belly was full.  
 
    The others were as ravenous as she was, and set upon their meals like well-mannered wolves, voracious as they worked their way down the line of utensils laid before them.  
 
    Conversation was stilted, at best. Alexandra and Svetlana rarely spoke, the latter mostly because she kept her food in her mouth for so long, savouring every flavour that went into it for as long as possible before finally swallowing and replacing it with something that proved to be equally fascinating. Which suited Victoria just fine, as it meant she never had to look her in the eye. 
 
    Those hazel orbs, mostly green but flecked with filaments of gold, were not going to be the objects of Victoria's attention for the foreseeable future. She had seen people with manic gazes before, and after her experience in the asylum, 'manic' had a very specific, sombre definition to her. No, it was something else in them that was so unnerving, even after only one look.  
 
    How Millie and the others could stand to even look at her mystified Victoria, but it was one mystery she was content to let lie. When Svetlana had looked into her eyes, it wan't that Victoria had felt like a curiosity, as if Svetlana had never seen blue eyes before, or that she was smitten, the way Millie and Elise looked at each other. No, it was something far darker. 
 
    Violated. That was how she'd felt when Svetlana had looked into her eyes. She'd seen things she wasn't allowed to see, without Victoria's permission, and that was simply unacceptable. It was obvious the Russian's Manifest had something to do with perception, given her behaviour, but that she hadn't displayed the same look to anyone other than Victoria left her feeling naked and vulnerable. Why her? Why had she been singled out for such analysis? 
 
    More importantly, what had Svetlana seen? 
 
    Your shame. Your guilt. Your weakness. That deep well of sadness within you you try to hide? She found it in a single look. She exposed you, a voice whispered from the darkness. You can't pretend with her. 
 
    Victoria coughed loudly, bringing her napkin to her mouth to hide her grimace. She held it there until the feeling passed, pretending to be staving off another cough. 
 
    "Apologies," she said, and then half of her wine was gone. 
 
      
 
     Katya looked over at the one who had coughed. Victoria. Her eyes were unfocused, looking through her food into some place that Katya suspected didn't exist. If it did, it was not a place anyone else could go, or even see.  
 
    It was a look Katya knew well, because it was a look she'd shared many a time, usually when she was trying to forget. As Victoria gulped her wine, Katya looked away. She knew that feeling, too. 
 
    The other two younger witches seemed merely uncomfortable, as though they didn't really know what to do with themselves in this situation. Truth be told, Katya didn't know, either. They had all been thrust together so suddenly, there was bound to be some awkwardness, she supposed.  
 
    Meeting strangers over business had its own rhythm, its own rules that everyone played by. Safe topics, forbidden ones, there was a flow to it once you had done it enough. 
 
    This? This wasn't business, exactly. It wasn't personal, either; not yet. It was in an awkward middle. Katya and the others were coming into these women's home, she knew that, it was natural to be greeted with some suspicion. They were witches all, privy to the same great secret, and yet no one was willing to so much as ask where the others were from. 
 
    Given that three of the nations represented at the table had been, were currently being, or were on the verge of being torn apart by war made even that normally banal topic touchy. Among the safest of topics had been taken away by the events that had led them to all be seated together, and now no-one seemed to know which direction was up. 
 
    The older witches could probably have served as decent ice-breakers, but they were in animated conversation with each other instead, and it was clear that some of the things that they were waxing nostalgic over had happened in a century one or two removed from the current one. In current company, they weren't sheepish about it.  
 
    Katya had known Zoya was old, the elder witch looked it, but the more said between her and Selene, it became quickly apparent just how old. 
 
    "When was the last time we were all together?" Selene asked, looking between Ivy and Zoya. 
 
    "Paris, I think," Ivy ventured.  
 
    With her wild black mane and her prominent canine teeth, Ivy cut a striking figure against the candles burning behind her. On anyone else, the black and white stripes that criss-crossed her dress would have been comical. However, though Katya barely knew her, it was somehow hard to imagine her in anything else. But it was Ivy's eyes that Katya found distracting from her clothing. Twin rings of jade, they were old, but lively. There were years in those eyes, even if they were glossed over with an enthusiastic energy for the present.  
 
    "That long?" Zoya asked. 
 
    Ivy nodded, a crooked smile on her face. "It was a different place before the guillotines went up." 
 
    "Did you go through it on your way here?" Selene asked.  
 
    "No, we tried to avoid the big cities. The ruined towns further east and up towards Belgium were better for hiding. Lots of displaced people there, we didn't stand out. Elise, what part of France are you from? Perhaps we passed through," Zoya asked. 
 
    Clearly surprised at having been addressed, Elise forced herself to swallow whatever she'd been chewing, and dabbed the corners of her mouth with her napkin. "I am from Bezonvaux," she said. 
 
    "I'm afraid I don't know it." 
 
    "It was in Verdun... it no longer exists." 
 
    All the air rushed out of the room at once, and, as if on command, everyone reached for their wine simultaneously, except the tall, lanky Scot, who looked about ready to leap across the table. 
 
    Exactly the razor-toothed trap everyone else had trod so carefully around, Zoya had stomped on with almost gleeful abandon. Old as she may be, she was good at reminding Katya that age and experience were not always the same thing.  
 
    "I'm sorry to hear that," Zoya said.  
 
    "You did not know. It is all right," Elise said graciously.  
 
    Though no one wanted to step into the vacuum left behind by that, Selene, as the leader of EVE, took it upon herself to try, and cleared her throat. 
 
    "I thought that perhaps tomorrow we could all get together in the hangar to display your Manifests," she said trepidatiously. "You will all have to learn to work together if EVE is to be a success, and seeing each others' abilities might prove to be a good place to begin conversations. We all have that in common, at least." 
 
    Zoya nodded enthusiastically, clearly thankful for the change of subject. "It will be perhaps a better chance for you to get to know each other," she said. 
 
    Judging by the looks on the faces of the younger witches, it was an optimistic statement. 
 
      
 
    Though Victoria was curious about the Manifests that the Russians had brought with them, she thought that there might be a better way to show them than a magical minstrel show in the sterile emptiness of The Shed. She didn't need to think any further about Svetlana's, but Victoria found herself sneaking glances at Yekaterina. What was she hiding beneath that icy exterior? Her look was obviously cultivated, dressed entirely in white, even her hair. Did her Manifest reflect that, or was it the other way around?  
 
    A bold thing for you to wonder about. So worried about hiding your own feelings, but so quick to judge another for wanting to do the same? Victoria thought, biting the inside of her lip hard enough she tasted blood. 
 
    Inga, then. It was still hard to credit she was even a witch. At her size, why would she even need magic, let alone a Manifest? What circumstance could have possibly led to a woman with Inga's physical dimensions Manifesting? Victoria felt like Inga could get out of most problems by looking at them hard enough. If she was as strong as she appeared and had a Manifest, then that made her the most intimidating woman Victoria had ever come across.  
 
    Then again, Ivy's Manifest meant she could essentially talk to plants, and if Inga's was more along those lines, it made her more fascinating than intimidating. But if she was more like Millie, or Niamh... Victoria pitied anyone who had taken exception to them on their way here.  
 
    Perhaps it wasn't such a bad idea, after all. Get it all out in the open at once. It would give them something to talk about, at least.  
 
      
 
    Dinner went on for another excruciating hour or so before Millie and the others cleared the dishes away and brought out the pudding, leaving the remaining wine and glasses.  
 
    Attracted by the smell of brandy and cake, the elephant in the room came over and had a seat in the at the table. 
 
    "I was curious why Russia was never consulted about ADAM. I had thought us allies in our cause against Germany and Austria," Zoya said, the dregs of her third round of wine still wobbling at the bottom of her glass. 
 
    Selene set down her own glass and cleared her throat, something that had been happening a lot this evening. "We did ask. And we were rebuffed quite directly." 
 
    "I never heard a word of this." 
 
    "I doubt it made it out of the palace. I would imagine your Rasputin had the Tsar's ear when it came to witchcraft. Our guess it was he who spiked it," Niamh said. 
 
    It was the most she had said all evening, and the fire in her voice took Millie aback. How could she even know something like that, let alone with enough confidence to throw it in a Russian's face? But given her recruiting results, perhaps it made sense after all, Millie thought. What if France had said no? The very thought made her reach for her wine. 
 
    "Why do you say that?" Zoya asked. 
 
    "There are so many rumours and tales when it comes to that man, even here. That he was a wizard, that he is immortal, that he carried on affairs right under the Tsar's nose, and he did nothing about it." 
 
    "Men cannot practice magic," Zoya said defensively. 
 
    "We know that," Niamh said. "The average person doesn't. If Russia had started sending witches here, real witches, how long would his illusions stand up? He would have been outed as the fraud he was." 
 
    "Perhaps he was protecting someone," said Zoya in a way that sounded just a hair beyond speculative.  
 
    "How do you mean?" 
 
    "If the tsarina or one of the princesses was a witch, perhaps he claimed their acts of magic as their own to protect them."  
 
    Niamh scoffed. "I can't imagine those in the halls of power would take well to having a witch so near the throne. It might make them start to wonder who should be sitting in it." 
 
    "Speaking as the subject of a throne, perhaps that kind of talk can be saved for a more appropriate moment?" Selene said, holding out a hand to hold off whatever was about to come out of her cousin's mouth next. 
 
    It didn't work.  
 
    "Whatever the reasons, Russia was asked when ADAM was formed. I suppose by this point, anyone who knows the real reasons we were turned down is dead." 
 
    Metal clattered against china, and suddenly Alexandra was on her feet with tears in her eyes. Without a word, she turned and fled the dining room. The sound of her footsteps tramping heavily up the stairs boomed into the silence she left behind.  
 
    Millie's eyes moved from one Russian to the next, but not one looked up to meet them. Even Zoya seemed to find the contents on her plate fascinating, even if all she did was scrape little furrows into her cake. 
 
    "Perhaps when those loyal to your King George are dragged from their beds and shot in the street you will know how to treat the subject with more delicacy," Yekaterina said, her eyes solid ice. Folding her napkin delicately, she set it beside her plate and stood. "Good evening."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "That could have gone better," Millie said. She'd skipped the brandy and gone straight for whisky.  
 
    "For everything we've been through, you'd think we'd come out the other side with a bit more tact." Victoria couldn't take her eyes off of the fire as it slowly but unceasingly consumed the log laid across its maw. It was not a clean process, as it popped and spit sparks onto the spotless hearth. The tiny embers glowed orange for a moment before fading to black, the final form of a process that had taken perhaps decades of steady, uninterrupted growth to get this far. The hideously complex process that was life, reduced to a tiny dead thing in moments.  
 
    Niamh was silent, also staring into the fire, but from farther away and with more intensity. Perhaps she was trying to burn the image of Yekaterina's face out of her eyes by staring at it without blinking. 
 
    Schadenfreude was an ugly thing, Victoria tried to tell herself, yet couldn't manage enough conviction to quite believe it at the moment. What Niamh had said was awful and insensitive, especially for someone from Ireland, and though the rest of them would be paying for it by trying to dig out of the hole she'd exploded, seeing her brought low was satisfying. 
 
    It was about time a face wore that 'what-have-I-done' look that wasn't the one in Victoria's mirror every morning. Niamh should have been wearing it the entire time Victoria had known her, and the fact she hadn't yet until now told her just how unremorseful the Irish witch was about Colette. 
 
    Victoria rolled her brandy glass between her hands, the flames dancing in the amber liquid. You're a bitter, petulant thing, she thought. 
 
    The logical recourse, she knew, was to talk to Niamh about what had happened, to clear the air between them. It would be beneficial to EVE as a whole, especially now, to have a solid working relationship between the members of the home side, or at least some kind of detente that could try to have a hope of integrating the Russians better. 
 
    But if she did that, the only person Victoria would have left to despise would be herself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were no stars, only clouds. A curtain of gray from horizon to horizon, locking away the heavens like a cask of jewels from anyone who might have designs on taking them. 
 
    Katya didn't want to take them, she just wanted to see them. 
 
    Niamh's words had hit her in a way she hadn't been prepared for. So focused had she been on what she was putting out into the world, she had neglected to count on what it was going to send back. She doubted that the words had been intended to hurt, but they had. Without even knowing what ADAM was, she knew it was important, and had something to do with witchcraft. She could have been plucked out of Russia even sooner, and brought here with her fellow witches years ago, before everything had gone to Hell. But someone had denied her even that slim chance, and she hadn't even known it. Now that she did, Katya had the overwhelming need to see her grandmother again, to ask her what she thought of it. She doubted very much that she would have known, but Katya was always surprised by the things she did know.  
 
    "The ones who know are all dead," Katya said, hugging her arms to herself. She wished desperately she could burn away the clouds, if only for a glimpse of the stars beyond, where those with the answers could still be found. 
 
    If anyone came upon her on a clear night when she was distressed, they would see a crazy person talking to herself. Even Katya wondered about herself sometimes, standing alone in the dark, communing with someone who wasn't there. It gave her comfort to do so, however, and so she continued to do it, however it may look.  
 
    But here, where she was safer and more secure than she had been in years, the stars were denied her. A veil had been drawn over the one constant her new home shared with the old one. 
 
    A solitary white shard set in the pitch black of night, she began speaking anyway, in the vain hope someone might hear. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first sunrise glimpsed through the window of her new home was too early and too bright, Katya thought. The mattress had been too hard, and the first move she made when she opened her eyes shot a web of hot fire through her shoulder. 
 
    Tossing her good arm over her eyes, she lay as still as she could, letting the pain subside long enough for her to figure out how to sit up without making the other one feel like it was going to rip itself out of its socket. 
 
     "Oy," she said through clenched teeth when she couldn't find it. 
 
    Slowly and painfully, she managed her way out of bed to get dressed and made up with one hand, and the results shambled down the stairs to the dining area, where she found Svetlana and Inga already eating.  
 
    "You look terrible," Inga said, holding a steaming mug of what looked like coffee but smelled like tea. 
 
    "I feel terrible. Where are the British?"  
 
    "Already up and gone. You're wearing the sling today?" 
 
    "I don't have much choice. It hurts too much." 
 
    Inga grunted, but seemed to accept this. 
 
    Svetlana was running her fingers back and forth over all the little holes in one of her crumpets.  
 
    "What are you doing?" Katya asked. 
 
    "I've never felt anything like this before. They feel heavy in my stomach, but it's like they're made of air. How do they get so many bubbles in bread?" 
 
    To that, Katya had no ready answer, but watching Svetlana try to read her food like it was made of some sort of inverted Braille was a threat to her appetite, and she left her to it to find something to eat herself.  
 
    "Where did you get the tea?" Katya asked. 
 
    "It was already made." 
 
    "Is there any more?" 
 
    "Some. But be careful," Inga said. 
 
    Ignoring such an odd statement, Katya found the teapot and lifted the lid to peer inside. With her face directly over it, the smell was so strong it made her eyes water. "What is this?" she called through the open door. 
 
    "I don't know, but I like it," Inga said.  
 
    There were six other witches in the house, how was there so much left? Had they made it especially for them?  
 
    "Svetlana?" 
 
    "It makes my heart hurt." 
 
    Unable to get a straight answer about something as simple as tea, Katya changed to a subject that might elicit stronger opinions as she poured herself a cup of the mysterious liquid. "Today is going to be a disaster, isn't it? Are we just going to line up across from one another and use our Manifests? Like a show?" 
 
    "Yours is a pretty good show," Inga said.  
 
    "Beside the point. What are you going to do, Svetlana?" 
 
    "They can hear what I have to say. They will know then," Svetlana said, reaching for the pot of honey on the table. 
 
    "And Alexandra?" 
 
    Inga and Svetlana looked at each other, but said nothing. The poor wraith demonstrated her Manifest all the time, without anyone even noticing.  
 
    Which is the whole point, Katya thought. "Where is she?" 
 
    Two questions in a row that no one could answer. The last to join their group, Alexandra was the one they knew the least about, and there was no doubt that that was absolutely intentional.  
 
    Practically mute, Katya could never shake the feeling that it was because of more than whatever horrific trauma Alexandra had suffered. The times she wasn't catatonic, she was fearful, even more than the rest of them. If she even showed up for the demonstration, Katya would be surprised.  
 
    Taking a sip of the blackest tea she'd ever seen, Katya coughed as energy shot through her like she'd been stabbed with an adrenaline needle, her heart pounding so hard her mug started bouncing in her hand.  
 
    She looked frantically at Inga for an explanation, who merely smiled and raised her own glass in a toast. 
 
      
 
    In the harsh orange lights of The Shed, Millie stood between Elise and Victoria, looking across at the Russians looking back at them. In the glare of so many lights, their shadows were splintered and diffused, three black stars arrayed against four. 
 
    Smoke still rising from the wreckage of dinner, not one of them looked comfortable to be standing there, but the four older witches standing off to one side seemed to think it was for the best, though Niamh found nothing so fascinating as the ground just in front of her feet. All she'd done since they arrived was stare at it. 
 
    EVE had finally gained its first non-founding members, and here they were, in a group by themselves across from the three of them, like they were characters from an American western novel. Only in this case, they were waiting for someone else to draw first.  
 
    To Millie's surprise, it was Zoya. 
 
    "Inga." 
 
    The towering woman nodded once, the same way she had when she was first introduced, and all eyes followed her as she strode over to the tractor wheel in Victoria's practice space. 
 
    Without so much as a grunt, not only did she lift it like it was nothing, she held it over her head.  
 
    With one hand. 
 
    No groans, no sign that she had exerted herself in any way, she merely held the 500-pound disk like she was a waitress off to serve a giant. 
 
    It was only after a few moments of gawking that Millie processed that Inga was still doing it. Her arm should have been wet spaghetti by that point, but it was just as stolid as when she'd started.  
 
    Inga, for her part, showed no real emotion on her face. Not a single sign of strain or effort, or any acknowledgement whatsoever that what she was doing was ridiculous. She didn't even look proud, she was just doing it.  
 
    Millie's Manifest had made her stronger, and faster. She was still caught off-guard sometimes by it, but her strength wasn't anything she couldn't have achieved without dedicated training and exercise, she was certain. 
 
    But this? The longer it went on, the less impressive Inga's strength seemed in comparison to the stamina it would take to do what she was doing.  
 
    Zoya confirmed it. "Inga will never tire. You may choose to tell her when to drop it, and she will keep it up until that time."  
 
    "How?" Millie blurted, unable to keep her curiosity bottled up any longer.  
 
    "Her body is drawing on magical energy directly," Elise said in awe. "She is metabolising magic!" 
 
    All the local witches could do was stare. Even Niamh's blue-gray eyes finally raised at that, widening in a healthy mixture of disbelief and respect.  
 
    After Elise's explanation, Millie could feel it. There was a distinct, if small, flow of magical energy from the ground below into Inga, and she glowed with it. Manifested witches all glowed if you focused on only seeing the magic in them, but Inga was different, now that Millie knew what she was seeing. Magic radiated through a Manifested witch most when she used it, flowing through her like blood and oxygen did, it was where their long lives came from. But in those cases, it had to be summoned and channeled in order to be used in any kind of focused way. Inga was suffused with it. Every cell in her body had magic flowing in it all the time, in a constant cycle of consumption and regeneration. 
 
    Of course Elise would have noticed something like that first, Millie thought, Inga's Manifest was basically a medical condition. A Manifested witch wasn't immortal, but she would live for a very long time. With Inga's, however, it was very possible she could live forever, as long as she had magic to draw on.  
 
    Millie had to collect her jaw off the floor at the thought.  
 
    When she looked over at Elise, her face was closed off, and it was the nurse who was staring. A small, appreciative smile pulled at the corner of her mouth, as the part of Elise that revelled in having a medical miracle to unravel had already started doing so, and Millie knew Elise was seeing things that Millie never would. 
 
    "Well, I think we get the gist," Ivy said. "Put it down, dear." 
 
    With the same nod, Inga hefted the wheel from over her head and set it on the ground with barely a sound. Her job finished, she strode back and stood behind the other Russians, a stoic sentinel once more. 
 
    "Elise? Would you care to go first for us?" Selene asked. 
 
    Elise nodded and stepped forward, crossing the distance between the two camps fearlessly and purposefully, heading straight to Yekaterina. "You are in pain," Elise said, looking down at her right arm swaddled in a makeshift sling. She hadn't been wearing it the day before, and Millie couldn't help wondering what had happened. "May I examine you?"  
 
    Yekaterina's eyes widened, a mixture of uncertainty and curiosity warring within them. "How?" 
 
    "I only need touch you." 
 
    The black ring around her left eye twitched slightly, and this seemed to be a request that took far more deliberation than Millie would have thought. Then again, she knew exactly what Elise could do, so she supposed she had an unfair advantage. That, and she liked being touched by Elise. 
 
    "Very well," Yekaterina said, extending her good hand to expose a frightfully thin wrist, so pale as to match her sleeves and gloves, shot with blue veins that clearly mapped the path of the blood flowing beneath.  
 
    "Thank you." Elise raised two fingers to the top of Yekaterina's wrist, her magic already glowing faintly before she even made contact, a deliberate show of what she was doing.  
 
    Millie watched in awe as a torrent of information surged behind Elise's closed eyes. Magic coursed through Yekaterina, mapping out her every fibre and flowing back to Elise to tell her what it found. 
 
    The Russians, for their part, were silent, watching a French woman do nothing more than touch someone's wrist. Or were they? Millie couldn't tell how much they could perceive, as the looks on their faces made it seem like 'nothing,' except Svetlana, who looked at everything like it was a miracle. 
 
    Still, they were clearly intrigued.  
 
    When Elise opened her eyes again, she looked up at her taller, paler Russian doppelgänger with a countenance that was weighing just how much she should say of what she found. Millie knew Elise well enough to see the concern on her face, and knew she'd clearly found something that concerned her, yet would be a betrayal of Yekaterina's privacy to disclose. In the end, she opted for the thing everyone could see. 
 
    "Your shoulder was dislocated. Though it is back in place, the surrounding tissue is inflamed and strained. I can heal the damage, if you would like." 
 
    "You can do that?" Yekaterina asked in disbelief.  
 
    "Yes," Elise replied. "It will only take a moment." 
 
    "Then by all means." 
 
    Nodding, Millie felt Elise's magic shift within her, from a probe to proper healing. Extending from her fingertips, it raced up Yekaterina's arm and across her chest to concentrate in her right shoulder, encasing it in a cloud of energy. The surrounding muscles infused with Elise's power and followed her command to speed up Yekaterina's natural healing hundreds of times.  
 
    It was why Elise couldn't actually alter anyone, only restore them. She couldn't regrow limbs or raise the dead, only accelerate what the body could naturally do for itself.  
 
    So far, with a month's practice. Who knew what she would be capable of a year from now. Or a decade. 
 
    Or a century, Millie thought heavily. 
 
    Yekaterina sucked in a breath as Elise's magic quickly finished what it had gone to do, and retreated, flowing back to its point of origin. Looking down at her shoulder in disbelief, Yekaterina raised it gingerly, experimentally. A look of astonishment on her face, she rolled it a few times before lifting her forearm out of the sling completely, flexing and unflexing her fingers.  
 
    "Incredible," she said, looking back at Elise. "Thank you." 
 
    "You are welcome." 
 
    But when Elise turned her attention to Alexandra, the younger woman shook her head and retreated a few paces, casting her haunted eyes down to the floor.  
 
    Her lips in a tight frown, Elise nodded and turned back to stand beside Millie and Victoria. It hurt to see the look on her lover's face. Here she had a chance to use her magic properly and openly, but her potential patient didn't want it. 
 
    "Millie?" Selene asked.  
 
    Shuffling out of her jacket, Millie handed it to Elise and rolled up her sleeves. In the freezing air of the shed, the fine hair on her arms rose as one like a cloud of coppery dust. With a thought, her witchscale bloomed to join it, racing up from her fingertips to extend just over the tops of her shoulders. The white mist swirled and flowed a moment before snapping into their usual scale pattern.  
 
    "Niamh?" Millie said, snapping the Irishwoman out of her staring contest with an errant stone.  
 
    With a clear task in front of her, however, Niamh's eyes lit up in the flaring light of her witchblade, drawing a gasp from the assembled Russians.  
 
    With a few stabs and parries, Millie walked with Niamh through what they considered simple warm-ups, but the looks in the eyes of the Russians were nothing short of utter disbelief, save for Inga, who looked intrigued. They progressed though their routine at half-speed, allowing Millie to keep one eye on their audience. 
 
    Above and behind, the black eyes of the Amazon followed every movement clearly and appraisingly, and Millie had the distinct feeling this wasn't the first time. It wasn't the wide-eyed look of someone overwhelmed by something they'd never seen before, it was far more clinical, professional. 
 
    The way an instructor would look.  
 
    Unnerved by that realisation, Millie swatted Niamh's blade away a final time and called for a halt. 
 
    As Niamh returned to her place beside her cousin, Millie let everyone take in what they'd just seen for a moment before holding out her right hand perpendicular to the floor.  
 
    Bunching her fingers together, the magical mist distended, and she let it flow away from her like dripping candle wax until it very nearly reached the floor.  
 
    Satisfied it was long enough, she willed it to move. 
 
    A rising chorus of gasps accompanied the glowing tentacle as it curled away, an ethereal vine climbing thin air towards Elise, where it snapped forward like a striking snake to pluck Millie's jacket from Elise's hand. A successful strike, her jacket hung limply from her tentacle's 'mouth' to drape over Millie's free arm before evaporating into nothing. 
 
    Receiving only gawping stares for her performance, Millie quickly felt conspicuous as she stood in the yawning silence that followed. 
 
    More to the point, on account of the sweat from her warm-up, she felt her teeth about to start chattering. So with an awkward little half-bow, she turned back to Elise and Vickie, favouring both with an I-think-that-was-right look. 
 
    Whether it was or not was impossible to gauge from the faces arrayed across from them, though Inga, at the very least, had one eyebrow crooked higher than the other. 
 
    Zoya moved on without ceremony. "Yekaterina." The old Russian witch didn't make it an invitation. 
 
    Still wondering at her shoulder, the willowy white Russian stepped forward and held her hand out in front of her face, palm up.  
 
    She held them all in thrall for a moment before a column of fire suddenly blazed up from nowhere, the bright yellow flame leaping a good three feet into the air before winking out as suddenly as it had come, leaving behind a green streak in Millie's vision.  
 
    When it finally cleared, Yekaterina was holding a shining silver cigarette case. Flipping it open with one hand, she took one out and brought it to her lips before flame shot from the tip of her index finger, igniting it instantly. She held it there longer than she really needed to, letting them all see what she was doing and drinking in their reactions.  
 
   
  
 

 Yekaterina's lip curled appreciatively at what she received, and the flame crawled down from her fingertip to sit in her once-again upturned palm, growing in size and intensity until it was the size of an orange.  
 
    It was like a flickering, uneven witchlight, Millie thought, now that the initial shock had worn off. 
 
    Then the fire came alive. 
 
    Leaping up from Yekaterina's hand, it stretched out to curl and flow in the air, a serpent made of flame and smoke. It twisted and moved as if it really were alive, so bright it carved shapes made of afterimages, leaving 'S's and '8's behind as it leapt and undulated. A short frolic later, it coiled itself into a tight ball and shot straight away from her outstretched hand. Off it flew into the vast empty space of The Shed until, with a sudden clench of her fist, the little fireball exploded into a shower of sparks that rained down on the bare concrete.  
 
    Millie gaped, but Victoria looked like she'd just opened a Christmas present, bursting from their ranks and dashing toward Yekaterina. "Wonderful!" she exclaimed breathlessly. "How did you do that? How did you maintain control over it away from your body? I've been working on that problem for weeks now! I knew detaching a magical creation from the body was theoretically possible, but you've put it beyond doubt! What is the secret, you must tell me!"  
 
    She was positively giddy, bouncing on her heels and clutching her hands together like an excited schoolgirl. Which, Millie supposed, in a way she was, since she never stopped learning.  
 
    But the Russian wasn't in a teaching mood. Smoke curled from her lips as she pulled her cigarette away, tapping the ash out on the concrete at Victoria's feet. "Perhaps in time," was all she said before turning away from Victoria's eager face and returning to her place.  
 
    When she turned back again, she didn't even look at Victoria, preferring to gaze at the glowing orange tip of her cigarette. 
 
    When Victoria realised that was all she was going to get, her features collapsed on themselves, and the hurt that drew her face down brought her shoulders with it. She diminished before Millie's eyes, shrinking to nothing as her hands fell to her sides. 
 
    When she turned around, however, she wore the look Millie imagined God wore before turning people into pillars of salt.  
 
    Victoria didn't wait to be called before her much-abused log burst into ugly, grasping flames.  
 
      
 
    Katya was not proud of what she'd done. Even Zoya looked dismayed, but Katya couldn't allow her feelings to get through. Pride had nothing to do with her decision. 
 
    Searing heat suddenly erupted across Katya's face, snapping her attention to a pillar of fire that had erupted from the log she'd dismissed as an odd bit of detritus, a roiling column of flame that burned hotter than wood should.  
 
    As the flames crawled over the already-blackened surface, Katya found herself unable to look away. She stared transfixed at the hypnotic yellow-and-orange flame, a living thing that consumed the wood, gorging on what had once been alive and moving on to consume yet more. A new kind of life birthed from the tree's second death, pops and snaps accompanying the moisture inside boiling away. 
 
    Wood, blackening and snapping. 
 
    The light, the heat, the sound of silent death. 
 
    Deep within her mind, Katya heard a little girl scream. 
 
    You have to move, Katya! 
 
    Katya's neck spasmed so hard it cracked, her head torquing sideways, trying to shake the memory free, to rid herself of it forever. 
 
    I'm coming! 
 
    The entire log was ablaze, gray smoke billowing towards the ceiling above. Up it would go, up and up until the building caught as well, trapping them inside to collapse around them, crushing the air from their lungs and crisping their skin black.  
 
    Then they would scream. 
 
    Fire devoured. Fire destroyed. Fire burned. 
 
    No! You're mine now! With savage effort, Katya flung her will at the fire like a bucket of water, but it spilled around the blaze like a river split by a boulder. It was as if there was a void where the fire should be, and that was completely wrong. 
 
    She shot a look to Victoria, but her eyes were unfocused, reflecting only flickering death. 
 
    Again, Katya flung her will at the fire. Obey me! she thought. 
 
    Fire was her domain now! It would not hurt her again. 
 
    When her will arrived this time, it didn't flow around it smoothly. The river was quickly freezing from the boulder outward, the flow of magic slowing until it piled up against itself without ever reaching its destination.  
 
    There shouldn't be any resistance! Why would it— 
 
    Victoria. She was preventing anything from happening to the fire she had created. It wasn't the fire Katya was acting against, it was Victoria!  
 
    Now that Katya knew that, she tried again, magic against magic. 
 
    Though the heat of the roiling, guttering flame flushed her cheeks, the moment her magic hit Victoria's, it was like smashing into a wall of ice. Hard, cold and incredibly strong, Katya had never felt anything like it in her life.  
 
    Panic begin to well up from within her, from the dark places she told herself she'd sealed off when she Manifested. The fire was burning and there was nothing she could do to stop it. This unremarkable British woman was going to make Katya pay for her hubris by watching her burn. 
 
    She swallowed hard against the sudden tightness in her throat.  
 
    "That's enough!" she shouted, the last word breaking in desperation. "We've seen what you can do. Put it out." She tried very hard to speak in even, measured tones, but her voice shook as badly as her hands. Beneath her coat, her chest was heaving, and a thin bead of sweat trickled down her neck, ice cold against the heat of her terror.  
 
    Victoria looked at her askance before her eyes unfocused again and the fire was out completely in an instant, without so much as a hint of smoke. 
 
    But if there was no smoke, why was it turning white?  
 
    The answer came in the form of thin spikes that began jutting out from the log's entire surface, small needles becoming jagged daggers as they multiplied and built on top of each other. 
 
    In the shocked silence, Katya could hear it freezing. The rasping, cracking whisper of ice against ice, soon so cold a fog began to roil out, spilling across the floor to wash over their feet. 
 
    Even though it was visibly cold beyond the harshest winter, Victoria placed her hand flat against the ice, pressing against the blackened, freezing surface so hard her hand vanished inside of it. 
 
    Katya stared in open-mouthed horror as Victoria's forearm followed. Then her elbow. Her shoulder.  
 
    With her fingers jutting out the other side of solid wood from her shoulder, Victoria shot Katya a look that bordered on contempt before lifting her arm straight up and out, emerging from the top like a ghost rising from a grave. Unlike a ghost's, however, Victoria's arm was completely intact and none the worse for wear. 
 
    The British witches could not have looked prouder, but Katya felt like she was going to be sick. Able to summon fire from nothing, she knew that magic was more than teas and herbs, but fire was natural, one of the old elements. 
 
    But this? This was so far beyond anything she'd ever thought magic capable of, it was hard to credit it as witchcraft. It was witchcraft, but now Katya knew what non-witches felt like when they heard that word. There was a dark sort of wrongness to what had just happened that left Katya feeling like she'd just witnessed something she shouldn't have, and she half-expected Victoria to sprout horns and a tail. 
 
    Then the log shot forward through thin air.  
 
    A stream of fog and ash traced its path straight at Katya's head, but before she could even think about what she should do, it suddenly stopped dead in mid-air, only a few feet from her face. 
 
    It hung there impossibly for a moment before thudding back to the ground, scattering ice and char everywhere, dusting the tops of Katya's white shoes with a smattering of black. 
 
    Victoria, for her part, looked as surprised as everyone else.  
 
      
 
    She'd done it! If only for a second, but she'd done it. It levitated. No motion whatsoever, she'd managed to perfectly balance the rate she converted the mass into energy so as to counteract gravity.  
 
    The look of shock on the Russian's face made it even more worth it. There was a blurry line between smug and vindicated, and Victoria wasn't confident enough in the policing of her emotions to know which one she showed on her face at the moment.  
 
    "That's quite enough, Victoria," Selene said, clearly indicating which one she saw by the amount of disappointment in her voice.  
 
    How could she be disappointed? Didn't she see what she'd just done?  
 
    The thrill of power tingled in Victoria's fingertips, another corner of the universe conquered, another impossible made possible. As she turned her back on Yekaterina and the other Russians to stand beside Millie and Elise, she knew then that the answer was smug.  
 
    Well, she would go on being smug, then. She'd earned it. 
 
      
 
    "Svetlana," Zoya said quickly, never taking her eyes off of Victoria, Millie noticed. Far from being impressed, she looked mistrustful, even afraid.  
 
    Despite Millie's own misgivings about how Vickie had gone about it, it was hard not to feel some amount of pride in what she had done. Yekaterina's response to enthusiastic questions had been downright rude, and Millie was not above feeling that she'd deserved to have her nose rubbed in it.  
 
    But the others? Vickie had just done four things that only gods were capable of in less than a minute, and 'overwhelmed' was only one shade that shadowed their faces. Vickie's 'ghosting' was something out of a benevolent nightmare at the best of times, but to have it suddenly unleashed by someone who was clearly upset had to be profoundly disturbing. The only warning Millie'd gotten the first time was 'watch this,' and it had scared the hell out of her anyway. To see Vickie do it for the first time with that look on her face and no warning it was coming? Millie probably would have pissed herself. In her book, it was a statement to the Russians' constitutions that none of them had. 
 
    But that didn't mean they weren't frightened on some level, and when Svetlana ventured forward, it was like a mouse venturing out of its hole. She took a few halting steps, as if expecting a cat to pounce on her at any moment to gobble her up. But when the cat was not forthcoming, she relaxed, and paddled across the moat of mistrust between the two groups to bravely stand before Victoria, who stiffened like a corpse, with just as much colour in her face. 
 
    Whatever fear had been in Svetlana, it had been smothered by her curiosity, and, alternately looking like snake and a bird, she moved her head about, taking Vickie's measure in ways Millie could only guess at.  
 
    It was clearly more than about her hair or her eyes, this time. The longer it went on, the more Millie came to realise what Svetlana was doing, and her heart started galloping away, to be well clear of what happened next. 
 
    Svetlana wasn't simply looking, or staring. 
 
    She was reading. 
 
    "You are very sad," she announced, her rolled 'r' making the word 'very' even more emphatic. "You carry much pain with you." 
 
    "I— I don't think this is appropriate," Victoria stammered. For whatever else she may have seen when they were first introduced, Svetlana's eyes now were penetrating. Beyond mere hazel, they were fractals made of green and gold, looking past clothing, through skin, and into Victoria's very soul. But Victoria's soul just then was a cracked and fragile thing, and not at all up to the scrutiny it was being given by a stranger. 
 
    "Stop." Victoria's voice bordered on pleading. 
 
    "So much pain. Your soul is bruised." 
 
    "Stop!" Victoria barked, unable to look Svetlana in her maddening eyes any longer. "Stop this!" 
 
    "But there is power within you. A strength that will surpass us all in time. You need only—" 
 
    "Stop at once or you will sink into the floor and never come out again!" The words exploded from Victoria in a frozen cloud that immediately ringed Svetlana's head. 
 
    Svetlana jerked upright, her eyes shifting into focus once more. Where an instant before there had been fascination, now there was terror, and she scuttled away to tuck herself behind Inga. 
 
    Millie had never heard Victoria's voice like that before. It was a tight, dangerous thing that sounded like a coiled spring ready to punch shrapnel straight through whatever happened to be nearest when it snapped. 
 
    "She's telepathic?" Victoria asked slowly, without taking her eyes off of Svetlana. 
 
    "Not quite. She's extremely sensitive. But I think we all know how you feel," Zoya spat. 
 
    "My feelings are not a book for you to peruse. You will make do with what I choose to show you." 
 
    "Well then, it's good you're so easy to read," Yekaterina said. "You only threaten people when you choose to, then?" 
 
    "If you have a problem with my choices, you're welcome to change my mind. Or try to, at least," Victoria said, her smile gleeful by way of feral. 
 
    This time, instead of lowering the air temperature with magic, she'd managed to do it with words, and Yekaterina had no response but to look away. 
 
    Something must have happened between them that Millie couldn't see. There was a viciousness to Victoria's tone that, when Millie heard it in others, was only ever summoned by familiarity. With so much magic flying around between eleven Manifested witches, it was impossible to be sure, but the loathing in Victoria's expression said there was a current running below the magic that was best avoided, or it would drag them all under.  
 
      
 
    I hate this, Victoria thought, her ire split between two Russians, but more than enough for both. I want to be alone. These... witches... are in my space, looking into my soul and humiliating me in front of my only friends.  
 
    I hate this. 
 
    At least as long as she was hating her situation, she wasn't hating herself, she thought. A poisonous idea, she knew, but she couldn't help it. It's my poison, Victoria thought savagely. I should be allowed to sicken myself in private, not have it shouted to everyone within earshot. The arrogance! Both of them. 
 
    She didn't want to feel this way, but the darkness was swallowing her again, and in the middle of the day this time. She didn't even have the excuse of exhaustion or her nightmares to justify the strength of her reaction to what Svetlana had done.  
 
    Tearing her eyes away from everyone, Victoria stared at the floor, the flat, featureless concrete a blank slate onto which to project her thoughts. 
 
    What was happening to her? Thanks to Ivy and Elise, she was finally sleeping through the night, she should have been getting better, not devolving to the point of threatening people in public. Threatening witches, she corrected herself.  
 
    She glanced up to see Svetlana staring at the floor as well, her face contorted in confusion and hurt.  
 
    Inexcusable, you monster. You did that to her. 
 
    Why had she had such a visceral reaction? What had Svetlana said that was really so bad? Victoria was sad. She was full of pain. It was written across her face in the bags under her eyes and the perpetual grimace she wore now. 
 
    But she knew why. Svetlana had given voice to it. All those things she'd seen the day before and sussed out so quickly, she'd said aloud this time. Victoria's shame wasn't her own quiet little hell any longer, it was there for everyone now. Free for them to wonder about, to speculate, to ask more questions as to why Victoria Ravenwood was so mentally unfit to wield the powers she had.  
 
    They'll know what I did. They'll all know and they'll despise me. 
 
    She'd tried to take her own life. What was more repugnant than that? So many had died in the war, to say nothing of how many were still dying, tearing apart the land these witches had spent so long fleeing from, and amidst all that she'd turned a gun on herself.  
 
    At the very moment the five women across from her had literally been running for their lives, Victoria had tried to end her own deliberately. 
 
    A week in an insane asylum; letting her mentor die; a grown woman plagued by nightmares like a frightened child.  
 
    They'll know. 
 
    Inga, Yekaterina and Zoya looked at her with contempt, like she was a small thing deserving of nothing more. 
 
    Maybe they were right. Svetlana hid in Inga's shadow, bearing the crushing hurt that Victoria had put there, while Alexandra continued staring straight ahead, heedless of anything going on around her. 
 
    That was true pain. Victoria could cry herself to sleep over her dreams and her memories, while Alexandra couldn't even cry. 
 
    But that didn't make Victoria's pain any less real. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Charging out of the hangar into the orange fog of the setting sun, Katya ran out of airfield before she realised she was walking.  
 
    Away or towards, she didn't know. Away, probably. The problem was, the thing she was trying to get away from was herself, and arriving at the fence meant there was nowhere else to go. She was trapped. 
 
    Her hands were shaking uncontrollably, but she managed to get a cigarette lit before burning it down to her fingers in two drags.  
 
    Victoria could make fire, too. But it wasn't controlled. She started it and put it out, but it had burned like any other fire. What if it spread? What if it jumped to something she hadn't meant to burn, would she still be able to put it out? 
 
    What if the answer was no? 
 
    It was February, and even as temperate as England was, Katya shivered. Fire, out of control. 
 
    Fingering the ends of her white hair, she tried to think of anything else. 
 
    Was she so selfish? Hiding behind her walls, hurling venom through the arrow slits like a petulant princess. Burning someone who was already scarred to protect her own feelings. 
 
    This wasn't how this was supposed to have gone. Sparing herself meant she should have floated through the last few days like a wraith, touching nothing and remaining untouched, the whole point was to avoid engaging! 
 
    Instead, she'd gone on the offensive, not just dodging, but actively pushing people away. 
 
    Looking down at her clothing, at the faint, now-gray specks on her shoes, she tried to remind herself she was dressed this way on purpose.  
 
    It was her chance to start over. 
 
    There were other witches here! Six of them! All the things her grandmother had whispered about and more. Katya should have run at them to embrace them, not shoved daggers into their backs.  
 
    Causing pain wasn't avoiding it, it was making it worse. It was making it harder on herself. 
 
    Beyond the fence was a stand of trees, not unlike the ones that stood on the edges of her beloved St. Petersburg. Though they bore no snow, they were just as dark, and in the shadows, Katya could see ghosts. The ghosts that had driven her here, the ghosts that were the real reason she donned her armour every day. 
 
    Below the trees, in the frozen earth, there were frozen eyes. Eyes that would never blink, never see, and never cry. Not again. 
 
    They had once done all of those things, but now all they did was look up from below, asking her why she was up there while they were down here. 
 
    Because I ran.  
 
    Why does your heart beat while ours lie still and cold? 
 
    Because I paid the price. 
 
    Witch of fire, why didn't you burn us rather than leave us to the wolves? 
 
    I didn't have my fire yet! I couldn't! Please understand! 
 
    Why didn't you say good-bye, Katya? 
 
    For the same reason I can't say hello. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though she'd had the entire afternoon and most of the evening to think about it, Millie couldn't help but feel that the witches of EVE knew even less about each other than when the day had started. 
 
    Or maybe more. Too much more. The wrong kind of more. 
 
    They knew what kinds of magic they were all capable of now, but she had no idea what kind of people they were anymore. 
 
    Vickie had been downright vicious, because Svetlana had bared her inner workings without even asking. Yekaterina had shown off and then shut Vickie down like she was an inquisitive child, even after Elise had healed her shoulder.  
 
    Inga, however, was the Valkyrie she appeared to be, and Alexandra was just as absent as she had been since she arrived, unwilling to say a single word, let alone display her Manifest. 
 
    What did that make them? Millie had no idea. Not a team. Not even two opposing teams, as Selene made no effort to hide her disappointment with Victoria, nor had Niamh made any effort to apologise for lighting the fuse on the bomb in the first place. 
 
    "You're young, you'll figure it out," Ivy said as sat sideways across one of the stuffed chairs in front of the fire, putting her face-to-face with Hekabe, who kept glancing up the stairs.  
 
    "After that?" Millie said, pointing in the direction of The Shed. "I thought Vickie was actually going to do it." 
 
    "She would have, if she'd been pushed any harder," Ivy said idly. 
 
    "You don't sound upset by that." 
 
    Ivy shrugged. "Don't poke a wounded animal. It'll bite." 
 
    "You think Svetlana meant to do that?" 
 
    That drew a moment's consideration. "I don't think so, but the look on Victoria's face should have held her tongue. She was asked to stop, and she didn't." A shadow passed over Ivy's face. 
 
    Millie tried not to think of what it meant. "How do you think Selene will take it?" 
 
    "EVE was her idea," Ivy said, "but it's going to be a lot harder than she thought, and I think she realised just how hard today." 
 
    "We're all witches, though, doesn't that count for something?" Every witch Millie knew had been in The Shed today, she had no idea what was supposed to have happened. Even without a war to push them together, Millie couldn't imagine that the ADAM witches wouldn't have come together as easily as they had.  
 
    "Witches are people, just like everyone else," Ivy said as Hekabe got up and trotted away. "Sometimes when you put two together, they fuse, like you and Elise. Other times, they explode apart. You know, other than the obvious secrecy and whatnot, there's a reason witches don't gather that often. Especially Manifested ones." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "It's messy. Until now, we've all been hermits, shut-ins, wandering nomads, scared little mice scuttling from shadow to shadow to avoid notice. Look at Zoya. She didn't tell us she was even in the country because she'd said she was coming weeks earlier, and that was enough. And it had been. For a long time, it's all you could do. You were lucky to get one message out; things took longer. Without someone like the Longs pushing her, she didn't know any better." Ivy shook her head in a complete loss for words. "We don't organise, Millie. We don't know how, quite frankly, and, not to speak out of turn, today showed it. We don't do this. Ever. It's no wonder Niamh hasn't come back with anyone." 
 
    "What about Paris?" Millie asked. 
 
    Ivy's head lolled over to one side, a lopsided smile pulling at her lips. "You were paying attention. Good. That was when we decided to go underground. The last Great Council. Two dozen witches, from all over. You know how many of them had Manifests?" 
 
    The emptiness of the look on Millie's face served as an answer. 
 
    "Four," Ivy said, wiggling as many fingers, "Four of us, and that was considered a lot; the most ever. You know two of them, me and Selene. And ours are boring!" 
 
    "They are not," Millie protested. 
 
    "Two of you can stop bullets. Don't even get me started on flying fire snakes, or whatever that was. You lot are something else. Seven Manifests. Not even Councils..." Ivy said in obvious disbelief. "It may be beyond us old ladies to make this work." 
 
    "You mean we're going to have to work this out ourselves?" 
 
    "I think you'll have to," Ivy said with a shrug, "the war killed the world we've lived in for centuries, and I don't know how well we can adapt to this new one. Do you remember my reaction when Victoria bought that phonograph player?" 
 
    "You couldn't stand to be in the same room with it for the first few weeks, I remember that." 
 
    Ivy nodded her vehement agreement. "It scared me to death. Millie, four empires just disappeared." Ivy snapped her fingers. "Gone. That's what happens when you can't change."  
 
    Green eyes shifted in the firelight, and Ivy sighed. "Give it time. It's only the second day. It was probably too soon, but Selene wanted to start you off running. Oops." 
 
    "You disagree?" Millie asked. She couldn't think of a time when Ivy had directly contradicted anything Selene said or did. 
 
    "It's her show. There's a lot riding on it being a good one." 
 
    "Then maybe we should rehearse a bit more." 
 
    Ivy smiled. "Couldn't hurt. Those Russians have been through a lot, and they're a long way from home. Give them time to catch their breath." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The weather had finally cleared up, and the sun came out for the first time since Katya had arrived in England, giving her every opportunity to shake off her feeling of entrapment by exploring Longstown for the first time. Take her mind off of things, see people who weren't witches or ghosts. It could only do her good.  
 
    She walked briskly through air that still carried a nip in it, so her nose was already red, but to her, she might as well have dressed for spring.  
 
    The trees that lined the lanes of Longstown were bare; skeletal sentinels in hibernation before they took up the task of shading the sidewalks during the spring and summer. 
 
    Looking up at one of them, she couldn't help but think about what it would look like with leaves on it; brilliant green, letting only enough sunlight through so that looking up through them was like looking up from under water, a thousand shifting points of brightness swaying with the wind.  
 
    It was inevitable. Spring would come, the flowers would bloom, this place would be transformed.  
 
    And she would still be here.  
 
    All through her flight across Europe with Zoya and the others, Katya had longed for the day when they would stop running, when they wouldn't have to look over their shoulders every minute of every day. Being on constant guard had been exhausting, no matter how powerful of witches they were. There had always been, and still was, very little chance that anyone was following them, or had any desire to come after them at all. Russia was in such upheaval, there were far too many other problems to bother worrying about anyone who had chosen to exile themselves. But it hadn't needed to be anyone from home to warrant concern, they had been at the mercies of anyone they came across, whether criminal or simply desperate, everyone they encountered had been suspect. 
 
    All she had wanted was stability, and a reason to trust that the people around here weren't about to kill her, or worse. 
 
    She had that now, so why did it terrify her? 
 
    The tree she stared up at would still be here when summer began, and so would she. No more running, she could breathe.  
 
    Breathe air warmed by a sun in the wrong place, where the seasons didn't mean the same thing, and the flags were all white, blue and red, but the wrong white, blue and red, and in the wrong shape. 
 
    She had stopped, and now she couldn't move again. This was it, the end.  
 
    The women of Longstown went on about their lives around her, walking their children to school, going to the market, or just, as she was, venturing outside to enjoy the respite in the weather.  
 
    A woman with flaxen hair under a flowery bonnet spared Katya a glance, but said nothing as she walked with her young daughter in one hand, and a basket of groceries in the other. Longstown was where she was raising her family; it was her end, as well.  
 
    It didn't feel at all like Katya had dreamed on those cold, frightened nights. Even when they hadn't had a destination in mind, she could see it clearly in her mind, and it didn't look all that different from Longstown. In her mind, she wound up in a place where the sun shined, where the trees were green, where the people were happy. All of those things were true here, so why did it feel so strange? 
 
    Because it's real, she realised suddenly. 
 
    It wasn't a fantasy anymore, it wasn't a dream. This was the place she had ended up, and now she was going to have to decide what to do with that. 
 
    The revelation of EVE's existence might as well have been a gift from God. Their salvation, their protection, and even their mission for the future. Preventing wars, undoing the machinations of those who had torn apart the world over the course of four years, resulting in yet another war that was tearing apart her beloved home... they were noble reasons. Worthy of the attention of witches, Katya had decided the moment she'd heard about it. 
 
    It meant she could start over. It meant she had to start over, she corrected herself.  
 
    She was a witch, and she was finally going to be allowed to be one first, above everything else. It was a dream come true, in many ways. She could be her grandmother's granddaughter, rather than her father's daughter, and she should have been exhilarated, should have been dancing down the sidewalk, singing back to the birds in her joy. 
 
    Then the French witch Elise had healed her shoulder with a touch, and Victoria had put her hand through solid wood, before flinging it across the room with her mind.  
 
    There was power, and then there was power, Katya thought, and the ones that wielded the latter were the people she was going to share her life with from now on?  
 
    "Are you all right, Miss?" said a voice from her side.  
 
    Katya looked down from the tree, blinking away the bright blue sky to see a woman her own age, her tawny hair done up tightly in a bun. Her brown eyes were full of concern, and more than a little puzzlement. 
 
    "Yes, I'm fine, thank you. I got lost in my thoughts."  
 
    At the sound of Katya's voice, the woman's eyes widened, and the puzzlement there expanded to take over her whole face. "You're... not from around here."  
 
    After her experience at immigration, Katya felt her walls snap right back into place. "I am not," she said. "I am from Russia," she said in a defensive sort of pride. Whatever the world thought that meant now, she knew what it meant to her, and she stood a little taller. 
 
    "And you live in Longstown?" the woman asked, confusion and curiosity in open warfare on her face. 
 
    But there was something in the tone of her question that Katya couldn't place. Though her English was excellent, tone was one thing she still needed more real-world experience with. "I do," Katya said as neutrally as she could. Fully a head taller than the other woman, she tried not to look down on her, but only partly succeeded. "I work for the Longs." 
 
    "Oh, well then, I, uh... welcome." It had come out as a question, and Katya found it hard to believe that it had been on purpose. "I'm Grace," she said, extending her hand. 
 
    "Yekaterina," was the reply, but she looked at Graces's hand a moment before taking it. 
 
    "I, erm, couldn't help but notice your hair. It's white," Grace said after an awkward handshake. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "How— how do you get it that colour? It's quite striking." 
 
    Katya shrugged. "Nothing, it's my natural colour." 
 
    "Ah, I see. Well then," Grace said awkwardly, looking about as if for a distraction. "Forgive me for intruding on your day, Miss." With a curt nod, Grace took her leave, walking quickly in the direction she had been heading.  
 
    As Grace turned a corner and out of sight, Katya's smile faded, dimming like a cloud had passed in front of the sun. Her first opportunity to talk to someone who wasn't connected to EVE, magic or politics, and she'd stayed behind her walls anyway. Rebuffing Victoria, now more than likely putting off Grace, Katya was getting what she thought she wanted, wasn't she? All the effort to isolate herself, she was succeeding. Why didn't it feel like success?  
 
    It threw into sharp contrast the fact that if she was going to start over, it meant building a life from scratch, and that this was only to be the first of innumerable encounters she was going to have to navigate as this new Katya. A Katya who didn't actually want to get close to anyone.  
 
    She sighed. With no father to support her, and no grandmother to teach her, everything she built would have to be done by her own hand, from her own choices. It would be hers, and hers alone.  
 
    So will the rewards, she thought, and the mistakes.  
 
    Whatever she ended up with, it also meant it would hurt that much more when someone came along to take it away from her. 
 
    She continued on, her mask and armour in place, this time without looking up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The 'real' hangar was alive with workers, women swarming over the skeleton of the airship now officially christened as Juno, looking like an army of ants against the gigantic contraption. The 150-foot tall main doors were open today, taking advantage of the breeze to expel the eye-watering combination of smells from the paint, glue and solvents that were being used within. 
 
    There was as much scaffolding as skeleton, a virtual jungle of platforms and frames lining the entire length of the hangar, with ropes and pulleys strung in every direction like the Long's biggest project had been ensnared by a spider the size of a house.  
 
    The ship itself was in a far more recognisable shape than the last time Millie had been able to see inside, now looking more like a proper airship than a jumble of gigantic puzzle pieces.  
 
    As she passed underneath it, she looked up and nearly fell over from vertigo. The scale of it was still hard for her to wrap her head around. This... thing, this enormous structure was somehow going to leave the ground. As it was, she would be astonished if it could even move sideways, let alone up, leaving her half-convinced the Longs were going to have to gather all of EVE to move their monster a single inch. Victoria would probably be able to give an exhaustive rundown of how it actually worked, but Millie still wouldn't believe it until she saw it. It was called a lighter-than-air craft, and Millie couldn't help but laugh at such a ridiculous moniker. Even its shadow looked heavy. 
 
    In the far end were the mechanical works, where the massive engines were on stands without propellers, which were on custom-fabricated racks against the wall, polished to shining perfection and awaiting later installation.  
 
    The engines themselves were over-scaled like everything else, not that Millie had any great experience with engines or other mechanical bits. They were still impressive to look at. Brand-new, they were gleaming works of art, in their own way, with silver hoses and pipes running every which way. When Millie got to the front of the nearest one, she noticed an embossed bronze plate riveted to it. When she read what it said, she had to blink several times before looking back to see that it indeed said what she'd read the first time. 
 
    "Rolls-Royce?" Millie read aloud. She knew the Longs were given to the occasional extravagance, but this seemed a little much. No one was going to notice their airship was powered by Rolls-Royce when it was hundreds of feet in the air. Besides that, no motorcar could possibly fit an engine this size, no matter how opulent, how was it even an option?  
 
    Shrugging, Millie was sure there were answers to her questions out there, but asking them would just raise more.  
 
    The real object of her quest she found on her back on a low-slung dolly under one of the other engines, only her legs sticking out from underneath.  
 
    Millie tried to approach with obvious, deliberate footsteps to keep from spooking Edith and having her bash her head on something significantly harder than her skull. Dragging her feet in the dust, Millie stopped near a pair of brown, well-worn work boots.  
 
    "Miss Baker?" Millie said.  
 
    Whatever she'd been doing stopped immediately, and she crawled herself out on the wheeled slab, her face covered in grease and oil. She looked up at Millie in surprise and got to her feet as quickly as she could.  
 
    "Miss Brown! I wasn't- oh, sorry," Edith produced a handkerchief and began furiously wiping her hands before Millie could stop her. 
 
    "It's all right, don't worry about cleaning up on my account. I just wanted to come see how your first few days have gone." 
 
    Edith's brown eyes twinkled from behind her grimy mask. "Very well, Miss Brown, thank ya. I'm tryin' not to disappoint ya." 
 
    Millie laughed. "It's not me you have to worry about," she said, gesturing to the work going on around her with her chin.  
 
    "Ah, they've been very good a' showin' me where the tools are. All they needed t' do, really." 
 
    "Good to hear. What do they have you doing?" 
 
    "Checkin' the hoses on the coolin' system. At 20 litres a piece, they puts out a lotta heat. 72 cylinders worth," Edith said, indicating the other engines as well. "Never thought in my life I'd be workin' on a Rolls-Royce, let alone six." 
 
    Even as she spoke with obvious reverence for the machinery, Millie could feel the thrum of the Talent echoing within her. It was such an odd feeling, now that she knew it was there. Every other witch Millie knew had Manifested, and their power was like a blinding beacon in comparison to what was standing in front of her. But in Edith, Millie knew what potential physically felt like. It was untapped and untouched, like a block of clay or wet concrete, only light and ethereal.  
 
    And to know that until very recently, that same thrum had vibrated within Millie her entire life without her even knowing it was incomprehensible. The power she had now flowed within her in complement to her blood, and she'd already forgotten what it was like to not have it. Even in her short time with it, she understood completely why Colette had decided death was preferable to living without it.  
 
    But Millie hadn't come to mourn the past, she'd come to see about a future. 
 
    "Miss Baker—" 
 
    Oh, how Millie still rued her inability to think past the first step in any plan she came up with. 'You're a witch, come with me,' would probably not have the effect she wanted. 'You have a secret you don't even know about' would just be creepy. How do you broach a topic like this? 
 
    She never got to find out. 
 
    With a crack of splintering wood and a short, sharp scream, a section of scaffolding came crashing down onto the unforgiving concrete floor. Millie and Edith both snapped their attention towards the noise as several workers rushed towards the accident scene and began flinging away shattered scaffolding from over whomever had been unlucky enough to be taken to the ground with it. 
 
    "Katherine!" someone shouted. Millie was there in seconds, surreptitiously heaving away the last, heaviest piece by herself before anyone could put together that she shouldn't have been able to.  
 
    She looked down to see Katherine crumpled and unconscious, her left leg splayed out at an impossible angle. Her shin bone was shattered, a white spear jutting out through her trouser leg, which was rapidly darkening with blood. 
 
    "Compound fracture," Millie said, the words barely beating the bile that chased them up her throat. She swallowed hard. "Edith, grab your dolly, we'll use it like a stretcher. You two, get these ropes cleared and help us carry her." 
 
    They had her on the dolly in moments, but four people wasn't going to be enough, even with Millie's strength. "You two as well! This thing is bloody heavy. Emily, fetch something to get her to the infirmary with!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya managed to avoid any further odd encounters as she toured Longstown, at least with people. The market, as far as English standards went, was unremarkable. 
 
    She'd stared in the window for over ten minutes. 
 
    The shelves were stocked, there was no one clamouring and fighting for every last scrap. There were no soldiers or police standing guard as the lorries came in. You could just walk in and buy whatever you needed, and this was just a small town in the middle of nowhere!  
 
    Since the middle of 1915, St. Petersburg had been in a constant state of privation. Some blamed the war, others the indifference of the Tsar or his government, while a few said it was God's punishment for some slight or another. 
 
    The real reasons didn't matter, only the outcome. The seat of power for the Russian Empire, the largest nation on Earth, had been starving. Rich and poor alike, for food couldn't be had at any price. Her father's connections had spared them the worst of it, but there were several times she had considered abandoning the city to live as her grandmother had, surviving off of what she could find and make for herself. But she couldn't leave her friends or her father to their fate, and she'd stuck it out with them, only to have it all smashed anyway. 
 
    Her walking tour of Longstown wasn't just in effort to get to know the place, it was to re-acquaint herself with how life was supposed to work.  
 
    Besides the market, there were other perfectly banal shops and even a small primary school, the children running about outside as children did, screaming and laughing at the respite from their lessons. Katya allowed herself to feel the life of it, to take it in as a breathing, living place where families were growing and lives were being settled after so many years of nightmarish uncertainty. 
 
    It was still hard to believe that that no longer described Katya's life. Running from every shadow for so long, hiding and scurrying between places that had been generously described as safe, she was having trouble coming to terms with stopping. This was it. The end. This bizarre little town in the middle of England that was designed by, for, and was overwhelmingly populated by, females. Being in another country, albeit one she'd visited before, should have been enough of an adjustment to make, but throwing in the workforce and the witches was making the process much more complicated, to the point it was, in some ways, easier. It was so different that she just had to accept wholesale all of the changes that being here required. She had been to Bulgaria and Ukraine, and they were different from Russia, but in smaller ways, necessitating that she pay much closer attention to everything to catch them, which was actually more tiring than a complete, upside-down overturning of everything. 
 
    As she strolled along and took note of how people here interacted with each other, and not just her, she was quickly coming to realise that the lack of a warm welcome didn't mean the women of Longstown were being cold to her in particular, they were merely... British. It eased her paranoia somewhat to see that very few people made eye contact or said hello to anyone they didn't know. In such a small town, Katya would have thought everyone would know everyone, but perhaps their work schedules didn't line up, or they worked in completely different parts of the company. 800 was a lot of people, after all. 
 
    Pulling her watch from her coat pocket, she saw she still had a few hours until she was to meet the Longs about a project they needed her for, but she had already seen most of what there was to see in Longstown. Though she was very curious about the airship, she knew she would just be in the way, especially with how far along it was into construction.  
 
    As she walked back past the small park (more of a lawn ringed by trees, in Katya's mind) that lay at the heart of town, Katya stopped and looked in to see Svetlana standing in the middle of it, her shoes off, her eyes cast to the ground.  
 
    She wasn't moving, other than her loose, flowing hair and her ankle-length dress, as they were caught by the wind. She didn't seem to notice Katya at all, as whatever it was on the ground that had captured her attention had done a very thorough job of it, which, Katya supposed, was not all that abnormal for her. Svetlana's gift was unusual, as far as it was for Katya to make any sort of determination on the subject. All the other Manifests she had seen had an obvious purpose, and it wasn't difficult to draw a line back to the incident that had caused it, even if that line was made of conjecture. Someone who could run essentially forever, as it was for Inga, had very obviously needed that ability for a reason. Any number of dire situations could have led to that result, as it was supremely practical. 
 
    But Svetlana? The whole time they had been running, her Manifest was more a hinderance than a gift. How many times had she stopped to look at something, to see it as only Svetlana could, when they had needed to keep moving? New smells, new tastes, new feelings, she'd been drawn to all of them like she was a magnet in a world made of iron.  
 
    Though Katya had resolved to keep people out, to reinforce her walls and keep her armour well-oiled, she couldn't help herself from stepping onto the grass. She couldn't say for sure that Svetlana was even capable of taking care of herself, and now that they had finally stopped for good, it was easy to imagine her just standing there in place until she collapsed. 
 
    "Svetlana? Are you all right?" Katya asked in Russian as she approached.  
 
    "There are things living in the grass," was the reply.  
 
    Katya looked down, but it looked like grass, the same as grass anywhere did. "I would hope so," she said.  
 
    "I can feel them." 
 
    "Is that why you're barefoot?" Katya asked in concern. Russian they may be, but barefoot in February, even here, was asking for an illness of one kind of another, especially with the Spanish Flu still a very real threat. 
 
    "Yes." Svetlana's toes were curling and uncurling, working themselves into the soil, already filthy. Had she even been wearing stockings? 
 
    "What can you feel?" Katya asked indulgently.  
 
    "Everything. I can feel the insects, the worms as they till the earth. I can feel the grass growing. It's so beautiful, Katya. Even in winter, things grow here." 
 
    Katya rankled again at Svetlana's familiarity with that name, but knew fighting it at this point was a losing battle. Still, she could lead by example.  
 
    "Aren't you cold, Svetlana?"  
 
    "No. The air is warm. It comes from Mexico." 
 
    "Wh— the air does?" 
 
    Svetlana nodded. "It's why they don't freeze here. All this life," rich soil squeezed up from between her toes, "because the sun shines on the other side of the world." 
 
    "Does it smell like Mexico?" Katya asked, dumbfounded at the words coming out of her own mouth. 
 
    "A little. It's come a long way." 
 
    As that was apparently all Svetlana had to say on the subject, Katya turned back to the more immediately important one. "Are you all right out here by yourself?" 
 
    "I'm fine. Don't worry about me so much. I can grow here." 
 
    She did look very much like a tree, standing in her faded brown dress with her feet partway into the ground, but Katya had the suspicion that wasn't what she meant. "Are you sure?"  
 
    "Yes. I can put down my roots, and do it without being afraid anymore," Svetlana said with a broadening smile, as if saying it out loud had made her realise it for the first time. 
 
    But when she looked up at Katya and ensnared her with her hypnotic green-and-gold eyes, her smile was gone. "Can you?" 
 
    "I— I don't know what you're talking about." 
 
    "Yes you do. I can see it in your eyes. You still try to hide from us. The way you spoke to Victoria. You fear too much, Katya. We're home now." 
 
    Katya flinched at the words. "That is yet to be seen," she said. 
 
    "I have seen. Your heart was shattered before we fled. It is still broken, but this place can give you all you need to put it back together, if you let it." 
 
    "But that would mean... no, I'm not ready to accept that." 
 
    "Your heart will heal here or you will die from it. You will suffocate in your armour, and starve in the prison you've made for yourself. The sun is out, and the air tastes of spring. You should try opening the window." 
 
    The hypnosis melted from Svetlana's eyes like it had never been there, and Katya could feel the tether she had been harpooned with snap and fall away. Svetlana's attention was fixed on the grass once more, and she seemed content with that.  
 
    "I'll see you back at the house," was all Katya could say, her voice tremulous. 
 
    "Good-bye," Svetlana said, even as Katya turned to walk away. 
 
    'Flee' was more appropriate, she thought after a few steps. Her hands were tight, trembling fists at her sides, and she had to keep from hugging herself. Zoya could insist all she wanted that Svetlana wasn't actually telepathic, that she was just 'sensitive,' and all Katya had to counter that with was virtually every time Svetlana had said anything to anyone.  
 
    The raven-headed witch Victoria had been badly unnerved by her encounter with Svetlana, and Katya had thought it a cruel overreaction to threaten her as she had, but now Katya understood. She had dismissed Svetlana's Manifest as useless and bizarre, but as Katya followed her own shadow back towards the residence, she struggled to think of a more unnerving display of power than to force someone to see the truth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The windows in the reception area of the infirmary were closed off by blinds that had been pulled down to ward off the rapidly setting sun. The orange light that made it through cast long shadows, to match the faces of those within. 
 
    The gaggle of women who had brought Katherine to the infirmary were waiting in hushed quiet for the briefing the surgeon had promised when he was done. It had been hours, and several of them had gone back to work and returned already, with no further word. 
 
    Millie had stayed the entire time, knowing Elise was one of the ones within working to save Katherine's leg.  
 
    Without being around it, it was easy for Millie to forget how hard Elise worked when they were apart. It was one thing to see her come home exhausted, but quite another to mark off the time as it passed, in full awareness of what Elise was doing, and for just how long. Millie hadn't seen her once, and that spoke ill of how things were going, in Millie's mind. 
 
    The electric lights had awakened to replace a now-absent sun by the time one of the other nurses emerged to tell them to wait for the surgeon to be out shortly. But when Millie saw Elise escape through a side door with tears streaming down her face, Millie excused herself and flew after her. 
 
    Bursting through the same door, Millie shot looks in every direction, but Elise was nowhere to be found. Choosing the direction that led home, she ran along the front of the building to the corner, where she saw Elise halfway down the narrow alleyway that separated the infirmary from the neighbouring bookshop. She was leaning against the cold brick, holding herself with her head down. 
 
    "Elise!" Millie cried. "Elise, what is it?" 
 
    Elise didn't look up, and Millie feared the worst. Had there been another injury she hadn't noticed? Something internal? 
 
    "We saved her leg," Elise said quietly when Millie reached her. 
 
    A great sigh of relief whooshed out of Millie all at once. "But that's wonderful news!" 
 
    "It will take months of rehabilitation for her to walk properly again," Elise said, still closed off, her face turned down. 
 
    "Isn't that better than the alternative?" 
 
    Elise looked up finally, her blue eyes pained as Millie had hoped to never see them again. "It could have been tomorrow if I had been able to use my magic. Now she will lose her job." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "That is what the doctor said when we were done. He had one of the other nurses tell the Longs, and she was very sad. She said it was standard. They cannot keep Katherine if she cannot work. You know how many women are waiting to take her position." 
 
    "But it's not her fault! It was an accident. Her sons don't have a father anymore, how—" 
 
    "I know this! And I could have saved her!" Elise shouted, thudding her fist into Millie's chest. "Why do I have this gift if I cannot use it? Do you know how many men I could have saved during the war if I was who I am now? Now I am me, and still someone must suffer more than they should. It... it is not right." 
 
    "I know," Millie said quietly, threading her fingers through Elise's hair and placing a kiss on the top of her head. She smelled of sweat and soap, and Millie breathed it in. 
 
    "My Millie," Elise said, the words splintered in anguish. She placed her head on Millie's breast and began to sob ugly sobs, clutching at her jacket lapels and pulling them up to block out the world. "I cannot perform my magic when it is needed most, and I cannot love you when I need it most. Why is the right thing so wrong? Why must it be so hard?"  
 
    As Millie didn't have an answer, all she could do was let the love of her life bawl into her chest, stroke her hair and tell her it was going to be all right. Millie had sworn she would never lie to Elise, but in that moment, as the first tears soaked through to warm her skin, she didn't know whether or not she was keeping her promise. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Long's personal residence was not nearly as opulent as Victoria had imagined it would be. It was large, of course, but the Longs rarely did anything small. Inside, it was almost austere. She couldn't help but draw the conclusion it was a result of their humble beginnings, but it seemed a bit gauche to actually ask. 
 
    The one place they had spared no expense, however, was on books. They were everywhere, not just on shelves or in a study, but on tables and above the fireplace, tucked between flower vases, even lining the staircase! It swelled her heart to see that her admiration for the industrious sisters had only been reinforced by this glimpse into the 'real' them, rather than sullied, as could easily have been the case. The affectations they chose to show the world were just that: affectations. This was who the real Long sisters were. 
 
    Victoria's home growing up had been a bit statelier, a bit, well, she supposed at this point in her life she would have to say 'stuffy.' The woods had been a bit more polished, the rugs a little thicker, but the books were the same. Her parents had been voracious readers, and had instilled that trait into their children from a very young age by having books be ever-present. They could never complain of having nothing to read if half the furnishings in the house were made of books. There had been volumes in languages not a single one of them could read, on the off chance that it might inspire one of them to try to learn how. But Victoria had always been rubbish at languages, a bit ironic now that neither of her closest friends were even from England.  
 
    The image she would always have of her mother was of her bright blue eyes moving over some new volume she'd gotten from somewhere or other, always searching for some new morsel for her mind to chew on whilst she went about the necessities of raising twins. Denied her husband's formal education, she had always striven to make up for it with an informal one, and Victoria suspected she was the most well-read woman in all of the Midlands, if not the country. And she had read quickly, as well. It was the one trait Victoria was sad to say she did not inherit from her. She did all right, of course, but when her mother had been in her books, she was in them, her eyes flying over words so fast it was a wonder she never got vertigo. Always the chair closest to the fire, with a table on either side. One for what she had already read, and the other for what was next, her tea perched precariously on the former, a single sip as a reward for finishing. 
 
    Her mother would have been very fond of the Longs, and been proud that Victoria was standing where she was, in the inner sanctum of two of the few women public enough in their success that she would have been able to point little Victoria towards and say, 'be like them.' 
 
    It was those words that carried Victoria deeper into their world, into their mad scheme that had resulted in EVE's creation. She wanted to say that her mother would have been unequivocally proud, but Victoria genuinely had no idea how she would have reacted to her only daughter being here because she was a witch, and not an engineer.  
 
    As she looked about, there were titles on the occult (a term, it turned out, actual witches detested), shamanism, folklore, and other things that had been made even more obscure by time and a rapidly-changing world. Victoria even recognised a few of them, but the one thing they had in common was that they were all untrue. Real magic coursed through her veins, genuine witchcraft took up space in her mind, and those old books she remembered had nothing to do with what Victoria now knew to be reality. Perhaps they had been true once, but when she wielded her power, made the world bend and shake to her will, none of it came close to describing the truth that breathed new life into her cells every time she did. 
 
    Another affectation. 
 
    Victoria was led down a dark, narrow hall to a door that opened to reveal a study much like any other Victoria had seen: a hearth, overstuffed chairs, brandy and yet more books.  
 
    One way it was different from all the others is that this one had three women in it. Eustacia and Ophelia, of course, took up two of the chairs. On the small couch was what looked like a mound of snow. Snow with pale blue eyes. 
 
    "Victoria, thank you for coming," Ophelia said, gesturing to the empty space on the couch beside Yekaterina.  
 
    "My pleasure," Victoria said, settling uncomfortably into the barely-worn red cushion.  
 
    Yekaterina spared her the barest of nods, but otherwise seemed content to have had her tea as her only couch-mate.  
 
    "Now that you're both here, we won't mince words. We have something to ask of you both," Eustacia said. 
 
    "Yes. As you are both aware, this is still a functioning aircraft manufacturer, regardless of why you may be here," Ophelia said lightly, as if she were sharing a joke, "and such a concern has certain requirements of it. Though we are a successful company, we still require infusions of capital from outside when we are going to embark on a project that is perhaps too audacious for us to be able to pay for out of cash holdings. We try to avoid it when we can, but the late decision to convert Juno and her future sister ships to helium, as well as the addition of EVE to our accounts, has placed additional demands on us." 
 
    Eustacia picked up her sister's explanation. "As EVE is a secret, we can't well ask for money to pay for you, so we have to syphon it from elsewhere. At the same time, we are trying to shift our manufacturing and design work from a wartime focus to a peacetime one, and that means new tooling, new assembly methods, and so on. 
 
    "As such, we are at a point where we have need of the aforementioned outside investors. They are already in an investing mood, and are looking to get in on the ground floor, as it were, in businesses looking to grow now that the war is over. Many industries are winding down, but the civilian aircraft market has nowhere to go but up. We need to make the case that this company is the one worthy of their investment." 
 
    Neither Victoria nor Yekaterina spoke. Victoria didn't know what to say, as she couldn't see where they were going with this line of logic. They were both witches, and a secret. Why were they telling them all this? 
 
    "You may also know, even if only from the newspapers, that our decision to keep our all-female workforce is a... controversial one. But one we believe in wholeheartedly, don't worry. It's proving to be a bit of a sticking point with some of those who are still rather entrenched in the old ways, no matter how much the war might have tried to pull them out. As for the nouveau riche, they are flush with wealth they have no idea what to do with, and only need a slight push to convince them that this where they should put their investments, rather than in one of the new American concerns." 
 
    "But before the Circus," Ophelia said, "we would like two of our standout employees to make our case in person, without any distractions. To put a name and a face to what we do here, and make it that much easier for them to say yes. Go to our potential investors first, they like that, and get them interested enough to come see for themselves, at least. Warm them up a bit." 
 
    Yekaterina set down her tea. "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "Perhaps we did talk around it a bit more than we'd planned." Eustacia coughed delicately. "We want you two to go meet these men and convince them to give us their money. Failing that, to come up here, see firsthand what we do, and then convince them to give us their money." 
 
    "Us?" Victoria asked, and even managed to share a nonplussed look with Yekaterina. 
 
    "You. You're an academic, raised by academics. You know how to talk to stuffy people in smoke-filled rooms using lots of big words. They like that kind of thing, it makes them feel smart, rather than lucky. Yekaterina, you were—" 
 
    She held up a gloved hand. "I know where I am from. And now I see why you asked me. You don't need witches, you need who we were before we became witches. I understand." 
 
    "I don't. Why us? We don't actually work in the part of the company that does what everyone knows it does. How can we talk about that part effectively if we have nothing to do with it? We don't know anything about production schedules or profit margins." 
 
    Yekaterina's slender eyebrow acknowledged that Victoria may have a good point, even if the rest of her didn't. 
 
    "They know all that already, it's part of the proposal we sent them. We need you, because you're both well-spoken, literate women who can speak on behalf of all the others who may not have had your advantages growing up. They work hard and well, but this isn't their world. Can you imagine Millie doing this?" Ophelia asked not unkindly. "We need to show them the women who make up this company, not the numbers, and we both agree that you two are the best representatives to do that." 
 
    On one hand, Victoria was flattered beyond belief to hear them say such things about her, on the other, it sounded ludicrous. She was a barely-trained witch who'd spent a week in an insane asylum, how was she the best representative? That life was a long time ago, and— 
 
    "When do we leave?" Yekaterina asked. 
 
    When Victoria looked over at her, her head was held high and proud. Her eyes had a look of determination in them that Victoria hadn't thought them capable of. Replacing her cool indifference with an actual emotion suited her, Victoria had to admit. 
 
    "Victoria?" Eustacia asked.  
 
    All eyes turned to her. What choice did she have now? She wasn't about to let Yekaterina go alone, or with anyone else, for that matter. Selene and the others may have trusted her, but Victoria still didn't. Besides that, if the Longs saw in Victoria what they needed, and she trusted their judgment, who was she to argue? 
 
    "Yes. I'll do it." 
 
    Relief washed over both of the Longs so strongly it was visible. "Splendid! It's being held next Friday. We'll see that you're both briefed on who you'll be meeting before you leave for London." 
 
    "London?" Yekaterina said oddly. 
 
    "That's where the money is. There will be a reception and then dinner. You'll be attending both, so you'll be expected to dress appropriately. We've arranged an appointment at the dressmaker's shop for you, and before you do ask, Victoria, yes, you will be wearing a dress." 
 
    Victoria rankled as much at the directive as the fact they'd already known what she was going to say. "No corset." 
 
    "Fine. A little modernity wouldn't hurt, I suppose," Eustacia said. "We've already booked rooms in a nearby hotel for you. You can arrange your own train home depending on how much champagne you have the night before." 
 
    "Any other questions? No? Good. Thank you both very much for agreeing to this. We know it's not why you were brought here, but we have faith that you two will do a superb job." 
 
    As much as she wanted to agree with the easy confidence Yekaterina did, when Victoria was offered a congratulatory brandy, she took two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Though Katya's door was perfectly capable of closing itself, she kicked it shut with her heel anyway, so she could get to pacing faster.  
 
    This was all wrong. She was going to spend two days alone with Victoria? Katya fidgeted as she paced, fighting the urge to light something on fire. 
 
    She needed a cigarette. 
 
    Pulling one out of her case, she lit it with a touch and took a long drag, letting the smoke curl out slowly from her nose like she was some kind of disgruntled dragon. She leaned back against her closed door. 
 
    I'm still hiding, Katya thought. So what? She wasn't ready yet. Being stuck with Victoria for two days wasn't going to make her more ready, it was only going to make her double down, and that could poison their relationship forever.  
 
    What was she talking about? She'd done that in The Shed already. If Katya was in Victoria's place, she would have been just as upset and mistrustful. That was the point. 
 
    But they were going to be alone for two days, and the Longs were depending on them. Katya owed the Longs her life, how could she risk failing them for the sake of her own feelings? That wasn't very professional. Whether she liked it or not, that's what this trip was going to have to be, and the Longs knew she was capable of it.  
 
    The dinner would be easy. They had been right to choose her for that part, she had to admit. She'd done pretty much exactly that more times than she could remember. 
 
    But she was just getting used to the idea she was finally going to be allowed to be a witch. She'd thought her old life behind her, buried in the past with everything else. This new Katya wasn't supposed to be one for dressing up and spending her evening flattering men who would have been considered idiots had they been born to another family.  
 
    They're still idiots, she thought darkly. It didn't matter where they were from, she knew exactly what to expect. Be charming, say the right things, a wink here, a touch there. Oh, the younger ones who'd actually earned their money were a bit more clever, a little less full of themselves, but they were also brash and arrogant, defined by their bank accounts as a substitute for— 
 
    "Ugh," she muttered, and awoke a little fireball in her palm. The little flame slid around her cupped hand like a liquid, trailing faint yellow tendrils behind it. This is who she was now. It's all she wanted to be. How could she make a new life if she had to dredge up the old one and parade around in it? 
 
    Even after the hell she'd been dragged through across half of Europe, she was still being asked to play the part she'd always hated. One of the few points of light she'd clung to during her ordeal was that at least that part of her life was behind her. No matter how smart or well-trained she had been by her father, no matter how much the man himself saw her as his equal, she was still the pretty young thing to be passed around by everyone else. Ever the beautiful daughter, never his competent successor. She'd learned to use it to her advantage, to charm concessions and secrets for use later, but it always left her feeling like some little part of her was shaved away every time she did. 
 
    It was when she was feeling shaved particularly thin that she would turn to her grandmother, to the secrets she gave up gladly. The secrets that only women knew, because only women could be witches. It made Katya feel powerful and strong, to coax magic out of the world and use it as she chose to, not as she was told. Her first witchlight had been hard, but she'd earned it by practicing and working at it, not by batting her eyelashes and saying things she didn't mean. 
 
    Finishing the last of her cigarette, Katya considered what was left in her hand a moment before the little fireball slid across her hand and swallowed it whole. In a flash of light and a curl of smoke, her palm was empty again. 
 
    Magic was honest. What did that make her? 
 
    She didn't know, but she knew she could at least make herself useful. She would play her role, because she owed the Longs that much, but what did she owe Victoria? At the very least, it was to be prepared. 
 
    Waving away the last of the smoke, she turned and left to see the Longs again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie and Niamh flashed and dove, lunged and parried, witchblade clashing against witchscale, but Millie couldn't put her heart into it, she was too distracted.  
 
    Off to one side stood Inga, as stoic and imposing as ever. She hadn't even asked permission, she'd just walked in and took a place ten yards away from which to watch the proceedings. Not only had she not asked permission, she hadn't said anything at all, and it made Millie even more aware of the eyeballs drilling into the back of her head; eyes that looked much the same as they'd had the day they'd shown off their Manifests. That same evaluating, instructor-like look that Millie had only thought she'd seen was plainly visible now, and Millie couldn't help but sneak glances at the giant Russian. 
 
    Every one helped build the resentment growing inside her.  
 
    Telling Selene that she and Elise would hide their relationship had seemed doable at the time, but taking that step back now felt like it meant taking it off the edge of a cliff. The sound of Elise crying was still echoing in Millie's mind, and it was a sound that tore her insides to ribbons, even as she fumed over what had caused it. 
 
    Why is the right thing so wrong? 
 
    It was a good question, and one that Millie didn't have the answer to, not for lack of trying. 
 
    Ever since she'd realised she fancied girls, it had been the question. She couldn't help who she liked, who she was attracted to any more than anyone else could. It wasn't wrong. 
 
    Loving Elise was right. 
 
    And so was practicing magic. 
 
    That Elise should be brought to tears by love or magic made Millie's blood boil in impotent rage. She had had to lay in bed and listen through the wall as Elise, her Elise, had bawled herself to sleep over the fact she wasn't allowed to be herself, even though doing so would only make the world a better place. 
 
    Katherine would have her job, her boys would know where their next meal was coming from, and God knew how many other tragedies could be avoided if Elise was allowed to be Elise. Her Manifest was singular and special, beyond any other that Millie had ever seen. Vickie may have been more powerful, but what could be better, in the sense of good, than healing?  
 
    But Elise wasn't allowed to, not to anyone who wasn't a witch. 
 
    A secret. Stay in the shadows, like witches have always done, let everyone else dictate how they should live, to tell them what was acceptable and what wasn't, to let everyone else decide the rules.  
 
    What say did they have? They could all perform miracles with a thought, and yet they were beholden to everyone else who couldn't. 
 
    They weren't allowed to show their true selves in public. 
 
    And why? Because someone might take issue with it? So what? What did it matter? The world was a cruel, dark place; God forbid any light be let into it, especially now. The war had upended every other rule, why not the ones that concerned them?  
 
    Hide who you are, stay down and cowed. You can come out when everyone else is ready. 
 
    "You seem awfully distracted like," Niamh said, turning away Millie's half-hearted thrust with less effort than she would have an errant lock of hair. 
 
    "I'm thinking," Millie replied. 
 
    Niamh nodded. "Dangerous pastime." To make her point, she swiped at Millie's head at double speed, stabbing and slicing with relentless fervour, driving Millie backwards. 
 
    "I mean it! You—" dodge "heard about the worker—" parry "who shattered her leg?" 
 
    "Yes. Planning on diving off any scaffolding?" 
 
    "Elise could have healed her, but the Longs won't let her. Now Katherine's lost her job, and may be crippled for life. She has two boys and no husband!" 
 
    "I told you," Niamh said, forcing Millie backwards again. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "We shouldn't be hiding." 
 
    "And what do you want me to do about it? All I've been asked to do is hide, to be someone I'm not. Deny everything I am as a matter of course," Millie spat, shooting a glance at Inga, who didn't react in any way. "Even here, now." 
 
    "I've never asked you that, so is this about magic or something else?" 
 
    "Both! It's always both! Why? Why do we have to be treated so differently? There's nothing wrong with us!" 
 
    "You'll get no argument from me. But you don't strike me as the type who has lived her whole life following the rules. When did you have your first drink?" 
 
    "13." 
 
    "I thought so. Ever steal anything?" 
 
    "Nothing that would be missed." 
 
    "And then you struck out on your own. Ended up in Nottingham somehow. That's a long way from Scotland." 
 
    "You know why I did, though." 
 
    "Aye, and I also know that it isn't normal. Nothing has stopped you to this point, what's holding you back?" 
 
    "I don't want anyone to get hurt." 
 
    "You have something to lose, now, is that it? Made you cautious?" 
 
    "Of course it has!" 
 
    "Good. It should. It should also make you pay more feckin' attention!" Niamh stabbed directly at Millie's face so fast she barely got her guard up in time to keep her nose.  
 
    "You talk about being ready, about protecting people when the time comes? You told me you were ready for that responsibility, and I trusted you. So be ready. I could be out recruiting, or making it up to the Russians for shooting me mouth off without me brain attached, or any number of other useful things instead of lettin' you waste me time by doing everything half-arsed." 
 
    Niamh rained blows down on Millie, a fusillade of sword thrusts that forced her to weave and dodge with everything she had. Her scales saved her arms when she wasn't fast enough, but red welts erupted over her thighs and abdomen when she wasn't. Driven back with relentless intensity, it was all Millie could do just to limit the damage to a few welts. All the openings that had been in Niamh's form earlier shut tight, and it was a focused machine that drilled into Millie's swirling, frantic guard, chipping away at her stamina blow by blow. 
 
    "You get into a fight with your mind like it is now, something bad is going to happen, and I won't have it. There's a time and a place, and someone swingin' a feckin' sword at your head is neither! This isn't a bleedin' counsellin' session. You want to get all weepy over drinks tonight, that's one thing, but in here, you pay attention or I beat you down 'til you remember how. You focus, Millie!" 
 
    400 years of fighting for survival, kith and kin completely dismantled a few schoolyard scraps and the occasional fistfight without even needing to attempt finesse, and Millie was swiftly and viscerally made aware of just how little she actually knew.  
 
    Niamh unleashed was terrifying, and it didn't even look like she was trying. She advanced at her own pace, in complete control of something that was no longer sparring. 
 
    It was a humiliation. 
 
    "You think you're so good at this now you don't have to pay attention anymore? You think 'cause someone's watching I'm gonna take it easy on you?" Niamh perforated each question with a half-dozen thrusts. 
 
    "N- no...!" Millie wheezed, unable to catch her breath or keep more than one word in her head while managing to keep Niamh's flashing blade from taking it off. But even that proved too much, and in Millie's retreat, she tripped on her own heel, toppling over backwards to land painfully on her backside.  
 
    It took several laboured, shaking breaths before Millie could raise her head high enough to see the look on Niamh's face. Backlit by the lights of The Shed, the Irishwoman loomed over her, her slate-gray eyes flickering in the light of her witchblade from the depths of her darkened silhouette. Splayed out and helpless on the floor, Millie knew it was a view that had been the last thing more than one person had ever seen. 
 
    Beaten down and more than a little frightened, Millie couldn't look up any longer. Her cheeks were on fire, raw shame scorching them from the inside and twisting her stomach into knots. Bright red welts glowed from the slashes cut in her trousers and blouse, and a trail of blackened strands of hair lay before her, marking the path of her retreat. 
 
    Millie cursed. She swore she would never be in this position again. Not ever. Her brother James had taught her how to fight for that exact reason, but he might as well not have bothered.  
 
    She was twelve years old again, clutching at a black eye she'd earned from stealing her first kiss. In the dirt, tangled up in her skirts, she'd looked up at the one who had given it to her because what she'd done was wrong, and sworn that that was the last time she would ever let anyone knock her down. 
 
    It had been, until today. 
 
    And if her shame had been secret, she might have been able to live with it. If it had only been Niamh, Millie would have been able to find a way to write it off as it had been intended: as a lesson. 
 
    But it wasn't secret. 
 
    Someone had seen.  
 
    Millie twisted to look at Inga, who was looking right back at her, waiting to see what she would do.  
 
    A stranger had watched her fall, a stranger who was the reason she'd gotten upset enough to let her guard down in the first place. The reason she had to hide again. The reason that her and Elise's one refuge had been taken away from them. In a building this big, it should have been impossible to feel like she was in a fishbowl, but that's exactly how it felt as two pairs of eyes seemed to find everything about her lacking. Niamh she could forgive, but a stranger? The watching, judging stranger who hadn't even been invited in the first place?  
 
    No. 
 
    With a frustrated growl, Millie shot to her feet, spinning to face the Russian. 
 
    "What!?" Millie snapped.  
 
    Inga cocked her head, but her arms remained crossed, her posture relaxed.  
 
    "What do you want?" Millie demanded, taking a few steps towards her. "I know you understand that much! What do you want? Why did you come here?" Witchscale flared to life once more, hardening with every step Millie took.  
 
    "Millie, don't! Come back!" Niamh shouted, but Millie ignored her. 
 
    "You find what you came to see?" 
 
    She was only a few feet away when Inga smiled. "You dance. Not fight," she said. 
 
    Millie stopped dead. She'd never heard Inga's voice before. She shook the surprise off, replacing it with renewed irritation at what Inga had actually said. "What is that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "You want to fight? Then fight. This is dance," Inga said, miming swinging a sword. 
 
    It was only once Inga had uncrossed her arms that Millie really saw just how big her hands were, but stepped closer anyway. 
 
    This seemed to be the expected response, as Inga held her arms out wide, looking like she could crush an entire house. "Come. Inga show you." 
 
    Millie charged forward, her anger burning away everything else, propelling her as fast as she'd ever moved in her life. Her fist encased in her scales, she lashed out straight at Inga's midsection. 
 
    She never hit it. 
 
    Over the misty scales was clamped an enormous, scarred and calloused hand. 
 
    Looking up in disbelief, Millie was unprepared for the ground to rush up and smack her as she was tossed backwards like a sack of grain. 
 
    "Again."  
 
    Millie shot to her feet and charged headlong again, this time going low. 
 
    Her face hit the concrete, and her mouth filled with blood.  
 
    Dazed and confused, she was still able to sense Inga's arm reaching down for her, and she instinctively swatted it away, but the scales prevented her the satisfaction of feeling the impact. 
 
    With only a second's reprieve, she tried pushing herself up to get her legs under her, but a massive weight smashed her in the back and her head bounced off the concrete again, reducing Millie's world to pain, blood and stars. She groaned and tried rolling onto her back, but the moment she did, blood started pouring down her throat. Flipping onto her side, she spat crimson across the dusty gray.  
 
    "Again." 
 
    "Millie, stay down for God's sake!" Niamh's voice was harsh with concern. 
 
    A bloody streak ran up Millie's arm as she wiped her nose. "No." 
 
    "She'll kill you!" 
 
    "No. No kill. Teach. Elise heal body. She remember pain," Inga said, pointing at Millie with a finger like a railroad spike. "Pain best teacher." 
 
    Scales distended and deformed, and Millie willed the result out and away to loop around Inga's ankle and heaved. Pain spattered Millie's vision with the effort, but she grit her teeth and kept pulling. 
 
    Inga stumbled in surprise as her left leg was pulled out from under her, but let herself fall in what looked to be a practiced move, landing flat on her back. Then, with a swift jerk, she kicked her lassoed leg up, bringing Millie with it. This time it was Millie who stumbled. She spilled forward, directly into Inga's right foot, and pain exploded through her midsection as what felt like a tree smashed her right in the kidney. All the air blew out of her at once, but her arm was still being pulled the opposite way.  
 
    She didn't have the breath to scream, so all that came out of her was a wheeze as she was pulled apart by what felt like one giant muscle.  
 
    With merciful swiftness, Millie was dropped back to the ground to land painfully on her side, where she crumpled. She didn't remember releasing Inga from her magical hold, but it had been severed, and Millie hadn't the sense to wonder how. 
 
    "War is not dance. Not pretty. War is mud, blood and pain. Inga teach you war. Get healed. Come back." 
 
    With that, Inga's heavy footsteps took her away, leaving Millie on the cold ground in a pool of her own blood, surrounded by the remnants of her confidence.  
 
    "Jesus, Millie," Niamh said. "You should have stayed down." 
 
    Millie had never felt worse. She was pretty sure her nose was broken, and maybe one of her ribs. It hurt to breathe, and she didn't want to move her eyes for fear of what else she would see, that and the stabbing pain when she tried. 
 
    "No, she's right." Flexing her fingers, she was happy to find they were all intact. "You're right. I have to learn." 
 
    "Learn what?" Niamh asked in her teaching voice.  
 
    "A few... mmph! punch-ups in the street isn't real training. Errgh," Millie tried to straighten herself, with only moderate success. She managed herself into more of a crescent than a ball, which was something. "Elise... Vickie need me to be better." She shifted her gaze to both Niamhs standing over her. "You've been holding back this whole time. I... thought I was doing well, but you... you haven't shown me a damn thing yet..." 
 
    "Aye, and now you know why, you temperamental bell-end. You picked a fight with someone who knew what they were doing, and you didn't even touch her. I don't know what you expected after only a month." 
 
    Millie's head thudded against the concrete, and a fresh constellation of stars burst across the ceiling. "She sure as shite touched me." 
 
    "That's one lesson learned, at least. Come on," Niamh said, extending her hand, "let's find your girlfriend so she can put you back together." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even as London grew nearer, Victoria and Yekaterina did not. They sat opposite each other in a shared box as the train trundled southward, but neither of them had yet said much. Victoria knew they were going to have to say something if they hoped to coordinate their efforts at the dinner, but the fact that they were already halfway there and they had not yet started didn't bode well for them, Victoria thought. 
 
    This elemental woman who sat across from her was still an enigma, and as often as Victoria ran straight towards those with the intent of solving them, this one she was happy to keep her distance from. This wasn't a law of the natural world, or a clever work of magic, she was another person, another witch, and unlike any she had ever met.  
 
    Witches, in Victoria's experience, had humility. As far as she and the others knew, it was one of the qualities shared among all witches who Manifested. The demonstration of purity of intent, the fact that it was very often the only possible thing that could save them in that moment.  
 
    Yekaterina was not that. She was arrogant, brash, and seemed to have no grasp on just how frivolously she was using a gift as precious as her Manifest, especially given how dangerous it was.  
 
    Did Victoria want to know under what circumstances a woman like this could have thought to be worthy of her gift? Of course she did, it would either reinforce or shatter a lot of illusions, but in either case, would be enlightening.  
 
    But doing that would mean asking Yekaterina about it, and she had reams of enigmas piled up to interrogate before she dug deep enough to reach this Russian.  
 
    But the Longs had trusted them, and had recruited them for a reason. If they failed to secure their needed funding, EVE was going implode as a hilariously misguided experiment because two of its witches couldn't talk to each other.  
 
    But how to start? And why should Victoria be the one to have to do so? Yekaterina was the one who had acted with such temerity.  
 
    So mysterious, with her affected monochrome appearance and haughty airs, who was that pompous Russian to come into Victoria's home and treat her that way? She was a guest, and she had turned her back! A fellow witch, with a spectacular Manifest, and her response to genuine, enthusiastic attempts to share information about their gifts was to look down her nose and dismiss her, like a disinterested parent would do a child. That's how you learn things! By asking questions!  
 
    Just looking at her sitting there, Victoria was getting worked up all over again. You embarrassed me! she didn't have the gumption to say aloud. I feel enough shame without you adding even more. 
 
    But Millie wasn't here to talk her down this time, and the toxic cycle of Victoria being stuck in her own head spooled up once more, and she felt venom begin to drip from her fangs, and she needed to plunge it into someone before she turned it on herself. 
 
    "Why are you pretending to sleep? A Manifested... woman's... energy ebbs when she's asleep, so I know you're awake," she said, wincing as she realised there were so many ears around. 
 
    Yekaterina opened one eye. "Why are you asking, if you have nothing to say?" 
 
    "Nothing to say? After what happened, I'm still waiting for you to say something," Victoria said. 
 
    "As long as you're waiting, get some sleep. Tonight won't be easy. Maybe you should focus on that instead of me. It's your job, after all." 
 
    "My job? There's two of us on this trip." 
 
    "And only one of us was preparing for it. The other was sulking, working up the nerve to ask an irrelevant question." 
 
    "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "I've been concentrating, going over the names of everyone we're meeting tonight. Much easier to do when I can ignore you staring at me. What have you been doing this whole time besides that? Figuring out what you can set on fire because your feelings got hurt? If you need something to do, be sure to let me know when we arrive at St. Pancras, will you? I'm very busy." 
 
    Sarcasm? In her second language! Victoria's ears burned in both indignity and jealousy. "I don't believe that for a moment." 
 
    "Arthur Harris, Robert Bentham, Ephraim Warwick, Walter Huxley, Ebenezer Tewksbury. Now you tell me each of their marital statuses, and I'll tell you how many children they have. No? How about which ones are offering cash, or gold? Stocks? Ownership percentages? Even more relevant, how about their wine preferences. Hobbies? Oh, you didn't even think to ask those questions, did you?" 
 
    The Ice Queen opened both eyes this time, and turned both of them on Victoria with all of a glacier's indifference as to what they pulverised beneath them. "You don't know who I was or what I did before I came here, nor did you even ask." 
 
    "Would you have answered, or just given me another flippant jibe for my trouble?" 
 
    "We'll never know now, will we?" 
 
      
 
    Screaming would only make it worse, but it's all Katya wanted in that moment. A good, throat-tearing, primal scream would be preferable to hearing the awfulness coming out of herself.  
 
    She didn't want this. But she had to. Without the spite, Katya could see herself enjoying a good argument with Victoria. Details about tonight weren't the only ones she'd teased out of the Longs after their meeting; she'd gotten almost as much about Victoria. It made sense, if they were going to work together. That Victoria hadn't even tried to do the same wasn't at all surprising. Katya knew Victoria's type, or at least the male equivalent.  
 
    When Katya had asked what kind of books Victoria read, the answer had left her speechless. Everyone knew who Albert Einstein was, but Victoria had actually read his papers and understood them. E=mc2 was the most famous maths equation in the world, and not only did Victoria understand what it meant, it was part of the fundamental structure of her Manifest. 
 
    She was frighteningly intelligent, and those types, in Katya's experience, didn't do well in the kind of situation they would be facing later. Finesse, establishing rapport, keying in on body language and not being afraid to flatter or flirt; as a woman walking into a man's world, those were more important than a bunch of 'big words,' as Ophelia had put it. 
 
    So why wasn't Katya saying these things out loud? She had just as much to teach Victoria as the other way around. Conversation with her could be as rewarding as any she had had in her life, and at the very least, certainly more than any she was going to get from anyone else on this trip. 
 
    Because Victoria's not the only one reacting poorly to her feelings, Katya thought. And Katya knew that it wasn't just the incident in The Shed, either. If Victoria had Manifested, especially recently, that meant there were feelings much more heavily bruised than anything Katya could inflict with a few words. Katya knew because she bore those bruises as well. 
 
    Her armour suddenly began to chafe, cold and rough against her wounds. How much longer would it be before it ripped her open completely? If it did and she began to bleed, who would be there to put on her bandages this time? 
 
    Risking a peek with one eye, Victoria was looking out the window. To look at her face, she wasn't seeing the idyllic peace just outside their window, but the war raging inside her head. 
 
     Civil wars were the worst kind of war; they never had winners. What they did have was beginnings. As Katya closed her eye again, she realised that though she had managed to flee one, it was only so she could fire the first shot in another.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie lay on her stomach with her shirt pulled up to her shoulders, but it was not a pleasant feeling that rolled over her when Elise's hands pressed against her abdomen.  
 
    Feeling her bones knit back together in a few moments was much more painful than Millie had thought it would be. The bruises and cuts had been almost soothing in comparison, even though she knew on a practical level, Elise was sewing skin back together. It was as miraculous as it was ghastly to think about, so Millie tried not to, even as Elise enthusiastically explained what she was doing. 
 
    "The bones have to move back to where they should be. That is the painful part. In a normal healing time, the movement is slow, inside of a cast. Now..." 
 
    Millie cried out into her pillow, biting down on it hard enough she heard the fabric crunch between her teeth. 
 
    "Just a few more moments. Be strong for me, ma chérie," Elise said absently as she worked.  
 
    Even as the pain quickly faded, Millie grimaced and had to suppress a shudder. The idea of her bones moving within her made her feel sicker than the idea of them breaking in the first place.  
 
    "Does it hurt like this for everyone?" Millie asked breathlessly. 
 
    "Yes. Pain is very difficult to manage. But perhaps you need pain, so you will not do this again." 
 
    Just a few weeks earlier it would have taken all of Elise's concentration and then some to do something as complex as stitching bone back together, but now here she was, not only able to also hold a conversation, but be cross while doing it. 
 
    "How could you do this to yourself?" she asked, shifting her hands to the neighbouring rib, as it turned out Millie had broken twice as many as she'd thought. "You were training with Niamh, and then she brought you to me, broken by Inga. I do not understand." 
 
    Millie knew better than to question Elise while she was working, and decided to fess up straight away. "Because I was stupid," Millie said. 
 
    It had been a long, painful walk from The Shed to her room, long and painful enough to think about what had happened and have her ears blistered by Niamh a little more.  
 
    This time, when Millie's bone shifted, she merely winced and grit her teeth. She took her penance. "I think I deserved it." 
 
    Elise's hands stopped. "How can you say that?" 
 
    "I went after someone I didn't know for no reason. No good reason." With a final infusion of magic, Millie's body was made whole again, just as strong as it had been before. 
 
    It was only everything else that was still a jumbled mess. 
 
    Millie turned to look at Elise as best she could. "I feel suffocated." 
 
    Elise's hands ran over Millie's abdomen again, until they were flat on Millie's back, one over each lung. "Is it so painful? Your lungs are not injured." 
 
    "I don't mean literally, sorry." Millie shook her head, grinding her forehead into her pillow. "I mean, being trapped. This room," she gestured with a finger without looking, "is the only place we can be us. Even this house is no longer safe, and I snapped. I saw Inga standing there, looking at me as I was flat on my arse, and... I didn't know what she was thinking. But she was watching, and, in my mind, judging. Judging me, being the reason I feel like I can't breathe. I felt small, and useless... and... I just ran at her. Katherine, us... it all came out of me at once, and I thought I could fight my feelings out." 
 
    Elise said nothing, her healing now just a warm, soothing presence that relaxed every muscle in Millie's body, and she melted into the bed as her mind struggled to explain how it had ended up needing it in the first place. 
 
    "Stupid. I had no business doing that. I didn't know anything about her, but I did it anyway." Millie sighed, her new ribs working just as they should. "If she wanted to, she could have killed me." 
 
    Elise's hands jerked in sudden tension.  
 
    "But she didn't. She wants me to learn." 
 
    "I understand your Manifest is... physical. But I did not imagine this," Elise said. The healing finished, her fingers traced a line along the curve of Millie's side in an almost reverential way, tracing the gap between the two ribs she'd healed. Nurse Elise was Millie's Elise again by the time she reached her sternum. 
 
    "Better to learn now than the hard way," Millie said. 
 
    "This is not the hard way? Stay still." Elise threw her leg over Millie's waist, running her hands up Millie's spine to her neck, healing energy spreading outward and making her feel weightless and sublimely relaxed as the tension was kneaded from her shoulders. 
 
    "From someone who wants what's best for me?" Millie threw over her shoulder through a cloud of hair.  
 
    "How do you know she wants that? How do you know she is not just proving she is better?" Elise asked, the tenderness of her massage at odds with the hard suspicion in her voice. 
 
    "Ah! Because Niamh didn't kill her." 
 
    The massage stopped. "What?" 
 
    "She let it happen because Inga was being honest. She doesn't strike me as the type who needs to prove anything to anyone. She just... is." The massage was making it hard to think of a better word.  
 
    "Is what?" 
 
    "She has hands like a bear! All these Russians, they're... like forces of nature." Millie blamed her babbling on how good she felt just then. 
 
    Elise began working out a particularly stubborn knot. "Must it be so violent?" 
 
    "It will be." 
 
    "What will?" 
 
    "The day they come for us." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "I don't know. But they will, and they'll have plenty of reasons. As a witch. A woman. A woman who loves other women. There's three. It's our history to have violence done to us. When it comes, I will be ready." 
 
    Millie suddenly flipped over, taking Elise by surprise. As she fell backwards, Millie shot up to catch her, pressing both hands into her back. She held her suspended in an embrace that left them just enough distance to look into each other's eyes. "I love you, and if anyone wants to come stop me from telling you that, they're welcome to try." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Banks Hotel was the most extravagant building Katya had set foot in in years. In fact, after the privation she'd endured during those years, and knowing what so much of the continent looked like at the moment, it was hideous. 
 
    It wouldn't have been long ago that she would have looked up wide-eyed at the crystal dripping from the chandelier and dreamed of having a house of her own big enough to have one in it. She would have made note of who had designed it and where it had been made, storing away that information to regale someone with later, to eventually ferret out a way of getting it. 
 
    Now? She wondered how many meals it could buy for the urchins she'd seen on the taxi ride from the train station.  
 
    She hated the Bolsheviks for what they had done to her family and her friends, but she knew that they were a response to people like her. Their methods were brutal, and inexcusable, but they had been a symptom, not the cause of, what was happening back home.  
 
    For all that Katya had been stripped of, perspective was one of the few things she'd gained. An entire generation of men thrown away in a lost cause, the inability to provide even basic requirements to its citizens, the graft, the corruption, it shouldn't have been a surprise that the people had turned to anyone promising actual solutions. 
 
    Solutions to people like her. 
 
    Konstantin Gurevich had raised his only daughter amidst gold and marble, silk and polished mahogany, to lead her to expect such things as her right. 
 
    All those things were here in front of her now, and she could barely stand to look at any of it. It wasn't hers, and she certainly didn't want it. 
 
    Keeping her eyes cast down at the rather gaudy burgundy-and-yellow, floral-patterned carpet, she followed Victoria to the reception desk, her simple wheeled suitcase trailing behind her. In this, Katya was content to let Victoria do the talking. 
 
    "Yes, we'd like to check in," Victoria said to the man behind a counter so polished Katya could count the candles in the chandelier. 
 
    The rest of the exchange slid right past Katya's attention as she cast her morbid curiosity to the people milling about the lobby to find she and Victoria were the least well-dressed people in it. Coming and going, every woman was draped in furs and pearls, clutching gilt bags and wearing hats so elaborate they could have been used as centrepieces at the high table of some lord's castle. The colour Katya had thought London missing had been found, and it was all here, in one place. She wasn't at all surprised the two things the colours most frequently brought to mind were wine and champagne, and she felt her lip curl in dissatisfaction that this was the company they were being forced to keep for two days.  
 
    "There must be some mistake," were words that often sharpened the senses, and Katya's were no different. Victoria had both hands on the counter, not caring a whit for the fingerprints she was leaving behind. She added dozens more as she drummed her fingers against it in agitation. 
 
    "There were two rooms reserved. Please check your records again," Victoria said with a polite tightness that was threatening to shatter all over the poor receptionist and his absurd pillbox hat. He was young, having escaped a pointless death on the Somme by some happenstance of fate, only to find himself in front of two women who could set things on fire with their minds if they were irritated enough. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn't know that. 
 
    "I assure you, Miss Ravenwood, there is no mistake. We have a reservation for a single room, double beds. The reservation was confirmed last night." 
 
    "Is there a problem?" Katya said, wafting over to the counter and brandishing her eyes at a target that might prove malleable to an exotic woman with a foreign accent. 
 
    "He says there's only one room," Victoria said. 
 
    "Surely that can be fixed, yes?" Katya purred. "This is a big hotel. We would be very grateful."  
 
    The man swallowed and began to sweat. "I'm sorry, but we're booked full. There are no other rooms to move you to." 
 
    "Well, if there's been one mistake, surely there can be one more?" Katya asked sweetly, looking out through her eyelashes and trying to ignore how much darker it made the world. 
 
    "Everyone else has checked in already," the man said, gesturing to his guestbook as evidence. "We would have to physically move them out." 
 
    "You look like a strapping young lad to me," Katya said, trying to ignore the taste of bile that accompanied it. She was soon relieved to see she wouldn't need to taste any more. 
 
    "I'm sorry, would you like to speak to a manager?" the man said. 
 
    "Yes," Victoria said. 
 
    "No," Katya said over her. "No, it's all right, thank you. We'll take it." 
 
    Victoria looked like she was considering bringing the chandelier down on both of them, but Katya flashed her most public of smiles. "Sorry for the misunderstanding," she said. 
 
    Once they had their key and had turned down three offers of a porter, they were halfway down the hall on the eighth floor when Victoria rounded on Katya. "Why did you do that?" she demanded, stabbing in Katya's direction with the long, brass key. 
 
    "Did you bring anything valuable?" Katya replied coolly. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Making trouble for people who have free access to your possessions when you're not looking is never a good idea. Learn to pick your battles, Victoria." A little too snide, Katya thought, but she'd made her point. There was too much she already had to deal with without adding grudge-bearing hotel staff to the pile. "I'm no happier than you about it." 
 
    The carpet was so plush it absorbed Katya's footsteps as she walked away. She was just lucky there were no polished surfaces to give away the discomfort on her face as she did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The rain was thundering to the ground in sheets, and for once Millie was glad for it. Curtains of water sluiced and shifted before her, making the wind a tangible thing that she could watch as it tore the clouds of breath from her lips and scattered them across the idle airfield. 
 
    "You're sure about this?" she asked Elise, unfolding her umbrella for the both of them. The rain at least meant they would be alone. 
 
    Elise huddled beside her underneath, indulging herself with the excuse of cold to draw the strength to power her conviction. "Yes, I am sure." 
 
    "All right," Millie said, and they set out into the night. "What are you going to tell her?" 
 
    Their rain boots splashed on the waterlogged path, the ground already having soaked up as much water as it could, leaving ponds and lakes behind in the uneven surface of the unpaved road. 
 
    "The truth." 
 
    "That you're a witch?" 
 
    "That I can help her." 
 
    "She's going to be very surprised to see us," Millie said. They turned out of the airfield into Longstown proper, and onto solid concrete. The hems of both of their dresses were already dark and dirty, making wet slapping noises against their shins and ankles as they walked. It wasn't often they ventured into this part of Longstown. It was on the opposite end from the market and the shops, but the layout was largely the same. It had been designed purposefully for pedestrian traffic, with lots of benches and greenery, that, in this weather at the beginning of March, was nothing but stands of accusatory fingers pointing up at the vomiting clouds. Spring would transform it soon, but at the moment, heavy, fat drops were falling from the bare branches overhead to pummel their umbrella, as if searching for a weakness. 
 
    "A pleasant surprise, I hope. I fear she will react badly," Elise said. 
 
    "Why? You helped put her leg back together." 
 
    "To the magic, I mean. She is very religious." 
 
    Millie looked down at Elise, who continued looking straight ahead. "I didn't know that." 
 
    "Before we gave her anaesthetic, she was praying in Latin." 
 
    "Catholic, then?" 
 
    Elise nodded. 
 
    A long jet of white breath streamed away from Millie's lips. As a lapsed Catholic herself, Millie hoped they would be able to sidestep any conversation concerning her former faith. There were many reasons she'd left, all of them having occurred before she found out she was a witch. Having experienced both it and magic, however, she knew Elise was right to question whether the two could be reconciled. There were three living reasons back at the residence to fear what could happen when they came into contact with one another. 
 
    When they arrived at the block of flats, Millie was happy to see that Katherine's was on the first floor, a small mercy for the poor woman, at least. A bright sliver of light split the curtains in the window, which thankfully meant she was awake. Millie didn't know that she could work up the nerve to come back if forced to leave empty-handed. 
 
    Giving Elise's hand a reassuring squeeze, Millie remained just behind as she lighted the two stairs to stand in the tiny dry spot under the awning. She rang the doorbell. 
 
    Inside, there was the thumping of small feet and then the main door swung open wide, leaving a tiny face just tall enough to peer out through the screen. 
 
    "Yes?" said a boy of perhaps eight. He had auburn hair like his mother, but it was still the thin wispiness that came with his age, rather than her thick, crashing waves.  
 
    "Hello, I'm Nurse Cotillard. Is your mother at home?" 
 
    "You're a nurse?" 
 
    "Yes. I helped your mother. I would like to check on her." 
 
    He eyeballed Elise for a good while, a son protective of his wounded mother, but Millie knew how disarming Elise's smile could be when she unleashed it with purpose. 
 
    "Just a moment," the boy said before shutting the door in their faces. 
 
    Footsteps thumped away into the flat, and there was a conversation indecipherable through the shouting rain. 
 
    "Quite the gatekeeper," Millie said, her umbrella continuing to weather its assault well, even if it meant standing back from Elise to keep it from splashing all over her back. There was no physical danger, she knew, but having the word 'risk' zipping around her head in a loop made her acutely aware of the distance between them anyway. 
 
    When the door opened again, a much less suspicious face greeted them this time, and he unlocked the screen door. "Mummy says you can come in," the boy said. 
 
    "Thank you very much. What is your name?" Elise asked as she held the door open while Millie dealt with the umbrella. 
 
   
  
 

 "Colin." 
 
    "That's a good name. My name is Elise. This is my friend Millie." 
 
    "Hello," Millie said awkwardly.  
 
    "You're Scottish?" Colin said, his big green eyes growing even bigger. 
 
    "Aye, that I am. You got that from one word?" she asked, knowing he could have gotten it from just looking at her.  
 
    "My grandfather is Scottish, too." 
 
    "Well, he sounds like a fine man to me," Millie said.  
 
    Colin smiled in obvious pride and beckoned them into the flat further. The first thing Millie saw was a wedding photo on the mantle above the fireplace, Katherine looking as happy as it was possible to look in her beautiful white dress, while her husband looked out with a smile that proclaimed him the luckiest man in the world. 
 
    Millie didn't look at anything else after that. 
 
    "Don't you have a brother?" she asked the back of Colin's head as they made their way down the narrow hallway. "Where is he?" 
 
    "He's shy. He hid in his room when he heard the doorbell. Where in Scotland are you from? My grandfather lives in Glasgow." 
 
    "Glasgow? Oh, the big city. I'm from Aberdeen." 
 
    Colin didn't seem to have an opinion on Aberdeen, and they reached Katherine's bedroom without any further comment. 
 
    "Mummy, the nurse is here with a friend," the boy announced. 
 
    Inside, Katherine was laid up in bed, her legs covered under a thin blanket. Her hair was in disarray, and she had clearly been crying recently, her eyes swollen and pink.  
 
    "Nurse Cotillard! How nice to see you," she said gamely, though it was evident such levity cost her. "And Miss Brown! I can't thank you enough for what you did for me. I would have lost the leg without your quick action." 
 
    Millie took it in stride. "Not at all. Elise and the doctors had more to do with that." 
 
    "How are you feeling? Is there pain?" Elise asked. 
 
    Katherine made an indeterminate face. "They gave me things for the pain..." she said cryptically. 
 
    "And?" Elise asked. Nurse Elise, the one who wouldn't let her patients get away with waffling if they wanted her help. 
 
    "They make me so sleepy," Katherine said, her tone saying a lot more. This was a woman at the end of a rope that hadn't been very long in the first place, and she was very near to letting go before she ran out. "I... just can't take them with two boys in the house. They're good boys, Nurse, but they're still boys." 
 
    The tears that she had cut off when they'd arrived returned anew, bubbling in the corners of her eyes, looking for a reason to leap out. "It hurts," she admitted. "Everything hurts." 
 
    Grabbing a towel from her bedside table, Elise dabbed at the sweat that had popped out of Katherine's forehead, brushing away the wet licks of hair that clung to her temples. 
 
    Millie picked up one of the glass vials that had been with the towel and read the cracked, yellowing label. Morphine. 
 
    There was no question now. Katherine could not continue in this state. Drugs that strong would endanger her children, but not taking them ensured she would have to continue enduring the living hell that was plain to see on her face. 
 
    From the doorway, Colin peered in at the three of them, curiosity about the strangers in his home at war with the concern he clearly had for his mother. "Is Mummy going to get better?" he asked. 
 
    "Of course. She's very strong, your mother," Millie said. With a glance at Elise, they each knew what the other was thinking. Love had only strengthened a bond that was already there, one that had been built up over years of living and working in the same house together, but it was still surprising how few words they needed to say to each other sometimes. 
 
    "Colin, could you get your mother a glass of water?" Elise asked.  
 
    Clearly eager to be helpful, Colin nodded vigorously before disappearing. 
 
    "Katherine, I have something to say to you," Elise said slowly. "An offer to make." 
 
    "Oh?" Katherine sat up a little straighter. 
 
    "But there are conditions." 
 
    It was on that ominous note that Colin returned, the glass he had clutched in both hands so full that water was spilling over the sides.  
 
    "Thank you, sweetheart," Katherine said before taking a large gulp, one eye on Elise. "That was very good. Now, could you go check on Simon? You know how he is around strangers. Go make sure he's all right. Mummy will be fine, she's with the nurse." 
 
    "Are you sure?" the boy asked with one eye on Elise. 
 
    "Yes, darling." 
 
    "All right," Colin said before clambering past Elise to kiss his mother on the cheek. "Make Mummy feel better," he said to Elise on his way back down again.  
 
    "Good boy." Katherine smiled with enormous pride as the little man left, closing the door politely behind him. But the moment the latch clicked home, pride melted into pleading. "Anything. Name your conditions, just get me back to work and let me play with my sons again." 
 
    Elise took a deep breath. The Rubicon was not deep, but it was wide. 
 
    "I can get you out of bed tonight." 
 
    Katherine was too shocked to be elated. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "But you cannot tell anyone how. And... you cannot return to work for the Longs." 
 
    "What? Why not?" 
 
    "Because what Elise is going to do for you is impossible. You won't be able to explain how you got back to work so quickly, so it's best that you do it somewhere else." 
 
    "But, I've worked for the Longs since the start of the war. How can I leave them?" 
 
    "You aren't leaving them. They left you. They're already interviewing for your replacement."  
 
    "What?" She looked horrified, her eyes darting to Elise for confirmation. 
 
    "It is true," Elise said sadly. 
 
    "But... why? I've been a loyal employee..." 
 
    "I said the same thing, and believe me, there is no satisfying answer," Millie said bitterly. "Business." 
 
    The world behind Katherine's eyes was crumbling, and Millie watched as it happened. Millie wasn't sure if her heart was ever going to properly heal for how often it broke, but familiar pangs clutched at her chest as she was forced to pull the rug out from under a woman with only one good leg. 
 
    "What do you mean, impossible?" Katherine asked flatly.  
 
    "Do you believe in miracles, Katherine?" Millie asked.  
 
    She looked up. "Of course. How else would there be saints?" 
 
    Millie didn't reply. She didn't really know how to, but the proper answer was going to have to come from Elise anyway. 
 
    "Do you accept my conditions?" Elise asked. The gravitas in her voice was even weightier for how infrequently she used it. 
 
    "You can heal me tonight?"  
 
    Elise met her eyes directly, without hesitation. "Yes." 
 
    "Then do it. Get me back on my feet, and I will manage the rest." 
 
    The determination in her voice was heartening, but Millie knew she would rather have not needed to summon it.  
 
    "Very well," Elise said, and began rubbing her hands together to warm them. "I will need to touch your bare skin." 
 
    "Do what you need to, Nurse. Please." 
 
    With a grim smile, Elise flipped open the blanket just enough to reveal a single bare foot, and put her hand on it. Katherine sat with her head back and her eyes closed, muttering a prayer under her breath. 
 
    "This will hurt. We set the bone as best we could already, but there will be a pinch." 
 
    Nodding, Katherine continued to blindly pray. 
 
    Elise's hand began to glow its ethereal magical glow, but it wouldn't have mattered if Katherine was looking or not, only witches could see it.  
 
    "What can I do?" Millie asked, kneeling down beside Elise.  
 
    "You are where I need you," she replied, just as her eyes unfocused and she released her magic and her will. 
 
    The moment she did, Katherine gasped, gritting her teeth so hard the tendons in her neck bulged out, her head thumping against the headboard. Within her leg, Elise's magic worked at the behest of her will, and began knitting bone and flesh back together, as gruesome a thought as it was beautiful to behold. Severed blood vessels fused themselves back together again, bruising faded, skin healed without scarring. What her body would have done for itself in weeks or months, Elise encouraged it to do in seconds, reinforcing and energising the body's own natural processes, accomplishing a far more complete mending that the body would accept as having done itself. 
 
    The leg repaired, Elise's magic flew through the rest of Katherine's body, mending strained muscles and tweaked joints, fixing years' worth of a labourer's wear-and-tear as what felt like an afterthought. 
 
    Soon finished, Elise removed her hand, and Katherine's eyes fluttered open. 
 
    "How do you feel?" Elise asked. 
 
    "There's no pain. There's no pain!" Katherine exclaimed. "Even my shoulder!" She looked at Elise in utter astonishment. "It was a miracle! Just as you said!" 
 
    Katherine's eyes were wide and searching, and her hands flew to different points, her shoulder, her wrist, all the little injuries she'd never mentioned, but Elise had found in moments. "I feel like you gave me a new body! Nurse Cotillard, how can I ever repay you?"  
 
    "Raise your sons and spoil your grandchildren," Elise said brightly. 
 
    Joy sprang from Katherine's eyes and she flung herself around Elise's shoulders. "That I will do! Oh, I don't know what I did to deserve this, but I promise to use the days you've given me well." 
 
    "And your other promise?" Millie prodded. 
 
    "Of course! No one would believe me anyway. Besides, I can't imagine breaking my word to an angel." 
 
    Katherine was still dancing with her boys, planning their trip to Scotland to see her father-in-law when Millie and Elise took their leave. They were bid a tearful farewell as they set out for home, even little Simon waving from the window.  
 
    As no one was about, and floating along as they were on a cloud of joy, Elise risked looping her arm through Millie's as they made their way slowly through the night and the rain. 
 
    'Right' and 'correct' didn't always mean the same thing, but Millie knew that what they had done was the former. Only time, and the Longs' reaction if they ever found out, would tell them if it was the latter. 
 
    After their first proper outing as witches, and seeing on Katherine's face just what that could mean, Millie was content with right.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria fastened the silver cufflink on her right wrist, the final touch. Her dark gray jacket hung past her slender hips, mirroring the skirt of the same colour that continued beyond to the floor. A white dress shirt was the brightest thing she wore, mostly obscured by a black tie and waistcoat, the collar nestled amongst the jacket's.  
 
    "Arthur Harris. Real estate. Father of three. Lost one son in the war." 
 
    It was the first time she had been out of trousers since the asylum, and the intervening time had done nothing to keep her skin from crawling any less. The Longs had insisted she wear a dress; well, a skirt was the same thing in the important bit. That her torso was clad in a way that she was far more comfortable with was her compromise. The dressmaker had looked horrified at Victoria's request, but had been in no position to veto it. Why would she want colour? Black, white and gray always matched. 
 
    Irritating.  
 
    Her hose itched already. She felt encased at the same time she felt exposed, and it was a contradiction that had never sat well with her. If her legs were to be covered, let them be covered, not revealed at the same time. Getting out of a taxi, climbing the stairs, life was a hundred times more complicated than it needed to be now. Every movement of her legs flashed her ankles, and allowed in a breeze she most certainly didn't care to feel.  
 
    Trousers went where she went, not with the wind. There was nothing to worry about with them, they stayed put. Now she had to worry about how to sit properly! Why should she devote any energy to something so stupid? 
 
    Sighing, she tried not to think about it.  
 
    "Robert Bentham. Old money. Inherited when his father went down on Titanic. Two young children." 
 
    By design, Victoria's hair was a non-issue, the cut itself keeping it where it needed to be, framing her face and covering her ears. Mostly. Her hair had never been voluminous enough to cover them completely, so the tips were visible, pale islands in a sea of jet black. But at least the lobes were covered, meaning she didn't have to worry about adorning them. 
 
    Overall, it took only seconds to deal with, and saved money on jewellery, why didn't more women have short hair? Practical and simple.  
 
    She knew why. She was well aware of the looks she got from people who thought she wasn't, of the impression it made to see a young, unmarried woman with short hair. Whether they thought her touched in the head or an out-of-control rebel, she let them think what they wanted. She looked the way she did because she wanted to look that way. If that wasn't enough reason, then they could all kindly go fornicate with themselves.  
 
    Smiling at such a bawdy thought, she straightened her tie unnecessarily and looked at the clock. They were going to have to leave soon, and Yekaterina was still in the bathroom. Yet another reason to dress as she did. Victoria was done in the time it took other women to lock themselves into their corsets. 
 
    "Ephraim Warwick. Old money as well. Seven children, eight grandchildren." 
 
    So stupid, she thought. They were there to make an argument, to present facts, not flatter themselves, and certainly not to impress any potential suitors. What did it matter how they looked?  
 
    The heavy heels of her shoes clunking on the bare wooden floor, Victoria made her way to the bathroom door and knocked lightly. "We're going to be late. Are you ready yet?" 
 
    "Just a moment," Yekaterina said from the other side.  
 
    Just a moment. Fine.  
 
    "Walter Huxley. Petroleum. Unmarried." 
 
    There was nothing left for Victoria to do, so she did what she always did when she was idle: pace. Was she nervous? Perhaps. There was a lot riding on their performance tonight, and knowing that when it was done, she was going to have to come back and be alone with the woman on the other side of the bathroom door was not alleviating her outlook for the evening.  
 
    Unbelievable. This was a well-regarded, posh hotel, how could they have mucked up their reservation so badly? Two was distinct enough from one, surely they had some experience counting that high. Yekaterina hadn't even challenged it! She'd just rolled over and accepted a blatant mistake. Would she do that tonight? Just give up when someone else was wrong? 
 
    Learn to pick your battles, Victoria. Why should she? Wrong was wrong. How about 'give an inch, take a mile' as a trite bit of wisdom? 
 
    "Stop distracting yourself," Victoria said. She was supposed to be using her time waiting for Yekaterina to prepare practically. "Ebenezer Tewksbury. Stocks and bonds. Widower. Seven grandchildren." 
 
    After their row on the train, an icy sort of detente had settled in between them now that they were actually here, but it didn't make Victoria resent Yekaterina any less. What kind of witch was she, anyway? How did someone so frigid Manifest in the first place, let alone as a pyrophile?  
 
    The more Victoria understood about magic, the more she realised there was to learn, like the goal line was ever-retreating, no matter how fast she ran.  
 
    Just a moment. The Ice Queen probably had to find a bigger paint brush to slather her mascara on with. 
 
    When did you become so petty? Victoria thought.  
 
    "Arthur Harris. Robert Bentham. Ephraim Warwick. Walter Huxley. Ebenezer Tewksbury."  
 
    She knew the names as well as she was going to, without having photographs to accompany them. Giving the door another hard look, she took one step towards it when the knob turned. 
 
    Yekaterina emerged, and Victoria couldn't help but stare.  
 
    That's why she was in there so long, was the first thought she managed.  
 
    Clad entirely in black, Yekaterina's dress shimmered and shone in the perfectly average electric lighting of their room. In candlelight it must look stunning. A long string of pearls was looped around her shoulders twice, matched by earrings of pearl set in gold. A satin-gloved hand raised to brush away a purposefully errant lock of hair that hung apart from the twists and loops that the rest of it had been done up in. How had she managed to do that by herself? Just the mechanics of it were impressive, let alone the result. Her eyes were still ringed in black, but the blue stood out even more now, somehow. Victoria hadn't the first clue how she had managed it, but the result spoke for itself.  
 
    And Yekaterina knew it. A small, but extremely satisfied smile played at her lips as she looked Victoria up and down, and Victoria knew she had lost a contest she hadn't even thought herself a part of.  
 
    "Shall we?" Yekaterina said. 
 
      
 
    Katya accepted the hand of the doorman as she exited the black cab, not looking back to see how Victoria fared. She'd spent the entire ride fidgeting with her skirt, arranging it this way and that as the car had trundled along, every bump and jostle a reason for her to smooth it or make doubly sure her ankles were covered. Though the look was quite smart and suited her well, she was clearly uncomfortable in it. Despite her difficulties with her skirt, however, Victoria had met the eyes of everyone who looked at her with confidence and aplomb.  
 
    Truth be told, Katya didn't know if she had it within her to cut off her hair and go about proudly in menswear. Sighing inwardly, Katya wondered if the day would ever come when she would actually say any of her thoughts out loud. As it was, Katya looked resolutely ahead as she was escorted to the elevator that would take them up to one of the lounges where the pre-dinner reception was being held.  
 
    Victoria shot her ice-blue daggers as she gained the elevator, Katya's haste and longer legs making it look like she'd been dawdling.  
 
    The operator pulled a handle and the brass scissor doors slid shut with a mechanical crash, and they were on their way in a cold silence that made even him avoid eye contact or attempt any sort of pleasantries.  
 
    When the doors mercifully opened again and they saw a man in tails waiting for them, the chill was dispelled in an instant, and Katya slipped into her facade with ease. 
 
    "You must be the ladies the Longs sent. Robert Bentham," he said, extending his hand to Victoria, who had exited first. 
 
    "Victoria Ravenwood. And this is Yekaterina Gurevich," Victoria said with perfect Russian inflection.  
 
    Mr. Bentham went wide-eyed as he took her hand. "A Russian? I had no idea. Terrible business in your homeland. Terrible. Have you been here long?" 
 
    "A few weeks," Katya said.  
 
    "I hope Britain is treating you well." 
 
    "Very. I have become quite fond of the countryside already." 
 
    "Ah, I'm glad to hear that. I don't get out to it as much as I would like," he said, offering each of them an arm. Katya looped hers through with practiced grace and a smile, while Victoria looked like she'd swallowed a cockroach. Bentham never saw it, however, as he had clearly settled on a favourite already. He peppered Katya with questions about Russia the whole walk down the long hallway as Victoria ambled along in silence, ignored completely. 
 
    When the doors for the reception room were opened for them, they revealed a lavishness even more ostentatious than the lobby, one that the war had done nothing to diminish. Priceless works of art hung on the walls and marble statues observed the proceedings from every corner. Every metal object in the room was either plated in, or made from, gold, including the twin chandeliers that hung from the ceiling. Even the wallpaper looked like it had been brocaded in gold thread. 
 
    It was already stiflingly warm as they had genuine champagne foisted on them before being handed off to a seemingly endless string of introductions. 
 
    Under the Tsar, the well-to-do of Russia had a reputation for decadence, but after years of steady degradation from the toll of the war, and the last horrific year of having nothing, being thrust back into that world made Katya's insides churn. The lobby had only been a gentle reminder; being here was like having her face rubbed in it, the smells of rich liquors and even richer food a suffocating blanket that she couldn't shake off. The decor, the heat of so many bodies, the cigar and pipe smoke, it was like someone had shoved her head into a bucket of opulence and wouldn't let her up to breathe. 
 
    Impeccably-dressed waiters floated through the gathering carrying silver platters that bore either fine stemware or small delicacies that could be eaten with one hand. Katya only needed to glance at one to know she needn't look again, for despite the wider world's ideas on Beluga caviar, she had never developed a taste for it. It had never risen above her initial impression of being exactly what it was: salty fish eggs that exploded when you bit down on them. If it was there because there was a Russian in the room or because it's what rich Britons ate to impress each other, Katya didn't know or care, as long as no one noticed her not eating it.  
 
    Her tongue worked in her mouth at the memory, and she was already on her second glass of champagne before she realised she hadn't eaten anything yet. 
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    Victoria was out of her depth. She had expected the moneyed elite to look down their noses at an immigrant, but they flocked to the gorgeous foreigner like ants to honey, a line already forming to make their hellos, while Victoria was made perfunctory, short greetings either as they waited or after they were done with Yekaterina. 
 
    Being a witch meant nothing here. For all her power, she was just Victoria Ravenwood, the same one she had been before she found out what that really meant. The Longs had wanted Victoria to come because she knew how to talk to these people. What happened if they didn't want to talk to her? Suddenly self-conscious, Victoria looked at herself in her champagne glass, but couldn't see anything she would change.  
 
    She wouldn't allow her pride to be damaged by a bunch of lackwits so easily distracted by the shiny thing that they were unable to bring themselves to have an actual conversation with a woman who might be able to carry it better than they could.  
 
    Maybe it was the memories of all the times the same thing had happened with her brother when they were first brought to these kinds of gatherings among the academics of the Midlands that hardened her so quickly. The men would all flock to William, eager to pry open the brain of the son of Dr. Ravenwood and see how closely he hewed to his footsteps. The real answer was 'not as close as Victoria,' but it was only after intense cajoling by her father did they ever find out.  
 
    She didn't resent her brother for it, she never had. She loved him. They were twins, how could she not have? The tattoo was proof how strongly, it was the world that was unfair.  
 
    But that had been just before the war started, and she'd thought she would never be in such a position again. Seeing Yekaterina swarmed as Victoria stood in isolation, however, brought all of the memories back. 
 
    So many people took her eagerness to prove her intelligence as arrogance, and she detested that characterisation to such a degree as to be beyond words. She had to show it herself, because no one was going to ask her! She had to go out of her way to make people see it, or they would ignore her, or simply talk over her. Or worst of all, talk down to her.  
 
    That had been her lesson in how long hair and pretty dresses made you an object, a thing to be fawned over and put on a shelf, not reckoned with on an equal level. To be passed over in substantial conversation for frippery and ignoble, demeaning pap.  
 
    It's why she chose to look as she did. Minimising her femininity had worked to increase her credibility to many in the circles in which her family ran, and so she had never stopped. She'd been fourteen the last time she'd put on a dress by choice. The night she'd removed it, she'd sheared off her long tresses as well, and never regretted it.  
 
    A decade after the death of Queen Victoria, it had been scandalous for the unwed, childless daughter of a university professor to parade around in public with hair that barely covered her ears, but that, to her, had only proven how right she'd been to do it. It had been a means to an end, but the fact that it had sent so many tongues wagging she wore as a point of pride. It had made it liberating in addition to practical. It made people pay attention. 
 
    The fairer sex. The weaker sex, Victoria thought disdainfully. If they knew what she really was, there would be a different kind of reckoning for language like that used in her presence. Weak would only apply to their comprehension when she— 
 
    "Good evening, Miss Ravenwood," said a voice from behind her. A voice from another lifetime. One she hadn't heard since her parents' funeral. 
 
    Turning to look, she found a rotund little man who was maybe a half-inch taller than Victoria's slight frame. His hair was thinner and grayer than she remembered, and the lines on his face had deepened from furrows to crags, but the levity in his brown eyes was just as she remembered. "Dr. Samuels?" Victoria asked in hushed disbelief. One of her father's closest friends, she blinked hard against the possibility she was looking at a ghost.  
 
    No matter how many times she blinked, however, he remained resolutely corporeal, and now she had to say something else to keep from choking on the bittersweetness of that reality. "I— I didn't expect to see anyone I knew here." 
 
    "And I never thought I would see you again," he said, everything in his voice conveying just how happy he was to have been proven wrong. "How have you been?" He reached out to shake her hand. 
 
    "Very well, thank you," she said, taking it in stunned confirmation that he was, in fact, real. "And you?" 
 
    "Same as I have ever been, I think," he said cheerfully. "Life in academia goes on as always." 
 
    "It's good to know something does," Victoria said. She'd meant it genuinely, but the look on Dr. Samuels' face told her she'd failed to convey that to anyone outside her own head. 
 
    "I'm very sorry about your family, Victoria. My apologies, I should have started there, I suppose." 
 
    "No need, Doctor. You gave a beautiful eulogy for my father, you needn't express your condolences again. In fact, I don't know that I ever properly thanked you for it." 
 
    "That's very kind of you to say, but you were beside yourself with grief. That you even remember it is flattering. I will say, that I am sorry I didn't get a chance to say good-bye to you when you left Nottingham. It's a poorer place for no longer having the Ravenwoods in it." 
 
    She had never thought about it that way. She was the last one. The last Ravenwood, and she'd fled her ancestral home without a second thought, leaving it without one for the first time in centuries. To Victoria, her family was dead because they'd been taken from her. To the community it had been a part of, it was dead because she'd killed it. 
 
    The champagne was suddenly flat and bitter. 
 
    "For that, it is my turn to apologise," Victoria said slowly, unable to look into eyes she had had no problem meeting since she was a little girl. "After William died, I couldn't stay. I was desperate to leave, and when the Longs presented me the opportunity to do so, I took it." It was the first time she'd ever said her cover story out loud, but having said it to an old family friend, it sat on her tongue as merely a lie. "I didn't give much thought to you or anyone else I left behind."  
 
    "Understandable. To lose so much in so short a time seems unconscionably cruel. I don't blame you for wanting to start over." 
 
    Victoria absently ran a hand over her left arm. "It was that, yes."  
 
    Dr. Samuels cleared his throat. "Have you been keeping well by yourself?" 
 
    Victoria's chest tightened.  
 
    Even hinting at what had actually happened to her since they'd last spoken would only send one of them screaming from the room. 
 
    "The Longs keep me very busy," she said.  
 
    "They must be very happy with you to have sent you here on their behalf." 
 
    Such positivity from a familiar face brightened Victoria's spirits considerably, and she stood a little straighter. "They interpreted years of discussing mouldering tomes with people such as yourself as an asset, and I was volunteered," Victoria said gamely.  
 
    "Ha! Well, I'm glad I will have someone to speak to, at least. What do you do for them?" 
 
    "Theoretical research," Victoria answered quickly. If it came out as over-prepared, Dr. Samuels didn't show that he'd noticed. "I can't really talk about it, you understand." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "But I enjoy it very much. It's challenging, but in a good way." She needed to change the subject before she improvised herself out of what she was actually allowed to say. "And you? How did you come to be involved with... these people?"  
 
    "I was made an Earl since you left. I inherited quite a bit during the war," Dr. Samuels said in a way that left him sounding embarrassed about such a fact. 
 
    "I'm sorry to hear that. Well, not sorry, but—" Victoria stammered, looking down into her champagne glass. What was no longer in it was finding its way into her head at a pace she would rather it didn't. 
 
    "It's quite all right. It was all on a technicality. A quirk in a branch on the family tree," he said with a dismissive wave.  
 
    "Ah, well, I hope I can count on having an ally on my crusade tonight," Victoria said conspiratorially as the first wave of champagne bubbles fizzed through her brain.  
 
    "I wouldn't that it were any other way. Besides, come to think of it, I don't think I've ever actually won an argument with a Ravenwood." 
 
    Victoria's eyes crinkled. "I shall endeavour to keep that streak alive." 
 
    "Then I shall be happy to preemptively concede defeat." 
 
    "Well met, Doctor." 
 
    As Dr. Samuels moved on to fulfil his obligations as a man of means among men with more, Victoria fingered the ends of her hair and smiled. 
 
      
 
    As Katya finally sat down to dinner, it was hard to believe that at one time, the fare on the plate in front of her would have been normal. So would the plate itself have been. And the silverware.  
 
    Now, it was just... strange. Alien. Being thrust into this world was decidedly not like coming home again. The marbles of fat in the beef sat in her stomach like squirming white worms, and the pâté made her mouth water, but only as a precursor to vomit.  
 
    The wine, however, was excellent. She had to stuff herself with bread to keep drinking it, however, and that was leading to complications of its own.  
 
    Inside, she was miserable, her body not yet up to the task her mind had committed it to. Outside, that same mind had slipped into a familiar costume, and flaunted it with little effort, even as she hated herself underneath. 
 
    She smiled, she flirted, she blinked more than was really necessary, looking out through her exaggerated eyelashes at men whose egos required that she do it if her roiling insides were ever going to forgive her for what she was doing to them.  
 
    "That's fascinating, Mr. Warwick. Do explain again how radial engines are on the way out," Katya said, brushing his wrist with her finger. "The Long's new airship has water-cooled engines, does it not?" 
 
    Inside, she was screaming. She knew it did. It made no sense for her to have been sent on this mission if she didn't know a fact as basic as that, but sense had nothing to do with the man sitting next to her. After the first few seconds of conversation she knew he was the type who needed a pretty girl to tell him how smart he was and feed him a steady diet of lies to keep his sense of self-worth from imploding on itself.  
 
    Across from her, Victoria was in a far more productive conversation with a balding, bespectacled man Katya remembered was called Samuels. The word 'quantum' was coming up a lot, as were a lot of names that sounded awfully German, considering the company.  
 
    The man on the other side of Victoria, Arthur Harris, for his part, looked almost disgusted. It might have been the names, but he kept flicking glances at her hair and her chest, seemingly unhappy with what he found each time he did. 
 
    Whatever differences she and Victoria may have shared, Katya had to fight the urge to kick him.  
 
    The sudden presence of a hand on her own left one snapped her out of that fantasy, and she jerked it away involuntarily as a wave of anxious nausea crashed into her.  Swallowing the memories that threatened to make her misery far worse, she forced herself to remember where she was, and looked up at who it belonged to. 
 
    "Ah, Mr. Huxley," Katya said, reluctantly returning her hand so he could knead the back of it as she reached for a wine bottle with the other. "I understand you prefer a chardonnay over a chablis?" 
 
    "Why I do indeed," Huxley said, proffering his glass with zero intention of filling it himself.  
 
    As she did, Katya allowed herself to admit that, in any other context, she would be forced to admit that he was charming. It was practiced and overly familiar for her taste, but she could see how others might be taken in by it. 
 
    But as he continued to envelop Katya's hand with his own, she began to wonder if the pomade in his hair was flammable. She was a witch now, she could fight back this time.  
 
    But she couldn't, could she? She was trapped by circumstances and forced to endure. 
 
    Again. 
 
    "You have a very striking look about you, Yekaterina," he said. 
 
    Her calling him Walter would have been a borderline epithet, and she had no choice but to swallow her offence. "Thank you, Mr. Huxley," Katya said. 
 
    "A bit thin though, wouldn't you say?" chimed Mr. Warwick. 
 
    Katya maintained her smile, but it felt tight enough to rip her face in half. Hemmed in on all sides, the unpleasantness within Katya redoubled, and she had to force herself not to show it under so much scrutiny. She had to be what they expected, and that didn't include being human. 
 
    "The fragile ones need to be treated with the most care," Huxley said, and raised Katya's hand to his lips. 
 
    The food, the alcohol, the sorry dead thing within her that was her pride; Katya now had her fourth reason to throw up. 
 
    Then she overheard what Victoria was saying, and it was like someone had tried to relieve the pressure within Katya by shoving a corkscrew into her gut. 
 
      
 
    "Britain lost over 700,000 men in the war, Mr. Bentham. 700,000 breadwinners, husbands, sons and brothers. What about the women they left behind? One didn't have to see combat to suffer." Victoria reached into her jacket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. "Katherine Farnsworth, mother of two. Husband killed at Passchendaele. No living blood relatives. Elizabeth Atwood, mother of one. Caregiver to her elderly mother, husband went down with Indefatigable at Jutland. What should they do? Should they be turned out onto the street, to let their children starve? Should they have their livelihoods taken away from them because they had the audacity to be born a woman?" 
 
    Victoria folded the paper back up and returned it. There had been nothing written on it but the wine list, but she found that reading from something prepared gave it more credibility than proving she'd memorised it.  
 
    "And it's not about simple finances," she continued, "it's about dignity and respect. Being forced out of a position that makes us productive, contributing members of society through no fault of our own, just so we can go back to what? Being homemakers, living off of the state until some other man swoops in to save us from ruin? Why? We're staving off ruin right now." 
 
    "Do you have any children, Miss Ravenwood?" Mr. Bentham replied pointedly, his silver moustache quivering in agitation. 
 
    "I do not." 
 
    "And you are unwed?" 
 
    "I am." 
 
    "So let a brave hero have that job, and you can find a husband. Help replace the generation you so eloquently reminded us was lost. There's no indignity in being a wife and mother." 
 
    This was getting into territory that Victoria knew she had to tread very carefully in, but her blood was keening in her ears with her need to respond.  
 
    "Because it should be my choice to do so, sir," she said tightly. She had to force her jaw open to make the words sound close to normal, rather than a hiss. "I am content in my station, and until such time that that changes, I feel that it should remain mine to relinquish when I so choose." 
 
    "Where's the sense in that?" Harris said. "Britain is grateful for the contributions her women made during the war, filling in for those brave men who fought to defend it. But the war is over, and I see no reason why a single veteran should have to live on the streets because a woman refused to return to her proper place." 
 
    Magic tingled in Victoria's fingertips, and she had to fight the effort to loose it. Words would have to suffice. "Forgive me, I'd thought you a capitalist, sir." 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "You've seen the reports, have you not? The company is healthy and thriving. The choices the Longs have made are working to their financial advantage. Should they not be allowed to continue making them as they see fit?" 
 
    "We aren't talking about nationalisation, Miss Ravenwood." 
 
    "No, but you are talking about removing the agency of the company's founders and rightful managers." 
 
    "We're doing no such thing. We were approached about investing, and the company's management is a factor in our decision. We are under no obligation to do so, " Mr. Bentham protested. 
 
    "Quite correct. But we are discussing the future. Things will not go back to how they were before the war. They cannot. Too much has changed, and will continue to change. When women gain the franchise, it will be even more difficult to wind the clock back." 
 
    "If you gain it," Harris muttered. 
 
    "The wave of change is already approaching, gentlemen. Whether you ride it ashore or drown beneath it is your choice." 
 
      
 
    It was too much. Katya had forced a sort of control over her mouth and body for an hour, but between Victoria's evangelising and the assault being unleashed on her from inside and out, Katya had had enough. She couldn't fake it anymore, and the control she'd been exerting over her rebellious body failed. She doubled over as sharp, stabbing pains eviscerated her stomach, and the churning, roiling awfulness within her demanded a way out. She was sweating profusely, and could barely draw a steady breath as she placed a shaking hand on the arm of Mr. Warwick. Shivering, she sucked in a sharp breath before she could speak. "Oh, Mr. Warwick, I'm so sorry," she said to one of the two of him wavering in her vision. She hoped it was the real one. 
 
    "Are you all right?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't believe so. If you'll excuse me," Katya said, pushing herself onto legs that wanted nothing whatsoever to do with her weight being foisted on them. 
 
    Warwick stood as well, but seemed flummoxed as to whether he should touch her or not. "Of course," he said, his hands clearly unsure what to do with themselves. 
 
    Katya shot a look across the table through hooded lids, and only then did Victoria seem to notice Katya's dire straits, and her mouth fell open in surprise. 
 
    "Victoria, could you escort me to the ladies room, please? I fear I may not make it on my own." 
 
    Wincing the whole way, Katya staggered down the hall to the toilets as quickly as she could manage, Victoria trailing behind. Finding their destination unoccupied, Katya hauled Victoria in by the arm and locked the door. 
 
    "What is wrong with you?" Katya snapped, covering her belly with one arm. 
 
    "Me? You look like you're about to die." 
 
    Sweat dripped into Katya's eye. "Yes, you! You're going to ruin this with your self-righteousness." 
 
    Such a response clearly took Victoria by surprise, her eyes going wide before narrowing severely at such a challenge. "I'm sorry? I'm going to fail due to self-righteousness? Are you unclear what that word means?" 
 
    "Don't you dare patronise me," Katya said, the shock of the cool tile as she leaned against it just invigorating enough to strap steel to her words. 
 
    "Oh?" Any concern Victoria may have had about Katya's well-being evaporated in a single syllable. "It means 'morally justified.' That is exactly what I am, yes. These rather pompous gentlemen could use some of that." 
 
    Katya had been belittled enough in her life that she fed on it, letting it act as a bellows for the fires of her own indignation. "And how old are those 'pompous gentlemen?' Hm? Old enough that they've known nothing but wealth, power and influence their entire lives. How did you think they were going to react to being shown up by a woman in front of their peers? Did you think they were going to simply roll over and concede to your sterling logic?" 
 
    "But I'm right. You know bloody well that I'm right!" 
 
    "You may be right, but you're not right. They probably despise us now. I know at least one of them does, by the look in his eyes. This is their world, Victoria, you have to play by their rules." 
 
    "Why should I? My job is to convince them that what the Longs are doing is correct, and—" 
 
    "No! Your job is to make sure they give the Longs their money, full stop. Men like that will open their wallets for people they like for no other reason than they like them." 
 
    Victoria waved away the very thought. "They want a return on their investment." 
 
    "Yes, they do. And if that's all they wanted, the proposals the Longs sent them would tell them everything they need to know about the financial health of the company and its future prospects. If this... situation... was based entirely on logic and maths, they wouldn't have sent us down here, they would have let their accountants handle it." 
 
    The first crack spidered across Victoria's confident facade. Already taller than the British witch, Katya forced herself up to her full height, and pressed her advantage. "We are a novelty to them. A few of them would probably invest based on that. We have to show them what they want to see, and then go back to Longstown and get back to work. This is a show, Victoria." 
 
    Victoria's eyes sharpened to blue diamonds in an instant. "It's not to me! I may never have another chance to make our case face-to-face. They have to see the facile nature of their argument and change their outlook, so no one else will have to go through all of this tripe when the next woman wants to start a business." She flipped a dismissive hand. "They should have acquiesced already. There's no logical reason for them to object to what the Longs are doing." 
 
    "Can you hear yourself!?" Katya exploded. "What did I just say? We aren't talking to their accountants. They aren't scientists, they're rich old men who want to talk to pretty girls and have a story to boast about at the hunting lodge. We do not have our heads amongst the clouds at the top of your ivory tower here. It's a pissing contest for them." 
 
    Victoria snorted. "I really do not think—" 
 
    Katya continued like Victoria hadn't said anything. "They have more money than they know what to do with. Their fortunes survived the war, and now they are looking for something to do with it. A novelty like the Longs is interesting, having a piece of it is something they can tell their rich friends about, something they don't have. And if it all blows up, then they can claim pieces of the wreckage and tell everyone they told them so, and dance on the ashes because those uppity women failed." 
 
    "But that's stupid! Financial investments shouldn't be subject to how one feels, or because a young woman entertained you for an evening. They should be—" 
 
    "Stop it! Stop using the word 'should!' This isn't about the way things should be, it's about how they are. Get the money out of them, then we can go back and you can grouse to your heart's content about how. But get it." 
 
    It was all happening again, and Katya hated every second of it. Her mind was roiling as much as her gut at how she was having to behave. She'd been shut of all this! All of this falseness, the double-speak, the ego-stroking pantomime that came with dealing with the wealthy. She was a witch now. That's all she wanted to be.  
 
    Now, she could feel her bones and spirit snapping as she was being hammered back into her old shape, and having to berate a fellow witch in the process. It was sickening, and she felt bile creeping up the back of her throat, burning and acidic as she warred with herself.  
 
    "Victoria, please. Just- enphg," Katya swallowed hard, cold sweat trailing down her spine, even as her skin flushed red. "I know this world better than you do, and I need you to trust me." 
 
    Protest started to bloom on Victoria's face, but fell away again as quickly as it had come. "Are you all right?" she asked, as if she had just remembered why they'd come all the way to the toilets in the first place. 
 
    "No, I'm not 'all right.' I'm physically and spiritually sick," Katya admitted, drawing a new type of concern out of Victoria's features. Katya shook her head. "I don't know what I'm saying anymore. Just please play your part in this damned circus so we can go home." 
 
    As miserable as she was in that moment, the fact that she had used 'home' to describe Longstown without thinking about it helped her stand up a little straighter at the prospect of returning. 
 
    Though Victoria looked uncertain, she mercifully nodded her consent.  
 
    As if it was the signal her body had been waiting for, Katya darted into the nearest stall and was violently sick. 
 
      
 
    Victoria sat in her place once again, chastened as she had never been before. It was a testament to Yekaterina's vehemence and confidence that Victoria wasn't stewing in resentment. Now, she was merely staring ahead, letting the evening wash over her with barely a word of protest.  
 
    Meek little witch, where is your power now? the darkness taunted.  
 
    Now sitting beside Mr. Huxley, he of waxed blonde hair that looked like the crest of a newly-discovered dinosaur. His suit was a dark blue, almost black, tailored so well it made Victoria's look like it wasn't even hers. 
 
    Still ogling Yekaterina from across the table, he laughed at something someone had said at Victoria's expense, and she didn't respond. Blowing out a long stream of cigar smoke, he turned his full attention to her, however. 
 
    "Miss Ravenwood, would you have any insight into the Longs' recent acquisition of a mental institution?" he asked, tapping out the ash on a crystal tray. 
 
    Victoria's blood froze. 
 
    "A mental institution? I'm afraid I don't, Mr. Huxley. I had no idea they had done such a thing. It seems out of their normal purview, does it not?" 
 
    Because of you, the darkness reminded her. 
 
    "Exactly. If it had been for the benefit of you and your fellow workers, I would have been less concerned, but as it is so far from Longstown, that couldn't be the case," he said.  
 
    "Well, I wouldn't know anything about that," Victoria said. "Is there any reason you are so concerned? One I could take back to the Longs?" 
 
    "I understand it was against the wishes of certain members of the hospital's board of directors, something of a hostile takeover, if you'll forgive the business parlance," Huxley said. "After such a cash outlay, they come to us, asking for investment. Seems odd, does it not? Such a random expenditure of such size, they could have easily avoided it, and not needed us at all." 
 
    Victoria gripped handfuls of her skirt so tightly she could feel her knuckles straining against her skin. "I'm sure they had their reasons." 
 
    "It just seems a bit irresponsible, that's all. There is nothing else in their books quite like it. Is there a programme among the workers that would let you go there if you need to? Though I can't imagine keeping an employee who would have need of such a place." 
 
    "Not to my knowledge," Victoria said. She swallowed. "How recent was this acquisition?" 
 
    "At the beginning of the year." 
 
    "Surely that is too recent to have anything set up to the level that we lowly workers would know about it." Victoria tried desperately to force herself to laugh at her remark, but couldn't do it, and began to cough. 
 
    "Don't you think it odd?" Huxley said. 
 
    "Far be it for me to criticise my employers," Victoria said. 
 
    "Well, that's sensible, though I sense you agree. But no matter, I will make my concerns known to the Longs myself at this little event they're putting on at the end of the month, no need to put you in such an awkward position." 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Huxley." 
 
    "Miss Ravenwood," said the wizened voice of Mr. Tewksbury from her other side. He peered out at her through spectacle lenses thick enough to rival Millie's witchscale for impenetrability. "This helium nonsense. I don't understand how the Longs came up with the idea that it will be of any benefit." 
 
    Because I can see it, Victoria thought. I've watched helium atoms bounce off of surfaces that hydrogen passes right through. But she didn't even need magic to prove it, she had the maths. Maths she could've drawn up right here and shown him. But that was against the rules now.  
 
    Be a good girl and do as you're told. 
 
    Yekaterina was right, Victoria had to keep telling herself. Her screed had been painful to hear, but had cost Yekaterina enough that it was clear she hadn't done it for fun, or to embarrass Victoria on purpose. So she did as she had been bade, trusting the assessment.  
 
    To Victoria's crushing humiliation, it was proving to be the correct one, which meant sitting in silence, letting Tewksbury continue. 
 
    "Helium extraction is difficult. Very wasteful, cumbersome. We've known how to get hydrogen from water for over a hundred years." 
 
    Nicholson and Carlisle, 1800, Victoria thought. Did Tewksbury know that? Did it matter anymore? 
 
    "Well, Mr. Tewksbury, the Longs have some very good engineers working on the problem, I'm sure they know what they're doing," she ventured, hoping it would end her torment. 
 
    "Of course, of course. But this, combined with Huxley's correct concerns about that asylum business, and I wonder if they have any accountants working with those engineers." 
 
    "I imagine they do, sir. I'm sure they would like to stay in a business they helped pioneer. They can't do that by being irresponsible," Victoria said. 
 
    "They may call it innovation, but I call it risk. Or gambling. That's what this is, a gamble. And they want us to subsidise it." 
 
    A man who made half his fortune in stocks is going to lecture us on 'gambling,' Victoria thought bitterly.  
 
    "Indeed," said Mr. Bentham, who had torn his attention, and his hand, away from Yekaterina long enough to get his licks in. "The Longs are being a little too aggressive, wouldn't you say, Miss Ravenwood? Slow and steady wins the race, and all that." 
 
    Her sudden change in demeanour had been too obvious, Victoria thought. They smelled blood, and were eager to spill more.  
 
    "You gentlemen would know more about business than I," Victoria choked out. It was true, she had to acknowledge, but saying it still felt like a defeat, somehow. The truth was the truth, whether she liked it or not; that's what made it the truth. But Victoria, of all people, knew that admitting it was a sign of weakness as often as it was strength. 
 
    Damn them. It was exactly the language they expected, going by their faces, and she'd given it to them. Since the night she'd cut off her hair, she had sworn to never say anything like it again.  
 
    If she didn't know about something, she would look it up, or ask questions to people more knowledgeable than she, and come back prepared better the next time. 
 
    But Yekaterina had been right. Victoria hadn't known which questions to ask, or to whom, and now she was paying for it. Swallowing her pride earlier might have spared her the grilling she was receiving now. Well, she'd swallowed it now, and it sat inside of her a heavy, dead lump.  
 
    So she sat. Demure and chastened, she was a young girl once more, letting the adults talk.  
 
    The men, she corrected herself. Over her, at her, it was happening again. 
 
    How brave you thought yourself to speak your mind, the darkness whispered. Pride goeth before the fall, even for one as low as you. 
 
      
 
    By the time the evening drew to a close, the heavens had opened up, and rain thundered against the awning between the door to the hotel and the street. Her soul hurting and her head throbbing, Victoria stumbled into the cab after Yekaterina, who was even worse off. She was slightly green, and her face and neck shone with sweat.  
 
    Yekaterina had made her good-byes with admirable smoothness, extricating herself from Huxley's clutches with an aplomb that Victoria could have never managed regardless of her state, but her condition had descended along with the elevator, and she'd all but fallen into the cab, all pretence about appearing normal gone. Victoria knew she should sympathise, to do something to alleviate Yekaterina'a suffering, but as the door thudded closed behind them, Victoria couldn't stand to look at her.  
 
    Prove your weakness, she thought bitterly. Colette's wisdom lived on, at the very least. 
 
    They'd known it would be unlikely they would learn any definitive answers this evening. Besides the Flying Circus still to come, there were too many lawyers involved for it to be otherwise. So they had to wait to find out if they had been successful. 
 
    Or if you blew it, Victoria thought. 
 
    Beside her, Yekaterina was writhing in discomfort, her hands wrapped around her abdomen in abject misery. How she had known so well what to say or what to do would remain a mystery to Victoria at least until morning, but the Russian had managed to play a group of Britons with an ease that could only have come from practice, in spite of her condition.  
 
    A play. It's what Victoria had to keep telling herself to keep from screaming. Dr. Samuels had looked astonished at her sudden change in behaviour, and she didn't blame him. She only hoped he saw the artifice for what it was. That Victoria Ravenwood, the most powerful witch in Britain, had rolled over and shown her belly to please the money people was shameful. She'd put on a skirt, lied, dumbed herself down and said things she'd never thought would ever pass her lips. She'd compromised. 
 
    There was nothing wrong with compromise. It's the only way things got done half the time. But tonight, she'd been asked to do it about her core beliefs; her identity. Her time as November had taught her the preciousness of that, and willingly giving away even the tiniest shred of it to someone who had done nothing to deserve it on behalf of someone else made her keenly aware of just how much it had hurt her to do so.  
 
    The cab hurtled down the dim, narrow streets, water fountaining onto the sidewalk in great gouts as it blasted through a particularly deep puddle, and Victoria heard Yekaterina's head bounce off of the glass as they were jostled about. 
 
    "Kill me," she muttered into her chest as she curled up so tightly she was like to disappear into herself. 
 
    Me first. A thought quickly drowned out by pounding rain. 
 
    When they finally arrived back at their hotel, two doormen were waiting for them with umbrellas. By that point, Victoria was no longer obsessively careful about her skirt, she just wanted out, and she hopped down straight into a puddle, splashing cold water up her legs. 
 
    Any other time, she would have been mortified, but looking behind her, she knew it didn't matter. "Come along," she said, extending her hand back into the cab to the black-and-white ball that was Yekaterina.  
 
    "Are we there?" she said, one blue eye peeking out from over her shoulder. 
 
    "We are." 
 
    Shakily, Yekaterina took her hand, and Victoria was shocked at just how fragile it felt below the glove, like she was holding a sack of broken crystal.  
 
    It was slow going back to their room, and Yekaterina had to lean on Victoria the whole way. Holding the taller woman that way, she felt much lighter than Victoria would have expected. It made guiding her easier, but worrisome. It wasn't just the alcohol that was making her this way, Victoria could tell, and the term 'spiritually sick' came back to her as she brushed a hip bone that had virtually nothing between it and her fingers. She wanted to believe it was food poisoning, but knew she only wanted to believe that because it was better than dealing with whatever the reality was. 
 
    Ice was impressive, but brittle when it grew too thin, Victoria thought as she looped Yekaterina's pearls over her head, careful to not get them snagged in her long white hair, that, up close, was genuinely white. Elise was so blonde as to be platinum, but against the black of her dress, Yekaterina's hair was white as snow. 
 
    "Forgive me if I just sleep in the slip." Her words were slow and slurred with exhaustion, her 'r' rolled in a way that Victoria had never heard her do.  
 
    "Of course," Victoria answered. "Do you need any help?" 
 
    "Nyet. No. No, I can manage." Kyan mehnij, she'd said it. The more Russian she sounded, the more vulnerable it made her seem. She was losing control of her facade, and Victoria's lips twisted in discomfort. She knew what it was like to lose control of her faculties.  
 
    "I'll just go into the bathroom while you change, then," Victoria said. 
 
    Yekaterina's head lolled in a marionette-esque nod, and Victoria turned to leave. 
 
    "Spasibo," Yekaterina said from behind her. 
 
    Though the fact she'd said it in Russian made her shudder, Victoria was glad it was one of the few words she knew. "You're welcome. Good-night." 
 
    It was only when the bathroom door was shut did Victoria's own exhaustion catch up to her. In a great pounding wave, it washed over her, pulling her down into dim semi-awareness, blurring her vision and making her seek the countertop to hold herself steady. 
 
    Her limbs ached, and she could barely raise a head that was an awful jumble of confused feelings and alcohol. Stripping off her necktie to let it coil on the floor, she was thankful she didn't need her reflection to get undressed. She knew how she looked, and she wasn't sure she was ready to face herself. 
 
    Tired of thinking, tired of waking, Victoria forced herself to stave off sleep long enough for Yekaterina to safely ensconce herself under her covers. The awkwardness Victoria had feared from having to share a room had thankfully been averted, as she was asleep before her head hit the pillow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the lock to Vickie's bedroom door clicked into place, Millie couldn't help how strange it felt to be the one to do it. Though she had done it from the inside, seeing Vickie's bed lying empty had only meant bad things up to now. Whether at ADAM, or EVE, it had always meant she was doing something harmful to herself. Now? Millie didn't know for sure if it was harmful or not, and it would depend entirely on how her little mission turned out.  
 
    Still, it was saddening when any one of the three of them weren't there, especially over night. She knew what Vickie was doing was important, but that she wasn't out on witch business was such a bizarre notion. It's all she was now, and that the Longs had thought to call her away on a job that required her to be who she was before the war was concerning. That Victoria had been dormant for a long time, and dredging her up again would either be enormously helpful to her or a catastrophe.  
 
    Vickie being away, where Millie couldn't do anything to help her if things went sideways, was a distinctly odd feeling. What if it was a catastrophe? If Millie was supposed to be a protector, how was she supposed to do that if they were so far apart? 
 
    But, she supposed, being out would at least force Vickie to reckon with certain things. Part of the problem was her being stuck in her own head so much. Maybe the nightmares would abate if she dragged certain parts of herself into daylight, and got to be around other people who didn't remind her of the horror she'd been through. 
 
    Yekaterina, however, would not have been the one Millie would have chosen to be one of those people. It only made the anticipation for their return even worse, even if it was just to see who had more bruises when they got back. 
 
    Assuming, of course, that London was still there in the morning. 
 
    Although she had concerns about Vickie's absence, when Millie turned the knob on the door that led between her own room and Elise's, she was secretly glad. It had been for Vickie's sake that she and Elise had yet to sleep in the same bed since their arrival at EVE. It wouldn't have been fair to Vickie, and would have made awkward what didn't need to be. Now, Millie hoped it would only be awkward if someone fell asleep too early. 
 
    Elise was in her chair in her gossamer nightgown, reading with a white witchlight perched on her head when Millie closed the door, making her look up. 
 
    "What are you reading?" Millie asked as she padded in bare feet to Elise's side. She could read the title, inasmuch as it was spelled out in an alphabet she knew.  
 
    "Mademoiselle de Maupin," Elise said, "do you know it?" 
 
    "I can't say that I do. What's it about?" 
 
    "It is a romance based on a real woman named Julie d'Aubigny, but I think her life is much more interesting than this version. This one does not have enough sword fights." 
 
    "Romance, eh?" Millie threaded her fingers through Elise's hair, stroking it away from her face with a thumb. "Why don't you read some of it out to me?" 
 
    "But it is in French." 
 
    "I know," Millie said, kissing Elise on the temple. "Could be good practice, n'est pas?" Careful to keep a finger stuck between the currently opened pages, Millie lifted the book from Elise's lap with one hand and beckoned her to bed with the other.  
 
    Once under the covers, Millie settled in beside Elise, resting her head on her shoulder and clutching her arm tightly. 
 
    "Ready?" Elise asked from somewhere above. 
 
    "Mmm," Millie muttered, Elise's warmth already seeping into her bones. With the rain still falling outside and all the doors locked, the world was reduced to only Elise; her scent, the thumping of her heart inches away, the muffled vibration of her voice as she began to read aloud. 
 
    Hearing Elise read in her native tongue, Millie felt herself fall in love all over again. She sounded so different, speaking smoothly and lightly, her tongue shaping sounds that didn't exist in English, every word exotic and romantic. It was a simplistic view of a language Millie was struggling to learn, but the first words she'd ever heard Elise speak were French, and isolated now, with Elise making up every input into her mind, it was a powerful connection back to that first moment. Though she couldn't remember the words she'd said (as Millie had been overwhelmed by what she was seeing), it was the sound of the language in Elise's mouth that Millie's heart skip a beat. The cadence, the lilting differentness of it was authentic. It flowed from her naturally, and she didn't have to think about what she was saying. For as gifted as she was at English, it would always be her second language, and Millie took pleasure in hearing the effortless confidence of Elise speaking her first. 
 
     She was the first and only woman Millie could say that she truly loved, and after what she had done for Katherine, wrapped up so completely in her as she was now, Millie felt it more acutely than ever. 
 
    "Elise," she said into her shoulder. She was warm and content, and even those two syllables were slurred with just how much. 
 
    "Mm?" 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    The thumping in Millie'e ear got faster, but she was asleep before she got to hear why. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya awoke to screaming. Flinging her blankets aside, she rolled off the bed and sprung to her feet with a fireball ready in each hand.  
 
    But in the flickering yellow and orange light, there was nothing to see. Nothing moved nor made a sound, but Katya knew better than trust what she could see on first glance. Victoria was still huddled under her blankets, trembling and facing the window.  
 
    Outside, blown before it on a howling wind, the rain scratched at the glass like it wanted to get in. 
 
    Shuddering, Katya shot a quick glance at the door to confirm that the bolt and chain were still in place. Turning back to the rasping window, she extinguished the fireball in her left hand in favour of a steadier, brighter, witchlight. 
 
    Barefoot on the cold wooden floor, she crept silently and slowly in that direction, her body tense with the focus of keeping fire out and ready while still maintaining a witchlight.  
 
    The shadow cast by the armoire seemed massive, making the full-length curtains appear to be moving. But Katya kept her eyes firmly on the bottoms, noting that they didn't move relative to the seams in the wood.  
 
    She made it to within arms reach of the curtains when another scream pierced Katya's heart, and she spun around fast enough she yelped when her hair brushed against her shoulder. 
 
    All that was there was Victoria. 
 
    "Victoria... my name is Victoria... don't take me back there again!" 
 
    She was having a nightmare. As relieved as Katya was to find the source of the scream, she found a new distress to replace it.  
 
    "Colette... Colette no, I'm sorry," Victoria whimpered, her eyes darting wildly behind tightly-closed lids. "I'm not strong enough..." 
 
    What's happened to you? Katya thought as Victoria began to shudder violently, her shoulders twitching as she fought some invisible foe. 
 
    "Your fault... kill yourself..." 
 
    At that, the lamp on the table between the beds began to rise into the air, the electrical cord tethering it to the wall pulled taut for a brief moment before being yanked out in a flash of sparks. But even as the plug dangled in thin air, the lightbulb began to flash and flicker, bright bursts of light that made Katya look away. 
 
    "Victoria?" she said as the light intensified, now a steady, blinding white that Katya could see with her eyes closed. Feeling along the floor with her toes, she tried to get closer to the bed. "Victoria, wake up!" 
 
    "Kill yourself!" 
 
    The lightbulb exploded, machine-gun pops peppering the wall and ceiling with glass and metal shrapnel, tiny pieces hissing by Katya's ear.  
 
    Then what was left of the lamp began to glow, polished brass becoming a column of dull red brightening to orange. 
 
    "Victoria!" Katya shouted, and flung herself forward. 
 
    With a horrific gasp, Victoria's entire body spasmed so hard Katya felt air between them before she fell back down on top of her again. As the light winked out, Victoria's eyes flew open with a panicked non-recognition that made Katya leap away, summoning her fire without her conscious decision to do so. 
 
    Victoria scrambled backwards, flattening her back against the headboard and pulling the covers up against her chest. "Yekaterina?" she said, her voice hollow and tinny. 
 
    "Yes." Katya extinguished her fire and brought a witchlight to her face to prove it. 
 
    "Was I... oh..." Victoria seemed to shrink, the duvet covering her more and more as she curled herself up tighter and tighter.  
 
      
 
    It happened again, Victoria thought. Her entire body burned with shame of such intensity she began to sweat. Already drenched, it didn't make much difference to her physical comfort, but what it represented of her mental one, she could not escape from. 
 
    She had been doing so well. Sleep had been getting easier, and she had thought herself considerably improved. Then Huxley had mentioned the asylum. When would her torment end? 
 
    When you've learned your lesson, the darkness whispered.  
 
    When she was November, at least, her tattoos had burned and reminded her of why she felt the way she did. It had been her body's way of prodding her to remember. Now, she did remember. She knew what she had done, and she was going to be forced to live with it, to come to terms with it herself.  
 
    Then the smell of hot metal seared the inside of her nostrils, and she looked up to see several spots where the wallpaper had been blasted away and a cloud of what looked like bullet holes spread across the ceiling above her. 
 
    "Did I hurt you?" Victoria asked without looking at the Russian she knew was looking down on her, judging her. Weak little British witch, she was probably thinking. Still having nightmares. 
 
    "You did not." 
 
    That was something. 
 
    "How long have you had such nightmares?" Yekaterina said, her voice warmer and more human than Victoria had ever heard it. 
 
    "Too long," Victoria said petulantly. Yell at me. Mock me. Make me feel small! She didn't need concern, least of all from someone she barely knew, and didn't particularly care for. All she'd had was concern, and look what it had gotten her! 
 
    Katya's weight settled on the foot of the bed, and her witchlight winked out. "Tell me," she said softly. 
 
    Hate me! Pity me! the darkness within Victoria raged.  
 
    When would she ever wake up? Even in conversation with someone else, her nightmares wouldn't let go. She wasn't about to grant them any more presence in her waking life by talking about them.  
 
    "I can't," she said aloud. 
 
    "I know I've given you no reason to trust me," Yekaterina said quietly, "but if we're to be witches together, I will know eventually. Tell me now, in your words, when it will help you the most." 
 
    What was this? Was she trying to pry out her secrets to throw back at her later? To find out how to hurt her the most? 
 
    Then she remembered the vulnerable Yekaterina from earlier, the Yekaterina that had trusted Victoria enough to get her into bed safely, and the heat of her defiance cooled somewhat. "I barely know you," she said.  
 
    "Da, that it true. And my fault." 
 
    This raised Victoria's eyes higher above the covers. Even in the dim light that managed to get past the curtains, everything about Yekaterina was so pale Victoria had no trouble following her movement in the dark. She was looking down into her lap.  
 
    "How so?" Victoria asked. 
 
    Yekaterina sighed, a genuinely tired sound. "Because I chose it to be that way. Something I am coming to regard as a mistake." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    Yekaterina crossed her arms and hunched slightly, her hair falling loose from behind her ear to obscure her face. "I am not as I have presented myself to you. I am not the ice queen I pretend to be. That person would not have cared that you were having such horrid nightmares. But you did, and I do. I don't enjoy seeing you in such pain." 
 
    "And you want to help me? Suddenly, and without preamble, you want to help me? Pardon me if I don't just accept that." 
 
    "I understand, I would feel the same way." The waterfall of Yekaterina's hair shifted with a remorseful nod. "I owe you an apology for my behaviour." 
 
    There was something in Yekaterina's tone that made Victoria pause. Still addled by her nightmares, it took a moment to pick up on it, but it was definitely there.  
 
    Sadness. 
 
    Behind the bravado, the arrogance, behind winter personified was the distinct undercurrent of melancholy. She had glimpsed the real Yekaterina earlier, and now Victoria knew she was seeing even more. There was a realness to her now that backed up her claim of falseness, and Victoria didn't know how to react. After everything that had happened, her deplorable behaviour, this inscrutable Russian was sitting on the end of her bed, asking for what? To see Victoria's demons? For forgiveness? Was that what she was saying?  
 
    "Victoria," Yekaterina said into the roaring silence of Victoria's thoughts, "far be it for me to ask, but I would like to ask you for a favour." 
 
    "I don't know what I could possibly do for you," Victoria said despondently. 
 
    "I'd like to start over. I don't think we got off on the right foot, and tonight didn't help. That is partly because I refused to reach out to you. I let your attempt bounce off of me, and I am sorry I didn't reciprocate. I have been awful to you, and yet, tonight, when I was vulnerable, you helped me." 
 
    "How do you feel?" At least it was an honest deflection. 
 
    "I'll live through the night. That felt like no guarantee a few hours ago," Yekaterina said dryly. 
 
    "What time is it?" Victoria asked. Her watch was still in her jacket pocket, though she supposed it didn't matter, since the lamp had exploded. 
 
    "Early? Late? Both, I imagine. Time to talk, I hope." 
 
    Too dim to actually see her features, Victoria heard the hope in Yekaterina's voice. Victoria wanted to reach out, to bridge the gap that still darkened the distance between them, but she hesitated. In her nightclothes, huddled in her blankets, still sweating from another horrific nightmare, Victoria felt vulnerable as she rarely had. Yekaterina seemed genuine in her desire to reconcile, but Victoria was still an open wound, and there was no guarantee this Russian wasn't holding a canister of salt behind her back. 
 
    Still, it was an opportunity. If Yekaterina was being honest, and Victoria was the one to walk away, what would that say about her? What would it do to the future of EVE if Victoria couldn't learn to trust anyone who joined it? 
 
    Victoria looked down into the darkness between the two of them again, and knew it would only grow wider and blacker if she turned away. 
 
    From the end of the bed, Yekaterina's expectation was palpable, and Victoria had to tell herself she had already let her sit there this entire time without even realising it.  
 
    Victoria relaxed the death grip on her covers to something that didn't feel like her knuckles were about to burst. Perhaps starting with a more neutral question than 'Why did you humiliate me?' would be a suitable first brick to set down from her end. It would at least sate one small part of her curiosity.  
 
    Besides, what can she do? Make you feel bad about yourself? 
 
    "Very well. How about telling me where you learned English? It's excellent." 
 
    The tension ebbed from Yekaterina's shoulders, and she seemed genuinely happy to answer the question. "I had tutors from age eight. British mostly, but the odd American and Canadian to help round out my accent a bit. French came much later." 
 
    "Tutors? What did your family do?" 
 
    "Trading, imports and exports. English was necessary for us, but always very hard for my father, so he started me early."  
 
    Yekaterina sparked a witchlight, blinding in the dark, but revealing of a face that was drawn and tired, even more-so than could be accounted for by how ill she had been earlier. But that tiredness existed below a layer of concern, something Victoria had never seen there before.  
 
    Even in the dark, in a strange place, it was genuine, however, and Victoria felt a new wave of shame bubble up from within her. But with it, again that feeling of opportunity. Yekaterina's eyes were no longer disdainful or suspicious, they were open and vulnerable. 
 
    The ice was melting, leaving behind a very human face that was taut with worry. When Yekaterina spoke, they were not the words Victoria expected. 
 
    "Victoria... have you often had thoughts of suicide?" she asked. 
 
    Victoria looked away into the dark. That Yekaterina had skipped over small talk completely was proof enough of her concern, but it was how quietly and respectfully she had said it that made it genuine.  
 
    "Is that what I said?" 
 
    "You said 'kill yourself.' Twice. You didn't want to be taken away." 
 
    After the beating Victoria had taken at dinner, she didn't know if she could expose herself this way, but Yekaterina had been right, and she was right when she'd said they'd know eventually anyway. It would help the most to say it now. Prove not her weakness, but her vulnerability. Her trust. 
 
    "I've done more than think about it," Victoria said, unable to meet Yekaterina's eyes. She shook her head, unable to believe she was confiding this in anyone who hadn't been there. But there were cracks in the dam forming, and she could feel the rest of the story building up behind it. 
 
    "You tried it?" 
 
    She will find out, Victoria told herself. You can decide on what terms.  
 
    "In a way, I succeeded," Victoria said slowly. She took a deep breath. "I put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger. Then there was no more Victoria Ravenwood in the world." 
 
    There was no shock, no disapproval, and no judgment in Yekaterina's eyes. She seemed to accept the words at face value, showing only earnest interest and a desire to know more.  
 
    "For an entire week, I didn't exist." It was like the words needed to come out now, and it no longer mattered why Yekaterina cared, or why she had asked, or why Victoria had even started talking in the first place. The darkness quailed at having light thrown upon it, but still the dam broke. "There was another woman named November who wore my skin and spoke with my voice. She looked out through my eyes, and used my magic for the first time, without knowing what it was or how. I didn't know who I was or why I could do such incredible things. I thought I was losing my mind, that I was hallucinating, that maybe I belonged in that asylum." 
 
    "You were in an asylum?" 
 
    "I had nowhere else to go. I thought they were going to help me." 
 
    "They didn't?" 
 
    "It's where I go in my nightmares. I'm back in that hospital again. Though I escaped, I know I will never truly be free from that place." Huxley had proved it. 
 
    Victoria fingered a loose thread on her covers, unable to bring herself to look at Yekaterina but unable to stop the words from spilling out. "The great irony is that shooting myself was how I Manifested. Something within me wanted to live more than I did, and stopped the bullet, barely. The impact was still strong enough to fracture my skull and damage my brain enough to give me amnesia, however, and I became November." 
 
    "Why November?" 
 
    Victoria rolled up her left sleeve. "Now you know my shameful story," she said. 
 
    "There's no shame in what happened to you," Yekaterina said, her voice barely enough to be heard over the rain. "I had no idea. I'm so sorry I've treated you as I have, Victoria. That is the only shame present in this room." 
 
    Victoria didn't know how to respond to that. "Tell me about your Manifest, then. What happened the first time for you?" 
 
    This time Yekaterina looked away. Far away. "It was after the October Revolution. St. Petersburg had fallen to the Bolsheviks, and those of my... class... were rounded up as enemies of the people. Many, including my father, were simply shot. I managed to bargain my way into being taken captive instead. My friends weren't so fortunate. They held me for weeks, in the basement of my own home, which they had confiscated in the name of the working class." She clasped her arms in her hands, and took a few breaths before continuing. "Eventually, I managed to escape. I fled the city to take refuge in the forest just outside. I didn't have a destination, I just knew I needed to get away from anyone who might know my face or my name. I thought I could perhaps get by in the forest with what I learned from my grandmother." 
 
    Yekaterina twined her fingers together. "I ate berries and nuts, like a bear," she said with a weak smile, "but I didn't know how to make fire. I have smoked since I was fifteen, I'd always had matches. 
 
    "But," every trace of her levity fell away, and winter continued, "I had used my last match to bribe one of the Cheka. I batted my eyes at him, every word a lie, but he let me go for my last match. Maybe he thought the forest would kill me, or maybe he just didn't care enough, but he took it." 
 
    Seconds, minutes or hours, Victoria didn't know how long they sat in silence, but she let Yekaterina have as much of it as she needed to collect her thoughts. 
 
    "I had been running for days when I found them. Children. There were five in all. Miserable little wraiths they were by then. They had managed to build a shelter from tree limbs and snow, but it wasn't the wind that made their lips blue. They were huddled together, shaking. One of the girls had her eyes frozen shut. She hadn't been able to stop crying..." 
 
    Yekaterina's next breath was a shuddering inhale, as if even her lungs didn't want her to continue. "I didn't ask where their parents were, I knew. I also knew they weren't going to see the next sunrise. I was looking down at five little corpses. Their beating hearts were a technicality. They were going to freeze to death, and I had given away my last match to buy the chance to watch. 
 
    "I remember the moment. The injustice of it. These children weren't suffering because of class, or oppression, they were suffering because a group of thugs had butchered their parents in cold blood, and had done nothing to help them. There was no bourgeoisie in that wood, only victims. The only word in my head after that was 'no.' 'No, this will not happen.' 'No, these children will not die tonight,' I thought. 
 
    "That was when my fire came to me. From my fingers, that first time. I remember being calm. I should have been terrified, but as I watched the flame crawl up my fingers, I felt only joy. I didn't understand it, of course, but it was mine. I had made it, and it was the answer for what I needed."  
 
    A tiny flame awakened on the tip of Yektaerina's index finger, growing brighter and more intense before flowing down to her hand and spreading to her other fingers until her hand was sheathed in flickering, silent fire.  
 
    "Just like this, that first time. The children looked up at me terrified. They must have thought me a monster or a god at first, but by the time I had gotten a proper fire built, I think they saw me for what I was: a witch. We have many folktales in Russia about witches, about the magic that can happen in the woods, and I think they thought themselves part of one." 
 
    "Didn't they speak?" 
 
    "Not one word. I never learned their names. The next morning, some other adults who were fleeing the city came across us, and I left them then. For children to believe me a witch was acceptable, but for adults to know it drove me away again. I don't know what happened to them. There are times I wish I'd stayed, but in that moment, every fibre of my body told me to run, and never stop. If they wanted to kill me for my name, I knew they would want to do even worse for being a witch. So I ran. I didn't dare experiment with my fire, I only used it to survive. But I did survive. My magic saved my life, and the lives of those children." 
 
    The fire rushed into a single point in Yekaterina's palm, coalescing into a single strand that leapt from her hand to loop and spiral in the air, a ribbon of flame caught by a breeze made of willpower. "This came later, after I met Zoya." 
 
    "It's beautiful," Victoria said, transfixed by impossibility once more. 
 
    Yekaterina nodded. "In many ways."  
 
    Envy sat oddly in Victoria's chest. It shouldn't have even been there. The story of Yekaterina's Manifest had been beautiful, as had Millie's; joyous and right. When Victoria looked back on the circumstances of her own, they weren't joyous or right, they were violent and dark. She had Manifested saving herself from herself.  
 
    The 'why' of her Manifest would gnaw at her for a long time, she knew. She had given up, and put a gun to her head, only for magic to stop the bullet. Barely, but it had happened. Everyone else's Manifest was noble, the way magic is supposed to be. For all her pearl-clutching about how someone like Yekaterina could Manifest, the truth, it turned out, was that she hadn't.  
 
    The real Yekaterina had. 
 
    "Don't you ever fear?" Victoria asked suddenly. Yekaterina seemed so strong, confident. To learn that any of it was a facade was disheartening. Not out of any sense of betrayal, but that she might not have a magic arrow in her quiver that could teach Victoria how to be that way, too.  
 
    "I do," Yekaterina nodded slowly. "I do. I've been running for a long time, and there is always the fear that I'll be caught. No matter how far I run, or how fast." 
 
    "But you're safe now, you know that?" 
 
    "It's not an easy thing to simply drop after a few weeks. This is still a new place to me. I don't know what's around that corner, or who might be looking down from the second floor. I don't know the fastest way out, or where to go if I made it." 
 
    "You're surrounded by witches, though." 
 
    Yekaterina laughed mirthlessly. "And a fine job I did giving you a reason to rush to my defence." 
 
    "That bridge can still be built. Isn't that what we're doing?" Victoria asked. Was that hope in her voice? 
 
    "It is, yes. But even that carries its own fear, I... fear," Yekaterina shook her head. 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "Because it means I would be setting up a new home." 
 
    "Is that so bad?" 
 
    "It means admitting that I'm not going back to the old one." 
 
    "Oh, I see." 
 
    "And it means getting close to people like you," Yekaterina said. 
 
    "People like me? I don't understand." 
 
    "I might get to know you and discover that I like you, then you might become my friends." 
 
    "You're speaking in riddles." 
 
    "Because it's easier than stating plainly that I don't think I could bear losing anyone else." Yekaterina looked at Victoria, the weight of the words plain in her eyes, as if it were pressing them further into her skull. She looked hollow, as if she were but a mere vessel for her ghosts. 
 
    "I lost more than my father and my home then. All of my friends were rounded up as well, the same as he was. I found them in those same woods, before the children. There was a... ditch, or a trench, and they were all there. Eyes open, staring up at me. They had names, and lives. Tatiana had just announced her engagement the week before. I saw her down there, her ring missing. Even in death she was beautiful. 
 
    "I had everything I could have wanted. Money, connections, stability. A career. Can you imagine? I had a future waiting for me, building on what my father and grandfather already had. Then the world went insane, and I lost it all. We had done nothing wrong, and yet we bore the blame and it was all taken away. So you see, if I allow myself to be comfortable here, there will be yet more to for me to lose. Again." Yekaterina's trembling fingers began fidgeting with one another, and she looked down at them as if they were moving without her. "To answer your question: I fear happiness, Victoria. Such is the state of our world, I fear happiness. If there is a god, I would dearly wish to ask how they could allow such a thing to come to pass." 
 
    Victoria didn't know what she could say in response to that, but if Yekaterina could brave every day in fear of happiness, Victoria could face the night in fear of her sadness. "Perhaps we should try to get some sleep. It's going to be a long trip tomorrow," she said. 
 
    "Are you going to be all right?" 
 
    "No. But I have to try. I can't run from sleep forever. Thank you for trusting me with your story." 
 
    "And you, as well." 
 
    "Good night." 
 
    "Good night." 
 
    When Victoria felt Yekaterina's weight lift from the bed, she rolled over, pulling her blankets up until they were tight under her nose. 
 
    But the moment she closed her eyes, the darkness took its revenge, and images from her nightmare surged into her mind with terrible strength.  
 
    The fire that raged in the crater that had been her home, watching the fire brigade pull a blackened corpse from its maw and not knowing if it was her mother or her father. The telegram that said William was never coming home, and that she was all alone. The final confirmation of the fates of those men she gave the feathers to, and knowing that their families had all gotten the same telegram she had. That Adam Stokeworth had been shot by his own comrades because he couldn't face what she had shamed him into doing. 
 
    Colette's eyes as her magic was severed from her. Those same eyes staring up at her from a lifeless corpse. A corpse that had been made that way by its own hand, rather than live a life without magic. The corpse that had been made that way because Victoria had done nothing to stop it.  
 
    The gunshot. The deafening, painful-beyond-reasoning gunshot fired by her own hand into her own head. 
 
    The dark, despicable part of her that said she should do it again. 
 
    Her mentor was dead, and she hadn't stopped it. The one who had taught her magic, the one who had encouraged her to meld it with modern science. Taught her how to spark a witchlight. The one who would have been prouder than anyone to see what she had become wasn't there to see it, because Victoria hadn't been strong enough to recognise her for who she was. 
 
    Fading eyes. 
 
    Dead eyes.  
 
    Kill yourself.  
 
    Victoria shuddered, and had to violently suppress the tears that threatened to burst from her. She tried so hard to be strong, to be the witch she knew she could be, but when night fell and she was alone with her thoughts, they became as dark as the world outside. If they finally allowed her to sleep, it was only so they could follow her and become even worse. 
 
    Helpless against the pain of her own memories, her hands curled into tight balls and she brought them to her face, pleading for the strength to overcome them. 
 
    It came in the form of a pale hand settling on her head, and soft, soothing words spoken by someone who had seen things as terrible as she had, and yet still somehow summoned the strength to help. 
 
    "I'm here, Victoria. You're safe." 
 
    A single spark flared into a tiny, guttering flame.  
 
    Just enough to keep the darkness at bay. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The rain continued to fall, a cloak of white noise that left nothing but what was contained within the four walls that Millie could see as her eyes slowly opened.  
 
    Elise was asleep with her hands clasped around Millie's left, leaving Mademoiselle de Maupin to lay between them, the pages folded awkwardly like it had been dropped where it was. Picking it up with her free hand, Millie stretched, her long legs poking her toes out into cold air from the end of the blankets, and reached over Elise to set the book on the bedside table.  
 
    It was Saturday, and the weather cocooned them where they lay, but Millie couldn't allow either of those things to stand in the way of what she had to do. Looking down at Elise's peaceful face, Millie reminded herself that it was the reason she had to get up.  
 
    Kissing Elise on the forehead, Millie extricated herself, sliding out the side of the covers to keep the warmth underneath them. Her housecoat still in her own room, she was already shivering by the time she got to the door, but paused to look back at the bed anyway.  
 
    Beatific in the repose of sleep, Elise lay with one arm stretched over the empty space Millie had just left. Seeing her that way, Millie was ashamed to admit how much of her wouldn't mind if Vickie was out another night. Though all they had done was sleep, it had felt wonderful, and right, to spend the whole night together. After having been made to feel wrong for so long, one night in the same bed as Elise did far more to soothe her restless frustration than bottling it all up and throwing it in a stranger's face ever could. 
 
    Before she could talk herself into sliding back under Elise's arm, however, Millie forced herself to turn her back and exit as quietly as she could. An extra pair of socks and her heavy housecoat later, Millie made her way down the stairs to the kitchen. Magic and exercise meant calories, and she was going to have to eat before she got her day started, as much as she might have wanted to spend the time wrapped up in Elise. 
 
    Swinging open the door, she found Svetlana already there, watching in fascination as flames licked across the bottom of the tea kettle. 
 
    Standing in the open doorway, it was too late to turn back. Millie's first steps were slow and hesitant, but the more of them she made, the more she decided that perhaps building a bridge beneath them was a better course than setting one alight this time. "Good morning," she said softly, so as not to startle someone with their head so close to an open flame. 
 
    "Good morning," Svetlana said, continuing to stare. 
 
    "Is that for tea?" Millie asked in what she hoped was a casual voice, reaching to 'her' shelf, the top shelf, for her mug. Though with Inga around, Millie wasn't the only one who could reach it anymore.  
 
    "For porridge. But you can make tea if you would like," said Svetlana, her eyes never wavering from the fire. 
 
    "Don't you drink tea?" Millie asked as she fumbled with her own. Life without tea in it was like not having air, or food: impossible. 
 
    Taking the lid off of the tin released the aromas that had been pent up inside, and she inhaled deeply. A strong Earl Grey, it was one of few plant-based things they had that hadn't been altered by Ivy. 
 
    "I used to," Svetlana said. 
 
    "What changed?" 
 
    "The flavours are too..." she thought for a moment, "...strong. I taste everything now." 
 
    "Too strong? Can't you make it weaker?" 
 
    "That tea you're making was grown near Bombay. I can taste the foulness that was in the irrigation water, and that the ones who picked it hadn't washed their hands." 
 
    Millie looked down at the brown, crumbled leaves. "You can?" 
 
    "Yes. But don't let me put you off. Boiling it makes it safe, if that concerns you." 
 
    Habit, and having drunk it for years without incident, moved Millie's hand and she went ahead with her preparations, albeit more slowly than usual. "What about the porridge?"  
 
    "I use lots of honey," Svetlana said with a wide grin. "Honey is sterile and keeps forever." 
 
    "Doesn't it taste like... bees?" In addition to all the cultural and linguistic differences, Millie realised there was going to have to be a lot more flexibility in her vocabulary when talking about magic.  
 
    "Bee vomit, more accurately," Svetlana said. 
 
    "Aye, that." More than just her vocabulary, then.  
 
    Svetlana shrugged. "It's a good taste." 
 
    "I suppose I can't argue with that. Where are the others?" 
 
    "Asleep." 
 
    "Do you always wake up early on Saturday?" 
 
    "I went my whole life without Saturday. It doesn't mean any more to me than any other day." 
 
    "That I can understand." Saturday being a day of rest was relatively new to Millie as well, but it was something she had gotten so used to so quickly, it was easy to forget how unusual it was.  
 
    "When the Tsar ruled, most people had no rest days at all. I have heard the Bolsheviks have tried a six-day work week, but I do not know. I hope the people are more happy with them." 
 
    Something in Svetlana's tone made Millie tread very carefully around the topic, and she searched desperately for a way onto another one. "So," she coughed, "have you found things here you like?" 
 
    "Oh, yes. Grass. The weather. Crumpets." 
 
    "Crumpets?" 
 
    "They're bread made of air. Do you know how?" 
 
    "I can't say that I do, no." 
 
    "Oh." Svetlana spooled a long, sticky string of honey onto her porridge, watching acutely as it folded into itself and spread across the gritty surface. She looked up just long enough to smile at Millie before turning her attention back down again. "You are very happy today." 
 
    Millie swallowed an entire mouthful of tea at once to keep from choking on it. "Why wouldn't I be?"  
 
    "You feel different from before." 
 
    Realising they were going to have to start inventing new words pretty soon to keep from accidentally killing each other over the dining room table, Millie set her tea down before she made the mistake of putting any more in her mouth. "I'm sorry, feel?" 
 
    "Do not be alarmed," Svetlana said, flicking her eyes back up again. "I can see it." 
 
    "See? My happiness?" 
 
    "Yes. It is yellow. You are very yellow this morning. You were not so yellow when we came, but it has been getting brighter lately." 
 
    If she could 'see' her happiness, what else could she 'see?' Did being in love have a colour? The idea that Millie would know enough to even ask that question was not something she had counted on with the arrival of new witches, and it was getting harder to resent them when they kept impressing her and forcing her to grow.  
 
    "I suppose it's because I have a purpose today," Millie said. "I like having a purpose." 
 
    "That must be it. You will train with Inga?" 
 
    Millie nodded, remembering how viscerally Vickie had reacted to having her thoughts spoken at her by this unassuming-looking witch, and Millie had to keep herself from doing the same. "How did you know?" 
 
    Svetlana licked an errant trail of bee vomit from her finger, her eyes working in her head as she took in everything that her senses told her about it. "She told me." 
 
    "Oh." Some of Millie's tension ebbed. "Yes, I will be." 
 
    "I'm glad. Inga needs a friend. Her size makes her lonely. People are frightened of her. Please be a good friend to her." 
 
    "I hadn't thought of us as being friends yet." 
 
    "You will be. You are often yellow, it means you have a good heart. Elise as well. It is easier to be comfortable here for us." 
 
    "And Victoria? What colour is she?" 
 
    "Black." 
 
    "I was afraid you would say that." Millie didn't need to ask what it meant. "Was she black that day in The Shed?" 
 
    "Yes," Svetlana said sadly. "I did not know she would be so upset. I saw so much hurt in her. She bears so much pain, I thought that if I told her plainly, she could perhaps address it, and begin to heal." 
 
    "You told her in front of everyone. She was ashamed," Millie said, trying to keep her voice as neutral as possible. Svetlana sounded so sincere in her reasoning, it was hard to be upset at her, but remembering Victoria's reaction made the words slow and artificial. 
 
    "I realise that now. I am sorry. I wanted to help her." 
 
    "I want to believe you, but it's Victoria you have to apologise to." 
 
    Svetlana nodded. "I will. But as her friend, please do not mistake what I did for intent to hurt her. My Manifest makes things... confusing." 
 
    "I'm beginning to understand. What about other colours?" 
 
    Svetlana brightened a bit. "Katya is white. She will help her." 
 
    "Help? They hate each other." 
 
    "Hate is red. Katya is white." 
 
    "She is that," Millie admitted. "What does white mean?" 
 
    "She has a good heart, too." 
 
    "I thought that was yellow." 
 
    "Yellow is happy." 
 
    "She has a good heart, but she's not yellow?" 
 
    "I have never seen Katya yellow. She has been black, and sometimes blue, but her natural colour is white. It's why I trust her. Perhaps that makes me too familiar." Svetlana cast her eyes down, as if she had remembered something she'd rather not have. "She does not like it when I call her Katya." 
 
    "Why not? What does it mean?" 
 
    "Katya is a short name, for those who are close to her. I am not, I suppose, but I feel it. I get confused about things like that. I sense much from people, and I feel I know them more than I actually do." 
 
    "A short name? Like a nickname?" 
 
    "Yes. Just as only you call Victoria Vickie. That is your nickname for her, is it not?" 
 
    Millie tried not to look surprised, but only half-succeeded, and her face contorted into a grimace. She'd never said 'Vickie' out loud in front of the Russians. Swallowing hard, she tried to force herself to shed the tension that suddenly sprang into her shoulders again. "Do you have one?" 
 
    "Sveta." 
 
    "That's pretty." 
 
    "Thank you. But there is a system, of sorts, for it. Not all Russian names shorten in that way. Like Inga." 
 
    It somehow seemed sadly appropriate that it didn't. That even in such a lovely custom as that, Inga had to stand apart from everyone else. Even her name worked against her integration into what was 'normal,' and Millie felt a pang of sympathy.  
 
    "Millie is short, yes?" Svetlana asked. 
 
    "Aye. It's short for Millicent." 
 
    "Millicent," Svetlana said, trying it out for the first time. Her smile broke out again. "Thousand hundred," she said proudly. 
 
    "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "Milli- and -cent. Thousand hundred. Is that not correct?" 
 
    "Actually, it's an old Germanic name," Millie said, trying not to smile at Svetlana's endearing effort, "I was told means 'work' and 'strength.' I was born after three brothers, and my parents wanted me to know the lay of the land as soon as possible." Though they had never said it so plainly, they had made it a point to tell her what her name meant, helped by the fact she was the only one who hadn't gotten a name from the Bible. Hers had had a point to make.  
 
    "Ah. Well, that is much better," Svetlana said. "A good name for you." 
 
    "What about Svetlana?" Millie asked, once again needing to deflect from just why Svetlana would feel confidence in such a statement. 
 
    "It means 'light,' or 'pure.'" 
 
    "That's a good name, too." Though Millie was only now getting to know her, it was hard to imagine her even lying, let alone anything worse.  
 
    Looking up from her half-finished porridge, Svetlana's eyes shifted, the pupils shrinking to tiny pinpricks, and Millie involuntarily recoiled. The tiny gold filaments began sewing themselves across the mossy green irises, lengthening as they went, weaving twin gilt tapestries as her eyes lost focus. It was simultaneously hideous and beautiful, combining with Svetlana's sudden intensity to make them enrapturing. Is this what Vickie had seen?  
 
    "You will need your strength, Millie. Your work will be tireless, but not thankless. There are no charts for your path, but you will have many guides." Below her bizarre, piercing gaze, Svetlana's smile was normal, and very pleased. "Your strongest muscle is your heart." 
 
    It was very difficult to hold Svetlana's eyes, but Millie knew she had to. For Svetlana's sake, she couldn't look away, or treat her like she was a freak. Though Millie could understand how Vickie had felt, and even felt some of it herself, the set of Svetlana's features were not those of someone enjoying what she was doing. She may have been happy with the words coming out of her mouth, but it was becoming clear she didn't enjoy having to say them. 
 
    "How do you know that?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Our Manifests are not accidental. We each have our role, and we must all fulfil them in order for EVE to succeed. There is a reason we were brought together." 
 
    Millie knew her role. She understood that already, it was why she was going to start training with Inga in the first place. But it hadn't been easy to accept, until she'd Manifested. That was the moment she'd realised who she was, and what she had to do going forward. But she'd only thought in the context of Elise and Vickie. Protecting them was second nature, but she'd never gone through with thinking ahead, of needing to use her gifts for others, even after EVE started. Now, sitting across from a woman that, no matter how powerful her senses, would not be able to defend herself any better than Elise could, it dawned on Millie her true purpose.  
 
    A whole new layer of responsibility fell uncomfortably onto her shoulders, and they drooped unconsciously. 
 
    "Do not despair, Millie. Your name is true. You could not have any other. Your heart is large enough for all of us, have no doubt." 
 
    "You barely know me." 
 
    "As I barely know Katya. As I barely know Inga. But I trust them. And I trust you. When your strength is called upon, I know you will share it. As people, we may still be strangers, but as witches, we are sisters. And like long-lost sisters, we will come together, but our bond is stronger than blood." 
 
    Millie jerked her eyes away then, looking down to see her hands trembling around her mug. Without warning, Svetlana's words conjured in Millie memories of her mother, and just how tenuous a bond blood had proven to be.  
 
    "All my sons are dead, and all I have now is a twisted, sinful girl who will never give me grandchildren. The Lord couldn't see fit to bring one of my boys home, but left me you. I can only imagine the sin of suffering you to live is why I must be forced to endure it." 
 
    Gritting her teeth to the point of pain, Millie bore down on the last words her mother had ever said to her and tried to shove them back into the deep, lightless place they had escaped from. 
 
   
  
 

 "She can't hurt you anymore, Millie," she said. 
 
    So had Svetlana. 
 
    Only Millie looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya was lonely. That was the dirty little truth lying at the heart of everything she had said and done since her arrival in England. All of the defences she'd so carefully arrayed against the outside world, against more pain, had only served to trap it and keep it within her to fester, just as Svetlana had said. 
 
    Now the only pain was in her abdomen. She was sore all over, like she'd been in a fight, but she had managed to walk to the train station under her own power. Weak, but better, the rocking of the train should have put her to sleep already, but her thoughts were buzzing around her head too quickly for her to catch one, yet she kept chasing them. 
 
    Across from her, Victoria was fast asleep, her face peaceful as it hadn't been the night before. She'd twitched and whimpered, but hadn't cried out again, but even that had rent Katya's heart, keeping her awake as she sat ready to reassure Victoria that everything was all right. 
 
    In such peaceful repose, Katya looked at her in the light of what, from now on, would be a very different day. Now that she knew what lay underneath Victoria's perfectly normal features, it was hard to see them as such anymore. Something extraordinary lurked beneath them, but with it was an extraordinary darkness.  
 
    How could Katya enforce her own emotional exile in the face of something like that? She was ashamed to admit that it had taken something as drastic as Victoria tearing herself apart to finally break through, when Svetlana had all but told her to her face she was being an idiot. They were all dealing with pain in their own ways, and Katya's attempt to deal with her own was only causing more in others. And in herself.  
 
    She'd known. She'd done nothing but chastise herself for how she was acting, but had continued anyway; barrelling on in the wrong direction knowingly, unwilling to change her behaviour until the one-two punch of last night, when she'd had her stupidity flushed out of her with everything else she'd sickened herself with. 
 
    Last night had been a purging, she realised. The last of old Katya had been painfully wrung out of her, leaving only a clean, blank one behind. But what did that mean? Who was this new Katya? She could be anyone, and it was up to her to decide.  
 
    Without brothers or sisters, and with a mother that had died when she was still relatively young, the only two constants in Katya's life before her exile were her father and grandmother, and they had pulled her in opposite directions from the day she was born. The expectations and rewards of her father, the secret fulfilment of her grandmother, but Katya had had no one to share either with.  
 
    The children of her father's associates had no interest in the actual business, just the money that came from it, especially the girls. They all had brothers or husbands that were expected to handle the business part. They had wanted Katya to play the spoiled daughter with them, and she hadn't been able to, there was too much to learn, too much to observe. 
 
    Just marry someone who take care of all of that, Katya, her friends had said, as if she would just hand over everything her family had built to someone else. Not a single potential suitor they had come up with had been willing to even be an equal partner, let alone subservient to her. She'd waited and waited for the right one, until it was too late and it didn't matter anymore.  
 
    Now that was a traitorously liberating thought: it didn't matter anymore. There was not a man in the world who could do what she could, and she would never have any pressure to give her gifts over to anyone. They were hers, and hers alone. 
 
    Except they weren't. 
 
    She had almost a dozen other witches to share that joy with now, and what had she done? Walled herself off from them, shut them out. It should have been a joyous time, perhaps the most of her entire life, and she'd gone and made herself miserable instead. 
 
    Such clarity after a single night. Katya smiled at the thought, and in that moment, she knew she could never don her armour again. She had parted it for Victoria, and she had slipped through to imbed herself thoroughly in Katya's heart. She had seen the real Katya, and she found herself grateful for it. As much as Victoria needed someone, anyone to help ease her pain, the truth was that Katya needed Victoria almost as much. 
 
    Longstown wasn't an end, it was a beginning. Katya was done running, physically and emotionally. She had to learn to trust again, and to be trusted. She knew how much it had cost Victoria to admit what she had, and Katya had to prove herself a worthy steward of that knowledge.  
 
    Though they'd probably botched the task that they'd been sent to do, they had succeeded at something entirely different without having a plan to do so, or even known that they'd needed to do it.  
 
    Telling the Longs would be difficult, and there was no way to know how they would respond. But outside of that, Katya looked forward to what awaited her when they got back.  
 
    Besides Victoria, there were five other witches she barely knew in that house, all of whom she had a great deal of bridge-building to do towards, to say nothing of her fellow Russians.  
 
    Even to them, for all they had in common, the armour had been a defence against pain, but it had also become one against joy. Pain was a risk that came with joy, and she had to be willing to experience one if she was ever going to have the other.  
 
    As her armour melted away, she could begin to once again look upon the faces of the ones she had tried to forget, and remember why it had been so hard to say good-bye to them in the first place. The happiness she had felt, the excitement, the good that had come with her friends and family, and not just the circumstances of their end. 
 
    And even as she said hello to them again, she had to say good-bye, but this time a proper good-bye. Not the slamming of a door, but a fond farewell, and a thank you for making her for who she was.  
 
    Tatiana, for teaching me to laugh. 
 
    Natasha, for teaching me music and to dance. 
 
    Maria, for teaching me to listen. 
 
    Mother, for showing me what it is to be brave. 
 
    Father, for making me strong, and always making sure I was the most important thing, even without Mother there to help you. 
 
    And my beloved babushka, for teaching me who I really am, even if it took me this long to actually understand it. 
 
    Though Katya's past began to slip away from raw emotion into the greater whole of her memory, when she looked at Victoria, she was no longer afraid of the future. 
 
    Her grandmother had spoken of the old days, long past, when witches referred to each other as sisters. The great sisterhood of witches that spanned from Britain across all of Europe and into the eastern wastes of Siberia. Divided by language and culture, but united by their nature, their knowledge, and the Talent. 
 
    Could Katya have a part in rebuilding that? 
 
    Eleven witches was a good place to start, at the very least. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The inside of The Shed was unusually cold as Millie stood in the centre, watching her own breath escape her in a stream of vapour. Still shaken by her conversation with Svetlana, she hoped that it would be the only thing escaping her that morning. 
 
    Daylight suddenly split the nearest wall, and Inga ducked in through the door. Passing through the frame, it lent a sense of scale to her that made her look even more massive than she did up close. If she'd demanded the big doors be opened instead, Millie wasn't sure that anyone would bother asking why. 
 
    Inga was dressed in trousers and a buttonless short-sleeved shirt that left the cords of muscle in her arms bare to the elements, as did her fingerless gloves. Nearly everything she wore left some part of her open to the world, as if the weather was of no consideration.  
 
    Then it dawned on Millie that it also left her with more freedom of movement, and shuffled off her jacket. 
 
    "Good morning," Millie ventured when Inga was close enough. 
 
    Inga's response was to start running. 
 
    Falling back into a ready pose she'd often used with Niamh, Millie braced on her back foot, her scales coming to life on their own as Inga bore down on her with a speed that should not have been possible at her size. 
 
    Without slowing down, she plowed into Millie with her shoulder, driving them both to the ground and emptying Millie's lungs in a single, explosive wheeze.  
 
    Inga was back on her feet in seconds, but Millie stayed down. 
 
    Her mouth worked open and closed, her eyes wide and searching as her chest burned with the need for air that her lungs refused to draw in. She quickly began to panic, a helpless passenger in a body that refused to obey the most basic of commands. 
 
    Breathe! she shouted in her head. 
 
    A sudden spasm, and she was able to take a single, shuddering breath. 
 
    Rolling onto her side, she slapped the concrete a few times in an effort to shock her body into taking the next one. 
 
    In a only a few heartbeats of training, Inga was already standing over her, and Millie was writhing on the ground, unable to breathe. By the time she was able to do so normally again, she was sweating and shaking, staring up at the Valkyrie who had stolen the breath right out of her. 
 
    Inga was looking down, waiting. Millie supposed someone with infinite stamina must have the patience to match. But whatever she had been waiting for, Inga must have gotten, as she thrust a huge hand downward. When Millie reached up to take it, she was yanked to her feet with an effortlessness that was almost as frightening as having the wind knocked out of her. 
 
    "Why you fall?" Inga asked. 
 
    As her lungs were still remembering how to function, all Millie got out was "Wha-?" 
 
    "You no move." 
 
    "I..." Millie took in another gulp of air. "I was surprised," she managed. 
 
    "Death always surprise." 
 
    "I thought... we were training." 
 
    "Training, yes. In real life, you remember training. In training, you die. You remember, yes?" 
 
    "That I don't want that to happen again?" 
 
    Inga nodded. 
 
    "I'll not forget." 
 
    "Good. Now remember breathing," Inga said with a smile. 
 
    The next time Inga rushed her, Millie was ready, and used her superior speed to dodge to one side. 
 
    "Good!" Inga said. "Now I come back. You stop me." 
 
    Stopping bullets had been easier. Millie's scales meant nothing when the bullet was the size of a bear; she might as well have been trying to stop a battleship.  
 
    "How you stop tank?" Inga asked, pulling Millie to her feet for the fifth time.  
 
    "You don't, as far as I know. That's why they're tanks." 
 
    Inga laughed, a big barrel of a sound Millie had never heard before. "You stop tank. Attack weak place." Inga slapped her knees, but if Millie had had her eyes closed, she would have said concrete. 
 
    "I did! You pulled me in and broke two of my ribs." 
 
    "Don't grab. Tank take you. Dig hole, tank fall in." 
 
    Millie looked down at the concrete dubiously. 
 
    "No, no," Inga said, and lightly tapped her foot against the front of Millie's shin, before firmly pressing against her ankle. Then she mimed a tree falling with her arms. 
 
    "I should trip you?" 
 
    "Da. Yes." 
 
    "That doesn't seem fair." 
 
    "War not fair. Win or die." 
 
    When entire generations were chewed up and spit out as their nations were destroyed, leaving people like Elise with nowhere to return to even if France technically 'won,' Millie wasn't sure she could agree completely, but she understood the sentiment, and nodded. 
 
    This time, when Inga rushed at her, Millie not only dodged out of the way, she slung her scales at Inga's feet, detaching them the instant she pitched forward, spilling the huge Russian into a rolling dervish that allowed Millie a smile that lasted the split-second it took for Inga to pop back up again. 
 
    Several repetitions later, and they were both sweating and smiling when Svetlana came in bearing a pair of canteens full of water.  
 
    "Why you fight?" Inga asked, draining hers all at once. 
 
    "To protect us. People have always wanted to hurt witches, and I don't think we'll be any different, once they find out about us." 
 
    "Victoria very strong." 
 
    "Aye, but not in the right way. And I don't want her to have blood on her hands when I can do it instead. I know my path for us, for EVE." 
 
    "Inga too," she said with a note of melancholy.  
 
    Millie looked up at the towering Russian, something she never thought she would ever do to another woman, and considered the lines on her face, the stoicism that made her dark eyes so disconcerting. But in them, Millie saw traces of what she saw in her own eyes when she looked in the mirror. Whatever EVE's ultimate destination, it was clear that they would be taking the journey side-by-side.  
 
    "So we should probably learn to work together, eh?" Millie said. 
 
    Inga nodded. "Our job." 
 
    Svetlana looked between them and smiled. "I am happy to see you getting along," she said. 
 
    "She's very convincing," Millie said.  
 
    Inga looked to Svetlana, who translated.  
 
    "She says that in the army, they never had time to take it slowly. You had to learn quickly." 
 
    Millie stared up at Inga. "You were a soldier?" It made so much sense, and yet none at all. There were no female soldiers. 
 
    "Yes," Inga said. There was no pride in her voice, just a simple statement of fact. "All girls." 
 
    "What? Russia had female soldiers," Millie said. It wasn't a question so much as a desperate request for confirmation she was hearing correctly what she was being told. 
 
    "One battle," Inga said. "Very hard." Her black eyes looked down and away, and Millie knew exactly what kind of 'very hard' she meant. 
 
    "Just getting in was brutal," Svetlana supplied. "They had very high standards." 
 
    "I can imagine," Millie said. "Did you... kill people? Germans?"  
 
    Inga looked straight down into Millie's eyes. "Yes. Protect my home. Men not go anymore." 
 
    "One of the biggest factors in the revolution was the war. The waste of life. Soldiers were refusing to fight, so the government put together units of women to motivate them. To shame them," Svetlana said. 
 
    We handed out white feathers to shame them, but the Russians would have just put a gun in Vickie's hand, instead. It was beyond belief. "Did it work?" Millie asked, knowing the answer, since the Tsar and his entire family were dead. 
 
    "When they came back, 20 of them were hanged by the male soldiers for continuing the war. And for shaming them in the process," Svetlana said, looking up at Inga sadly. "They were branded as traitors to the cause of peace for being brave enough to go to war." 
 
    Inga nodded. "Not my home now." 
 
    Shock kept Millie from reacting, even breathing. Those soldiers were so desperate for the war to be over they hanged their own for continuing the fight? It turned Millie's insides to water. It had gone from the most inspirational thing Millie had ever heard to one of the most tragic in only a few seconds. 
 
    Executed for bravery. Millie had thought herself done with being surprised by the horrors that had gone on during the war, yet here was one more. 
 
    Of all the reasons Millie feared for violence against them, she shouldn't have been surprised at this one. It was, in a way, exactly what she feared. Taking things into their own hands was going to be looked down upon no matter what they did, other than go into hiding, like every other witch had. And maybe that was safer, and more prudent, but it wasn't right. Inga and her fellow female soldiers were braver and stronger than Millie would ever hope to be, but had survived actual combat only to be murdered after they got home.  
 
    It didn't matter what they did, Millie realised. Selene and Ivy had been completely peaceful, yet they'd been rounded up, tortured and nearly executed. Inga had gone to war, only to be nearly executed. There was no right answer.  
 
    Except to do what's right, Millie thought. If the consequences were coming anyway, they could leave something positive behind. 
 
    "Inga, I'm sorry. I had no idea what you've been through." 
 
    "Thank you. Millie strong, too. Good partner." Inga held out her hand. 
 
    Millie took it. Seeing her own hand dwarfed by Inga's, she no longer thought of them as the size of a bear's. They were the size of her heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting down on the edge of the bed in a LAC infirmary examination room, Katya took in the antiseptic, sterile smell of the immaculately-clean sheets and countertops. There wasn't so much as a speck of dust anywhere, and even the flowers were arranged perfectly in their vase. 
 
    Even though she felt better, she knew she couldn't ignore what had happened last night. If she did, it could happen again, and she would give anything to avoid that. It had been crippling, not just embarrassing. After being sick, she had managed to keep her wits together, and Victoria's nightmare had been sobering, but after so little sleep and such chaotic, unsettling emotional swings, Katya knew she needed actual medical advice. 
 
    It was intimidating. She'd never seen a doctor in either her second or third language, and she suddenly felt anxious about it. Business, magic, she was comfortable in those topics. But when it came to her own health, she rued not studying medical English or French more. For something so important, it was quite the oversight, she chided herself.  
 
    But sooner than Katya had expected, the door opened and Elise walked through. 
 
    In her uniform, her hair pinned up under her white hat, and carrying a clipboard, she looked completely different. She carried herself differently, as well. The witch that Katya saw around the residence was no longer in evidence, and it was clearly Nurse Cotillard who had swept into the room. 
 
    "What seems to be the problem, Miss Gurevich?" Elise asked as she closed the door. Once it was shut and locked, she turned back. "Are you all right, Yekaterina?" 
 
    "I don't know," Katya said in French. 
 
    While the rest of Elise's features relaxed at the sound of her mother tongue, her eyes kept their concern. "What do you mean? Did something happen in London?" 
 
    "I got very sick. I..." Katya flushed red in embarrassment. "I'm sorry, I don't actually know how to say it in French." 
 
    Elise didn't smile, but her eyes were reassuring. "That's all right. Use English," she said. 
 
    Katya gratefully switched to English, and described what had happened. "Is it serious?" 
 
    Walking back to the door, Elise drew the shade and set her clipboard down on the counter. Setting a glowing hand on Katya's neck, she closed her eyes. 
 
    This time, Katya didn't feel anything. In The Shed, the surge of Elise's magic had been much more obvious, like what she imagined being mildly electrocuted would feel like. Now, it was just the warmth of her fingers. 
 
    "I should have said something before," Elise said when she re-opened her eyes. 
 
    "What?" Katya asked, her heart racing to get out ahead of the answer. 
 
    "You are still malnourished," Elise said. "Though you have been eating while here, it is simple food. Eating so much rich food last night, combined with alcohol and stress, made you sick. Your body had forgotten how to deal with it." 
 
    "What?" Katya repeated. That didn't make any sense. You don't just... forget how to eat. Do you? 
 
    "I read of the food shortages in Russia during the war. When was the last time you ate like you did last night?" Elise made a few marks on her clipboard. 
 
    Katya hung her head. Not just for herself, she was ashamed for her country to have to admit it. "Three years ago." 
 
    But Elise kept her cool, professional demeanour and made another mark. "It is not only you," she said. "The war stole from the mouths of everyone." 
 
    On a visceral level, Katya knew it was true. She'd seen it. But to admit that it had started while she was still safe in St. Petersburg hurt in a way she hadn't prepared for. It's why revolutions happen, she told herself. 
 
    "But after a period of starving, the body must re-adjust to having food again. The instinct is to eat as much as possible, but it is dangerous. I should have helped you more in The Shed, I am sorry." 
 
    Katya looked up. "Don't be. You didn't know how I would react. You made the right choice." 
 
    "I could have said something in private," Elise said. "It is my job." 
 
    "No," Katya said, shaking her head. "I gave you no reason to want to help me after how I acted to Victoria. I didn't earn it." 
 
    Elise considered her. "I am a nurse, Yekaterina. No-one has to earn my help." 
 
    "I didn't mean to offend you, I'm sorry." 
 
    "I am not offended. You are being honest. I guess you said something similar to Victoria?" 
 
    "Yes," Katya said. "We had a long talk last night." 
 
    This brightened Elise considerably, and the witch peeked out through the nurse's eyes. "I am very happy to hear that." 
 
    "We're making up," Katya said. "She told me... a lot." 
 
    "Good. Victoria... needs help," Elise said. Katya didn't need elaboration. "She and Millie are my Coven. My life. All I ask it that you be honest with her, and us." 
 
    Katya looked down at her emaciated hands. "I will." 
 
    "Good. I... cannot help Victoria the way she needs. If you can help her, I would be very grateful." 
 
    "I will try. And I'm sorry I ever gave you reason to think otherwise." 
 
    Elise nodded in appreciation. "As for you, please have a nap this afternoon, and avoid heavy foods. I will give you a list of what you should eat for now." 
 
    "Thank you, Elise." 
 
    "You are welcome." 
 
    The warmth in Elise's voice told Katya she meant it in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    After her prescribed nap, Katya felt refreshed, and strong enough to face both the truth that Elise had laid out to her, and the one she had dug up from within herself.  
 
    For the first time since the before revolution, Katya stood before her mirror and took in what she saw.  
 
    She was gaunt, her ribs clearly visible beneath her skin. Turning, she pulled her hair aside to see her spine was a clear chain of prominent nodules running all the way from the base of her skull to her waist, hemmed in by the perfect outline of sharp shoulder blades. Her hips were practically pointed, her legs, when she looked at them from the side, made her wonder how they could even support her. 
 
    It was better, she knew. Her fingers, her arms, she was putting on weight, but seeing herself in total in such a transformed state, it was hard to believe. This is what she had become. The only daughter of a well-to-do merchant, fawned over and never wanting for anything, reduced to the wastrel before her, to the point eating was dangerous.  
 
    It was precisely why it had been nearly three years since the last time. Mirrors were for putting on make-up and taming her hair, and nothing more. Standing before herself wearing nothing more than sunlight was something she had consciously avoided, to avoid confirming what her body had been telling her was true, and the shame that came with it. 
 
    The malnutrition, the endless walking, poor sleep, constant fear, and the cold had exacted their toll. The physical, visible effects on her body were like a record of all that had happened to her since the last time she'd looked upon herself like this. 
 
    But more than any of that, it was her captivity that made looking at herself the hardest. There was the shame of starvation and privation, but more so, with nothing to hide, even from herself, was the shame of what had been done to her. Taken from her. It was the first time Katya had looked at herself this way since, but she wasn't the last person to have seen it.  
 
    Hunger, fatigue and cold were nothing compared to pain, helplessness and humiliation. It was those memories that made her put her dressing gown back on and fall into her chair.  
 
    Every morning, she looked at her own face to apply her black mask. She told herself it was to hide her sunken eyes, and maybe it was. Eventually. But now, in light of the revelations of the last 24 hours, she could admit that it had really been so that she could stand to look at herself. 
 
    Victoria was the first person Katya had been able to mention her captivity to without breaking down, and only now, looking at herself in a completely raw state, did she remember that she'd even done it. It had been a confession, just as much as Victoria's had. 
 
    It was real, and had happened to her. 
 
    The horrors she had endured as the price for her life had taken their toll as well, and Katya forced herself to look into her own eyes. To hold the gaze of the one who had made that bargain, only to take the most extreme action possible when she’d come to think it a mistake. 
 
    A throbbing began in her left arm, and she gently placed her right hand over the wrist to soothe it. That was part of her, too. 
 
    The woman staring back at her with those ice-blue eyes was the sum total of the memories and experiences swirling within the mind behind them. Everything those eyes had seen were still in that mind, burned there forever. They were who she was. 
 
    Or had been. 
 
    No more. She was a different person now.  
 
    On the train, it had been simple to decide that that was true, but now, looking herself in the eye, she knew it. To stay as she was was to let others dictate her own identity to her, and that was something she could no longer allow.  
 
    The woman in the mirror was Yekaterina Konstantinovna Gurevich; refugee. Exile. Victim.  
 
    The woman staring at her was Yekaterina Konstantinovna Gurevich; witch. Immigrant. Survivor. 
 
    She was the total of her experiences and her memories, but also her choices. And who she would be when she stepped out of this room was also a choice. 
 
    Standing once more, she let her dressing gown fall away, and she looked at herself again. Really looked. She appeared this way for specific, terrible reasons, and she had to admit it before she could do anything about it.  
 
    This shape was the result of what had happened to her, but the shape she took from this moment on would be the one she wanted. This time, this place, the people around her, they were an opportunity to forge that shape. Last night, she had felt the world hammering her back into the old one she thought she had been rid of, but looking at herself now, she knew it was really the shape she had been holding all along. 
 
    She had been abused. Broken. Starved. Violated. Changed. 
 
    Well she would change again. She was a witch of fire, and like the phoenix, she would return from the ashes brighter and stronger. 
 
    She looked over at her wardrobe, the long white coat hanging there like a ghost. The armour to hide her true shape.  
 
    Black mascara and eyeliner sat before the mirror, so much of it already gone. The mask to hide her true face. 
 
    Today would be the day she donned neither. Without her armour and without her mask, she would greet the world as the actual Yekaterina Gurevich. She would appear as she truly was before the others and leave them to judge what they saw. For herself as much as them, she owed them the chance to decide for themselves, rather than being dictated what they should think. 
 
    Let them see me, Katya decided. It's who she was. It's what life had done to her, and if she was no longer going to hide who she was, then that meant sharing all of her, good and bad. Vulnerability had a power of its own.  
 
    Feeling Victoria twitch and tremor in her sleep had been the ultimate in vulnerability. It wasn't possible to feign anything in the depths of sleep, and what Katya had felt, combined with the nightmares, had left her with the burning remnants of shame still stuck to her.  
 
    She'd seen Victoria at her weakest, her most honest. What had they seen of her? A fabrication. A lie. 
 
    What had Katya seen of herself? A fabrication. A lie. 
 
    Who was she to hide anymore?  
 
      
 
    "King." Millie threw her card on top of Inga's jack. "I win again!" Sweeping up the pile of cards, she began to shuffle them once more. War was the simplest game Millie knew how to explain, as Svetlana was out with Ivy in her greenhouse. 
 
    "Next time we play Russian game," Inga said. 
 
    "Complete chance. No fooling," Millie said, crossing her heart. As she flicked cards between them, Inga took a long draught of Ivy's infamous black tea. 
 
    "And your heart isn't about to explode?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Good for heart. Remember I am alive," Inga said with a cheerful thump on her chest. 
 
    Millie smiled, but shook her head. "Not for long, the way you drink it." 
 
    Inga laughed, and Millie would have sworn the windows rattled. Suddenly, Inga's black eyes flicked up and she jutted her chiseled chin up the stairs. "She is awake." 
 
    Expecting to see Vickie, Millie turned to see a woman with white hair descending the stairs instead, one exposed hand sliding along the bannister. She wore a dress of blue shot with gold, a matching shawl draped over her thin shoulders. She wore no make-up, her blue eyes no longer peering out from behind thick rings of black. Without her gloves, it was plain how thin her fingers were, long and skeletal as they glided over the polished wood. 
 
    Whoever this was, it wasn't Yekaterina anymore.  
 
    "Good afternoon," the spectre said warmly as she lowered herself from the last stair to stand in un-stockinged feet that revealed ankles Millie could have encircled with her fingers entirely. 
 
    "Uh... good afternoon," Millie responded after what she knew instinctively to be a hair too long. What had happened on that trip? "Is everything all right? Do you need a heal- er, doctor?"  
 
    Yekaterina seemed smaller, and not just physically. No longer the intimidating ice queen that had blown in from the frozen east, this was someone different. Though her features were sharper, the woman herself was softer.  
 
    "No, thank you. I just wanted to ask you a question." 
 
    But they were interrupted before she could. 
 
    "Katya!" Svetlana exclaimed as she appeared from nowhere. "You're back!" Bounding across the dining room, she gave Yekaterina an assessing look up and down and nodded. "Truly back." 
 
    "Yes," Yekaterina said. "And I would like to ask you and Inga the same question I wanted to ask Millie. The same one I asked Victoria last night." 
 
    Millie shared a look with the other two Russians, but neither seemed ready to guess just what it could be. 
 
    "I have been unfair to all of you, especially you," Yekaterina said, gesturing between Svetlana and Inga. "Everything we faced together, and I kept you at a distance you didn't deserve. You've been nothing but warm to me, and I repaid you coldly." 
 
    "I always knew the truth. Pain makes us not ourselves," Svetlana said. "I am happy that you realised it." 
 
    "You told me. Soon after we came here, you told me the truth, but I had to find it myself to accept it. I'm sorry." 
 
    The truth, Millie thought. She'd shown Yekaterina the truth, too. 
 
    "Inga, you saved my life more than once. I took you for granted, and didn't even attempt to repay you," Svetlana translated as Yekaterina spoke in Russian. 
 
    Inga said something in response that made Yekaterina blush and look down before she nodded, and admitted that what Inga had said was true. Svetlana said that it was between them, and didn't need to translate it. 
 
    "And Millie. I have been cold to you, as well. But, as with these two, it was only in a selfish bid to protect myself, and I am sorry. I would ask all of you for a second chance. I want EVE to succeed as much as you do, and it cannot do so if we are not honest with one another. I came into your home and lied to you. I apologise." 
 
    "Well, I appreciate that. It's not easy to admit you were wrong. You and Vickie have made up, then?" 
 
    "We're on the way. She's very interesting when you get to know her." 
 
    "Ha! Good word for it," Millie said. 
 
    But Yekaterina turned to Svetlana and began speaking in Russian. 
 
      
 
    "Those things you told Victoria in the hangar are all true, aren't they?" Katya asked, still unwilling to look Svetlana in the eye. She was willing to be honest, but the spectre of having it ripped out of her regardless of whether or not she wanted it to be still loomed too large in her thoughts. 
 
    "Yes. You saw it, too?" 
 
    "She told me some of the reasons, but I think it's mostly that she is very lonely. I thought the others would be good friends to her," Katya said, flicking a suspicious eye to Millie. Elise had said it was hard for her, and with the language difference, it was understandable that it would be difficult to act as a counsellor. What was Millie's excuse? 
 
    "They are, but they do not understand her as you do," Svetlana said. "They are already complete, while she, like you, is rebuilding herself. Did I not tell you this place can help you mend?" 
 
    "I don't understand. They all lost their families as well, why do you say they don't understand her?" 
 
    "Because Victoria lost more than her family. She lost herself, as you did," Svetlana said, as if Katya should have realised that for herself. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You know what I mean," Svetlana said, sounding hurt that Katya would even ask. "I don't lie, and I don't guess. Please don't pretend otherwise." 
 
    Katya braved a look into Svetlana's eyes then, but they didn't change. They were open and honest, and it was clear that that was all Svetlana wanted in return. Katya would just have to get used to the fact that she had never been anything else. "Just... let me keep a few secrets, will you?" 
 
    "Then don't think them so loud," Svetlana said with the smile of a teacher who had finally gotten through to a particularly difficult student.  
 
    While Katya may have been a slow learner, she took some pride in the fact that, once she had learned, she didn't easily forget. 
 
    Now, she just had to prove it. 
 
      
 
    Victoria trod the floor of the Longs' study, and in stark contrast to the last time, wasn't overawed or distracted by all the books, the myriad secrets on the walls, or the materials used in building the house. This time, it was the Longs themselves that had her attention, and a new kind of respect. 
 
    "You booked us a single room on purpose," she said. If she'd figured it out any earlier, she would have marched in here and sprayed it all over their desks in indignation and anger. Now, with a very different Yekaterina beside her, she stood before them in wonder. "You knew." 
 
    "No, we hoped," Ophelia said. "We read this morning's paper with a keen eye out for any news that your hotel may have inexplicably burned down, but when we found it hadn't, we were able to relax somewhat."  
 
    "That was a big risk," Victoria said. 
 
    "Everything we do is a big risk," Eustacia said pointedly. "We trusted you to act as intelligent adults, even if we had to knock your heads together to get you to do it. Ophelia can joke, but the two of you together are powerful enough to raze half the country, and your animosity needed to be excised. If you'd talked it out or killed each other, either way the problem would have been solved." 
 
    "Anyway, it was Selene's idea," Ophelia said with an impish smile. "The question is, did it work?" 
 
    "I believe so," Yekaterina said. "I learned a lot." 
 
    Victoria nodded. "As did I." 
 
    "Good. One less problem to worry about," Eustacia said. "How did it go otherwise?" 
 
    With a look to Yekaterina, Victoria told them, and didn't varnish her own behaviour.  
 
    When she was done, Eustacia threw her arms behind her head and reclined as far as her chair would allow. "About as good as we could have expected," she said. 
 
    Victoria's jaw hit the floor. "What?" 
 
    Ophelia pointed to Yekaterina. "Carrot." She swung over to Victoria. "Stick." 
 
    "Anyone who would be put off by either of you was never going to invest in a company run by someone who would send you." 
 
    "You knew I would act like that?" Victoria asked in stunned disbelief. 
 
    "Of course not. But if anyone would, it was going to be you. You're bull-headed, but rational. I'm sure you made a well-reasoned case, even if they didn't want to hear it. Millie would have punched one of them, and Elise would have sat there and taken it from the beginning." 
 
    "Those are all witches," Yekaterina said. "You employ over 800 people that aren't. Why not send them?" 
 
    "Because we needed to know how you would react. EVE isn't going to be playing at home forever. We needed to know we could trust you out in the wild without Victoria throwing buildings around, or you burning them down." 
 
    "It was a test?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "That's a bit harsh, but English lacks a better word for it, I suppose," Eustacia said. "We needed to know we could trust you to keep your magic in check while under stress and getting the job done." 
 
    "I don't know that we did," Yekaterina said.  
 
    "That remains to be seen. We haven't gotten any angry telegrams yet, and it's been a whole day." 
 
    "It's Saturday." 
 
    "The upper class don't know what weekends are, so I wouldn't make it a consideration," Ophelia said. "Besides, the Circus will be the time they actually decide. No-one has done anything like it before, and they won't want to burn the bridge to get here before their curiosity drags them across it." 
 
    "Which means we will continue to need your help," Eustacia said. "Whoever comes, we'd like you to continue your work." 
 
    Victoria looked to Yekaterina and back. "Is that such a good idea?" 
 
    "If they come, it means it wasn't as bad as you imagined," Ophelia said. "And having anyone else do it would look bad. But you needn't worry, the show will do the selling. We're giving them free reign to poke about, see things for themselves. We just want you to say your hellos, make them feel welcome, that sort of thing." 
 
    "Consider it a second chance," Eustacia said.  
 
    After a few more details and a dismissal with the Longs' full support, Victoria staggered out into the hall, still in disbelief as to what had just transpired. "I can't believe they did that." 
 
    "I can. They're very clever," Yekaterina said. "I should have seen it coming. Hotels like that don't make mistakes. Not if they want to keep charging those prices," she finished under her breath. 
 
    Victoria looked over at Yekaterina after the metamorphosis she'd undergone in the few short hours since they'd returned. Without make-up and draped in vibrant colours, she looked more human than she ever had before. The warmth in her voice also went a long way towards that end.  
 
    It made Victoria feel more human, as well. "You look much better," she said. 
 
    "Thank you. Elise helped," Yekaterina said. 
 
    "She's good at that," Victoria replied. 
 
    As they made their way out, Victoria looked through an open door to see a table covered in plans for the layout of the grounds during the Circus, as well as more mock-ups for what looked to be posters and newspaper adverts. 
 
    Included on one was the announcement that for a small fee, members of the public would be allowed to go up in a biplane to see Longstown from above. 
 
    "That sounds terribly exciting," Victoria said. "I've never flown before." 
 
    Yekaterina grimaced. "Have you been to the top of a tall building?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "It's like that, but the building is moving." 
 
    "You don't sound very enthused." 
 
    "I'm not a good flyer. One of my father's clients wanted to show off once, and I got to go with him. Pose for pictures in front of it, that sort of thing. It was exciting until we left the ground." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Nothing pretty." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    Yekaterina nodded. "Oh, indeed. I was mortified. The looks on their faces; I let down women all over that day." 
 
    "I'm sure you didn't." 
 
    "One of them was one of the 'women can't drive because of their delicate nature' types. I was miserable enough that I was sorely tempted to throw him over the side." 
 
    "Emotional and impulsive, just like a woman," Victoria said. 
 
    A fireball exploded to life in Yekaterina's hand. "And wrathful, don't forget that." 
 
    Victoria looked over to see more than firelight dancing in Yekaterina's eyes. In spite of her condition during dinner, and having stayed up with Victoria all night, she looked alive. "Then why are you smiling?" 
 
    "Because I'm openly walking beside another witch with a fireball in my hand. My belly is full, I have a roof over my head, a real bed to sleep in... it's so... normal. I never dared even dream of this," Yekaterina said, her eyes wide with wonder. 
 
    "I'm very glad to hear that. You deserve it," Victoria said.  
 
    "Thank you," Yekaterina replied. 
 
    "But... there is something else I hope you wouldn't mind considering normal," Victoria said. 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "After dinner, would you mind talking?" 
 
    Yekaterina's smile blazed as bright as her fire. "I would be happy to." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The peace and quiet of the night air was just what Millie needed. Invigorated by the cold, she walked swiftly along the perimeter of the airfield, the long, dew-heavy grass whacking wetly against her boots. After everything that had happened today, she was glad she'd been assigned the patrol duties for the evening. Though she swung her torch about, she wasn't really looking at what she was illuminating. She wasn't looking for anything on the ground, she was too preoccupied with what was going on in her head. She knew she had to work out her thoughts now, alone in the dark standing up if she was going to get to sleep tonight.  
 
    Waiting to do it after she got home was not an option. If that happened, she would quickly find herself with a drink in her hand, and with her thoughts as erratic and unbound as they were, she knew the danger of trying to trap them in a whisky bottle.  
 
    'The Russians' weren't just 'Russians' anymore. They had names and faces. Inga. Svetlana. Yekaterina. Alexandra. They were people, just like Millie; and witches, just like Millie. And Elise. And Vickie. 
 
    She couldn't be mad at them anymore. They'd all suffered as her Coven had, or worse. The Russians didn't even have a country to go back to, because they'd be jailed or shot if they even tried. Millie wouldn't go home because she didn't want to, nor did she have a reason to. But she could. No one was waiting on the other side of Hadrian's Wall to kill her the moment she clambered over. 
 
    The Russians weren't invaders, they weren't interlopers, they weren't even guests. They were home. As much as EVE was Millie's home now, it was theirs, too. 
 
    She knew she should have accepted that all along, but finally having a reprieve from a lifetime of hiding and shame had been joyous beyond words. For a month, she had come as close as she ever had to being allowed to feel normal. For as much as she wanted to think of that word as an epithet, it was also her secret longing. To just be. 
 
    And if Elise's nature was to help, Millie's was to protect; to protect this new life she'd been granted from anyone coming to take it away from her, but that's not why Inga and the others had come so far. They didn't want to take anything, except maybe peace and quiet. They just wanted to be able to stop running, to feel safe. 
 
    Just like Millie did. 
 
    From Scotland to Nottingham to ADAM to EVE, Millie had been running as well. From her ghosts, from her memories, from... everything.  
 
    The Longs let her stop, so she could grow. 
 
    Just like Svetlana and the others.  
 
    Just like every new witch who would be coming to EVE. None of them were married, had children, or even families. The older witches didn't even use surnames anymore, if they even remembered them. A Manifested witch, by the definition slowly coalescing in Millie's mind, had lived a tragic life. All they had was each other, and each and every one of them needed to be treated like it. They deserved to be treated like it. 
 
    Bonds stronger than blood, Millie thought. Kith and kin. 
 
    For the first time, she finally grasped that, for a witch, kith and kin were the same thing. Or, at the very least, one could be forged from the other so as to make them indistinguishable.  
 
    She wasn't wrong to want her relationship with Elise to be open and accepted, but she had determined that the Russians arriving were incompatible with that without even knowing their names, let alone who they were.  
 
    Svetlana had to know, surely. If happiness or even something as slippery as purity of intent had a colour, love had to as well, didn't it? That Millie didn't know the answer meant she had no chance of hiding it, and neither did Elise, which meant Svetlana knew.  
 
    She knew, and had had been nothing but kind. She was looking for acceptance, the same as Millie was, just for different reasons. 
 
    Svetlana's Manifest was so bizarre, it was almost a burden. She couldn't help what she saw, good or bad. After what Yekaterina had said, Millie suspected that Svetlana's Manifest let her see more than emotions, it let her see the truth, and that was terrifying. Not only for anyone she saw it in, but for Svetlana as well. Going through life knowing how often you're being lied to, having people's thoughts forced on you, and being utterly unique in the world because of it. No one could understand the world as Svetlana did, and that had to be awfully lonely. A one-way intimacy that you had to constantly compensate for in every interaction, it sounded like hell.  
 
    And yet, she could still enjoy grass and honey. 
 
    Smiling at that, Millie neared home, and was coming around the back of The Shed when she heard a small, female voice that she didn't recognize at first coming from around the corner. 
 
    "I miss them so," the voice said in hushed tones. "They come to me in my dreams, but they do not answer when I speak to them. I see them, but they do not hear me." 
 
    Eavesdropping was not something Millie approved of, in general. She felt awful even hearing as much as she had, but the pain in that voice stopped her in her tracks, grabbing ahold of her and refusing to let her go. She wanted to move, to leave that shattered voice with its hurt, but she couldn't.  
 
    "You're so much bigger than any of our dogs. Perhaps if you had been there that night... no, you would be gone too." The woman sniffed. "I'm glad you're here." 
 
    Dogs? Hekabe? Was she talking to Hekabe? The voice was tantalisingly familiar, but Millie still couldn't place it. She knew she'd heard it before, but there were a lot of women in Longstown she could say that about. Very few would have the opportunity, or wherewithal, to talk to Hekabe, however. 
 
    "My ears still ring. When I lay my head down to sleep, I no longer enjoy silence. I've already forgotten it. A high keening awaits me in its absence, and I fear it's all I'll ever know now. It will never get better, and I will carry a reminder of that night with me for the rest of my days." 
 
    So caught up in the words and the hurt they carried, it only then broke through to Millie that it was all being spoken with a Russian accent.  
 
    Alexandra. It was the most Millie had ever heard her speak.  
 
    "I will never have peace from it." 
 
    A constant ringing in her ear was something Victoria complained about sometimes, and Millie couldn't help but wonder if Alexandra had gotten hers the same way. 
 
    Whatever the nature of it, some unfathomable tragedy had befallen the poor girl, and Millie's imagination was trying to put it together whether she wanted it to or not. Could Alexandra stop bullets, too? But whoever she was talking about had still died, clearly. If Alexandra had seen someone close to her gunned down, it would explain a lot of things, including the look in her eyes. A civil war would be the perfect circumstance, as well.  
 
    Millie's head drooped in shame. Not only was she eavesdropping, she was engaging in speculation, and she couldn't help feeling dirty. Like she was violating Alexandra somehow by doing it. 
 
    As quietly as she could, Millie moved away. Alexandra was still talking to Hekabe, and whatever she needed to say, Millie would let her say it in the confidence she obviously needed.  
 
    But even as much as Millie hated herself for having heard what she did, she had heard it, and it was all she could think about as she entered the residence again. 
 
    The peace and quiet of night was no longer either. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya sat in front of the fire, transfixed. It popped and danced, ephemeral fingers waving their last before disappearing into smoke and up the flue. It was the one place fire not her own was acceptable, if for no other reason than its prevalence. It was impossible to get away from fireplaces, especially if she wanted to stay warm.  
 
    As long as her thoughts were occupied by something else, she could put off imagining it getting out of control long enough to warm her feet and put blood back in her cheeks after an evening in The Shed reacquainting herself with magic. After the day she'd had, nothing capped it off quite like a thirty-foot gout of flame shooting out of her hands, though it did lack the coziness of a proper hearth. 
 
    "Thank you for this," Victoria said from the chair next to her. "I should perhaps grow used to taking advice." 
 
    "It's not the worst habit," Katya said, sipping on her chamomile. It wasn't bad, as teas went, but it was all Victoria was allowed to drink, and such a show of solidarity was a painless enough olive branch. 
 
    A pair of footsteps sounded on the floorboards. "Good-night," Elise said, smiling as she looked from Katya to Victoria. Millie was right there beside her, as she always seemed to be, her great mane of red hair seeming to amplify the low light provided by only the fire and a smattering of candles. It seemed that every moment Elise wasn't working, she was with Millie, and Katya felt a pang of jealousy. 
 
    "Good-night," Victoria said, looking at her friends with eyes alive as Katya had never seen them, and another twinge twisted her insides.  
 
    "Sleep well," Millie said. "Don't stay up too late." 
 
    "You too," Katya said automatically, and all three other witches gave her the same significant look. "I mean, good-night. Sleep well." 
 
    It was a long, considering look that Millie gave her as she followed Elise up the stairs, and Katya could only meet it until the tall Scot was about halfway up. When Katya looked away, it was to Victoria, who was staring into the fire with her mug resting against her lips. 
 
    "There's something you're not telling me," Katya said. 
 
    "You're very perceptive." 
 
    "I had to be." 
 
    "Yes, there are things I'm not telling you," Victoria said, finally meeting Katya's eyes, "because they aren't mine to tell. I will be as open a book to you as I can, truly. I trust you with my own... issues, but I won't speak out of turn about people I care about." The set of Victoria's features said everything about her seriousness on the issue. "You've only recently earned that trust from me. I will vouch for you, but you will have to earn theirs yourself." She nodded up the stairs to make clear who 'they' were. 
 
    "They make you happy," Katya said. 
 
    "As close as I have ever been these last years," Victoria said, the dark pall that had been momentarily dispelled settling back over her. "They were my closest friends. Then they saved my life." 
 
    "What happened then?" 
 
    "We became a Coven. Still friends, but... more." 
 
    "Can you tell me how?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, I'm still not ready to talk about that. Not before bed." 
 
    "The asylum?" 
 
    Victoria nodded. "Please be patient with me." 
 
    "Of course. So what did you want to talk about tonight?" 
 
      
 
    Victoria huddled deeper into her chair, suddenly uncomfortable. She should have had an answer ready; it was her idea to be here in the first place. But it felt like all she had done since the asylum was process her feelings, with very little in the way of progress to show for it. 
 
    Now she had this chance in front of her, and they were all trying to leap out of her at once. Good, bad, the valve had been turned the night before, and she didn't know if she could un-turn it. Confessing had hurt as much as it had helped, and she feared the pain that came with cauterisation as much as she craved the relative peace that had followed. Yekaterina had stayed up with her, watched over her as she slept, cared about her.  
 
    Until last night, Yekaterina had been as close to Victoria had ever had to having an enemy, yet the person she'd emptied her heart out to was someone else. 
 
    "Can I ask... why?" Victoria said finally. "Why did you do what you did for me? Why last night? I thought you didn't like me; you were so sick, yet still quite effectively dressed me down. Then, suddenly, only hours later we were baring our souls to each other in the dark, in a hotel room I dreaded the idea of sharing with you." 
 
    "I saw someone who needed help. The person I wanted you to think me wouldn't have helped you, no. But that's not me," Yekaterina said, pointing to her own heart.  
 
    "So you said. But why? Why did that moment spur you to act?" 
 
    "You couldn't be left to such torment for the sake of a lie. To leave you that way would be like torturing you myself, since I was in a position to stop it, however temporarily." 
 
    "But that day in The Shed... You humiliated me. More than that, you hurt me." Whatever progress they'd made, Victoria needed to get that out of her, to lay it bare between them so they could start the autopsy. "Maybe that was partly my fault for having preconceived notions, but don't tell me it wasn't your intention, you all but told me it was." 
 
    "I know." Yekaterina stared at her tea. "But believe me when I say I didn't intend to humiliate you. I only meant to put you off." 
 
    "You did that." 
 
    "And I was wrong. I'm sorry, Victoria. Please believe me when I say I am making a good-faith effort to reconcile with you. You didn't deserve what I did, and I don't blame you for lashing out." 
 
    This time it was Victoria who looked into her cup. "That was irresponsible. I shouldn't have thrown that at you. My feelings just... take over... sometimes. I did the same thing to Millie." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I was still in my nightmare when it happened. I thought she was one of the asylum orderlies coming to... coming," Victoria said. "But I was wide awake this time, and you deserve better. I've been judging you too harshly." 
 
    "Thank you for saying so," Yekaterina said. "But I believe your judgment was merited, given my behaviour. I wanted you to dislike me." Yekaterina stared into the fire, her ice-blue eyes dancing with a very different element, the one that moved to the tune that only she could conduct. "So much so that I began to dislike me. Last night, I felt that I had to make a choice. Continue my horrid charade, or help when the moment demanded it. But I knew if I continued to act as I had been, I would have lost the possibility of your friendship forever."  
 
    "Maybe you weren't the only one keeping people at bay," Victoria said. Yekaterina's reasoning was so close to Victoria's own, who was she to doubt it? She looked down at the back of her hands, pale and ghostly in the shadow of her knees, and thought of what they'd done. Of what she'd done. "If Millie hadn't had her scales, she would have been killed." Victoria let out a long, slow breath and stared up at the ceiling. Don't hide behind the passive voice, Victoria. "I would have killed my best friend... it's no wonder I hate myself so much." 
 
    "You hate yourself?" Yekaterina asked. 
 
    "When you find out the things I've done, you will too." 
 
    "Victoria, I am not a psychiatrist, and I don't pretend to be one. But I am a good friend, if you'll let me prove it. I won't hate you." 
 
    "You don't know that." 
 
    Yekaterina vehemently shook her head. "No, I don't accept that. I see someone in extraordinary pain, and I can't hate that person. I will listen to what you have to tell me, but I will not be told that I have to hate you for what I hear. That dark part of you needs to be brought into the light, and I will help you. But until it is, I worry you are going to... I don't know, walk into a wall, but not out the other side. That that dark part of you is going to give up halfway through." 
 
    "I worry about that too," Victoria said tightly. It was one the worst nightmares. When the darkness raged, when the guilt and the pain were so bad that she walked the path of suicide again, that was how she did it. She told herself that that way it would just be an accident, that Millie and the others wouldn't blame themselves that way. Putting a gun to her head had obvious intent, whereas failing to do something impossible was surely inevitable. But it didn't always work. Sometimes she only lost an arm, or a leg. Severed clean from her body, she would hear the thud of her limb hitting the floor on the other side, while a narrow slice of her was still integrated among the very matter of the wall. She would look back at her blood soaking through the plaster and the wallpaper, and she would scream. Because she'd lost an arm or because she'd failed to die, she never knew, because everything afterwards was pain. 
 
    If the darkness was merciful, that was when she woke up. 
 
    When it wasn't, she would continue to scream, and it made sure she never lost her voice. 
 
    "Listen to me," Yekaterina said. "Until you are better, don't use your power that way. Please. It will only take a single, impulsive thought and your life would be over." 
 
    "I know," Victoria said, "but I can't make that promise". 
 
    "Why not? Is it that important to you?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "For the love of God, why?" 
 
    Yekaterina's voice was pleading, straining to understand the logic that twisted Victoria's mind; the logic that was barely logic anymore, but what she had to tell herself to make it through every day that followed that nightmare.  
 
    But she couldn't meet Yekaterina's eyes when she said it aloud. "I have to prove I'm stronger than my emotions. I have to remind myself that I can do it, and that for at least that moment, I can refuse to feel." 
 
    "Even if the consequence for failing is death?" 
 
    "Especially then. Giving in to my emotions is why I tried to kill myself." 
 
    "And trying to suppress them is killing you right now. I like you, Victoria. I think I did from early on, but I was a stupid idiot who tried stuffing her emotions down inside her so as to not feel them. And that incident in The Shed was the result. You can't just shut down your feelings because you're afraid of them. You know how you prove your strength over them? By feeling them, and coming out the other side with them as part of you. You can't cut them out and lock them away in a cupboard. If you try, they'll escape eventually, and not when you want them to." 
 
    "Selene told me something similar." 
 
    "Selene is wise." 
 
    "But I still have the nightmares. I still feel horrible." 
 
    "One conversation isn't going to heal you. It will take many. Many nights of talking through everything, again and again, if necessary, until it loses its power over you. I've seen the lifeless faces of friends before, Victoria, and I will not do so again. Do you understand? I won't keep you in a bubble, I won't try to keep you out of danger when EVE is ready to charge into it. But what I will do is keep you from being a danger to yourself. I will not look down on your dead body and wonder if there was anything I could have done. I will help you, Victoria, but you have to let me." 
 
    The fire was there, ready to banish the darkness. 
 
    All Victoria had to do was walk towards it, and never look away. 
 
    She took the first step. "I would like that very much." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    "But why was she speaking to her in English?" Millie asked as she walked with Elise across an airfield blanketed under a thick early-morning mist. Not many people were about, and the feeling of insulation brought on by the mist made them bolder in conversation. "Wouldn't she want to speak Russian?" 
 
    "Hekabe speaks English," Elise said, tugging at one of her gloves for the dozenth time. "Alexandra wanted her to understand." 
 
    "She's a dog," Millie said.  
 
    Elise shrugged. "It does not matter. She had something she needed to say, and felt she could only tell Hekabe. If she spoke to her in Russian, it would not be effective." 
 
    "Effective how? Hekabe is... a dog." Millie didn't know how else to phrase it. Wasn't that enough? 
 
    "If I needed to say something, to, how do you say? Get it off my chest?" 
 
    Millie nodded. 
 
    "Get something off my chest. If I did that to you, in French, I would not feel... relieved. Because I know you do not understand. I could talk to the wall to do that. But Hekabe, she knows English. I do not know if I am correct, but it is my guess. Saying it in another language is also easier. It is less... real. It is harder to use vague language, or to guard yourself. You use the words you know." 
 
    "I guess I'd never thought of that." 
 
    "You will, when your French gets better," Elise said absently, still tugging at her glove. 
 
    "Stop that." Millie gently pulled Elise's hands apart. "There's nothing to be nervous about. I'm right here with you, just be honest," she said as they entered the administrative building and trod up the stairs towards where the Longs awaited. 
 
    After all, Millie knew a summons to the Headmaster's office when she got one. She'd gotten enough when she'd had the temerity to fight back against the girls who'd tried to bully her, but no matter how much of a tongue-lashing she'd received for it, she'd always remained steadfast in her belief she'd been right, and had never once apologised.  
 
    Well, that wasn't all she'd been right about. 
 
    Standing before the receptionist's desk as she went to see if the Longs were ready for them, Millie looked at Elise. 
 
    "Do you regret what we did?"  
 
    Elise breathed out, but kept her hands firmly at her sides. "No." 
 
    "Good. I just wanted to make sure." 
 
    "They'll see you now," the receptionist said when she returned, holding the door open for them. Millie nodded her thanks as she swept past into the Longs' office proper. 
 
    Two desks faced each other in the centre of the room, while behind them on either wall were their drafting tables and buckets filled with rolled-up blueprints and schematics. The walls were papered with half-finished ideas, photographs of what must have been aircraft components, diagrams, and a lot of numbers. 
 
    The wall across from the door was dominated by windows, which looked out over the airfield, both sheds looming in the distance like great leviathans doing a poor job of avoiding notice by hiding amidst the soupy fog.  
 
    Nowhere in the room was there anything personal. No photos of family, none of their numerous awards, or certificates for their titles, nothing. It was a workspace and nothing else. Too cluttered to be spartan, it was certainly single-minded. 
 
    "Close the door," Ophelia said from her desk, continuing to scribble whatever she had been working on before they'd come in. That didn't strike Millie as being 'ready,' but she didn't sign the cheques. 
 
    It was Eustacia who finished first, and looked up at the both of them with haggard eyes, but she waited for her sister to finish before she spoke. 
 
    "Did you think we wouldn't find out?" she asked. 
 
    The more time between then and now, the more Millie had secretly hoped they would find out, just so she could throw it in their faces, but having now seen their faces, she was less sure of herself. They looked exhausted, and very much like they didn't need another problem to deal with.  
 
    "We'd rather hoped you wouldn't," Millie said. 
 
    "All she had to do was walk outside," Ophelia said. "Everyone knew what happened to Katherine. That she was on her feet within a few days of the accident is not something that stays quiet in a town this small." 
 
    "She said an angel visited her," Eustacia said, with a heavy, tired look at Elise.  
 
    "One did," Millie said. "She got the miracle she prayed for. What's wrong with that?" 
 
    "It wasn't a miracle, it was witchcraft, and I don't want any of your bollocks today, Millie. You healed her, Elise. Do you deny it?" 
 
    "I do not." 
 
    The two sisters shared a look. 
 
    "Why did you do it?" 
 
    "Because it needed to be done," Elise said, looking Ophelia directly in the eye. 
 
    Millie pressed her lips tightly together to keep any 'bollocks' from spilling out, sealing in the pride that swelled within her. 
 
    "In spite of what we asked, and what you agreed to?" 
 
    "She's going to work somewhere else. At least she can now," Millie said. "Scotland's pretty far away." 
 
    "That isn't the point!" Ophelia exploded. "It doesn't matter where Katherine ends up, the story stays here! The factory floor is full of gossip about miracles now, about the Angel of Longstown who looks over fallen workers and gets them back on their feet." 
 
    Eustacia nodded her vehement agreement. "The next time an accident happens, they're going to expect a visit from the Angel. An Angel that inexplicably demands that they up and leave Longstown after performing her miracle." 
 
    "But it's not a miracle anymore if it keeps happening," Ophelia said. "People are going to start putting things together. Keeping the second shed off-limits is already proving to be difficult, it's only a matter of time before some young lady has a bottle full of courage large enough to get it in her head to pop over there in the middle of the night to see what's what. 
 
    "I understand that you thought you were doing the right thing by helping Katherine. It came from a noble place, and I don't blame you for wanting to ease her suffering, and that of her boys. We are not monsters." 
 
    Eustacia took over. "What you fail to grasp is just how much of a risk EVE is. Did you think we asked you to refrain from magic use because we wanted to? Did you think we were sitting in here cackling while Katherine was laid up at home, counting all the money we would save by having to let her go?" 
 
    "Selene has told us about your history, witch history, I mean. You're a secret for a reason. And us," Ophelia said, pointing between herself and her sister, "harbouring you, paying you brings with it the possibility of terrible consequences if we're found out." 
 
    "After ADAM, the government knows about witchcraft, and us. They found us in the first place! What's the danger?" 
 
    "It's not the government we're worried about, Millie. We have a workforce of over 800 women. People are nervy enough about that, how do you think the public would react to the fact that the largest female-owned, female-staffed company in the world was sponsoring witchcraft? There would be mobs at the gates ready to raze this place to the ground. Do you know what one crazy can do to those hydrogen tanks out there? And what would happen if they did?" 
 
    It didn't take much imagination to do so, and the image of it came unbidden into Millie's mind fully formed. She remembered from one of the early safety lectures that hydrogen fire was invisible, and it made her think of Elise and Vickie screaming as they simply melted away with no apparent cause. 
 
    "We formed EVE because we believe in its mission, and that we had the resources to help carry it out. The rules we set when we did are there for a reason. So no, I don't wonder why you helped Katherine, I understand that perfectly well. What I don't understand is why you betrayed our trust." 
 
    It was if someone had opened a spigot in Millie's foot and everything in her began draining out to pool on the floor. Whatever pride or certainty she'd brought in with her was gone in moments, forced out of her in three words. 
 
    Betrayed our trust. 
 
    To that, Millie had no answer, and neither did Elise. 
 
    "You two have a lot to learn about humility. You risked everything you've been handed to prove how right you are. Well, there is more to this," Eustacia gestured all around her, including the sheds in the distance, "more to EVE than just 'right.' It's not as black-and-white as you think it is, and you need to start thinking more than a foot in front of your faces." 
 
    Ophelia sighed, turning to face them fully, her hands in her lap. She and her sister were winning the argument, but yet somehow still looked defeated. "We understand. We sincerely do. You've been given abilities that are, frankly, beyond my comprehension, and we are asking you to not use them when they could make a difference. You have every right to feel aggrieved, even angry. The world has dealt you an awful hand in virtually everything else, and the temptation to act like you owe it nothing must be overwhelming. I dare not imagine how hard it must be for you two to have to hide almost everything about your true selves every time you step outside. We're not heartless." 
 
    "As such, we will not be punishing you for what you've done, this time." Eustacia was careful to emphasise the last two words, letting them settle in before she continued, "We are not your mothers, but we are your employers. Please remember that. I like to think we are friends as well, but we are your employers first and foremost, and like any employer, we must insist that our employees, no matter how extraordinary, follow the rules." 
 
    "Please. Please do as we ask. EVE's time will come, but that time is not here yet. Until then, it will be hard. So much of what we ask of you is hard, we know." 
 
    "Elise, your kind heart is admirable, and we are very proud to count you among us. The infirmary has never been a better place than it is now with you in it. But," Eustacia said, "you need to give us your word that this 'miracle' is a one-off, and that the Angel of Longstown will not be making any more unauthorised visits." 
 
    Elise was staring at the floor, and for the first time since they had been together, Millie didn't know what she was thinking. A thousand thoughts were racing behind her eyes, too many to pick out just one. But when they raised again to look at the Longs, there was only one thought that looked out. 
 
    "I agree. I am not sorry for what I did, but I agree for the safety of the other workers, and my sister witches." 
 
    "Thank you," Eustacia said, the relief on her face subtracting a decade from her countenance. 
 
    "And you, Millie. Your loyalty is to Elise first, we know," Ophelia said, the faintest trace of a smile struggling to lift her lips, "will you agree, as well?" 
 
    At the word 'loyalty,' Millie felt the word 'betrayed' echo it in her mind. Her head fell forward, not quite a nod as an apology. "I agree as well. And I too, am not sorry for helping Katherine. But I am sorry for betraying your trust. That was not our intention." 
 
    "We know. We were young too, once, if you can believe it." 
 
    "Thank you," Elise said suddenly, drawing all eyes to her.  
 
    "For what?"  
 
    "For your understanding. Others would not. You tolerate much with grace. I will try to be more worthy of it in the future." 
 
    "Elise, my dear, you are worthy of it, otherwise you wouldn't be here. Now get out before you make me cry. Both of you," Ophelia said with a wave at the door.  
 
    For the first time since she was a little girl, Millie curtseyed in earnest, which made the other three pairs of eyes in the room go wide in disbelief.  
 
    Ignoring them for the sake of maintaining her sincerity, Millie spun on her heel and opened the door for Elise.  
 
    When they were outside and had plunged into the slowly lifting fog again, Millie allowed herself to breathe normally once more. "That could have gone a lot worse," she said, shoving her hands into her pockets against the mist and the need to hold Elise's. 
 
    "I know. We are very lucky." 
 
    That word again. Luck.  
 
    Shaking it from her head, something else thankfully popped in to take its place. 
 
    "The Angel of Longstown," Millie said with a lopsided grin as they strolled at a leisurely pace down the gravel path home. "At least I'm not the only one who thinks you wear a halo now." 
 
    A smile crinkled the corners of Elise's eyes as they looked up to arrest Millie's. "Then you are my red devil." 
 
    Millie made a flourishing gesture forward. "Then allow me to lead thee down the path to temptation." 
 
    As Elise's laughter burst into the gloom, the first rays of sun found their way through to their smiling faces. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nothingness flared to light. Streaks of flame, hissing and roaring as they devoured oxygen and magic in equal parts, comets with bright white heads slashed the darkness to ribbons, leaving its shattered remains as shadows on the floor.  
 
    Katya's hands pulled and pushed, guiding her children as they they shot up and out, twin arcs that spanned over a hundred feet before snapping back to her an inch off the concrete floor, leaving rooster tails of incinerated dust behind them. 
 
    Flaring out around her feet, they missed her by inches as they flew past and continued into the void until they were tiny points at the far end of The Shed. With a mental yank, they returned to hover overhead for a few ecstatic breaths before they began chasing one another, spinning out into a blazing circle. The head of one sought the tail of the other, her twin flames spiralling over her so fast it looked like she was wearing a halo of hellfire. Longer and longer each streak grew until they merged into one, a solid ring that slowly began to expand. 
 
    Pouring more and more magic into it, Katya was in tune with her power as she had never been before. Wider and wider the ring of fire grew, and her smile spread to match.  
 
    Down it came, swirling around her, the hot air moving so quickly her skirt and hair were blown about, buffeted by the currents she was scything into the roiling air.  
 
    Faster! she commanded, and the fire obeyed. She felt the heat on her arms and now her legs, even as her face was buffeted by curtains of white, preventing her from seeing what was happening. 
 
    But she didn't need her eyes to see it. She felt it. She was it.  
 
    As with a lover, Katya danced with her creation, and she laughed, spinning with it as it caressed her skin with tendrils of arcane warmth.  
 
    "Impressive." 
 
    All at once, the ring of fire shattered, sending sparks flying in every direction as Katya's concentration collapsed.  
 
    Clad, as always, in grays and blacks, Victoria's face was the only part of her Katya could make out through her own hair in the flash-blinded darkness, but she was gratified to see that it bore a look of genuine respect. 
 
    Seeing it only made Katya feel worse about having not earned it sooner. "I didn't hear you come in," she said, smoothing her skirt back out and getting her hair into some kind of order, even if that order was only 'down.' 
 
    "Ghosting doesn't make any noise." 
 
    "You came through the wall?" 
 
    Victoria nodded, crossing the distance between them in silence.  
 
    "I can't say I'm thrilled to hear that," Katya said. 
 
    "I remember what you said, but—" 
 
    "No, I don't mean that. Something more basic: I'm rather used to others coming in through the door! You can't just pop into existence like that." 
 
    Victoria shrugged. "I didn't walk into your bedroom. This is a shared practice space. I practiced," she said, splitting one of the black streaks on the ground with her shoe. "What were you working on?" 
 
    "Dancing." 
 
    "With fire?" 
 
    It was Katya's turn to shrug. "It's mine. It does as I ask." 
 
    "And you asked it to dance?" 
 
    "Is that a problem?" 
 
    "Of course not. I just never thought of it that way. Have you always had such an affinity for it? Fire, I mean. You seem so at ease with it." 
 
    Katya's face fell. "No. No, I— it's a long story." 
 
    Victoria looked about them into the blackness beyond, the utter nothing that defined their twin pools of witchlight. "It seems we have time." 
 
    "Is that why you came out here? To hear a story?" Katya turned her hand over, putting her palm towards the floor. From the centre, a single droplet of flame emerged, clinging to her skin the same way water clings to a ceiling. When it was big enough, the tension broke and it was surrendered to gravity. 
 
    Just before it hit the floor, Katya took it back, and the little glowing sphere hovered a few scant inches above the concrete.  
 
    "It seems we have a lot of them to tell," Victoria said. "But, if you don't want to tell me, I have lots of other questions. I'm good at that." 
 
    Katya laughed. "I did get that impression." 
 
    "And the only thing I like more than a question is an answer. What is it you said to me? 'I'm going to find out anyway, so you might as well tell me?' Something to that effect." 
 
    "And what was it you said? 'You'll make do with what I choose to show you?'" 
 
    "Touché." Victoria seemed to consider something. "Did I really say it like that?" 
 
    "More or less. A bit less haughtily, maybe." 
 
    Victoria kicked what must have been an errant mote of dust, because Katya didn't see anything where her foot went. "I am an insufferable ass sometimes." She looked up. "I don't expect you to disagree." 
 
    "Good," Katya said. "I suppose it takes one to know one, however." Her smile faded. "It's a painful story, Victoria. More than you know. I don't tell it often." 
 
    "Then you don't have to tell me. It's not as though I've earned it." 
 
    "Oh, self-deprecation won't save you now. Thus, a proposal: I tell you the fire story, you tell me the tattoo story." 
 
    "Fair enough." 
 
    Katya looked about them to the bare floor. "I don't suppose you can conjure chairs, can you?" 
 
    "Not yet," Victoria said, her smile impish. "But we can take a walk to my office." She gestured to her right, leading them in the direction of her work area, though how she knew which direction was which in pitch blackness was another mystery. 
 
    But Katya was eager to start. If she didn't now, she wasn't going to at all. Deep within her, there was an aching to tell the story, as perverse a thought as it was. Even though dredging up the memory would hurt, perhaps the significance of doing it would help to heal the wound. 
 
    "I was eleven years old," she began as they walked. "There was a fire at my home. A candle that hadn't been blown out, apparently. I awoke in the dead of night smelling smoke."  
 
    Arriving at Victoria's desk, Katya took Victoria's chair as her log appeared from nowhere and Victoria sat down so that they faced each other. 
 
    Katya continued, "When I opened my door, a wall of fire burst through it. It happened so fast. My hair caught, my eyebrows burned off in an instant. Looking back, it was more scary than painful in that moment; the pain didn't come until later. I thought I was dead. I screamed and screamed, but I couldn't leave my room. I don't remember if I actually could have, I just remember the flames outside my door, and my body simply refusing to move. I couldn't take that first step. 
 
    "The smoke got thicker, and I was on my knees when I heard my father's voice. 'Katya, Katya, I'm coming!' he said. When he reached me, there were holes burned in his clothes, and his skin and eyes were red, but he came for me. He picked me up and ran out into the snow. He set me down and said he had to go back in for my mother. A beam had fallen on her, but she insisted my father save me first. But he couldn't go back in. The flames were too hot, too much of the house had fallen apart." 
 
    Katya felt her eyes swell with unshed tears, her lower lip trembling slightly. "He chose me. He could only save one of us, and he chose me." 
 
    She took a deep breath before she could continue. "My mother died that night. Only a few of her bones were left by the time the fire was out. It nearly destroyed my father. He never stopped blaming himself, always thinking that he could have found some way to save both of us." She shook her head. "Impossible. He barely got out with me. But if I had been braver, if I had tried to get out on my own..." 
 
    "You were a child. A terrified child who'd just had her hair burned off. You can't blame yourself for that," Victoria said. 
 
    "The adult knows that. The little girl who's still in here," Katya said, tapping the side of her head, "still does. She always will." 
 
    Neither of them spoke.  
 
    It wasn't the aspect of her mother's death that kept her from telling the story, however. It was her own reaction. Every time she so much as thought about that night, she was a terrified little girl again, standing in her nightclothes as her home burned down around her. The shame she felt, and knew she would always feel, is what kept it bottled up within her. 
 
    All she'd done was stand there, horrified at what was happening, unable to move. She was alive, and her mother was dead. She'd never screamed. In the worst pain it was possible to endure, she'd burned to ash in silence to keep her daughter from being frightened. 
 
    Running her hand through her hair, Katya was reminded of a better way to end her story than on crippling shame. 
 
    "When my hair finally grew back," she said gratefully, "it came back white. I don't know why. My grandmother said it was the first sign of my magic revealing itself, but I've never seen another witch with white hair." 
 
    "Not one so young, anyway," Victoria said. 
 
    Katya felt a smile suggest that one may not be entirely out of order, even through the sniffles. "True." 
 
    "So it's not an affectation? It really is that colour?" 
 
    Katya nodded. "Yes. There are days when I am fond of it, and others that I rue it. Before the fire, it looked just like my mother's." Katya paused at the word. "At least I still have her eyes." 
 
    "Something we have in common. They still get to see the world that way." 
 
    "That's a very nice sentiment." 
 
    "I do manage them sometimes," Victoria said. "Thank you for sharing." 
 
    "Not at all," Katya lied. Not even Zoya knew that story, and she seemed to know most everything else. Now that Katya thought about it, Victoria might be the only living person who had heard it. 
 
    "But that makes your Manifest all the more astonishing," Victoria said suddenly, her brain obviously having kicked over into the part that sought understanding from things that didn't want to be understood, "after such a horrific experience with fire, that you should Manifest that way is almost cruel." 
 
    "In a way, it has been helpful." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "The fire outside of me is chaotic and uncontrolled. The fire that killed my mother and burned down my home was cruel and wanton. The fire that rages across Russia now is malevolent, and destructive. This? This is me."  
 
    To prove her point, a fireball came to life in her hand, a perfect teardrop of orange and yellow. It sat in her palm unmoving, and should have burned her past the point of blistering in moments, but she held it as serenely as she would have water. "It's mine. It will only ever do what I say, to be used as I wish. To help, or to harm, but it won't hurt me." 
 
    "It's beautiful," Victoria said. 
 
    "Thank you. You can make fire as well, though." 
 
    "Not in the same way. You can make it from nothing, then bend and shape it to your will. I have to have something to work with. Something I can heat up. I don't generate fire itself, per se. I set things on fire. Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't mean—" 
 
    "It's all right. It's true. How do you do it?" 
 
    "I excite the molecules to the point of combustion." 
 
    Katya looked down at the blackened log. "And when you want it to stop? You just... stop them?" 
 
    "I don't stop them, just return them to normal. Stopping them completely would put them at absolute zero." 
 
    "What? Degrees?" 
 
    "Sort of. It's theoretically the lowest possible temperature, where all motion, even molecular motion, stops. It's also, theoretically, impossible to actually achieve, so I suppose the lowest possible temperature is just above it. A bit of a contradiction, admittedly." 
 
    Katya stared at Victoria in admiration. "You really are quite fond of this, aren't you? I can see it in your eyes. They light up unlike when you speak about anything else." 
 
    "It's in my blood. My father had his doctorate in physics, though he went into teaching soon after I was born." 
 
    "And your mother?" 
 
    "Less specialised, but she loved the sciences as much as he did. Though she was never allowed to attend university, and thus never had the paperwork to prove it." 
 
    "Because she was a woman, I suppose," Katya spat. 
 
    "Because of me and my brother. They weren't expecting twins," Victoria said sheepishly. "And my mother was not going to allow her children to be raised by anyone else. Especially her daughter." 
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "She didn't want me to fall into any bad habits that might be instilled by someone who used terms like 'proper lady.'" 
 
    "She didn't want you to be a proper lady?" 
 
    "'Proper' is just a contraction of 'property.'" 
 
    Puzzlement crept across Katya's face. Her tutors had never mentioned that. 
 
    "Not literally," Victoria supplied. 
 
    "Oh, thank God." 
 
    "But that was how she viewed it. My brother and I were born minutes apart, we weren't going to be raised any differently from one another. And we weren't. I was allowed every opportunity he had, until the war. That's where our paths diverged." 
 
    Victoria rolled up her left sleeve, baring her forearm to Katya's attentive eyes, revealing the stark black tattoo that simply said 'NOVEMBER.' "1915. The month I lost my family. My parents blown up by a German bomb, my brother shot and killed at Ctesiphon two weeks later." Unrolling the right one, she revealed the number '11.' "The number of men to whom I gave white feathers that died in the war."  
 
    "White feathers?" Katya asked. 
 
    "There was a movement, before conscription started, of young women all over Britain handing young men who hadn't signed up white feathers as a way of publicly shaming them into joining the military. We would wait until they were alone, or worse, in front of other young women, and then hand them the feather and demand to know why they were at home while other brave men were out there fighting and dying, like my brother. Like I would be, if they let girls sign up." Victoria's eyes went somewhere far away before looking down at the ground. "It was cruel and humiliating, and I will regret being a part of it for the rest of my life." 
 
    Russia had had conscription from the very beginning, and though Katya believed Victoria's admission of regret, at least they had had a choice. "What made you do it?" 
 
    "My brother signed up and went. I couldn't; they wouldn't let me." 
 
    "You tried?" 
 
    "Three times. November isn't the only other person I've been. Three different names, in three different cities. I got caught every time. I was so upset they wouldn't take me like they took William. I had been raised believing I was every bit his equal, and being rejected was a slap in the face. I took it out on those young men, who had done nothing to deserve what I did to them." Victoria stroked the number on her arm. "Eleven of them died. They might have been conscripted and taken later, I try to tell myself, but they wouldn't have been in front of that bullet, or under that shell. They might have come home to their families if it weren't for me shaming them into leaving them when they did. 
 
    "So, I had to make up for it. I had to put right that wrong, and making artillery shells wasn't enough, so when ADAM came recruiting, I didn't hesitate. They wanted motivated young women, and there were few more motivated than me. My supervisor at the factory noted my work ethic and my single-mindedness, so he recommended me for the program, even though we really didn't know what it was at the time. There was no hint of magic or witches until we'd already arrived and been checked by Selene for the Talent." 
 
    "You had no idea you were a witch?" Katya asked in disbelief. It had taken a long time for her grandmother to actually say the word, but there had been years of groundwork laid beforehand, little hints and stories that had made the revelation almost a relief. To just be thrown into it beggared belief. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't even believe in magic until I saw it done in front of me. But at that point, I didn't question it, it was just another means for me to slay my demons. After that, I threw myself into ADAM with everything I had. Avenge my parents and my brother, burn away the guilt of those feathers. I was driven like a madwoman, and I thought of nothing else for months. I imagined I was going to single-handedly win the war. One witch against all of Germany. I was going to march straight to Berlin myself and smash them with arcane fire and lightning. I would have scoffed at the very idea of magic before ADAM, but once I had seen it firsthand, I was in love. It was the key to everything I wanted. I could kill Germans and use it to expose the inner workings of the universe, I thought. But, progress was slow. No matter how hard I worked, how many scrolls or tomes I pored over, dissecting every syllable, I barely rose above kitchen witchery, like everyone else. I started to lose focus, and so, after one too many drinks with Millie, I got it into my head to fix that with a permanent reminder of why I was working so hard. 
 
    "I had to go into one of the sketchier bits of London to find someone who would do it. The first few places told me I must be joking, and that I should come back with my husband to prove I was serious," Victoria said, her eyes rolling back in her head. "But, money talks. And so, in a facility I would rather not describe in any great detail, I had these done. This permanent reminder of what I had lost and what I had done." 
 
    "Did they hurt?" 
 
    "Very much. I'd been told black is the most painful colour, and, being the masochist I am, I chose it, but I couldn't watch it being done. Every swipe of his towel when the needle stopped, I knew he was wiping away my blood. They were hideous at first. There was quite a bit of bruising, and the scabs itched terribly." Victoria ran her fingers over her left arm. "When they healed, however, they were black, just like I had asked." 
 
    Yekaterina leaned forward. "May I touch it?" 
 
    "Of course. It just feels like skin." Victoria held out her arm. 
 
    "So it does. I'd have thought there would be something there." 
 
    Victoria couldn't help but laugh. "I thought exactly the same thing when I was November. I was just as surprised as you." 
 
    "What did the others say? Millie and Elise." 
 
    "That I was a daft idiot, and that I would regret it. Millie was there when I had the idea, but she hadn't thought me serious. Uptight professor's daughter, why would she have? When I came back with bandages on my arms, she thought I'd been in an accident." 
 
    "Were they right? Do you regret it?" 
 
    "I really don't know. Millie says I can never let go if I have these, that I'll never be able to move on. But in the asylum, they were the only things I had to remind me who I was. Now, they're a reminder of that time, as well. Of what I did to myself." 
 
    Yekaterina suddenly stood, and Victoria found herself wrapped tightly in her arms.  
 
    "You're very brave," Yekaterina said in a cracked whisper. 
 
    Victoria went limp. "I was a coward." 
 
    "Hopelessness is not cowardice," Yekaterina said, pulling away. She overturned her left arm and rolled up her sleeve. 
 
    There, on an already pale wrist was an even paler scar, a single, ragged slash from one side to the other. "And we must learn to live with it," she said. 
 
    Victoria couldn't help but stare. "You did this?" 
 
    "Yes. When I was being held by the Cheka. I sold myself to stay alive, only to learn I couldn't live that way, and I thought I was better off with my parents in heaven than to endure that living hell any longer. But they found me and bandaged me. I was punished for it, for trying to deprive them of their entertainment. Do not, Victoria, punish yourself." 
 
    "But aren't you ashamed?" The question of shame had been burning within Victoria, and scalded her throat on the way out.  
 
    But there was someone else like her! Someone who knew how she felt, yet... didn't.Yekaterina seemed perfectly functional, while it ate away at Victoria's insides every day, the churning, acid-soaked shame that walked hand-in-hand with her guilt to torment her both when she was awake and asleep, never giving her a moment's peace, beating her down until she was a small, wretched thing who needed magic to sleep through the night without terrorising herself. 
 
    Yekaterina nodded, however. "Yes. Not as much as before, but yes. It's a lesson, one that I am continuing to learn. It gets better. You learn to appreciate what you've been given." 
 
    "And what is that?" 
 
    "A second life. It will always hurt. You will never feel complete, and that you have betrayed everyone, especially yourself. But think of everything you've done since then. You're the most powerful witch in the world, Victoria. Be her. Embrace her. Having a Manifest means you have pain, it's something we all bear, I realise now. It's part of the price. I believe Manifests only happen in those worthy of it. If you weren't, you'd be dead. Direct, I know, but you're the direct type." 
 
    "A second life... what if I don't deserve it? Colette, those eleven men... they're all dead. It was my fault! Why should I have that chance? Look what I did with the first one! I should be dead. I deserve it." 
 
    "No, Victoria. I don't accept that, and neither should you. Imagine if I was Colette and she heard you say such a thing. Would she agree that you deserve to die for what happened? Or would she be horrified to hear you say that? I never knew her, but I cannot imagine it is the former." 
 
    "I saw it happen... they stripped her of her magic and I watched! The sound she made when it happened—" Victoria choked on a sob that strangled her windpipe. "The sound, the light in her eyes just—" Victoria snapped her fingers, "gone. That was when she died; she left the body behind later. She died right in front of me and I didn't move a single muscle to help her. I watched and I ran. I had these abilities!" One of the lengths of steel tubing suddenly launched into the air and failed to come back down. "The man who did it had a metal spike in her skull. I could have put it right through his, but I didn't! I ran..." 
 
    "You didn't know your own name, let alone that you were a witch. Did you think the word 'magic' once during your time in that hospital?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You didn't know what was happening. You were feeling things you couldn't explain." 
 
    "I should have been stronger," Victoria protested, the echoes of her nightmares ringing in her head.  
 
    "What about your brother?" 
 
    Victoria stiffened. "What?" 
 
    "Should he have been stronger? Stronger than the bullet that killed him? No? He just let himself die, leaving you all alone." 
 
    "How dare you!" 
 
    "Answer the question, Victoria," Yekaterina said calmly. 
 
    "Of course not!" 
 
    "Then why is it true of you? Why is your wound somehow dismissible while his isn't? You were both shot, yet you're the one who feels she had to somehow overcome the consequences by sheer will? Is that it?" 
 
    "I'm a witch!" 
 
    "You didn't know that. You told me you were terrified of your powers, that you thought you were going insane. How can you think you should have all of a sudden used them that way?" 
 
    Yekaterina took both of Victoria's hands in her own. "You were injured and terrified. Sound familiar? You said yourself there was no Victoria. You were November. If you had to assign yourself a new identity, how could you possibly think that you could have done anything to save Colette?" 
 
    "Because I was there." 
 
    "What about Elise?" 
 
    "What about her?" 
 
    "Do you think she regrets saving your life? She Manifested saving your life. Do you think she'd give it back?" 
 
    "Elise is the kindest soul I've ever known," Victoria answered by way of non-answer. 
 
    "And yet you would shatter it with grief to punish yourself. Millie, too. You are loved, Victoria. You, Victoria Ravenwood, are loved. You have worth, and merit. You have value, and are valued. You have been tried as few have been, and yet here you are. You're alive, and your friends still care about you. They would be devastated if anything were to happen to you. Think of them. Us." 
 
   
  
 

 "But that's just it. My best friend. Elise. Colette, Selene, Ivy... none of them were in my thoughts when I tried to kill myself. I had all of those extraordinary women in my life, and they weren't even a consideration when I chose to end it; to take myself away from them forever without ever telling them why. How could I have done such a thing? How hard is my heart that I could betray the only people in all the world who care about me? I'm a monster." 
 
    "Shh, you're not a monster. Monsters don't regret." 
 
    "Not a monster, then, but how much do I hate myself that Millie and the others weigh less in my heart than my pain? There are times still where I wonder if it might have been better had I succeeded. I wouldn't have them, but nor would I have the guilt, or the shame. Whatever lies beyond this life, I wish to all the gods in all the pantheons that that does not go with me. I will not subscribe to the idea that I live in a world where this suffering is without end." Victoria shook her head in abject confusion. Her thoughts were so jumbled, and so dark, yet she couldn't stop saying them aloud. "Am I so lost? How can I think these things? After all that I've been through, how can that temptation still be within me?" 
 
    "Temptation?" 
 
    "Death. I can't sleep, and I can't wake. I am physically healthy, but I feel betrayed by my mind at every turn. Will I ever know peace? Part of me, a part larger than I have ever admitted to anyone, believes that there is only one place where I will find out." Victoria wiped a tear from her eye with a shaking finger. "And we're witches. We're going to live a long, long time. I don't know if I can do it. To feel as I do for centuries on end sounds like the worst form of torture. I haven't the fortitude to endure it, I fear." 
 
    Yekaterina placed a hand on Victoria's shoulder and squeezed, but thought better of it and pulled her close once more, hugging her tightly. "The feeling will pass. You don't believe it now, but it will. It will never be gone completely, but you will, one day, become a master over it." 
 
    "One day..." Victoria said into Yekaterina's shoulder. 
 
    "Yes. One day. But that day will come, Victoria. You must trust me when I say that it will." 
 
    "I trust you... It's me I have doubts about." 
 
    "Stop this," Yekaterina said, pulling away to look Victoria in the eye. "You are stronger than you give yourself credit for. No— let me finish— up here, as well." She pressed her fingers gently on the side of Victoria's head. "You came back. After all that happened, you came back. As November, you fought to remember, and you did. Your Manifest saved your life for a reason." 
 
    A dry, sardonic laugh rolled out of Victoria. "I don't believe in fate." 
 
    "I'm not talking about fate. More than any witch I've ever known or heard of, your magic is a part of you. It's not a tool, or a means to an end, it is you. I don't mean your magic saved you for some greater purpose, I mean that it saved you because you didn't want to die." 
 
    "How can you tell a someone who shot herself in the head she didn't want to die?" 
 
    "Because I'm a survivor, too. We both wanted a way out, and I survived to find mine by other means. You will, too. Your magic acted on behalf of your subconscious, I think. It's not that you wanted to die..." 
 
    Victoria thought on this, Yekaterina watching her in silence. "I just didn't want to live." 
 
    Yekaterina nodded. "That's how I see it. You wanted the pain to go away. To end the hurt. To stop feeling. To escape." 
 
    "I still want that," Victoria admitted. 
 
    "I know. I know because I've felt that way, too. But after everyone we've lost, we owe it to them to keep living. If we go to this next life, as you say, and our loved ones are there, what will they say knowing we threw away what was taken from them? Do we not owe them a life well-lived? The sooner we go, the sooner they will be forgotten, and then they will truly be gone. As long as we live, they do too— in here." Katya pressed her fingertips to Victoria's heart. "Our immortality is theirs, too. The strength will come. You will find it, as I have. As many others in our position have." 
 
    Yekaterina turned her arm over, exposing the scar that tore across it. "Touch it," she said. 
 
    Victoria hesitated. It felt invasive, and all she could do was stare at the thick ridge of tissue that ran across Yekaterina's slender wrist like a jagged shard of quartz. 
 
    "Please," Yekaterina said. 
 
    Raising her trembling fingers, Victoria barely grazed it before yanking them back again. "I can't. It's too traumatic, too personal, I shouldn't—" 
 
    "What did I say about the word 'should?' Here—" Before Victoria could react, Yekaterina snatched her hand up and pressed it against her wrist. 
 
    Under her shocked fingers, Victoria could feel the scar. Hard and inflexible, it was nothing like the surrounding skin. It was a stiff, unyielding thing, almost artificial, in contrast to the warmth that pumped just beneath it. It was where Katya's lifeblood had run from her body, her heart straining to keep up with the dramatic fall in pressure as it flowed from her, crimson oozing over alabaster. Victoria could see it in her mind's eye as clear as day, and it made her want to weep tears as thick as blood.  
 
    "You're not alone," Yekaterina said, her ice-blue eyes holding Victoria's as she continued to press her hand against her wrist. "In more ways than one." 
 
    When Yekaterina finally released her, Victoria took up her hand and brought it to her right temple. 
 
    "Here?" Yekaterina asked. "There's no sign of it." 
 
    Victoria nodded. "My ear still rings." 
 
    "Then that is your scar." Yekaterina let her hand fall away. "If we're both going to be alive for as long as it seems we will, we will need each other's support to heal them completely. There's no shame in that. Our pasts should be our teachers, not our masters. Do you agree?" 
 
    "I don't know..." 
 
    "We both have re-building to do, and I would be very happy to have someone to do it with. I need someone to help me adjust to life in this country, and I would very much like that someone to be you. You're intelligent, insightful, and a gifted witch. I can't think of anyone better. If you feel you need a purpose, I am humbly submitting myself for consideration." 
 
    Victoria looked down, one hand still in Yekaterina's.  
 
    To think that only a short while ago she'd been convinced that Yekaterina hated her. Now, she was asking that they trust one another with their mental well-being, and given the current state of Victoria's, their lives. 
 
    Quite the magic trick. 
 
    "Then I accept," Victoria said, rubbing away a sniffle with the back of her sleeve. She met Yekaterina's eyes once more. "I'm glad you're here." 
 
    "So am I." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pasta boiled away while the tomatoes bubbled beside them in gleaming, still-new copper pots. The countertop was strewn with the remnants of the seasonings that had been cut up, sprigs and stems scattered about. Millie ground away at the seeds between her scale-shrouded fingers, filling the kitchen with the scent of half-a-dozen herbs and spices, most of which had been pulled from Ivy's greenhouse. They more potent and even more nutritious than normal, and once added to a sauce, would infuse it not only with flavour, but with minor healing properties, helping to rejuvenate the body after a long day. 
 
    "Do not lick your fingers," Elise reminded her. "They are too strong." 
 
    "You think I forgot already?" 
 
    "Yes, I can see you thinking about it." 
 
    Millie smiled. "Mind the knife." 
 
    By the time the seasonings were in the sauce, Millie had already forgotten why they had decided to make dinner in the first place. She and Elise were humming Ode to Joy together, letting their evening carry them away like any other, when they were joined by a presence behind them. 
 
    "That smells wonderful!" said someone in a Russian accent. 
 
    Turning to look, Millie saw Yekaterina standing in the doorway, her nose raised in the air. It was strange seeing her in such bright colours now, today in greens and yellows, her long white hair twisted up and held in place with what looked like a bright blue crocheting needle. Once she had taken her fill of the scent, she made her way to the stove and peered into the sauce pan. "All of that aroma from a tomato sauce?"  
 
    "Yes," Elise answered proudly.  
 
    "Your own recipe?" 
 
    "With Ivy's influence," Millie admitted. 
 
    "I don't suppose you'll allow me to taste it?" 
 
    "Of course you may," Elise said, proffering Yekaterina a spoon. "I am happy you want to." 
 
    Yekaterina dipped the spoon in the sauce and began to slowly stir. "My grandmother was very strict about not letting anyone try anything until it was on the table. I'm surprised I don't still have bruises on my knuckles." She brought the spoon to her mouth. "Still better than what my father got when he was too nosy around her kitchen. Oh! That's very good." 
 
    "Your father's mother?" 
 
    "Yes. She said he should have known better after so many years, but he never learned," Yekaterina said wistfully.  
 
    "Your grandmother sounds wise," Millie said. 
 
    "I still don't know as much about witchcraft as she did." 
 
    "Your grandmother was a witch?" Millie asked in surprise. "That must have been wonderful." 
 
    "It was. It certainly made it less surprising to find out I was one, too. Can I do anything to help?"  
 
    Elise continued to stir. "You may choose the wine." 
 
    "That I am happy to do." 
 
    With that, Yekaterina opened the door to the cellar and vanished into the dark, the shadow cast by her witchlight bobbing along the wall as she descended the stairs. The door clicked shut. 
 
    "Are you sure about this?" Millie asked, turning to Elise with a weighty look of concern. 
 
    It was their turn to tell the truth.  
 
    "Yes. This is our home, and theirs now. Whatever their reaction, they deserve to have one." It had been a long period of discussion, but in the end, Elise's compassion had won out. After their conversation with Yekaterina and then the Longs, it was obvious EVE needed to be built on honesty between its witches, even if it meant dealing with negative reactions to that honesty. As the home side, it was their responsibility to set the example. To be worthy of their trust. 
 
    Even if by omission, they were lying to protect themselves, the same way Yekaterina had been, but she had had the courage to come clean. If she had been willing to take that risk for the sake of the group, who were Millie and Elise to refuse to do the same?  
 
    Millie felt both trepidatious and defiant, the smouldering need for revelation glowing brighter and brighter within her. For having lived a lie her entire life, she was starving for honesty, even if their plan to gorge on it might result in food poisoning.  
 
    "Every day you remind me why I love you," she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    Taking it gently, Elise raised it to her lips. "And every day I am grateful. You do not object? It is your last chance, ma chérie." 
 
    "No. There are times your style is much preferable to mine." 
 
    "I am glad you think so. Talking is much less messy than..." Elise gently ran her hand over the scar on Millie's shoulder. 
 
    "Punching it in the mouth?" 
 
    Elise laughed. "Yes. My sword and my shield." 
 
    "Angel." 
 
    "Devil." 
 
    Millie crooked her eyebrow suggestively, but had no other nicknames to pull out as yet. "So, how should we go about... expressing ourselves?" 
 
    "The way any happy couple does." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Not that!" 
 
    "Oh."  
 
    "Just be us, as we always have been. Only now, without fear." Elise gestured to the mess on the counter. "We continue making dinner, like any couple." 
 
    Millie jutted her chin at the cellar door. "How do you think she'll react when she catches us?" 
 
    "'Catches us?' I said without fear." 
 
    "So you did. How about... 'when she discovers the truth?'" 
 
    "Much better." Elise shrugged. "I do not know. That is why we must try, yes?" 
 
    "Yes," Millie said, entwining her fingers with Elise's. 
 
    That was when Yekaterina emerged, bearing two bottles with her. Her sharp blue eyes immediately flicked down to their hands, and back up again. 
 
    The Hell with it, Millie thought, and with no warning, kissed Elise on the temple. Looking back at Yekaterina, Millie's eyes blazed with defiance as she flushed red with the sheer thrill of having thrown it all out there in one moment. 
 
    The Russian stood motionless, her face utterly blank. Slowly, her eyes regained some degree of movement, and they looked from Millie to Elise and back again while Millie's heart tried to bash its way past her ribs, shoving her lungs out of the way in the process. Elise was tense beside her. Millie had exposed them both in her rashness, risking everything, but she didn't regret it. Her resolve was adamant, and even if their noble reasons weren't good enough, she could always tell herself that if this Russian wanted to live in their house, she was going to have to accept them for who they were. 
 
    Ever so slowly, Yekaterina's eyes narrowed. 
 
    A smile was forming. 
 
    Her head tilted to the side, and her smile broke out in earnest, the blinding, almost ethereal smile that Millie had seen the first time they'd met; only this one was real. "Did you expect me to be shocked?" Yekaterina said, holding the wine bottles out in surprised joy.  
 
    The floor dropped out from under Millie's feet and she almost toppled over. She had been coiled up ready for a fight, and had no plan to deal with blanket acceptance. "Erm...yes, frankly," she managed. 
 
    Yekaterina's smile was like the surface of the sun, and Millie could hardly stand to look at it. Mostly because it made her dizzy with confusion.  
 
    "Why?" Yekaterina said, placing the wine on the counter and crossing her arms. "You think you're the only ones who like to kiss other girls?" 
 
    "What? You are... like us?" Elise stammered. 
 
    "Not exactly. I've had my share of men, as well. But, I will say, I do prefer women if I only have to choose one, which, thankfully, I do not," Yekaterina said with a distinctly lupine smile on her face. 
 
    "Both?" Millie and Elise said together. 
 
    "Now who's shocked? I expect you look how you wanted me to look right now. Yes, both. How long have you been together?" 
 
    Millie told her. 
 
    "I suspected, but thank you for confirming it for me." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "A couple in love is a couple in love. People just don't see it, because they can't imagine it happening. 'They're just good friends.' 'They're as close as sisters.' They rationalise it away. But when you know it's possible, when you've been a part of it, the signs are hard to miss. Does Victoria know?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Stupid question, of course she does." 
 
    "Does Svetlana? With her Manifest..." Millie said, unable to keep her concerns bottled up in the face of such untrammelled confession. 
 
    "I would imagine so. She knows everything else. Let's find out." Yekaterina stuck her head into the dining room. "Svetlana! Did you know about this?" 
 
    "Yes!" 
 
    Yekaterina turned back. "She did," she said with a shrug and a smile. "Just know, I've been where you are. I will be again, hopefully," Yekaterina said, her smile flickering for a brief moment, "so you have nothing to fear from me, or her. Your secret is safe as long as you want it to be. I wish you both the best. Truly. The world needs more of it." 
 
    "Well, that's not... quite the reaction I expected," Millie said. 
 
    "I'm happy that you're happy. Give me a chance, and I will surprise you." 
 
    "I am sorry, Yekaterina," Elise said. 
 
    "Why ever for?" 
 
    "We judged you before we had reason." 
 
    Yekaterina waved the idea away. "Nonsense. Never apologise for protecting yourselves. Trust is earned, and I hadn't yet. I will try to be worthy of it." 
 
    "You're on your way." 
 
    "Thank you. By the way, the pasta's about to boil over." 
 
      
 
    "Know about what?" Victoria asked, resting her hands on the back of the chair across from Svetlana, who was plucking flower petals into several bowls set along the dining room table. There were tulips mixed with roses, lavender with pansies, daffodils and dandelions, clearly colour was the deciding factor, but Victoria couldn't see any other rhyme or reason to it. So many colours from so many seasons meant they could only have come from Ivy. 
 
    "Millie and Elise," she said. "They look very happy." 
 
     If Svetlana knew, there was no use pretending it was a secret anymore. "They are," Victoria said.  
 
    "You aren't." Svetlana's eyes were completely normal as they glanced up from starting in on a trio of daisies. 
 
    I suppose I've earned my reputation as the direct type, Victoria thought. "I came to try to fix that. To say I'm sorry." 
 
    Svetlana gestured for Victoria to sit down. "Why do you need to say you're sorry? I should be the one to apologise." 
 
    "I threatened you. I had no right to do that." 
 
    "I hurt you. Shamed you. You had every right to be upset." 
 
    "No. You're a witch. My sister." The words came easier than Victoria would have ever thought. The right words. The words that signified to both of them that neither were alone anymore. "And sisters don't do that. I overreacted, and threatened you in front of everyone." 
 
    "I did not mean to hurt or shame you, Victoria. I only saw pain that I couldn't bear seeing, and I wanted you to get better. I went about it the wrong way, at the wrong time. I am sorry." 
 
    "Then we're both sorry. Can we be friends?" Odd how that word came out compared to sister. They were sisters because of what they were, but to be friends would depend on who, and that was even more intimidating. But the look in Svetlana's eyes was one of gratitude, and she extended her hand. 
 
    "I would like that very much," Svetlana said.  
 
    Victoria took it just as gratefully, feeling much lighter when she sat down again. "What are you doing?" 
 
    "I am testing as to whether I can gauge colour without looking. A common smell, feeling, that sort of thing." The daisies done, she took up the last remaining flowers, a pair of easter lilies. 
 
    Victoria sat up a little straighter. "An experiment? May I help?" 
 
    "Not yet. If you touch anything, it will smell like you. No offence." 
 
    "None taken. By all means, limit your variables. I would like to hear your results, however." 
 
    Svetlana smiled. "I would be happy to tell you." 
 
    Watching Svetlana work, Victoria saw the faded lines of recently-healed cuts and scrapes on her hands, and it made her think of Yekaterina's scar. To someone of Svetlana's sensitivity, how much had they hurt? 
 
    We will need each other's support to heal.  
 
    Victoria cleared her throat. "About what happened... I'm touched that you wanted to help me." 
 
    "I cannot help but see it. It is like a bruise on your soul." 
 
    The nebulous interpersonal part well along, Victoria's analytical side reasserted itself and she leapt on another enigma with gusto. "When you say you can see it, do you mean that literally?" 
 
    "Yes. You are black and blue." 
 
    Though it was a difficult concept to get her head around, that Svetlana had pronounced her those two particular colours wasn't shocking. "I see." It didn't need to be literally true to have a truth of its own. 
 
    "It does not suit you at all. I know there are other colours beneath, but black smothers them." 
 
    "That it does," Victoria said, looking down at her black sleeves, to the black tattoos lurking beneath. When she looked back up, Svetlana's eyes were haunted. 
 
    "I feel... compelled to tell truths people do not want to hear," she said, gently setting the enormous lily petals over the scattering of those of the daisies. 
 
    "The truth is often painful," Victoria said. 
 
    "Yes. And people avoid pain at all costs. But hidden truths change people's colour. Only admitting it can make them normal again. If I tell them out loud, I always hope I can help change it." 
 
    "That's very noble." 
 
    Svetlana shook her head. "I have no choice. I see it in people's faces. I perceive their truth, and they recoil from me." 
 
    "It's very startling to see." 
 
    "I understand I make people uncomfortable, but to know that it is more often because of the truth they hear than my eyes, it is... disheartening." 
 
    "Do you really have no control over it?" 
 
    "No. Lies lead to..." Svetlana took a deep breath, setting aside a bare stem, stripped of anything that would mark it as having been beautiful. "I envy you and the others. You can turn your Manifests off. I always see your colour. Truth. So many people lie so often, I wish I didn't know about it. It saddens me." 
 
    "I admit the sample size is very small, but I've never heard of a Manifest like yours." It was the most innately magical thing Victoria had ever experienced. Everyone else's Manifest she could trace back to some sort of familiar, explainable process or phenomena, even if it was just the manipulation of energy, like Millie's. Magical energy was new to Victoria, but it was very real. But to see emotions as colours? That was so far from anything she would consider 'normal' that she had to sit in awe of Svetlana having not completely lost her mind. Presented as a theory, Victoria would have assumed the human mind incapable of even processing such a thing, let alone adapting to live with it as reality.  
 
    "So... you know when someone is lying, and you know their emotional state? Can you sense intention, as well?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "So, for example, if someone meant another person harm, you would know?" 
 
    "Yes. I would sense the anger building, the desire for violence." 
 
    A deep pang thrummed within Victoria's breast. Regardless of what she may think of it in theory, the reality was that Svetlana had Manifested the ability to sense truth, which most likely meant that the alternative was dying. What circumstance had befallen this poor woman that that was the lot she'd been dealt in her young life?  
 
    Betrayal. Betrayal of trust on such a level that it led to a Manifest could only come from few people, Victoria thought. But that's exactly what a civil war was, wasn't it? Class against class, neighbour against neighbour. There were no borders to stare across, no trenches to take refuge in. There was no home front, only battlefield. Unable to trust your own countryfolk, of course paranoia would become a survival mechanism. But to the point of Manifesting? 
 
    Victoria shuddered, and changed her line of inquiry. "And the opposite?Millie and Elise being in love? You saw it?" 
 
    Svetlana brightened. "Oh, yes. They are both the same shade of bright green. It makes me wish people were more honest about it, there would be more happy people." 
 
    "Love is green?" 
 
    "Yes. Yellow and blue. Happiness and heartache. That's how I reckon it, anyway." 
 
    A concept for a later time, Victoria thought. "But you can't sense exact thoughts?" she asked.  
 
    "It depends on the thought," Svetlana said idly as she ran her fingers over the lily petals. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "If it is... how can I say it? In the front of your mind?" 
 
    "If I'm actively thinking it?" 
 
    "Yes. Your brother's name is... William." 
 
    "What? How did you-?" Even though it was the result of a question Victoria had asked, it still came as a shock to hear the answer.  
 
    "It was the first thing you thought," Svetlana said, "very clearly. I'm sorry." 
 
     "Thank you. But you... fascinating..." Victoria's curiosity got the better of her. "If I said out loud his name was John... you would see that lie... are lies a colour, as well?" 
 
    "In a way..." Svetlana waved her hands in Victoria's direction, like she was trying to polish her head. "I'm sorry, my English makes it very difficult to explain." 
 
    "Would it be easier in Russian?" 
 
    Svetlana thought for a long moment. "I suppose not." 
 
    "I can't imagine it would be. Thank you, Svetlana. I cannot imagine how the world looks to you, but even through so much sensory input, you still desire to help. You're very special, and I'm glad you're here with us." 
 
    "Thank you very much. Your honest desire to understand is touching. You don't treat my Manifest like a burden." 
 
    "Because I know now it's you who bears it." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was becoming too much. For everything that had happened since Millie had overheard Alexandra, it still continued to gnaw at her. There had been so much clearing of the air in the last few days, there was still that one bank of stubborn fog that kept getting in the way of the sun.  
 
    At the same time she felt terrible for listening in on what amounted to a confession, what she'd heard was eating her from the inside. The youngest Russian was clearly in pain, and Millie still didn't know what to do about it. She'd thought about talking to Alexandra directly, but that would probably make her trust them even less than she already did. The worst part, Millie knew, was that she would be justified in that mistrust.  
 
    Guilt, or a desire to help, Millie could talk herself in and out of both as she made her way to see Ivy. At over 400 years old, she would at least be good for advice, Millie felt, since to say that Hekabe had an owner felt repugnant. Ivy was the one most responsible for her, but Hekabe was her own being, and more intelligent than a lot of people Millie would rather forget. 
 
    Set well behind the EVE residence, Ivy's brand-new greenhouse was three times the size of the one she had had at ADAM. This one had concrete floors with drains in them, rather than dirt that turned to muck every time she watered her plants. On a sunny day it was blinding to look at from the right angle, but in the light allowed by the low clouds today, Millie could clearly see Ivy inside, buzzing from one creation to the next, attending them with as much care as any mother would her children. 
 
    And they were creations. Very few of the plants in Ivy's care bore any relation to their equivalents outside anymore, all having been altered in one way or another by her Manifest. Millie still wasn't quite sure how it fit within the rules of using magic on living things, but since the plants existed, and Ivy hadn't burst into flames or been dragged to Hell, Millie had to assume there was a loophole somewhere she didn't know about.  
 
    Though the walls were made of glass, Millie knocked at the door anyway, feeling it was only polite. 
 
    Ivy looked up long enough to wave her in, and Millie was greeted with a wave of warm, humid air that smelled of earth and growing things. As Ivy didn't have many flowers left, it was a rather pungent combination of herbs both familiar and alien that filled Millie's senses, strong enough to taste.  
 
    Blinking away the smell, she snatched up a small bronze watering can from under a table with her witchscale and filled it from the taps built into the corner.  
 
    "Still remember how to use that?" Ivy asked, a pair of tweezers in one hand, and the smallest pair of scissors Millie had ever seen in the other. Ivy was methodically pruning away undesired new growth from a kind of armoured vine, festooned with so many nasty-looking thorns that Millie would have expected to find it in a book on obscure Medieval weapons.  
 
    Scrunched in one eye was Ivy's black-and-gold jeweller's loupe, making her look a pirate whose ship had stopped too quickly.  
 
    "Aye, you taught me well," Millie said. "Where should I start?"  
 
    Ivy pointed without looking up. "The luculentus cutis." 
 
    "The what?" 
 
    "The broad-leafed one with the prismatic fruit. Look like little beetles. Then work towards me." 
 
    "Got it." As Millie began, she was hit by a pang of nostalgia, something she never would have thought she would feel about ADAM. "I'm sorry I haven't been here to help very often since we moved." 
 
    "If I recall, this would be the first time." 
 
    Millie wanted to blame the heat of the greenhouse for the flush of her cheeks, but that wasn't in keeping with her recent pattern of honesty. 
 
    "'S all right," Ivy said, though she could have been talking about the vine she moved on from. "How are things with the Russians? Are you getting on yet?" 
 
    "There's been... progress." It was still hard to believe they knew about her and Elise. It didn't feel real, like she was sleepwalking through a dream. But if she started gushing about that to Ivy now, Millie would never stop. "Vickie and Yekaterina aren't going to kill each other anymore," she said instead.  
 
    She moved to the next plant, which looked like a fat, oversized Brussel sprout. That it unfurled itself when Millie came near it shouldn't have surprised her. The red-and-orange interior did, making it look like the gaping maw of a volcano awaiting a sacrifice. 
 
    "Water in the centre of that one," Ivy said. "Like filling a cup. I'll feed him later." 
 
    It was like filling a cup, Millie found, only one that swallowed what you put into it, disappearing somewhere she would probably have nightmares about falling into later. She wanted to look at Ivy to ask her question, but was afraid when she turned back there'd be a finger missing. Her witchscale popped out without her telling it to. "Feed it what?"  
 
    "Blood." 
 
    Millie took a step back. "You're kidding." 
 
    "He likes sheep's blood the most. Grew four inches in a day when I switched to that." 
 
    "I suppose it told you," Millie said, only half kidding. 
 
    "Of course he did. You think I dump blood on all my plants just to see what happens?" Ivy asked without a trace of sarcasm. 
 
    "I don't... not believe it." It came out as a question. 
 
    Ivy laughed. "Smart girl. So Victoria's made a friend, has she? Good." 
 
    "So has Hekabe," Millie said before she could stop herself.  
 
    That drew Ivy's undivided attention. "Oh?" 
 
    "Alexandra." 
 
    "They did seem to take a shine to each other rather quickly," Ivy said, returning her attention to her work. "She even taught herself to climb the stairs to go see her." 
 
    "Alexandra was talking to her, I overheard it the other night. In English. Like Hekabe could understand her." 
 
    "Hekabe understands more than you think she does," Ivy said, an odd note of melancholy in her voice. "I talk to her all the time." 
 
    It wasn't long ago that Millie would have laughed at that. But after Niamh had told her that Ivy's oddness was her mind's way of coping with the torture she had suffered centuries earlier, it only filled Millie with a deep well of sadness. 
 
    "I hope she does," Millie said. "It sounded like Alexandra badly needed someone to talk to." 
 
    "She never speaks. I can understand why."  
 
    Millie looked over at Ivy, hunched over a tomato plant with purple leaves. The white stripes on black, the wild mane of jet-black hair. The faraway, smoky look her eyes took on sometimes when she sounded so much like she was looking into the future. It made Millie curious what it would have been like to have known Ivy before she had suffered the horrors she had. Selene and Niamh had known that Ivy, as had Zoya, apparently, but only Niamh had ever mentioned that there had ever been a 'that Ivy' in the first place.  
 
    It made Millie hesitant to bring up what she'd heard. How would Ivy react to hearing about such trauma? But Millie had to remind herself that all Manifests were a result of trauma, that they were surrounded by it. 
 
    "It was very dark, what Alexandra had to say. I feel like we should do something about it, but she doesn't know I know. She needs help, Ivy. Our help." 
 
    Since they had Manifested, the younger witches had all dropped the habit of calling the older ones 'Mistress,' but Ivy had lived a long, hard life, and learned many hard lessons, which meant that when it came to wisdom, she and the other older witches were still very much mistresses of that particular domain. 
 
    "She hasn't asked for it," Ivy said. "We shouldn't assume she wants it." 
 
    "It was basically a confession. I could hear the pain in her, and it hurt. She's traumatised, and been brought halfway around the world to a place she's never been, and forced to speak a language that isn't hers. Doesn't talking to Hekabe mean she needs someone to talk to? I feel horrible knowing that she only feels comfortable talking to a dog. Whatever our differences, she's a witch. Doesn't that make her our sister? Don't we have an obligation to ease her suffering?" The words all came out in a rush, the cork that Millie had stuffed into her feelings bursting from her like a cannonball. "Witches have suffered too much to let one of us carry on with pain like that lodged in her heart." 
 
    Ivy said nothing, but had stopped working, and both eyes were now firmly fixed on Millie.  
 
    "I feel useless," Millie said. "Vickie and that Russian spend all their time together now. She's taking all the pain from her that I should be doing." 
 
    "Is this about Alexandra, or Victoria?" Ivy asked. 
 
    "Can't it be both? They both need help. Vickie's getting it, and Alexandra's not. I can help one of them, at least, can't I? At least try to make her better." 
 
    "That sounds like Elise talking." 
 
    "That I'm starting to sound like the woman I love doesn't surprise you, does it?" Millie asked.  
 
    Suddenly, Ivy was upon her. Millie hadn't even noticed her move, she was just there, and Millie was being squeezed hard enough to drive the breath from her. 
 
    "You've grown so much," Ivy said. "I'm proud of you." 
 
    When Ivy pulled away, her eyes were as clear as Millie had ever seen them. Deep wells ringed with emerald sank into her very soul, and Millie could see all the way in, to the Ivy that was. To Millie's surprise, she wasn't that different. Ivy's capacity to love and laugh hadn't been diminished at all; Millie could feel the former radiating from within those depths, and it was genuine and unadulterated. Whatever else Ivy may have lost, that, at least, hadn't been taken away from her. 
 
    "Have you talked to the other Russians about this?" Ivy asked. 
 
    "They've been together as long as they have, and she's still like this. If they were going to help, they would have already. If she can be helped." 
 
    Ivy considered this. "All right. If you feel you need to tell me, do so, and we'll go from there." 
 
    Millie hesitated a moment before plunging into the story. Ivy listened as Millie told her what she'd heard. 
 
    "You were right to want to ease her suffering," Ivy said when Millie was done. 
 
    "Was I wrong to listen?" 
 
    "You sympathised with her. When someone is bearing their heart, it's difficult not to."  
 
    "But?" 
 
    "You shared her secret." 
 
    "I don't know what else to do! Shouldn't she know that we're here to support her, at least? That we've all been through tragedy? Look what happened to Vickie when she thought she was alone." 
 
    "We're all still strangers to her. Sometimes a stranger is who you need, other times 's who you fear. I think she's still in the 'fear' part when it comes to us. I hope she'll come around in time, but for now, she should be able to proceed at her own pace. If she gets worse, then perhaps we could reach out to her a little more aggressively than we have. She trusts Hekabe, at least. That's something." 
 
    Millie nodded. "And Hekabe trusts us." 
 
    "Yes. It's where we'll have to start. I'll talk to Selene, and we can keep a closer eye on her, at least." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    Ivy smiled, her long upper canines catching her lower lip. "You should come by more often. I enjoy our talks." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    The Ivy that was retreated back into the Ivy that is, and her eyes returned to what everyone who had met her in the last two centuries would consider normal. "Now get back to work." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "So, now you must tell me about the fireballs," Victoria said, pacing in circles with a witchlight sliding up and down her arm. 
 
    "I suppose I do still owe you that. In what way?" Katya asked, her own witchlight perched on the back of her wrist like a corsage. "There isn't much to tell. Can you explain your... physics magic?" 
 
    "No, I mean how you control it apart from yourself. I have been trying to find a way to detach witchlights since I made my first one, but haven't been able to work out how. Your fire is separate from you, yet you maintain control over it. If you can do that, then it must be possible to do it with witchlight." 
 
    "Interesting. Is there a reason you're obviously so passionate about this?" Katya asked, a glint in her eye. 
 
    "Because I can't figure it out. I don't like not knowing things." 
 
    A globe of fire raised from Katya's hand, hovering for a moment before leaping away from them. It carved a few shapes into the hide of the dark before zipping back to add a third set of shadows to those cast by their witchlights. A sudden thought made her look at Victoria in confusion. "Wait, you move things with your mind all the time. How do you do that?" 
 
    "They were never a part of me. They are discrete objects that I can focus on. They have definition. The difference between steel and air, for example, is obvious. Move one and not the other. But witchlight, for whatever reason, I can't detach. Trying to send it away is like trying to fling my fingers off. I can't find where I end and it begins; it's all one magical soup." 
 
    "I object to the notion I am made of magical soup." 
 
    "Duly noted. But your fire is an ingredient in your soup." 
 
    Katya made a face and shrugged. "That's how I move it. It's part of me. I can't separate it from me any more than I can my arm. And like my arm, it does what I tell it to." The little fireball lifted away from them again, spiralling up several feet before corkscrewing back down again, where it hovered unstably, looking for all the world like it was doing a little jig. 
 
    "Wait, do that again," Victoria said. 
 
    "What, this?" Katya repeated the same action, this time a little slower so Victoria could follow it. The intensity of her concentration meant she had clearly picked up on something. 
 
    "Are you- yes, there's... Oh! There! Of course!" Victoria threw her hands over her head. "How could I be so stupid? It was right there in front of me!" 
 
    "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Lightning!" 
 
    "Lightning?" 
 
    "Lightning! Of course! So daft, how did I not put it together?" Victoria's hands slid down to grasp the sides of her head like she was trying to keep her realisation from bursting out of her ears. "It's a continuous chain of electrons. It's like... a rope, or a tether between the clouds and the ground, or between clouds." 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "I was trying to separate it from me, and that was the problem!" Victoria's smile was infectious, and Katya shared it, even if she didn't entirely know why. 
 
    A new witchlight the size of a cricket ball bloomed in Victoria's palm, and she stared at it, to the point she went cross-eyed. 
 
    Katya gasped as it began to float, levitating an inch above Victoria's hand.  
 
    "Aha! I have you figured now!" Victoria exclaimed. 
 
    The white ball of light zoomed away from her like she'd thrown it, but in a perfectly straight line, rather than an arc. As if it were attached to a cord, it suddenly stopped, and shot back the way it had come, coming to rest exactly where it had started. 
 
    "That's amazing! What did you do?" 
 
    "I attached a tether. Keeping it attached to me, but making it discrete, while giving it more freedom of movement. Then I willed it to move, the same way I would if it were moving up my arm." 
 
    The witchlight began to climb, moving up to eye level with Katya, and floated nearer. "Feel it," Victoria said. "Can you sense the tether?" 
 
    "I can!" Barely, but Katya could. Like a single strand of spider silk, it was weak side-to-side, but she could feel the strength of it, and knew that no amount of pulling could snap it. 
 
    "Just like your fireballs," Victoria said proudly. 
 
    "I didn't even notice I was doing it!" 
 
    "Because it's your Manifest. It's innate." Victoria moved her hand around the witchlight, over and around it, even as it sat perfectly still in mid-air. "It's a very odd sensation, no wonder you had difficulty explaining it." She smiled, white light reflecting perfectly in her white teeth. "There's still so much to learn," she said absently. "Now you try." 
 
    Katya screwed up her features, the most pressure she'd felt making a witchlight since the first one. The light came easily enough, but the intensity in Victoria's eyes was distracting. "Could you look a little less... obsessed?" 
 
    "Oh, sorry." She blinked once.  
 
    Katya could only smile. A tether? But there was no gap to span. The light was her as much as her fire was, as much as her fingers were. How did one attach a tether to something that wasn't separate? It was like trying to attach a tree limb to the trunk it was still growing out of. 
 
    Sweat formed on her brow and her witchlight wobbled in her hand, deforming from a perfect sphere into a sphere that had been smacked with something heavy.  
 
    "Imagine a string, and attach it from your hand to the witchlight. Sort of sideways, not from the bottom. Did you ever have a dog?" 
 
    "When I was young." 
 
    "Then picture the lead, and attach it to the witchlight's... collar, I suppose." 
 
    Victoria's face reflected her non-satisfaction with her metaphor, but it had helped immensely; Katya could see it! In her minds eye, she stopped trying to go from the bottom of the witchlight, instead allowing the thread to reach out from her finger, the same way she would have with Laika for her morning walk. Except unlike a dog lead, the thread grew longer, and moved by itself. So weak and fragile yet, it followed the instability in the air thrown off by the heat of her skin. 
 
    When it was close enough, it plunged into the side of her witchlight and burrowed into it, holding fast and quickly growing to the silk-like tension that she'd felt in Victoria's. 
 
    But Victoria was barely breathing, looking as though she was afraid of blowing away Katya's accomplishment. "Now, just like the fire, tell it to move." 
 
    Vibrating like it was about to explode, the witchlight suddenly fired off into the darkness, making it halfway across the shed before Katya could stop it. "Nichyose!" she blurted. 
 
    "Fantastic! Perhaps a little less will, this time," Victoria said. 
 
    Katya reigned in her errant witchlight, encouraging it to come back to her by gently tugging on the tether with a physical 'come here' motion. "Fire is much... heavier, if that makes any sense. I guess witchlights don't need quite the same amount of push." 
 
    As Katya's light obeyed and came slowly drifting back, Victoria's raced out to meet it. "Try to catch mine," she said, before it became a white streak, leaping over a hundred feet into the air. 
 
    Katya's followed with no problem. "I have a lot more experience than you at this," she said with a smile. "Perhaps I should lead?" 
 
    "Be my guest," Victoria said, inclining her head, shifting the colour of hers to blue. 
 
    Katya smiled and shifted hers to red before flinging it out into the dark. Swooping and diving, arcing and ricocheting off of the floor and then the ceiling high above, blue chased after red, like a pair of excited puppies running around a fenced yard.  
 
    The longer the chase went on, the larger the dares and boasts. Exclamations and praise, they were little girls playing in the schoolyard again, only now with magic. As their lights zipped around in the darkness, Katya was reminded that to have gifts such as theirs could also just be fun, something that both of them had needed more than they knew.  
 
    In the flashing red and blue light, Katya looked over at Victoria's face, and saw that for the first time, it bore none of what lie below the surface. Free from pain, and exalting in the learning of something new, she didn't look like an orphan, or a twin who'd lost her other half. She didn't look guilty of anything other than finally allowing herself to experience joy. 
 
    She looked like a witch.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie pulled her coat more tightly closed, but nothing seemed to help. Her scarf, gloves, hat, and boots were, combined, only mostly effective at keeping the wind out.  
 
    Her patrol had brought her to the emptiest side of the airfield, where there was no windbreak. The only thing around was the perimeter fence, and that was only effective at keeping dogs and people out. The wind sliced right through, and found its way to what felt like Millie's core, no matter what she did. 
 
    Beside her, Inga wasn't even wearing gloves. "Warm today," the newest member of LAC's security section said. 
 
    Millie looked up at her. "Are you joking?" 
 
    "No joke. Nice day." 
 
    True, it was only partly cloudy, rather than completely, as was usual, but it only seemed to be letting the warm air out, leaving a freezing cyclone to blow in and take its place. A sudden gust buffeted Millie sideways and she stumbled. 
 
    It was only now, on their first patrol together, that Millie put together that being as tall as Inga was meant her strides had to match, and Millie was having difficulty keeping up without looking ridiculous. Was this how Elise felt when they walked together? Millie would have to remember to be more aware of that from now on. 
 
    "Is Siberia as cold as I've heard?" Millie asked, as moving her lips felt like the best chance she had against them freezing. She had an exceedingly hazy, general sort of impression of what Siberia was, having read about it somewhere or other, but if everyone who came out of it was a hardy as Inga, it must be like another world. 
 
    "More cold. Always cold." 
 
    "Even summer?" 
 
    "No summer. Only longer daytime," Inga said.  
 
    It made a certain sort of sense, Millie supposed. With Inga's hair cropped so closely on the sides, she must have quite the tolerance for cold for her brain to still be working. Millie had more hair than just about anyone, and it still felt like it wasn't enough.  
 
    Still, she felt churlish for even saying anything. She wanted so badly to treat Inga like she would anyone else, to make things 'normal,' whatever that meant anymore, but the more she learned about Inga's past, the more Millie felt not only intimidated, but small. 
 
    The horrors Millie's brothers had seen before they were killed, Inga had seen too, but she was right here, real as life. She'd come back. Even though she had fought for a different country, in only a single battle, there was a bizarre sort of connection Millie felt to her now because of it. None of her three brothers had come back to describe to her what they'd seen, or what they'd done, but Inga could.  
 
    And yet, Millie couldn't bring herself to ask the questions. Elise talked about the men she visited in the hospital every Sunday, and none of them wanted to talk about what they'd seen or done. Unless they brought it up first, it was taboo to ask, and though Inga was physically unharmed, Millie felt the weight of that taboo pressing on her every time she looked up into those keen black eyes. She wanted to know. What Vickie had tried and failed, Inga had actually done.  
 
    Vickie had wanted to go because her brother had; Inga went because the men wouldn't. Four years of horror had flipped things completely upside-down, and Millie couldn't blame any of them for feeling as they had. 
 
    Whether it was because Inga had lived to come home, or because she'd shared an experience with her brothers, Millie could feel a sort of need for familiarity with Inga. However tangential and distant it may be, there was something she could share that might bring some vicarious sort of closure that Millie had long thought her need for buried. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    As they walked along, Millie had to consciously remind herself that Inga was a person, just like anyone else, regardless of what her outsized history and proportions may make her seem, and Millie couldn't help but recall what Svetlana had said about Inga needing a friend. That was more important than any nebulous wants Millie could come up with. 
 
    But outsized proportions, at least, were something Millie could relate to Inga with safely, and build out from. 
 
    "How are the new shoes?" she asked. The ones Inga had arrived in had been falling apart, and rather than even attempt shopping, they had gone straight to having them custom-made. 
 
    "Very good. Walk all day," Inga said happily. 
 
    Whether she was making a joke about her Manifest intentionally or not, Millie smiled at the wording. "Good. I'll take you to the seamstress I go to when you're ready to buy trousers. Or skirts, if you want to try that." 
 
    "No skirts," Inga said. 
 
    "Well, you and Vickie have that in common," Millie said. 
 
    "Smart." 
 
    "Oi! There's nothing wrong with dresses and skirts! Some of us like them!" Millie kicked her leg out and immediately regretted it, as the wind stole away the pocket of warm air that had kept her legs from seizing up. "Maybe not today, but normally..."  
 
    They made the turn at the remotest corner of the airfield, directly into the wind, which tore away the curse that Millie let loose at being blasted full in the face with a wall of ice. 
 
    The turn brought them to a length of fence that was directly across from the main hangar, and Millie could see Juno lurking inside through the partially-open doors.  
 
    But she wasn't the only one. 
 
    Between two hedges on the other side of the fence was a camera on a tripod. Behind it, under a black hood, was... someone. 
 
    "Can we help you?" Millie asked as they approached. 
 
    In a sudden, spastic swipe, the hood was thrown off and a bespectacled man looked through the fence at the two women who now loomed between him and his obvious subject.  
 
    "I, erm... was just taking a few pictures," he said. 
 
    "I gathered that," Millie said. "Any particular reason?" 
 
    "Well, I'm, I suppose I would have to say an enthusiast," he said, dabbing under his hat with a handkerchief.  
 
    Millie crossed her arms. "Of what variety?"  
 
    "Aviation, of course. The Longs' newest airship is quite the curiosity." 
 
    "So you thought you would sneak a few photographs? And do what with them?" 
 
    "I... well, that is... uh..." 
 
    "Sell them?" 
 
    Millie might as well have jabbed him in the arse with a pointed stick, the way he jumped at that word. Inga walked closer to the fence, which she would have been able to look over, if not for the barbed wire on top. 
 
    "Yes!" he squeaked, looking up at Inga like she was about to reach over the fence and pluck him out of the hedge. Maybe she was. 
 
    "You know about the Circus, don't you?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Of course," the man said, sounding offended that she would even intimate that he didn't. 
 
    "It's next week. How are your pictures worth anything when the whole world is going to see it soon?" Millie wasn't even trying to be confrontational, it genuinely didn't make any sense. 
 
    "What does it matter? A hobby is a hobby." 
 
    "Because we work security for the Longs, and if you're taking photos for their competition, we're going to have to confiscate that," Millie said, pointing at the camera, which looked terrifically expensive. Industrial espionage, even sabotage, was something Millie had a hard time getting her head around, especially after the war, but it was very real, according to the Longs. Without the German threat, Britons were happy to go back to turning on each other, Millie thought sadly. 
 
    "This is public property," the man protested, pointing at the ground below his feet.  
 
    "Not technically," Millie said. "The Longs own every inch of Longstown, which you are standing in. If you want to take pictures from Bedford, be my guest. Otherwise, please remove yourself from company property," Millie said, the officially-sanctioned threat sitting oddly on her lips. 
 
    The man looked up to Millie, and then more up to Inga, then down, defeated. "Very well," he said, and quickly began to pack up his equipment. As Millie couldn't prove anything, and as it was, the hangar doors were barely open, she didn't feel like dealing with the paperwork breaking his camera would generate. 
 
    "Thank you," Millie said. Then she remembered her position. "Sir." 
 
    When the man had scuttled far enough away for her taste, Inga turned to Millie. "You talk well." 
 
    "I don't think I needed to, he just saw you and knew not to argue." 
 
    Inga laughed. "Good partner." 
 
    "I try to be," Millie said before pointing the way they'd been going before they stopped. "Come on, we have a ways more to go." 
 
    As they set out again, Millie knew that it wasn't as far as she'd feared. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Having already prepared for bed, Victoria sat at her desk in her nightclothes. Flush with positivity from her time with Yekaterina, she finally had the courage to open a book that she had never been able to bring herself to unpack since she came to EVE.  
 
    In the steady pool of white coming from the witchlight hovering above her, Victoria flipped another page. In the margins were several notes, mostly observations that were documenting a thought process, rather than any sort of actual insight. But the words themselves didn't matter; Victoria had read them dozens of times. She'd read them dozens of times not because of what they said, but because of who had had written them. 
 
    Colette.  
 
    Her hand was flowing and beautiful, even when constrained to the limited dimensions offered on the blank fringes of a book. Interspersed here and there were a few words in Victoria's cramped, space-saving scratches. It had been a way of communicating in a stream-of-consciousness way when they weren't in the same room. They would answer each other's observations, only bringing up the biggest or most insightful when they met face-to-face. 
 
    The entire book she was holding had been written on the underlying principles that made Victoria's ghosting magic possible. Table after table of hideously complicated maths that amounted to the assertion that much like between the stars, there was space between atoms, and that solid didn't quite mean solid anymore; that matter was mostly empty space. 
 
    Their response? 
 
      
 
    Still just theory. 
 
    For now! 
 
      
 
    That Victoria had been proven right beyond a shadow of a doubt didn't stanch the flow of blood to her cheeks that resulted from seeing her hubris written out in such stark black-and-white. How old had she been when she'd written that? Nineteen? Barely at ADAM a few months, and she had already been convinced she could pummel the life's work of the greatest geniuses the world had yet produced into a different shape with magic. She hadn't even made her first witchlight at that point, yet she had already convinced herself she was going to single-handedly win the War to End All Wars by combining physics with magic. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    Looking down at the tattoo emblazoned on her left arm, the pain that had driven her to such brashness was still there, but it had been dulled by time and everything that had happened since the end of the war. 
 
    The '11' on her opposite arm was much the same, but it was more so the one that kept her fires burning, the one that would make sure she wouldn't rest until EVE had succeeded.  
 
    There would be no tattoo for Colette. There certainly wouldn't be one for attempting suicide. They would have to remain on the inside, forever. It had been her burning fear of forgetting why she was at ADAM that had led her down to the docks to get her tattoos in the first place, but it had been the constant reminder, the inability to let go of what they represented that had led her to put a gun to her head and forget everything.  
 
    Not again.  
 
    Yekaterina was right. Victoria was only going to forgive herself by remembering. Her time as that other woman she had had to call November had been horrific, and she had to remember how she'd wound up there: she'd made herself that way. She'd tried to do everything herself, to work out everything in her own head, and had become trapped there. Stuck in a loop of bad choices, of misinterpretations, of grief and loss, suffocating guilt, and yes, the inability to forgive herself for it. 
 
    Hating herself wouldn't bring anyone back. Hating herself wouldn't undo what she'd done. Hating herself wouldn't un-choose the choices she'd made. Hating herself wouldn't move her forward, it would only anchor her to the past, and force her to re-live it over and over again until she learned her lesson. 
 
    The lesson she'd taken away the first time was that life wasn't worth living and that the world was better off without her in it. 
 
    Then it was. For a week. 
 
    She'd seen the result first hand, lived it, and had to see the look on her best friend's face when she learned about why. 
 
    Not again.  
 
    Slowly, Victoria traced her fingers over the words Colette had written. Physically, they didn't feel any different, of course, but they did in her heart. There, she felt them acutely, and for the first time since Colette's death, Victoria let herself feel them. She absorbed them within her, the results of a life lived, a life shared. Page after page, book after book, Victoria let herself feel, to remember, to hear the lilting, French-tinged accent that belonged to the hand that had written them. 
 
    When she got to the last page of the last book, Victoria read the last message. A message that, in her grief and guilt-stricken madness, she had forgotten. Now that the words were there for her to read again for the first time, she allowed herself to take them more deeply within her than any others. As she did, a single tear rolled down her cheek to splash upon the page, where the response she never wrote would have gone. 
 
      
 
    I'm very proud of you. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the entirety of EVE gathered in The Shed once more, they weren't arranged in lines of battle ordered against one another, they were all standing in a circle. All except Alexandra, who was sitting in the centre, staring at the floor, while around her, tension slowly filled the massive space like invisible hydrogen, waiting for a spark to set it off. 
 
    This time, it didn't feel like a Vaudeville sideshow, but a courtroom, and Selene was the prosecutor. And the judge. Going by the look in her eye, Millie imagined it wouldn't take much to get her to also act as executioner. 
 
    "How could you have brought her here?" Selene hissed, her gray eyes as dark as thunderclouds, ready to unleash a torrent of flesh-stripping hail and lightning.  
 
    But if Zoya noticed the storm bearing down on her, she was slow to put up her umbrella. "She is safe among her sister witches. Who better to protect her?" 
 
    The call to assemble in The Shed had been sudden and frantic. To now know that Alexandra was the subject left a hollow pit in Millie's stomach. Was this her fault? Alexandra looked just as lost as ever, and didn't seem frightened of what was happening around her. That meant, whatever it was, she knew about it.  
 
    I should just learn to keep my mouth shut, Millie thought. 
 
    "We don't even know if we can protect ourselves yet! What happens if they find out she's here?" Selene asked. 
 
    Zoya remained unmoved by the tornado spooling out of Selene's assault. "This is all a secret. No one knows any of us are here." 
 
    "Because no one has had a reason to come looking! Now they might. If there is a trail to pick up, if you haven't been as careful as you say, then it will lead them right here, and put all of us in danger." 
 
    Millie shot a look to Vickie, who looked just as in the dark as to what that could mean. Svetlana looked concerned, but equally ignorant, and if she didn't know, then no-one did. 
 
    "So what then, will you turn her away?" Zoya asked. 
 
    "No, but you will no longer have a say in what witches become a part of EVE. This was a shocking lack of judgment on your part, and I will not have these women, this program, our identity endangered by such recklessness again." Millie had never heard Selene so upset. To look at Ivy, neither had she, and Millie felt a pang of regret at dragging her into this. It was clearly not the outcome she had foreseen, either. 
 
    So much for being able to see the future. 
 
    "What would you have had me do, turn her away?" Zoya asked, "Turn her in to the Bolsheviks to be shot again?" 
 
    Again? Millie thought, looking at Alexandra. She seemed physically fine; nothing about her said she'd been shot. Then again, she would have said the same thing about Vickie. Or herself. 
 
    Selene's eyes were hard, unyielding granite. "You didn't have to bring her here. Any one of those boltholes you used along the way, any number of witches in France, Belgium, anywhere else could have taken her, and kept her hidden away in obscurity indefinitely. This is the largest single concentration of witches in the world, Zoya, and if you have made it a target, then Morrigan help you." 
 
    "I don't understand, who is she?" Yekaterina asked, reminding Zoya that there were others in the room, as she suddenly looked about at the rest of them like she'd forgotten they were there. 
 
    Alexandra, for her part, was unchanged, seemingly unaware of the eruption happening around her; the quiet eye in the centre of a hurricane. 
 
    "No one as important as Selene thinks," Zoya said, but with a weak conviction that was being pulverised into doubt by Selene's intensity and a collection of witches rapidly losing their patience. She dabbed at her forehead with a handkerchief. 
 
    Selene looked offended. "No one...? Can you hear yourself?" 
 
      
 
    The tension was unbearable, and Victoria could no longer sit idly by and wait for it to explode. "Who is she?" she demanded sharply. "Who could possibly be so important that Selene is afraid for our safety?" 
 
    All eyes turned to the two oldest witches, each of whom looked to be daring the other to be the one to answer the question. If Selene answered, she would only further endanger them by increasing the number of people who knew the secret. If Zoya did, she ran the risk of proving Selene right and turning the nine most powerful witches in the country, maybe the world, against her. 
 
    But Selene's gaze was withering, the sheer force of her presence eroding Zoya's confidence in her own proclamations before their eyes, and she broke. 
 
    The first words out of her mouth were probably curses, but to Victoria, a lot of Russian sounded like cursing.  
 
    "Her name is not Alexandra Smirnova," Zoya said, the reality of what she was saying settling onto her face like building had landed on it. She sighed and crossed her arms. Was she bracing herself? 
 
    "Her real name is... Anastasia. Anastasia Nikolaevna Romanova." 
 
    "What!?" Yekaterina shot to her feet. What little colour she had in her face evaporated in an instant, and went as white as her hair. "That's impossible!" 
 
    Svetlana and Inga both wore combinations of horror and disbelief on their faces, turning to look at the woman Victoria knew as Alexandra as if she was some kind of spectre that had manifested from nothing to terrorise them all by doing little else than sitting perfectly still.  
 
    That she was succeeding was disconcerting. 
 
    "Who is that?" Elise asked on behalf of all the local witches. 
 
    "Tell them," Selene commanded. 
 
    Regret suddenly found life on Zoya's face. "The Grand Duchess Anastasia Nikolaevna Romanova, daughter of Tsar Nicholas II. His sole living child and rightful heir to the throne of the Russian Empire, such as it is." 
 
    "Jesus Christ," Niamh breathed.  
 
    "But, she's dead," Millie said, pointing at Alexandra like a shadowed object that was slowly revealing itself to be a bomb the more light that was shone on it. 
 
    "No. The world thinks her dead, but she survived." 
 
    "Those names she would say in her sleep," Svetlana said. "Olga, Tatiana, Maria, Alexei. Those were the names of the Romanov children. I never made the connection..." She looked at Alexandra, and her face twisted in horror before her eyes even shifted. They were only halfway gold when her entire body went slack and she collapsed to her knees. "I knew there was tragedy... death in your thoughts, but this..." 
 
    At that confirmation, Victoria felt herself go as white at Yekaterina had. "Mother of God, is that what happened to her?"  
 
    "I watched them die," said the young woman sitting alone amidst a circle of squabbling witches. "All of them." 
 
    The room was instantly silent, save for the blood pounding in Victoria's ears. She felt lightheaded, but even that was too much for her legs, and she found herself kneeling beside the young Russian whether she had intended it or not. 
 
    "Anastasia?" Victoria asked, searching her dark blue eyes for any sign of recognition, or comprehension that she'd been spoken to.  
 
    When they slowly swung over, Victoria had to keep from recoiling. Not from terror, but from the sheer grief that was there, renewed by having spoken aloud that which had caused it. The trauma that looked out from behind those haunted orbs was painfully familiar, echoing the one that Victoria had seen in the mirror every day for years, only magnified by a factor of a hundred. 
 
    "That is my name," she said, her voice small and reedy.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Victoria saw Yekaterina begin to pace back and forth, her white hair trailing behind her in her haste. "This is impossible," she repeated, keeping one eye on Anastasia. "How can you know it's her? They were executed in cold blood!" 
 
    At the last word, Anastasia winced, and seemed to diminish even further. 
 
    "Yekaterina," Victoria said quietly, the type of quiet that commanded more attention than shouting. Though Yekaterina had the good grace to look apologetic, she stayed silent and continued to pace. 
 
    "She is not lying," Svetlana said, her unfocused, golden eyes bearing the incalculable weight of yet another truth they clearly had not wanted to see. 
 
    "Also, she had some of the crown jewels with her when she was delivered to me. As Sveta said, she speaks the names of her brother and sisters in her sleep. She knew about ADAM," Zoya said. 
 
    "An astonishing bit of subterfuge to fake all that," Victoria said, looking up into Anastasia's eyes again. Whatever her greater significance or titles, whatever the world thought of her, all that mattered then was that she was a young woman with a name. Traumatised, frightened, lost, she was Anastasia. Just Anastasia. 
 
    As the last Ravenwood looked into the eyes of the last Romanov, they found a haunting familiarity, and Victoria felt something within her solidify. What had been a soft, bruised kind of uncertainty about the future, who she was and her role in it became diamond-coated adamant. 
 
    'I'd like to start over.' 
 
    EVE was about new beginnings, about finding a new home. It was the bed of ashes from which the detritus left behind in the wake of an uncaring world could grow again. The lost, the broken, the discarded, the forgotten.  
 
    Together, they were no longer any of those things.  
 
    In Anastasia's eyes, Victoria saw herself. And Millie. And Elise. And Yekaterina. All of them. They had all suffered, and they all deserved the chance to start again. 
 
    Even Victoria. 
 
    "Anastasia, that's a beautiful name. My name is Victoria. You're safe here." I am worthy, and so is she, she told herself. EVE's future was her future, and Victoria grabbed hold of it with everything she had. "No one will turn you away, and no one will let you come to harm. You have my word." 
 
    "Vickie, what are you-?" 
 
    Jabbing a single index finger at Millie cut her off. 
 
    "You're a witch?" Victoria asked softly. 
 
    Anastasia nodded slowly, almost imperceptibly.  
 
    "Me too." A white witchlight rose from Victoria's palm. "See?" 
 
    A gasp rippled through the room as a tiny yellow witchlight flared to life in Anastasia's upturned hand. 
 
    "Very nice," Victoria said. "Can you make a white one?" 
 
    The dim little orb brightened, the rather sickly yellow joined by every other colour simultaneously. Brilliant and strong, it lit the hollows in Anastasia's eyes, breathing life into them for the first time that Victoria had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Katya couldn't stop pacing, she couldn't stop thinking, she couldn't stop wishing her eyes were daggers so Zoya would fall down dead. 
 
    If that witch really was Princess Anastasia, then they were all in danger, and simply cutting Zoya out of decision-making was a laughably inadequate response to what she'd done. 
 
    Katya watched in a mixture of fascination and horror as the girl's yellow witchlight turned white, and Katya almost fell down dead herself. 
 
    The last surviving Princess of Russia, miraculous survivor of the cold-blooded massacre of the royal family, was a Manifested witch.  
 
    That, or she was the most perfect fraud ever conceived.  
 
    After everything that had happened, after Katya had finally managed to make some kind of peace with her past, that this should happen beggared belief.  
 
    They had been traveling with the heir to the Russian throne for months and had no idea. Katya had watched her eat half-rotten beets dug from refuse piles, stood watch while she pissed in a ditch, harangued her for not watching where she was going. 
 
    The Princess— no, she would be Empress now, if the throne still existed— had crossed into England with forged papers! They could all have been arrested, or sent straight back to Russia. Surely the Cheka knew she was missing, they could count bodies. If they found out where she was... 
 
    Looking over to Inga and Svetlana, Katya saw much of the same thoughts writ in their faces. They'd barely escaped the calamity that was tearing apart their homeland even as they spoke, and Zoya had all but brought it with her. All across Europe, all of those encounters they had with desperate people, all the hardship, all the infinite ways it could have gone wrong, and the most valuable, most politically volatile, most dangerous person in Russia had been with them the whole time.  
 
    Because she'd survived. By some miracle, Anastasia had survived, and she was a witch. Maybe because she was a witch, who knew?  
 
    It was impossible. It was so mind-numbingly, stupidly impossible that the only conclusion to be drawn was that it was true. 
 
    They'd thought themselves far away enough to be safe, hundreds of miles from home in the centre of a country ringed by a giant moat with the greatest navy in history to defend it.  
 
    Katya shivered. She hoped it was enough. 
 
      
 
    "This is Elise, Anastasia," Victoria said as she beckoned her over. When she arrived, her face was equal parts worry and confusion. "You've seen her magic with Yekaterina. Are you in pain?" 
 
    Anastasia nodded, her hand going to her ribs. 
 
    "May Elise examine you?" 
 
    Anastasia nodded again, her eyes downcast.  
 
    "Thank you. Elise?" 
 
    She knelt beside both of them, her eyes searching for Anastasia's. "I need to touch you to examine you. May I?" she asked when she'd found them. 
 
    Anastasia's trembling hand outstretched from a dull green sleeve and settled on her knee. 
 
    "Thank you." Elise's magic was already a faint glow surrounding her right hand when it settled on top of Anastasia's. Elise's eyes closed as the solidifying, reassuring feeling that she sent out with her magic infused the younger witch, relaxing her under a stranger's touch. 
 
    "You had two broken ribs not long ago. They did not heal properly. I can re-heal them, but it will be painful." Elise's eyes fluttered open, unfocused and disorientated a moment before they locked onto Anastasia again. "But it can wait until you are ready, and it can be done in private." 
 
    "Thank you," Anastasia said.  
 
    Two broken ribs. If Zoya meant it when she said 'again,' Anastasia had been shot in the chest and lived. 
 
    Whether by Manifesting or by luck, Victoria knew that was a question for later. All that mattered now was that a terrified young witch needed to be welcomed home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the common room of the EVE residence, Anastasia Nikolaevna, the last Romanov, sat quietly in the corner with Hekabe under one hand, and a tonic water in the other. Nothing about her indicated who she was, or had been. To look at her, she was just a young woman, shattered by world events made horrifically personal, the same as countless others. 
 
    The only thing that gave her away as special was Inga, standing behind her as she always did in her free time now, Anastasia's tireless guardian.  
 
    Inga had shown Anastasia every bit of the deference and respect due her as a princess, even though Anastasia had refused to accept it, on the basis her father had abdicated the throne and the government deposed, nullifying any claim she might have to it, if it could even be said to exist. 
 
    Given how extraordinary every woman at EVE was, Victoria found that the shock of the revelation of Anastasia's identity had worn off with surprising quickness in everyone else. As one, save Inga, they had accepted Anastasia's stance that she was no longer a princess, and wanted to be treated like a witch, and no more. Inga was the only holdout, her upbringing not yet allowing any legal declarations to override the blood that ran in Anastasia's veins.  
 
    But a change in identity was something every witch faced. Selene, Ivy, even Niamh, none of them were who they were when they were born; they didn't even have surnames anymore. They had started over too many times, outlived too many people in their long lives to keep them, and Anastasia would be no different. She could no longer be a Romanov, but she would always be Anastasia. 
 
    For as much pain as she was experiencing now at the reasons, it would pass, and seeing it in someone else was helping Victoria to internalise it for herself. Turning her analysis on Anastasia was proving that Yekaterina had been right all along. They would need each other, and that that was all right.  
 
    Victoria approached Anastasia, with full approval of both of her sentinels. "Would you like anything else?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "No, thank you. I would like to just... sit. I must remember how," Anastasia said. 
 
    I must remember, Victoria repeated in her head. Another thread that stitched them together. "All right. But if you need anything, please tell us. When you're ready." 
 
    Anastasia nodded weakly, and continued to scratch Hekabe's head. 
 
    It was hard for Victoria to tear her attention away from someone who bore that look. It was like abandoning herself, knowing what awaited when she was left alone, but forcing the issue would only breed resentment, and Victoria had to let Anastasia be Anastasia, including discovering for herself what that meant now, the same as the rest of them were doing. 
 
    So when the piano awoke, the first few notes brighter than anything Victoria had ever played, she turned to see who had let them free. 
 
    There sat Yekaterina, her hair loose to cascade down her back as she hunched over the keys, seeming to need to re-acquaint herself with them the same as Victoria had.  
 
    The song continued, slowly but with increasing confidence. It was distinctly Russian, in a minor key, but with such a clear cadence that it was obviously meant to be sung. 
 
    Victoria sat down on the narrow bench beside Yekaterina, who didn't even look up. "What is this?" she asked 
 
    "Always Kalinka, our zhar-ptitsa," Zoya answered from her corner of the room. After what had happened, Victoria had thought her in hiding from Selene's continued fury, but when Victoria looked over, the old Russian witch was smiling, as if nothing had changed. 
 
    "She protests, but she loves this song," Yekaterina said as the song sped up before suddenly slowing down again. "The one or two times we came across a working piano, I had a way to help us forget where we were." 
 
    Watching Yekaterina's slender fingers, Victoria got a sense for how the song went, and began adding her part to it. It wasn't terribly complex, but the way Yekaterina was playing it, it did have sudden, seemingly unpredictable tempo changes that made it feel more alive than another dreary bit of Beethoven. "Zhar-ptista, what does it mean? Why did she call you that?" 
 
    "It's from an old folktale," Yekaterina said. "It means 'firebird.'" 
 
    "As in Stravinsky?"  
 
    "That's one interpretation. There are many versions of the story, but I prefer the version where she is a shining beacon of hope," Yekaterina said slyly. "Or where her only job is to eat golden apples. I could live that life, I think." 
 
    "As long as you share them with the rest of us," Victoria said. 
 
    Yekaterina smiled. "I'm sure you'll be getting your own nickname soon enough." 
 
    "Oh? Any suggestions you may care to warn me about?" 
 
    "One or two, depending on your reaction." Yekaterina sped up the song as fast as she had yet. 
 
    But Victoria would not be deterred. "I think you have to tell me, now." 
 
    Several bars were scythed away before Yekaterina spoke again. "How about boginya? Not the most pleasant word to the English ear, I suppose." 
 
    "What does it mean?" 
 
    The song slowed down again as Yekaterina hesitated in answering, but Victoria could hear the moment of her decision, as the song went back to its original tempo.  
 
    "Goddess," Yekaterina said. 
 
    Victoria's hands stopped. "Is that what you think of me?" 
 
    "It's what you are." 
 
    "No, I'm not." 
 
    "We've talked about this. I have seen you use your magic, your eyes when you do. You can do things no witch has ever done, or even thought to do." 
 
    Victoria demurred. "You don't know that many witches," she said. "Besides, Svetlana can read minds. What about her?" 
 
    "You frighten the old ones," said Yekaterina. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "When you are in your magic, you don't see anything else. Truth be told, when you are in it, it is hard to look away. But I have, and I see the way that Selene and Zoya look at you. The rest of us are still there after you've walked through a wall." 
 
    Victoria ignored the harshness with which she'd said the last part. "And?" 
 
    "There is fear there. Perhaps not much, but it's there. For hundreds, maybe thousands of years, it was potions and, what did you call it? kitchen witchery? with the occasional Manifest that rose above that, like Niamh's. But what they see in you is... different. You are your Manifest. Yours isn't a tool, it's an extension of you. So you can object to being called a goddess, but I cannot imagine what someone would have to be capable of to be more deserving." 
 
    "I wish you wouldn't," Victoria said, suddenly cold despite the roaring fire only a few feet away. "It makes me uncomfortable." 
 
    "I'm sorry, then. I don't want that. Sincerely. Vita, then." 
 
    "Vita?" 
 
    "Viktoriya is a name in Russian as well, and Vita is one way we shorten it. This one suits you, does it not?" Yekaterina said with a glint in her eye. 
 
    "What makes you say that?" 
 
    "Because in learning English and French, I picked up a bit of Latin along the way." 
 
    Victoria dredged up the lessons she hadn't thought about in a decade. "'Life?'" 
 
    "Fits you well, I thought. You overcame death. Twice." 
 
    "Yekaterina, I—" 
 
    "Katya. Call me Katya. I insist." 
 
    "Katya. I'm just a witch, the same as you. Please don't make me out to be more than that. There's a fine line between gods and monsters, and I've been a monster already." 
 
    Katya looked over at Victoria through her hair and had a thought she couldn't read. Nodding slowly, Katya looked back down at her fingers as they moved over towards Victoria's side of the piano. "I'm sorry." 
 
    They played a few more bars before Victoria spoke again. "Thank you." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "Your friendship." 
 
    Katya smiled her ethereal smile. "Well, for that, you are very welcome. Now try to keep up." 
 
      
 
    From the bottom of the stairs, Millie watched Vickie and Yekaterina together, and still couldn't believe what she was seeing.  
 
    Selene could. 
 
    "But she's a stranger," Millie protested. Even after everything that had happened, it still felt that way. A bit petulant, perhaps, but Yekaterina hadn't been there for anything that had happened to Vickie, she'd just swooped in afterwards to fix it, like the world's most helpful vulture. 
 
    "Look at them together," Selene said. "Does she look like a stranger?" 
 
    Quite the opposite, they looked like they'd been friends a lot longer than since their trip to London. They interacted like two people who hadn't been at each others' throats until then. Or worse, had never been. What could account for such a remarkable change? Every attempt Millie had made to find out why had been met by simple replies of 'we talked,' and myriad variations.  
 
    But why was she so surprised? Millie had picked a physical fight with Inga, and now they were thick as thieves. What was so different about Vickie and Yekaterina? The answer, Millie was ashamed to admit, had nothing to do with either of them: Millie wasn't the one Vickie was talking to anymore. 
 
    "You have Elise now. Of course she was going to find someone else to turn to," Selene said matter-of-factly. "That doesn't mean she loves you any less. Do you think she's lying when she says she's happy for you?" 
 
    "Of course not." 
 
    "Then believe her. Millie, the three of you are bonded unlike any Coven I've ever seen. She's not going anywhere. But what Victoria needs right now is someone who hasn't been with her through all of it, as strange as that may sound to you. Fresh eyes. She wouldn't be here right now if it weren't for you, and she knows that. Maybe too well." 
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
    "You saw her at her absolute nadir. You know what she went through. She can't talk about it in her own terms because you already have yours. As do I," the ancient witch finished quietly. 
 
    A stark-white head leaned in close to a jet-black one, and Vickie smiled, something Millie hadn't managed to coax from her in what felt like ages. 
 
    "But what if she..." Millie couldn't finish the sentence. Just thinking it, she felt childish. What if she chooses her over me? 
 
    The words needn't have been said aloud, however; Selene read them plain on her face. "Like you chose Elise? And Elise chose you?" 
 
    Millie blew out a bested breath. "You're right. I'm just used to being that person for her," she said, nodding at Yekaterina as she showed Victoria another chord and the song began to pick up speed, "I feel like I'm failing her in some way." 
 
    "Your loyalty is admirable, Millie. It's one of your finest qualities. But in this case, it is unnecessary. Victoria must be allowed to grow." 
 
    As the song got faster and faster, Victoria and Yekaterina laughed as their fingers flew over the keys, matching the other's harmonies while adding one flourish on top of another that left the other no choice but to try something even more daring to keep up.  
 
    "I haven't heard her laugh like that in a long time," Millie said. 
 
    "Then let her do that, as well. There is another who enjoys being made to laugh you should concern yourself with." 
 
    Millie turned to see Elise approaching, a glass of wine in each hand. 
 
    "Thank you, Selene." 
 
    "Of course. Elise," Selene said with a small nod before leaving them alone with each other. 
 
    "Good evening," Elise said, handing Millie a glass. 
 
    "Good evening to you. Cheers." 
 
    "Santé," Elise replied, clinking their glasses together. 
 
    They both sipped wine in silence, the presence of the other all that needed said as Kalinka became something different altogether, swept away in a whirlwind of improvisation and one-upmanship that had one witch stealing notes out from under the hands of the other.  
 
    Music and laughter filled the halls of EVE for the first time, and as she stood side-by-side with the woman she loved, Millie felt what had, until that moment, only been a house become a home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure?" Millie asked, sitting in Victoria's chair, idly fingering through the book she had stolen the space from. Elise was away at the war hospital, and Millie had managed to pin Vickie down in her own bedroom, coming at the Yekaterina question from a different angle. Millie could accept that they had become good friends, but there was one more possibility she felt the need to eliminate before she could trust her best friend's well-being to someone else. One that could possibly make her pain even worse. It was a long shot, but she had to know. 
 
    "Of course I'm sure," Victoria said from her perch on the end of her bed, barely looking up from her task of threading the laces through a new pair of boots. Far from the chunky army boots she'd always worn, these were far nicer, and quite a bit more fetching, even if they would barely be seen beneath a pair of trousers. "We have a lot in common." 
 
    "I'm sure you do, but that doesn't mean she doesn't." 
 
    Vickie looked up then, her eyes exasperated. "Millie, it's possible for two women to be close without being close, you are aware?" 
 
    "I am aware, thank you. I am also aware that Yekaterina is extremely charming, and I want to make sure she isn't taking advantage of you." 
 
    "That is callous. I don't know how you can even suspect her of that." 
 
    "Because I'm afraid—" 
 
    "She's not, Millie. I understand. That is, I don't— but I do. I know how protective you are, but that is an unfair suspicion. You trusted her enough to reveal your relationship to her, and she is supportive of you. After everything you've lived through, and that horrid business with the asylum, you trusted her with your secret. You volunteered it to her. If you trust her with that, you should trust her with me. And quite frankly, I am not an object for you to smother in your scales, to make impervious to harm. You are my best friend, and one-third of my Coven. I trust you with my life, but you have to trust me with it, as well. I know I've let you down once in that realm, and it may be a lot to ask at the moment..." Victoria looked down and away for a moment before she managed to look back up, now with an earnestness that forced Millie to pay attention to the next sentence. "I won't let you down again." 
 
    "You're sure?" Millie asked. She wasn't above picking another fight with a Russian if there was a chance she only wanted something Vickie would never give her. If Yekaterina wanted something more, and Vickie told her no, how would she react? But Millie being over-protective wouldn't do anybody any good, would it?  
 
    "There are things that she has shared with me that make us closer than most, yes, but romantic love is not one of them," Victoria said. "And before you ask, yes, I am aware of her proclivities. Some other woman will have to make her happy that way. Or man," Victoria said, looking like what she was saying was only now dawning on her as being Yekaterina's reality. 
 
    "All right," Millie said. "But if she tries anything with you..." 
 
    Victoria smiled, and Millie's heart swelled. "I will let you know. But are you sure you're fireproof?" 
 
    Witchscale flared to life, and Millie looked down at her hands. "I'm... fairly sure I am," she said. "It's a risk I'll have to take." 
 
    "Well, I appreciate that. But it's Anastasia we should be worried about. I understand this revelation came about because of you," Vickie said. 
 
    "I didn't know what else to do!" Millie said, throwing her hands out defensively. 
 
    "I'm not blaming you!" Victoria said. "I don't want to assign fault, I want to say thank you." 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    "If you hadn't said anything, it wouldn't have come out. She already looks better, wouldn't you say?" 
 
    Millie had to admit she did. The terror was gone, but the sadness remained. Still, it was a start. 
 
    "I believe that is three of our new arrivals you've helped turn around," Vickie said, setting aside her boots and folding her stockinged feet under her like a teenager ready to start gossiping. It was an odd look for her, but not unwelcome. "I thought you were just the muscle." 
 
    Millie blushed, looking down at the book in her hands. "Svetlana said it was my heart that was strongest. Her eyes were gold when she said it, so I guess it must be true." 
 
    Victoria laughed. "She's not wrong." 
 
    "What about you? You... you're much better." 
 
     Victoria looked down to find her laces again, keeping her hands occupied as she absorbed this. She slowly raised her eyes once again. "I'm getting better. With all of your help. Progress is slow and halting, but I am." 
 
    "And we can thank Yekaterina for that?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Yes. Katya... and Anastasia now, have made an enormous difference, even if the latter doesn't know it yet."  
 
    Millie noted that it was 'Katya' now, but if she really had made that much difference to Vickie's life and outlook, then she had earned much more than a nickname. "Then, in the end, that's all that matters," Millie said. Another nagging thought popped into Millie's mouth; one last bit of insecurity she had to get out before she would sign off on handing her best friend's well-being over to someone else. "Can I ask one thing, though?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Does she hug you?" 
 
    Looking about as if she'd missed something, Victoria's thick black eyebrows formed a single bridge of confusion. "Yes... why?" 
 
    "Good. Can I hug you?" 
 
    Vickie's smile bloomed once more, like a lily at the height of spring. "Would you like a hug, Millie?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    For the first time Millie could remember, she and Victoria embraced for reasons other than shock or relief; for no other reason than their affection for one another. Holding her best friend tightly, Millie finally felt that Victoria was going to be all right. She was real, solid, and present in a way she hadn't been in a long time. If Yekaterina had done that, then Millie owed her a debt of gratitude, and a chance to do more good in Vickie's life. 
 
    As if she could sense Millie's thoughts, Victoria's hair-muffled voice spoke into her shoulder. "I'm not going anywhere." 
 
    "Good, because I won't let you." 
 
    Pulling apart, Victoria smile was still broad and bright. "I don't know what I did to deserve you." 
 
    "You're you. That's enough." 
 
    "By the way," Victoria said, "I was thinking that, in light of all this, if you would be more comfortable spending your nights with Elise, I won't object." Her smile was wolfish enough to rival Ivy's. 
 
    "R- really?" Millie stammered.  
 
    "Really. I appreciate you thinking of me, though." 
 
    "How did you know we don't because of you? Could've been old-fashioned Victorian mores." 
 
    "I rather doubt that. We share doors. There's really only one other variable." 
 
    "Well sussed, Miss Holmes," Millie said. She had always underestimated how much emotional insight Vickie was capable of, and Millie was, in truth, thankful that she hadn't had to raise the topic herself. They were already so far over the line of what was considered 'acceptable' by everyone outside their home that it was bewildering. There was no safety net below them, and they couldn't rely on the way things had always been done to guide the way forward. If their life was to be one big conspiracy, Vickie volunteering to join it made things a lot easier. 
 
    "I mean it. Even after this all blows over, and we feel safe again. Don't let me get in the way," Vickie said. 
 
   
  
 

 "You're sure? I don't want you to feel all alone." 
 
    "I appreciate that, but I won't. I've got lots of books to catch up on." 
 
    "I guessed, but being reminded every night can't be good." 
 
    "It's my choice. You can remind me of that all you want. Be happy. I insist." 
 
    "Thank you, Vickie. That means a lot." 
 
    Victoria jerked her head in the direction of the door. "Go on, then. A certain lucky girl will be home soon." 
 
    With a smile and a nod, Millie turned to leave, but the moment she did, there was a sudden, frantic banging coming from Millie's door in the next room. Sharing a quick look of terror at what it could mean, they both plunged into the hall to find Niamh, sweating and out of breath.  
 
    "Millie, you need to come to the infirmary right now." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "It's Elise." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria looked down at Elise as she lay in her hospital bed. She was motionless, save for the irregular breaths allowed by her bruised ribs. The swelling in her eye was already going down, thanks to Ivy, but it was discoloured, green and purple. 
 
    Her beautiful platinum hair was still stained with the hideous off-red of dried blood, in slashes and patches now that it had been let down. 
 
    Sitting beside her, Millie held her hand, having yet to leave her bedside since they'd arrived. 
 
    "Someone tried to take her from me," Millie said quietly. Not the soft, respectful quiet of someone sitting beside a patient in a hospital, but the quiet that comes before a battle. Her voice may have been hushed, but in her eyes raged a thousand hurricanes swirling with broken glass, ready to flay the skin from the next person they set upon. "Not because she was a witch, and not because she loved me. Not even because she was a woman who dared to live her own life." Those terrible eyes looked up from Elise to find Victoria, but there were no words that would calm what roiled within them. "They thought she was from the wrong country. That was all it took. They beat her, they threw blood on her. Blood, Vickie! They tried to—" Millie stopped and bit the back of her finger so hard the skin went pure white. "Are they here?" 
 
    "Just outside." 
 
    "I want to see them." 
 
    Victoria braced herself for what she had to say next. It had been a vain hope that she wouldn't have to, but a hope nonetheless. "I won't let you hurt them, Millie. They've done nothing wrong." 
 
    Millie looked down at Elise again. "I don't want to hurt them. I want to tell them something." 
 
    Victoria watched Millie's eyes for any sign she was lying, or that which was bubbling within her was in imminent danger of getting out. But Millie was serenely stroking Elise's fingers; it was only her eyes that gave away what was lurking just below the surface. 
 
    "Very well," Victoria decided, and stepped into the hall. 
 
    They'd called Elise Russian. It was one of the only things she'd managed to say before she put herself to sleep. Whoever had attacked her hadn't even known who she was, or her role in the community. Everyone knew who Elise was. How could anyone think she was Russian? 
 
    "How is she?" Katya asked the moment Victoria was through the door, barely pausing in her nervous pacing. Her eyes were limned in red, and she was fidgeting with her fingers so badly Victoria had to place her hand over them to stop her. The other Russians were there beside her, even Anastasia, to her great credit. All of them wore the same look of grave concern on their faces, and Victoria felt compelled to put them as much at ease as she could. 
 
    "She's very strong," she said to all of them, "her magics are working, albeit very slowly without her conscious guidance." 
 
    "And Millie?" Svetlana said.  
 
    Victoria took a deep breath before plunging off of that cliff. "She wants to see you." 
 
    All eyes turned to each other, though none of them were able to make eye contact beyond a furtive glance. Victoria looked between them, but none would look at her, either. 
 
    "Perhaps just one of you, at first," Victoria said. "It's probably best to not crowd her right now, anyway." 
 
    Out of familiarity or concrete knowledge of the courage within her, Victoria looked at Katya first. 
 
    This time, she did look up. They held a wordless glance long enough for the message to pass between them, and Katya slowly nodded. 
 
    "I'll see her. She deserves that much," she said, moving to open the door before she could change her mind, but Victoria stopped her short. 
 
    "She's in a terrible state; I have never seen her so angry. She may lash out and say things she doesn't mean. She's always had a temper, but this nearly broke her." Victoria gave Katya the slightest squeeze on the arm. "If she tries to hurt you, I will protect you." 
 
    Inga stood up to her full height, lowering her black eyes on Victoria in challenge, but Victoria shook her head.  
 
    "Millie's my friend. She's in my Coven. Let me do this," she said.  
 
    "Thank you," Katya said, and gave a 'stand-down' wave in Inga's direction. "Vita's right." 
 
    Inga's posture barely changed, but it was enough to signify her contrition, and she remained as a shadow for Svetlana and Anastasia. 
 
    Following Katya into the room, Victoria stood as close to between her and Millie as she could in the small space. 
 
    "Yekaterina," Millie said without looking up from Elise. 
 
    "Yes, I'm here. Millie, I'm so sorry, I—" 
 
    "No." From Millie's fingertips, witchscale began to form, flowing up her arm and over her shoulders. "No, I don't want to hear it." The witchscale flowed over Elise's hand and up her arm, as well. 
 
    Instinctively, Victoria gathered her power within her. Finding the room below them empty, she focused her energy, ready to drop Millie through the floor if need be. 
 
    Millie looked down on Elise with utter reverence, a solid sheath of misty, ethereal white linking them as one under an impenetrable barrier over their clasped hands.  
 
    "I don't want to hear it because it's not your fault." 
 
    She swung her attention to Katya, who took a step back. 
 
    "It's the fault of those who did this, and no one else. I have only one thing to ask of you," Millie said, her voice cracking in her fury. "If the ones who did this find you... If they attack you next, I ask you to do one thing, and one thing only." 
 
    "Bring them to you?" 
 
    "Burn their hearts out." 
 
    The voice was barely Millie's. It was ancient, reverberating with a power that was hard to credit as coming from the woman sitting in front of them. Her face reflected the voice, etched in wrath and barely resembling who it belonged to. "Do that for her." 
 
    "I swear it," Katya said. "I don't know if they will stop with Elise, but if they don't, and they come after one of us, they will not live to try again." 
 
    "Good."  
 
    Before Victoria's astonished eyes, Millie's witchscale bloomed once more, surging over the rest of her shoulders and up her neck. Down her torso, over her legs, and finally sealing over her face like a mask, Millie was completely armoured in her scales from head to toe. 
 
    "Millie..." Victoria breathed.  
 
    "I know. Nothing will ever hurt Elise again. I swore to protect her, and I failed. I thought we were safe here, and I got complacent. Never again. Do you hear me, Vickie? Never again." 
 
    "I hear you, Millie." 
 
    Under the faint light emitted by her armour, it looked like Millie's eyes were glowing; a hateful, malevolent green, shattered emeralds orbiting a pair of black voids from which there was no escape.  
 
    "If anyone walks through that door that isn't a doctor or a witch, I will kill them." 
 
      
 
    The moment Katya was out of the room, she fell against the wall and sank to the floor. She couldn't stop shaking. "That wasn't Millie in there," she said, looking up desperately at Victoria for confirmation. 
 
    She didn't get it. 
 
    "Yes it was." 
 
    "But that voice... that..." Katya couldn't find the words, no matter what language she tried. It had had the booming quality of being yelled up from the bottom of a well, or a cave. Or the mouth of Hell. 
 
    "I don't know what amplified it, but that was Millie," Vita said. 
 
    "Why are you so calm?" Katya asked. "Did you not see her eyes?" 
 
    "Katya, what happened?" Svetlana asked. "You are terrified." 
 
    Looking up at Svetlana and then down to her shaking hands, Katya managed to explain as best she could in Russian, but, to her mind, failed. 
 
    From high above, Inga's face may have well be covered in armour as well, and she moved to stand even closer to Anastasia. "Millie is right," she said.  
 
    Vita looked down at Katya. "She's always been... passionate. The first time she used her Manifest in anger, she snapped a man's arm in half with one punch. You know why?" 
 
    Katya stared upward. 
 
    "He touched Elise. He put one finger on her, and Millie hit him with one of those armoured fists and almost crippled him without even knowing she could. She knows now, and whoever did this did a lot more than touch Elise." Vita blew out a breath. "In fact, we may have more to worry about with Millie than Elise's attackers." 
 
    "Why is that?" Anastasia asked, her eyes searching, but finding nothing. 
 
    "Left to her fury, she will tear through this entire town to find them. She will rip it apart building by building until she does. It'll consume her completely, and she won't care about the consequences. Did you mean what you promised, Katya?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Good. Get up." Victoria extended her hand. 
 
    When Katya was on her feet again, the shock had worn off, and she felt determination creep in to replace it. "I'm sorry I reacted that way. It took me by surprise." 
 
    "Nothing to apologise for," Vita said, waving away the very idea. "We may have to get used to things like that, I fear." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Vita looked around at the assembled magical power gathered in that narrow hall. "We're getting stronger. Few witches in history have had the power we're still developing. Never at the same time, let alone the same place. I hope there are some unintended side effects." 
 
    "You hope?" Inga asked incredulously. 
 
    "New questions bring new answers," Vita said with a gleam in her eye.  
 
    "Like what that voice was?" Katya said. 
 
    "Exactly. It's exciting." 
 
    To Katya's astonishment, it was true. Vita had that same look in her eye she'd had when she'd been describing physics, that same passionate need to understand. For as much as Katya wished she could share it, the fact she didn't know what the questions even were yet left her apprehensive about what would have to happen to prompt them. 
 
    "Now, where do we start in rounding up suspects?" Vita asked. 
 
    Though EVE had been founded ostensibly to make change in the world, now that they were looking down the barrel of exactly how for the first time, it gave Katya pause; Vita hadn't asked on behalf of the police. 
 
    "Vita..." Katya started, but hesitated to complete the thought. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "What if we do find them? They didn't attack Elise because she was a witch. They wanted to beat a Russian, not a witch." 
 
    Victoria considered this a long moment. Whatever conclusion she reached, it elicited nothing more than a shrug. "You keep your promise." 
 
    "What if I can't?" 
 
    Suddenly having Victoria Ravenwood's undivided attention was terrifying. "Why wouldn't you?" 
 
    "Killing people outside of the law... that's what happened to my father, to Svetlana's... to..." Katya looked heavily at Anastasia, but couldn't bring herself to acknowledge that reality in this context yet. "Our friends... I don't want to become like... them." 
 
    Vita's eyes softened considerably, nearly to the point of sadness. "You aren't like them, Katya." She turned to the others. "None of you are. This is self-defence. They attacked a witch, whether they meant to or not. One of us. My Coven, our friend, our sister. They will answer for that, in one way or another. The days of witches hiding from those who would harm us are over." Iron determination shook her voice. "I know how vulnerable you must feel right now. That Britain has betrayed you somehow. After enduring so much, you should have been safe. We know you aren't now, and once won't be enough for whoever did this. They'll keep at it until you leave, and since that will never happen," Victoria looked each of them in the eye, "whoever did this must still be here. They want to send a message? To say you aren't welcome here? This is your home now. Our home. To attack us here..." she swallowed her hot anger, and something quite the opposite took its place. "The lowest circle of Hell is for traitors, made of ice so cold it burns." Vita's eyes were burning blue. 
 
    Us. Our, she'd said. It wasn't just Elise Vita was so passionate about. They had attacked a member of her Coven, but she was willing to fight for all of them with the same strength she could have just reserved for Elise. But, to Katya's astonishment, she wasn't distinguishing between them anymore. It was an attack on EVE, full stop. 
 
    But as much as Katya wanted to share in Vita's determination, and have the same confidence she did in what she was saying, Katya found herself unable to take that final step.  
 
    She wanted to echo Vita's words in a full-throated shout, but she'd watched the light leave her father's eyes from only a few feet away, saw his lifeblood run freely from his chest because of a bullet put there by people who had said many of the same things.  
 
    Vita's fire was burning bright, but all Katya could see was ash. 
 
      
 
    Millie couldn't get her Manifest to stop. Looking down at Elise, the bruises, the scratches, the blood in her hair. The idea of something similar happening had triggered Millie's Manifest in the first place, and now that it had actually happened, it wouldn't give up its control over her. The witchscale was even stronger, in addition to now covering her entire body. She could feel it over her face, her eyes, a skin-tight layer of fog, just as cool and fluid as real fog, but as impenetrable as her anger at what had been done to the woman she loved.  
 
    All her talk about protecting the witches of EVE, the peace she had to make with the idea that she was going to be a kind of sentinel or enforcer for the rest of her life, the stories she'd had to absorb in order to have that realisation, all of it had meant nothing when Elise needed her the most. Not even her true, real-world job in security had meant anything.  
 
    As a member of Millie's Coven, as her lover, as her co-worker, Millie had failed at every level. 
 
    Walking home from the station. Elise had come home early, to see Millie and to spend more time with EVE as a whole, now that they were closer to understanding what that meant. A day, no, a life, spent helping others and making them better, in a place they had all thought themselves safe, and someone, some coward, had attacked her. Beaten her. Her Elise. How many patients had she treated? How many hurts had she bound? How many tears dried? And this was her reward.  
 
    Because they'd thought she was someone else.  
 
    The idea that someone would attack a Russian just for being Russian was incomprehensible. But to believe it so strongly that it would lead someone to beat a woman they didn't know in the street was utterly unfathomable. Mistaken identity or not, no-one deserved that.  
 
    In comparison to France, Scotland was just up the street, but Millie had left her home to start a new life, just as Elise had. They all had. It was one more thing that tied them all together, and the fact that it had led to one of them being assaulted, to Elise being assaulted nearly blinded Millie with rage. 
 
    There was a proud tradition of Celtic women fighting in righteous causes, of obliterating anyone who stood in the way of their own self-determination or who would threaten their kin.  
 
    It was not kinship Millie had ever allowed herself to think about until now, feeling Elise's fingers twitch under her own as she slept. 
 
    Well, Elise was her kin. They would never marry, and never have children, but Svetlana's words about bonds stronger than blood came roaring back, and Millie no longer saw herself as an individual standing apart from everyone else. She was different, yes, but she was also one amongst many. A long line stretched back into pre-history, of women taking up arms for kith and kin. 
 
    When the war came home, there was no choice.  
 
    Though the very idea was as disappointing as it was frightening, it was true. There would be no more hiding, no more running. Svetlana, Inga and the others deserved better. Ivy and Selene deserved better. 
 
    Elise deserved better. 
 
    "Millie?" 
 
    Elise's voice was cracked and dry, but it was the most wonderful thing Millie had ever heard. 
 
    "Yes, I'm here," she said, giving Elise's hand a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    "Your face... were my eyes damaged?" 
 
    "No, love. It's my Manifest. It's complete." 
 
    Elise blinked several times, cocking her head slightly to get a better look. "Because of me?" 
 
    "Aye," Millie said. "But never mind me. How do you feel?" 
 
    "Better than I look, I think." Elise ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it forward so she could see the blood stains. Touching her eye tenderly, she still winced in pain, and Millie's blood shouted in sympathetic fury.  
 
    "You can heal it, right?" Millie asked.  
 
    "Yes, but I will not," Elise said, letting her hair back fall onto her chest. 
 
    "What? Why not?" 
 
    "They need to see." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Everyone. Everyone needs to know what was done to me." 
 
    "You need to rest, and to heal before that," Millie said. 
 
    "No. I will heal myself enough to leave the infirmary, but I will let the bruises heal naturally. And I will not wash my hair." 
 
    "Are you sure? You just woke up. Take it easy for a while before you—" 
 
    "Non. No, Millie, I will not." Elise forced herself to sit up, and Millie could feel Elise's magic working already, the soreness easing, the tension ebbing, just enough so she could move. "You are the love of my life, and you said your strength was mine. I am taking it now." 
 
    Even as Millie's heart swelled, her mind was preparing to plead for Elise to be careful. But the look in Elise's eyes quashed it in an instant.  
 
    "Have I rubbed off on you so much?" 
 
    "Just as I have you," Elise said. "Now, I need you." 
 
    Millie nodded. "We will find who did this." 
 
    It was only when Elise raised her hand to cradle Millie's cheek did her Manifest relent, allowing her to feel the warmth of Elise's skin against her own. She nuzzled her palm for a moment before kissing it and holding it in place. "Do you remember their faces?"  
 
    Something within Millie uncoiled, a serpent of rage, fangs dripping venom made of bile and hate. Slithering about inside her, it ached for someone to plunge them into. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    The serpent reared up and hissed. 
 
    "But I will not tell you. I must ask you to be patient." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I know how you feel. I can see it in your eyes, even without your Manifest changing as it has. I know that if you find out who attacked me, you will kill them." 
 
    "Without hesitation." 
 
    "Do not." 
 
    "But they— they did this," Millie seethed, gesturing to Elise's eye.  
 
    "If I were anyone else, this would be a matter for the police." 
 
    "You're not anyone else!" 
 
    "I know, and I am asking you not to do anything that will make things worse. If you kill them, you will hang for it. I will not allow that to happen. If I lose you because you cannot prevent yourself from taking revenge, I will never forgive you, in this life or the next. There are too many that want us apart, and you will not be the one that does it. Do you understand?" 
 
    Elise had only been conscious a minute, and she was thinking more clearly that Millie was. As swollen and discoloured as Elise's left eye was, the right was determined, and Millie knew there was nothing she could say to change that.  
 
    "Remember what we promised the Longs, as well. If you break down every door in Longstown in your armour, that is much worse than healing a broken leg, is it not?" 
 
    In the face of Elise's reasoning, and the look she wore, Millie's Manifest finally relented, and the cool fog of her witchscale began to retreat, allowing her to see Elise as she was: scarred, but still beautiful, the level-headed anchor that kept Millie from charging into the maw of a maelstrom. 
 
    "I do," she said. 
 
    "Good." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "In the list of situations that we dreamed up finding ourselves in prior to starting EVE, this one was not among them," Eustacia said to the assembled witches. 
 
    Victoria sat between Anastasia and Katya, and neither of them were looking up. To see Katya so humbled was disquieting, and to see any sort of regression in Anastasia's progress towards integration infuriating. They had all worked so hard to make it this far, to have any of it undone by something so senseless and random was too much. Katya had done so much to help Victoria that letting her sit chastened by events she had no control over was intolerable. 
 
    But Eustacia had only started. 
 
    "Among your numbers is the last Princess of the Russian Empire, whom the world believes to be dead, and now violence against one of you for reasons that have nothing to do with witchcraft, just before we open this place to the entire world." She threw up her hands. "I am simply at a loss for words." 
 
    "Let us handle this," Niamh said darkly. "They attacked one of us." 
 
    "One of our employees. In our city. Our bloody name is on it! We will not sit idly by and let you burn it down in the name of revenge," Eustacia said. "But at the same time, Longstown will not become synonymous with violence against immigrants or women, nor will we allow this sort of...ignorance to spread. Elise has given what information she can to the Bedford police, and they have assured us that they will make her case a priority." 
 
    "And what do you expect to come from that?" Niamh asked pointedly. "Violence against a woman, an immigrant? When have the police ever made that a priority?" 
 
    "What is your solution? Lopping heads off? That has no place in this century," Eustacia said. 
 
    "Now wait just a damn minute—" 
 
    "She's right, cousin. The days of taking revenge and then simply disappearing and starting over are at an end." Selene may have been talking to Niamh, but she was looking at Millie. Victoria found herself sympathetic to all three. While it would be a very long time before Victoria could come anywhere near liking Niamh, she did respect the swiftness and voracity with which she had leapt to Elise's defence by making what was, sadly, a valid point. 
 
    Niamh snorted and looked away, but held her tongue. 
 
    "At least give the police a chance to do things on the up-and-up, will you?" Ophelia said. "We have never had trouble with law enforcement in our entire history, and I don't want any to start now. You may have noticed we wield some level of influence around here, let us use it before you start stabbing people." 
 
    For as much as Victoria may have looked up to the Longs, she did not envy what it must take to not only withstand the pressures of their unique positions, but corral the wills and egos of nearly a dozen witches on top of it. Selene and the others acted as decent managers most of the time, but if the remaining seven got it in their heads to do something against their wishes, there was little they could actually do to stop them.  
 
    Eventually, there would be little anyone could do to stop them. It was a sobering thought. 
 
    "What are we going to do about her?" Eustacia asked with a pointed look at Anastasia. 
 
    Her continued presence would be a time bomb strapped to EVE's heart if she stayed, but, as far as Victoria was concerned, EVE wasn't worth saving if it sent her away.  
 
    The tumult of emotions that had churned through Victoria for so long swirled and bubbled within her, good and bad. She knew the answer to the question, and had all but said as much from the moment they learned who Anastasia was, yet, in this moment, no one said anything. No one wanted to be the one to say what needed to be said, even Niamh, who looked as indecisive as everyone else.  
 
    Someone had to. Someone had, but it had apparently not reached the Longs. Well, it was time to rectify that oversight.  
 
    Victoria suddenly sat straight up, and looked Eustacia Long right in the eye. "We're going to make sure she's safe, and gets the help she needs," Victoria proclaimed, with every bit the confidence her namesake would have. Making the choice and running with it, she felt invigorated. Preventing wars was all well and good on paper, but seeing Anastasia the way she was, and knowing the potential consequences that her mere presence placed in front of them, Victoria felt ready to start one to ensure her safety anyway. Their safety. 
 
    "Spoken like you have the final say in the matter," Selene said, but without a fraction of the intensity with which she'd broached the subject in the first place. 
 
    "You said yourself you aren't going to turn her away. Have you changed your mind?" Victoria shot back. 
 
    Selene said nothing. 
 
    "As it should be. She's one of us. There is no question," Victoria said, her voice hard, with an edge that could cleave atoms. "There is no 'what,' only a 'how.'" She looked directly at both Longs now. "I have no illusions that we can keep her a secret forever, but we must try. To do any different would be a betrayal of everything we stand for. Witches don't turn out our own, and we are there when one of us needs it."  
 
    Katya looked unnerved, but she didn't raise any objections. All of the Russians looked uncomfortable, but Victoria was confident in her logic, and knew they wouldn't say anything either. Whether they were afraid to bite the hand that was feeding them, or if it was genuine uncertainty, Victoria couldn't tell. She didn't know enough about Russian internal politics to know how any of them should feel about Anastasia, based on their class or beliefs, she only knew that they saw in her face the same thing the rest of them did: regardless of who she might have been, or still was, all that mattered was that she was a witch. 
 
    Their sister. 
 
    Victoria looked at the rest of her sisters, and away from the Longs. As much as she may have respected them, they weren't witches. "This is an unexpected, and yes, dangerous development. I share your fears, but it is our reality now. We must accept it as such, and prepare for what that may mean, unless any of you want to stand up right here and now to proclaim the first vote to cast her out." 
 
    Silence followed. 
 
    "No? Good. Katya, what do you fear most in this situation?" 
 
    She looked up, and Victoria could see in her eyes the dawning of the same thing she felt, the slight hardening that came with decision. "That the Bolsheviks win the war. Lenin, Trotsky and their thugs catch wind of Anastasia's being alive, and they come for her." 
 
    "How? How would the Soviets get to her in the middle of Britain?" 
 
    "I doubt they would want to make her survival public, so it won't be by demanding her return to the Prime Minister. If everyone knew, every second of her survival would be that much more of a focus to the resistance against them. She would be a rallying point for them alive, and a martyr dead, even more so than she already is." 
 
    "So they would get to her secretly?" 
 
    "Absolutely. If they find out about her, they have no choice but to kill her," Katya said, glancing over at Anastasia in sympathy for what she was saying. 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Assassins? Perhaps paying someone here to do it?" 
 
    Inga nodded her agreement. "Quiet way." 
 
    "Would they know she's a witch?" Ivy asked. 
 
    "There's no way to know, other than to ask. If records were kept in the palace, and the Bolsheviks got to them before they could be destroyed, they would know." 
 
    "Anastasia?" Victoria said quietly. 
 
    Her dark blue eyes were haunted and with little light in them, but she raised them bravely to answer. "I am unsure. I was always told to keep it secret from everyone, so I never made mention of it. But my family was very fond of writing letters. If they mentioned it to each other, it's possible that... they... know." 
 
    Ivy put a reassuring hand on Anastasia's, her lips in a tight smile of pride, and Anastasia kept her head up this time. 
 
    "There is another question we have been avoiding," Selene said. 
 
    "What's that?" Victoria said. 
 
    "Regardless of whether or not this is solved at such a level, this is a diplomatic nightmare. If word gets out that Britain is secretly harbouring the last living member of the Russian royal family... wars have started over far less." 
 
    "We have been helping the Whites since the civil war started. How is this any worse?" Niamh asked. 
 
    "The Whites aren't necessarily pro-monarchy. Most of them hate them just as much as the Reds. No matter who wins, we could be putting the country in danger. No-one will believe that a secretly surviving member of the royal family came here on her own with a forged passport. They'll assume we smuggled her out. We can't be preventing wars if we help to start one." 
 
    "No one knows," Zoya said. "Her paperwork was approved as Alexandra Smirnova. Alexandra is alive and well. Anastasia is dead."  
 
    Though her lips pursed at such blunt wording, Victoria agreed that the logic was sound. "No one outside this room need know any different. We'll prevent a war by keeping our mouths shut. Witches are good at keeping secrets." 
 
      
 
    Though Millie felt a new kind of fear grip her chest, she watched and listened to Victoria in admiration. This was the Victoria that they had been waiting for. The Victoria that had confidence to go with her intelligence that Millie had known before her parents were killed. The Victoria she'd seen flashes of that horrible night at the hospital before the reality of what had happened hit her.  
 
    Her eyes were bright, shining blue again, the fierce mind that lay behind them on full display once more. Whether it was Yekaterina, Anastasia, or both, something had re-awoken the dormant force within her, and God help whoever got in her way now. 
 
    "Vickie," Millie said. "If it's one man or an army, it makes no difference. That girl is one of us, and there's nothing in the world that is going to get to her. I don't care if she's a princess or not, she's a witch. If they want her, they can bloody come get her. We'll be ready to meet them when they do, be sure of that. That goes for all of you. Russian, French, it doesn't matter. An EVE witch is an EVE witch, no matter why they come." 
 
    Millie's blood was practically fizzing in her veins then. Witches, princesses, it didn't matter. It was only a matter of time before someone took exception to them. If it wasn't one reason, it would be another. A group of women taking it upon themselves to undo the machinations of men in power was always going to invite a response. 
 
    "We won't go looking for trouble," Millie said directly to the Longs, "but if it comes here, be prepared to watch us stop it." 
 
    Without even meaning them to, Millie's scales flared to life to crawl up her arms, the white mist not solidifying into its usual scale pattern, but a swirling, flowing extension of the intensity of her feelings. She watched as eddies and whorls swirled over her arms in fascination, the patterns moving of their own accord, when they were suddenly obscured. 
 
    In front of everyone, Elise had placed her hand atop her own. 
 
    When they looked up, it was together. Without hesitation, and without fear.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing across from Inga in The Shed, Niamh showed neither hesitation nor fear as she advanced, but Inga stopped her short. 
 
    "No, no, no," Inga said. "Stay small." She tucked her arms in close, while managing to keep her guard up. "No grab." She mimed her arm being pulled up and getting punched in the side. 
 
    Niamh was sweating, and she hadn't been allowed to use her witchblade all day, to Millie's keen interest. She'd never actually seen Niamh fight without it, and she looked far less intimidating that way. Still formidable, of course, but without the extra threat of a supernatural sword made of white light.  
 
    But Lord was she fast. To Millie, it almost seemed a waste of time to teach Niamh defences, as she could weave her way inside anyone else's before they had a chance to realise she was even doing it. 
 
    It was the first chance Millie had had to watch Niamh work with anyone else, and seeing it from the outside made Millie wonder how she wasn't dead. Niamh really had been toying with her since they'd started just after Christmas, and having this new kind of objectivity made Millie truly realise how much she had to learn, more than getting knocked on her arse had done. That had been a panicked retreat; watching Niamh and Inga from the outside was more like a clinic. 
 
    "Fast good. But one mistake," Inga said, and gestured a knife in the heart. "Now, knees." Inga lowered herself to her knees, and motioned for Niamh to do the same.  
 
    Millie knew this would have been the point she would have asked why, but Niamh knew better and did as she was asked.  
 
    "Come close. Good. Now," Inga lunged at Niamh, but without her feet under her, she couldn't move anywhere near as efficiently, and Inga got both arms around her, pinning Niamh's arms to her sides. "Now what?" Inga asked.  
 
    Niamh squirmed and twisted, but Inga was just too strong. Looking at her magic, Millie could see that she wasn't even using her Manifest, beyond what it did passively. 
 
    Without legs to knock out, and unable to use her arms, Niamh was struggling for the first time Millie had ever seen. Inga wasn't even doing anything other than being strong and holding Niamh in place, waiting for her to show her solution. 
 
    When she did, Millie wanted to throw up. 
 
    Snapping her neck back, Niamh spat right in Inga's eye. The moment Inga's eyes shut against it and pulled her head away, Niamh smashed her forehead right into Inga's nose, and Millie heard the bone crunch. 
 
    Blood exploded across Niamh's face and Inga's grip loosened just enough for her to break the hold. As soon as Inga's right arm came up, Niamh used her now-free arm to unleash a terrifying barrage of blows directly into Inga's armpit, and she toppled over, coughing and spitting up blood. 
 
    As slowly as it had started, it was over with shocking quickness, and Niamh was back on her feet. 
 
    "Jesus Christ, Niamh!" Millie shouted. "What did you do to her?" She sprinted to Inga's side, but to Millie's surprise, amidst the coughing and the blood, there was laughter. 
 
    Niamh strode past Millie and stuck her hand out to Inga, who took it happily, and allowed herself to be pulled up into a sitting position. Every space between her teeth was dark red as she smiled. "Good." 
 
    "What?" Millie said. 
 
    "What she did?" Inga asked to Millie, jabbing a thumb at Niamh. 
 
    "She broke your bloody nose is what she did!" Millie exclaimed. 
 
    "Yes. Why?" 
 
    "She broke yours," Niamh said, wiping blood from under her eye. 
 
    "That was an accident!" 
 
    "It was a lesson," Niamh said. "So's this. Answer the question. Why would I do that?" 
 
    Millie thought a moment. "It was all you could do." 
 
    "Yes. And?" 
 
    "Well, that's dirty pool, isn't it?" 
 
    "And what did this soldier," Niamh said, pointing to Inga to emphasise the point, "tell you about war?" 
 
    "That it isn't fair." 
 
    "Good," Inga said. 
 
    "She took my speed. But in doing, I took her height. Heads' at the same level now? Knock 'em together." 
 
    In spite of the blood splattered all over the floor, and the slightly dazed look in Inga's eye, it was something else that bothered Millie the most. "You spit on her." 
 
    "Aye. But if you'd rather die than spit on someone, you're of no use to Elise," Niamh said flatly. 
 
    "But... this is just training. You actually spit on her." 
 
    Inga wiped at her eyes with the back of her arm. "In training, you die." Blinking a few times, she looked up to see if Millie comprehended. 
 
    "You said that before." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "So it won't happen again," Millie admitted, ashamed at how slowly she'd been to pick up on it. Of course. She'd been so overwhelmed by the realness of it, she'd overlooked its true purpose. Her own beating at Inga's hands had been obviously meant as a lesson, but watching it happen to someone else was somehow more shocking. She could see everything as it happened, not just react to it happening to her. The sound of her own nose breaking had blended in with the sound of the rest of her head hitting concrete, but the sound of Inga's breaking was one Millie would never forget.  
 
    "Do you want to be spit in the eye?" Niamh asked. 
 
    "No," Millie said. 
 
    "Good." 
 
    As Niamh helped Inga to her feet and handed her a towel, Millie noted how easily Inga moved despite having just had her face crushed in. Millie had barely been able to move after her fight with Inga, even if she did have two cracked ribs, but Inga looked like she'd just finished a rough football match, glowing with exertion and having imparted some kind of lesson onto someone who'd needed it. 
 
    Inga and Niamh had both killed people. As much as Millie had experienced, and told herself she was prepared for, violence, she had to remember that simple fact. The two women before her were dangerous, and she had to heed every action and word that reflected it. Everyone, of course, hoped that Millie would never have to follow in their footsteps, but after what had happened to Elise, Millie found herself less and less convinced that it was possible.  
 
    In retaliation for the violence done to Selene and Ivy, Niamh had killed ten people. 
 
    Inga had gone to war in a unit known as the 'Battalion of Death.' 
 
    It was yet to be seen what Millie would do after what happened to Elise, but picturing her black eye, the blood in her hair, and seeing the bruises on her ribs when she'd gotten undressed that night, there was no-one else she would rather be learning from when she found out. 
 
    Glancing in the direction of the residence, and Elise, Millie's witchscale encased her completely on command for the first time.  
 
    "Your sword and your shield," Millie said, and began to run. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even with the bruises and the stained hair, Elise held her head high, and looked out at the world with a determination that Katya couldn't help but admire. The same steely determination to stand her ground that Katya associated with France as a whole during the war was writ across Elise's face and body language. She moved slowly and stiffly still, but it only made her look like she was weighed down by armour. 
 
    Her sword was busy sharpening itself with Inga and Niamh, and as the infirmary had refused to let her work for the next few days, Katya was happy to have the opportunity to talk to her again one-on-one. For Elise, just being able to speak French was going a long way to making her look normal again. 
 
    "I am so sorry that this happened to you," Katya said, gesturing to her left eye as she poured Elise's tea. Though the bruise was far less noticeable now, it was still a disfigurement on her flawless skin. "It should have been me, like they intended." 
 
    "Nonsense," Elise said, her spoon clinking against her cup as she stirred in a dash of milk. "This isn't because of you. It shouldn't have been anyone. I don't blame you, and neither does Millie, if that's what you're afraid of." 
 
    "I know, she told me. It's just... what if this keeps happening? I fled this exact thing to come here, and to know that it's followed me... it hurts," Katya admitted. She should have been here to listen to Elise, and to comfort her, but sitting across from her made the reality that much more real, and the conduit between the target and the actual victim was becoming one for Katya's fears to spill out through. "There's nowhere else to run to." 
 
    It was bad enough that her world had been turned inside-out. Now, it was upside-down, as well.  
 
    She wanted to be brave, but it felt like it was happening again. Would things unravel here as they had in Russia? Would Britain, in its mad desire to avoid that unraveling, make her and the others scapegoats? During the revolution, Russians had gone after Russians because of wealth disparity and rampant corruption among an incompetent leadership that had ground an entire generation of young men into mince.  
 
    Now, someone was coming after Russians because they were Russian. That was it. Katya had dismissed little Mikhail Ivanovich's concerns as rumours and propaganda, but to find out that it was true in such a visceral way was staggering.  
 
    No armour, no mask. To everyone outside EVE, she was Yekaterina Konstantinovna Gurevich, Russian immigrant. Nothing more, and nothing less. It didn't matter that she as a witch. Or did it? 
 
    "You don't run," Elise said into Katya's thoughts with a new kind of strength that caught her completely off-guard. "We stay. They run."  
 
    There were shades of Millie in Elise's voice, revealing that this French rose was one hammered out of iron. 
 
    It was the answer, though, wasn't it? Why else had they come here? 11 Manifested witches was a strength unheard of in the world. If there was no safety here, then there was none to be found anywhere. For all Katya had been through, seeing Elise with fresh evidence of her attack on her face and yet seeming even more determined lent Katya a strength she'd badly needed. 
 
    "When did you know you were here to stay?" Katya asked. Elise had already been here for years; maybe there was more to learn from her. "When did you know you couldn't go back?" 
 
    Elise set down her tea, and looked out the window to The Shed, and to Millie. "I think I always knew. I wasn't forced to leave France. I came here by choice, to make a difference. To pursue a chance at something better than what I was. I came here on behalf of France, but I stayed because I wanted to. I only found out later that there was no going back." 
 
    "What about Millie?" 
 
    "Yes," Elise said, smiling for the first time Katya had seen since the attack. "She is partly the reason, too." 
 
    "Partly?" 
 
    "Of course she's the biggest reason, I love her. But I stayed because I like it here. Because I am more than just a farmer's daughter, more than a woman pressed into the nursing corps because I had veterinary experience. I want to be here. This place is unique, and very special. Had I not come, I would have never known I was a witch, and certainly would have never Manifested. Millie and Victoria... my Coven. They are my life now, and I would not turn away from them for anything." 
 
    "Don't you miss home sometimes, though?" Katya asked. Was that what this was really all about? Was she getting homesick?  
 
    "This is home now." Elise reached over to place her hand on top of Katya's. "I know how you feel. After the newness wears off, and you face your first difficulties, it's tempting to want to leave, even if you know you shouldn't. But things will never be how they were," Elise said wistfully, sitting back again. "And not only for us, who have nowhere to go back to. Millie and Victoria could go back, but they don't. Millie will always be Scottish, just as I will always be French. But here," she shrugged, "we are Millie and Elise. Only our future matters. That we must make for ourselves." 
 
    Katya nodded. "I suppose you're right." 
 
    "I am right. It's my job to be right." Elise's smile was disarming to a fault, and Katya couldn't help but feel reassured by it. "Besides, we won't be bothered for much longer." Her smile somehow brightened, and she looked towards the door, which immediately opened.  
 
    Vita swept through, side-by-side with Svetlana. Already dressed for the weather, they were in deep, animated conversation, and both looked like they were very interested in getting to wherever they were headed with all due haste. 
 
    "What are you two up to?" Katya asked in English. 
 
    Vita didn't even slow down, waving a piece of paper in Katya's general direction without looking. "We're off to see a friend. Don't wait up." 
 
    Clad in blacks and grays, they were both subsumed by the shadows cast by the setting sun before the door was even closed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The entire time she'd been at EVE, Victoria had never actually ventured into Bedford, the municipality to which Longstown was a part. She had gotten used to things as they were done in Longstown, and going back to the random, ad hoc street layout and the presence of so many men was like travelling back in time. However, all the bureaucratic necessities, such as the city council, and most importantly, the police, were based here.  
 
    She looked down from from her watch to the note she held, written in someone else's hand, and back again. She frowned.  
 
    They both said nine o'clock. 
 
    "And they're still in there?" Victoria asked. 
 
    Beside her, Svetlana watched intently as water vapour rose from her Dewar flask, enraptured by it as much as the fact that her coffee was still hot enough to put off vapour an hour after she'd poured it.  
 
    How someone with such developed senses could drink it black was an exercise in masochism. 
 
     "Yes," Svetlana said absently, without looking up. She twisted the flask in her hands. "How does this work again?" 
 
    Victoria forgot about the police station. "It's a stainless steel vessel surrounded by a vacuum, which is itself contained by another stainless steel shell. Having a vacuum separating the liquid from the outer jacket greatly reduces the amount of heat transfer, thereby maintaining the contents at a more stable temperature for much longer. Invented by a Scottish chemist twenty years ago." 
 
    Svetlana looked up from her coffee. "Pretend English is my second language," she said with a crooked grin. 
 
    "But it— Oh. I see. It's... it's a small flask inside a bigger flask, with insulation in between." 
 
    "Ah. Magic." 
 
    "No, the engineering is actually quite—" 
 
    "That big brain and you fell for a poor immigrant's sarcasm." Svetlana blew on her coffee and took a tentative sip. 
 
    Victoria looked over at her with renewed appreciation. "And where did you pick that up?" 
 
    "Father was a diplomat. I spoke English almost as much as Russian growing up, with all the other diplomats' children. But the Americans practically weaponised it, so we had no choice but to learn to recognise it." 
 
    "Your Manifest surely helped." 
 
    "I hadn't Manifested yet. I learned it without cheating," Svetlana said. She stared off into space for a moment, her eyes never changing, but when she spoke again, the levity was missing. "It's always been my life, I suppose. I moved a lot, wherever the Tsar needed Father to go, he went, and took us with him. I've never been... stable. I envy you." 
 
    "Why do you say that?" Victoria asked. She'd never been the target of envy before. 
 
    "You've lived here your whole life. You've never had to learn another language. The most important city in the world is only a train ride away, no matter where you live. You're protected by a natural barrier, so no one's invaded you in almost a thousand years. Stable, prosperous. The weather is mild," Svetlana said, "but most of all, you." 
 
    "Me?" Victoria asked.  
 
    "Because on top of all of that, you have Elise and Millie. You're a true Coven. Bonded in a way that I have never been with anyone who wasn't family. The way I wish I was with the others." 
 
    "As in the other Russians?" 
 
    "Yes. Perhaps now that we are getting to know each other finally, it may begin to happen. But I can't help but mourn all the lost time." 
 
    Victoria winced in sympathy, but could recognise how lucky she was. For luck to have abandoned one such as Svetlana was patently unfair.  
 
    "Far be it for me to ask, but how did you spend so much time together and not... bond?" 
 
    "It is a fair question. We are all very different. You three came together in a common cause in a common place, and were encouraged by your mentors. You had years together, as I understand it. We were thrown together by accident, running, frightened, and all of us betrayed by our countryfolk. In the aftermath of the Tsar's fall and the rise of the Bolsheviks, trust was very hard to come by." 
 
    "All that time, you couldn't trust each other?" 
 
    "I did, because of my gift. But the others were very badly shaken, and could not see what I could. Zoya knew of my gift, and relied on me to keep us out of trouble. But..." Svetlana looked into herself for the words she needed, "the other part of my gift, I still cannot control well." 
 
    "Your other senses?" 
 
    "Yes. I become distracted easily, and I think they began to think me a burden. Or crazy. Ana... Alexandra, when she joined us, was difficult to keep moving, and I did not help. They resented her for making it worse, I think. " 
 
    "Making what worse?" 
 
    "On the continent, as you would say, there are countless people like you. People in so much pain, who have lost so much. It was barely tolerable to see it from a distance everywhere we went, but when she joined us, it was a constant. Her grief and shock was a cloud that made it hard to see anything else. My need for external... encouragement... no, that's wrong. Input?" 
 
    "Stimulus?" 
 
    "Stimulus, thank you, got worse. I became more distracted more easily, if only to have something else to focus on. To see." 
 
    "May I ask... why didn't you help her?" 
 
    "I tried. She didn't trust me. Now we know why. She couldn't have said anything even if she were emotionally ready. That secret was more important than whatever well-being she could have gained by revealing it." 
 
    "Zoya knew, surely she could have said something?" 
 
    "There was too much for her to do. She was tireless, but there were too few hours in the day. Her contacts were difficult to locate, or even communicate with. We couldn't all go everywhere, so she would leave us for long periods of time." 
 
    "And Katya had shut herself off from everyone." 
 
    "Yes. And Inga is not the type to mediate. She was our protector and... herder." 
 
    "Herder?" 
 
    "As someone who never tires, it was her job to keep us moving, to deal with trouble that I felt if we could not." 
 
    That seemed quite the effective team. It must have been, Victoria realised, since they had made it here. "You communicated that much, at least," she said. 
 
    "It was functional, nothing more," Svetlana said sadly. "We never grew to know each other until we came here." 
 
    "When you felt safe?" 
 
    Svetlana nodded. "It is ironic, yes." 
 
    "That's not what I meant; apologies." 
 
    "I know you didn't. It's my interpretation, don't be sorry." 
 
    Katya could say Victoria was a goddess all she wanted, but Victoria knew how hard her own magic was in reality, how much she had to focus and practice to make it work. Svetlana's was effortless, practically passive in her use of something so astonishing, and Victoria couldn't help the amazement in her voice. Or the appreciation. "I will say, it's nice to have someone who can understand what I mean, rather than what I say." 
 
    "Language is not as precise as we want, no matter how many words we know," Svetlana said. "But thank you for trying." She nodded ahead and replaced the lid on her flask. "They've gone." 
 
    Victoria looked to the darkened police station with ambivalent anxiety. The last time she was in a police station, she couldn't answer a single question she'd been asked. With no name, no address and no family, she'd left it in a wagon to the asylum. But this wasn't that police station, and she was no longer November. She knew who she was, and her fingers tingled with the desire to prove it. 
 
      
 
    They hadn't left so much as a lantern on for him. The police station was utterly dark, and on a cloudy, moonless night, even the barred, gun-slit window high on the holding cell wall provided no respite from the sole prisoner's lightless gloom. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Suddenly into that dark was introduced a single point of light. Dim and white, the edges were fuzzy, nearly to the point of appearing as fire.  
 
    All along the narrow hall, the tiny oasis of light beckoned one Mr. Michael Williams to the bars of his cell, his face a war of ape-like fascination and the knowledge he should be terrified by what he was seeing. 
 
    The latter won out when the light began to speak. 
 
    "Good evening, Mr. Williams." 
 
    "Bloody Hell!" Williams shouted as he leapt to the very back wall of his cell like the floor had opened up beneath him. 
 
    The light danced in front of the bars, the shadows it cast within the cell otherworldly and menacing in their strangeness. Williams kept himself pinned against the back wall, scrabbling to keep his feet out of the pool of light. 
 
    "Are you frightened, Mr. Williams?" 
 
    "Who are you?" he managed. 
 
    "Will o' the wisp, Mr. Williams. A light to lead unwary travellers to their doom." 
 
    "I look like a traveller to you?" His bravado was like sand: gritty, but impossible to hold on to for long. 
 
    "You aren't from around here. You assaulted a nurse, Mr. Williams. Do you deny it?" 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about," said a man cowering in the corner of a prison cell. 
 
    Two booming knocks echoed between its cold, bare walls. 
 
    "Lying is a sin, Mr. Williams. Do you still deny it?" 
 
    "So what if I did?" Williams said, his eyes unable to tear away from the advancing pool of light. 
 
    A single knock this time. 
 
    "A nurse tends the sick. Binds the wounded. Comforts the dying. Gives hope to those who have none left."  
 
    The flickering globe swelled and passed through the bars into the cell proper, and Mr. Williams suddenly found himself struggling to breathe. His very clothing was tightening, crushing his chest. Every exhale was seized on and stolen away, constricting more and more with every panicked wheeze. Wide with terror, his eyes were full of blazing light. 
 
    "I do not, Mr. Williams." 
 
    "Wh... what are you!?" Williams stammered, every word costing him precious oxygen that he was no longer being allowed to replace. 
 
    "Why did you do it, Mr. Williams?" 
 
    "What's—" wheeze "happening to me?" 
 
    "You're dying, Mr. Williams. Answers may bring you life. Why did you do it?" 
 
    His clothing allowed him half a breath before they were unyielding iron once more. Cold, unfeeling iron. 
 
    "To scare her!" 
 
    A single knock boomed from the darkness. 
 
    "Why, Mr. Williams?" 
 
    "Shouldn't— be here! Takin' jobs!" Williams grabbed at his chest, yanking at his collar, but his strength meant as much against his second prison as it did the first. "Grgh! Russians... go home... don't want..." His eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
    "Don't want what, Mr. Williams?" 
 
    A long, horrid sucking sound. "No place here... socialists!" 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    "Continue, Mr. Williams." 
 
    "No revolution here... leave England..." 
 
    "You wished to send a message, Mr. Williams?" 
 
    "Yes!" 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    "In that, you failed, Mr. Williams. She wasn't Russian." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    "Why her, Mr. Williams?" 
 
    "White hair, blue eyes! It was her!" 
 
    Whispers in the dark. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    "That was the description!" 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    "From whom, Mr. Williams?" 
 
    "Won't... tell!" 
 
    BOOM. BOOM. 
 
    Now a hateful, burning red, the light grew brighter, until Williams had no choice but to shut his eyes and look away, his arms locked at his sides. 
 
    Wrapped in freezing iron as he may have been, he began to sweat. The air began to roil with heat, making even the scant breaths Williams was desperate for painful when he got them. 
 
    "The light of truth, Mr. Williams. A name. Will you choke or burn to keep it?" 
 
    "Can't tell you! He'll kill me!" 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Mad for breath, but afraid to take them, Michael Williams flailed desperately against such a contradiction. He was drowning in thin air. 
 
    Unable to see, unable to breathe, and unable to move, Williams was suddenly lifted off of the ground. As if the plaything of an unseen giant, he rotated until he was upside-down, and his already-red face flushed purple as gravity flooded it with blood.  
 
    "Death is not what you should fear, Mr. Williams." 
 
    Tears, spittle and snot dripped in equal parts onto the floor, where they hissed and popped, the vapours rising to smother the orifices from which they'd come. He shivered and shook against every impossible thing happening to him simultaneously, and his voice finally betrayed him. 
 
    "Walter Huxley! 
 
    All at once, everything stopped, and Williams dropped to the floor like a sack of rotten potatoes. Torn open by fear, tears and whimpers spilled out across the cold floor, with not a single sign remaining as to why. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the second time, Katya was surprised by Victoria walking in on her through a wall. This time, however, it was her bedroom wall, and Victoria was not looking for someone to talk to. 
 
    She was looking for someone to kill. 
 
    "Bastard!" Victoria shouted.  
 
    Katya hadn't even gotten the lamp lit yet. 
 
    "Vita, what is it? What's wrong?" Katya asked into a dark filled with the sound of Vita not just pacing, but angrily stomping around like she had a vendetta against the floor. She was seething, the squeaking of her leather gloves like she was crushing mice between her fingers. "Huxley." 
 
    Snapped awake by the sound of that name, Katya flicked a finger at her bedside lamp, which erupted into life. Seeing Vita in this state at least made the sounds more tolerable than what her imagination had conjured them looking like. Barely. 
 
    "From the dinner. Walter Huxley." 
 
    "Yes, what about him?" 
 
    "He paid to have you attacked." 
 
    Katya's blood froze, her heart pounding in slow, hard thumps in its attempt to force the icy sludge through her veins. "What?" 
 
    "That's why they attacked Elise when they wanted a Russian. Any idiot with half a tin ear would know she wasn't Russian the instant she opened her mouth. They just went by a description." 
 
    "Me. Not 'a Russian.' Me." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    The icy sludge that had choked Katya's veins was replaced by a surge of white-hot fire. The idea that Elise had suffered as she had because she happened to look like Katya tapped into a sense of injustice she hadn't felt since the children in the forest, and her fire leapt to life just as it had in that winter wood, only this time it wasn't in order to save lives. It was self-defence now. 
 
     "Why?" she forced through clenched teeth. Freed from its shackles, her indignation seared away her remaining doubts. Huxley knew her name. He had targeted her. This wasn't about 'Russians,' it was about Yekaterina Gurevich, and that distinction was all she needed to allay her doubts. 
 
    "The same tripe those thugs in London spout about Slavs and preventing socialism from spreading here. They want you to be frightened." 
 
    "There is no longer any danger of that," Katya said, fire crawling over her fingers like aggrieved spirits. Vengeful, burning apparitions returned for their unfinished business amongst the living. "But why me in particular?" 
 
    "That I don't know. I didn't see a point in asking a hired goon for clarification on his paymaster's reasoning." 
 
    Katya looked up at Victoria. "Who?" 
 
    At this, Vita stopped pacing. "Elise's attacker. An anonymous note was slid under my bedroom door, informing us of his name and a rather unusual change to the police's duty schedule this evening." 
 
    "That's where you went?" 
 
    Vita didn't hesitate. "Yes." 
 
    "And you asked him?" Katya asked in disbelief. 
 
    "Not politely." 
 
    It was a cruel, but satisfied smile that pulled at Katya's lips. "Good." 
 
    Vita resumed her patrol of the narrow patch of floor between Katya's bed and the empty one. "Huxley is a wealthy man, but none of his interests are to be found anywhere near here. I don't understand why he would pay to have that rubbish targeted at a single individual in the middle of nowhere." 
 
    "He's coming to the Circus tomorrow. The timing is just as peculiar," Katya said. "Why would he do it so close to him showing his face here? Why not afterward?" 
 
    "Why at all? Let's say, for the sake of argument, that this is not the first time. Wealthy people don't become wealthy by throwing their money away. One, he didn't seem overly fond of the Longs' choice in workforce demographics, so two, some agitation would work against that if it appeared. Three, he agreed to invest, so why would he want any part in destabilising the company?" 
 
    "Maybe he wanted to ensure stability by cutting off any agitators early?" 
 
    "But you fled the revolution. You were a victim of it." 
 
    "Does he know that?" 
 
    Victoria threw up her hands and fell onto the empty bed heavily. "I don't know. Williams was telling the truth when he said it was to intimidate you. Svetlana said he wasn't hiding anything. There's something I'm missing. He did seem rather taken with you, though," Vita said. "Does he feel jilted?"" 
 
    "I don't remember much of the end of that night," Katya said, a sympathetic wave of nausea rolling over her. "Perhaps. But why wouldn't he use my name?" 
 
    "Plausible deniability," Vita said. "Keep the political angle while having a secret one. Saying 'that blonde Russian' makes it more impersonal." 
 
    "Well it's very personal," Katya said, pulling her blankets tighter. "But the timing is still what bothers me. He's coming here. If there was the chance he would get caught out, why now?" 
 
    "I wish I knew. But he strikes me as the type who gets what he wants. Wouldn't he try for you again when he comes here? What good would attacking you do towards that end? He would want you to... know it was him." 
 
    The flame in the lamp grew to fill it, spurting out of the top of the glass before Katya could reign it in. "For the sake of my sanity, and possibly his life," she said, "what if there's another possibility? If we focus on one and we're wrong, what good does that do us?" 
 
    Vita shrugged. "I would be happy to entertain another explanation if you have one." 
 
    Katya's mind raced, even if it was only out of self-defence. She didn't want their so-far-only explanation to be the real one. To do otherwise would be to undermine all the progress she'd made in allowing herself to be comfortable here. 
 
    "What did he say when he was next to you?" she asked in a desperate bid for a thread to follow somewhere other than the worst, most personal end. 
 
    "Nothing about socialism, or politics at all, really. The only thing he mentioned to me was..." A dozen emotions suddenly played across Vita's face at all once, leaving what was clearly a Eureka moment a muddled mess of contradictions, none of them happy to find themselves there. 
 
    "Vita? What is it?" 
 
    Standing suddenly, Vita made for the door. "I have some reading to do." 
 
    She moved like Death towards a battlefield, a stalking shadow of inevitability, singular in purpose and with no regard for borders, or in this case, walls. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie walked into The Shed to find Victoria lying on her back on the bare concrete. She looked contemplative, which wasn't that unusual for her, but in the context of what Svetlana had said, and the look on Yekaterina's face when she'd awoken Millie in the middle of the night, it was cause for concern.  
 
    Victoria didn't react to the sound of footsteps approaching. 
 
    "What's going on?" Millie asked. "Why did a panicked Yekaterina tear me out of Elise's bed in the dead of night and tell me I had to go find you?" She looked from Vickie's face up to what she was staring at. 
 
    Halfway to the ceiling, suspended in thin air and rotating slowly like a phonograph, was Victoria's desk. 
 
    "When I get tired enough, it'll fall on me, then I won't have to go tomorrow," Vickie said. 
 
    No hand gestures, no whispered words, nothing but a determined look was keeping hundreds of pounds of mahogany from crushing her. It was a look that would make anything keep its distance, with or without magic. 
 
    "What happened? You said you were getting better," Millie said, taking a seat on the floor. 
 
    "I was." 
 
    "...and?" 
 
    "I had a look at those records from the asylum again." 
 
    "Is that what this is about? Why would you torture yourself like that?" 
 
    Victoria kept her eyes resolutely up. "I needed to find out something." 
 
    "By the look on your face, you did." Millie laid down on the floor beside her best friend, scooting closer until their shoulders were pressed together. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "Now you'll have to crush me, too. Tell me." 
 
    Victoria flicked a glance sideways, but seemed relieved for a chance to say what was simmering behind her eyes. "I had always found it curious why certain names were redacted in those records, and some weren't. I'm not a solicitor, so I never bothered to ask," she said. "Then, some information came to light. A bit of deduction and a question or two later, I had reason to want to learn the answer. So, molecule by molecule, I peeled fountain pen ink away from typewriter ink, and lo and behold: revelation." 
 
    Victoria waved her hand in a theatrical flourish, and all of the drawers in her desk opened at once, papers flying out to flutter to the ground like gigantic snowflakes. 
 
    "Are you going to tell me?" Millie asked. 
 
    Victoria took a deep breath before speaking again. "Those names I found were the names of the men who sat on the asylum's Board of Directors. One of them is responsible for Elise's attack." 
 
    Millie's blood screamed in her ears, but she tamped her fury back down again for Vickie's sake. "What?" 
 
    "The man who attacked Elise thought she was Katya. He was paid to do so by one Walter Huxley. He was at the dinner in London." Victoria cocked her head slightly. "I sat down to dinner in a posh hotel with one of the men responsible for the atrocities committed in that asylum, and neither Ophelia nor Eustacia said a word of it. His money and his voice helped make my incarceration possible. Mary, Anna, Gretchen, the others I barely knew..." Victoria's voice was a near whisper, flat and dangerously calm. 
 
    "Colette," Millie said. Betrayed our trust, she thought. Whether or not withholding such information could be considered a betrayal, it sure felt like one. Since it had resulted in Elise's attack, it was actually more like a slap in the face.  
 
    "Yes. Colette. If he supported it, or even knew, I have no way of knowing, but if he opposed it, it wasn't strongly enough to resign his position. But why an unmarried, childless man from the North who made his fortune in resource extraction should want to sit on the board of a women's mental asylum outside of London, I can also not say with any certainty. I am struggling to come up with any reasons that are particularly charitable, however." 
 
    "The Longs weren't protecting their privacy," Millie said, cold realisation dawning in her mind. "They knew if we found out—" 
 
    "They were protecting their lives. And after what happened to Elise, perhaps they were right to. Though I am no longer certain what comes first in their decision-making."  
 
    Victoria stared up at the impossible thing above her like it was a passing cloud, dispassionate as her mind went elsewhere. When it returned, her voice brought the night down with it. "Business is an incestuous thing, Millie. And like any child of incest, the results are malformed and unpleasant to look upon. He sat there beside me, asking why the Longs would suddenly throw money away on a mental hospital. I'd thought it was from a purely financial point of view. But now..." 
 
    Millie turned to Victoria, who was still staring straight ahead.  
 
    "I'm sorry this has happened," Victoria said. "What happened to Elise is reprehensible, and to know that it may have originated in that place..." 
 
    "Nonsense," Millie said, reaching over to grab Victoria's wrist. "You had nothing to do with this, you hear? That... monster may have some connection to your past, but that doesn't mean anything. If what you're implying is right, then he certainly didn't need you to do anyone harm." 
 
    "Thank you," Victoria said quietly.  
 
    "Right. So what do we do about it?"  
 
    "He's coming here tomorrow." 
 
    The underside of Victoria's desk was brightened by the sudden appearance of witchscale.  
 
    "Exactly," Victoria said. "So you see, if I'm lying here crippled when he arrives, I won't be able to toss him into a spinning propeller blade. Or vice versa." 
 
    "That won't stop me," Millie said. 
 
    "No, but your word to Elise will. You would strangle yourself with your own guts before you would break your word to her." 
 
    "That's rather gruesome, don't you think?" 
 
    "I'm feeling rather gruesome at the moment," Victoria said. A thought appeared on her face, and she looked happy to have it. "I'll be sure to send him in feet first." She looked at Millie. "But only after we're done with him." 
 
    Reflecting Millie's witchscale, Victoria's eyes were baleful, though expressive of the thousand ideas that were coming together behind them. "I can't tell if the Longs knew we would figure it out, but whatever their thinking, they are allowing him to come here. Near us." Victoria smiled. 
 
    Millie shared it. "A mistake, you think?" 
 
    "Not for them." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning of the Flying Circus dawned like any other, though perhaps the world outside a little earlier than usual, especially for a weekend. Instructions were being shouted, heavy things moved, engines fired up; no-one would be allowed to sleep in, there was too much to do. 
 
    Despite their late-night, last-minute planning session, Victoria had heard Millie and Elise leave already, which left her alone in her bedroom with Katya, who was looking down on her already dressed in her Sunday best.  
 
    "I cannot believe I have to wear this again already," Victoria grumbled as she picked the last speck of lint from the skirt she'd worn to London. She'd been horrified to learn just how obvious her discomfort had been on that trip, and so at Katya's behest, she now wore her new black knee-high boots to offer more coverage and to make her less self-conscious about just where the hem ended up. She already felt more comfortable and less worried about how she sat. 
 
    "Cross your legs again," Katya directed. 
 
    Victoria complied, this time barely bothering to touch her skirt, noting that it made virtually no difference when there were several inches of leather to go before anything immodest occurred. Besides which, they were very nice boots, and Victoria could get used to the idea of them being seen. 
 
    "See?" Katya said, offering Victoria a hand to help her stand up again.  
 
    Taking it, Victoria was happy to feel it much stronger than the last time, Katya's grip assured as she pulled her up. 
 
    Victoria gave her foot an experimental roll, trying to adjust to the sensation of having a sheath of animal hide squeezing against half her leg, even if it was the softest leather she could find.  
 
    "You won't be running in them," Katya teased. 
 
    "I know. It's just an odd feeling." 
 
    "You'll get used to it. Here," Katya said, straightening Victoria's tie. Satisfied, she gave another once-over before nodding her approval. "I'd never dream to wear anything like this, but you look very nice. You'll have to teach me how you tie it so quickly." 
 
    "Muscle memory. Are you planning on wearing one?" 
 
    Katya shrugged. "Someone I know might want to some day," she said. 
 
    "You have plenty of options," Victoria said with a smile as a few short raps sounded on the door. 
 
    "It's time," said Selene from the other side. 
 
    "Are you ready?" Victoria asked, grabbing her longest coat from the rack behind the door.  
 
    "As I'll ever be," Katya said. 
 
    "He's coming to us this time, and we're all here together. Waiting for him." Victoria flipped up her collar. "Remember what we talked about." 
 
    "I know." Katya flipped it back down. "It should all lie flat together. It's not raining, and you've nothing to hide." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    They opened the door to see Selene dressed as she always was, having no need to dress up today. She looked between the two of them, measuring what she saw before she spoke. "If neither of you are feeling up to this, I will make your excuses," she said. 
 
    The younger witches had decided to keep their knowledge to themselves, and Victoria's resolve was unshakable. For Elise alone they had spent until the wee hours planning this day, but for Victoria personally, she refused to be a prisoner to her memories of the asylum anymore. If she had the chance to confront someone partially responsible for them, then she was not about to pass up the opportunity. Not now. She favoured Selene with a smile. "Quite the contrary." 
 
    "We're looking forward to it," Katya said. 
 
    Selene was perceptive and intelligent, and she turned both of those traits on the two young witches in front of her. Whatever she saw, it compelled her to speak. "You're there as LAC employees, remember, not fey harpies," she said with a significant look between them. "Be good." 
 
    Victoria nodded, but reserved the right to determine what that entailed. The opposite of bad, for instance, which she had no trouble applying in relation to Huxley.  
 
    Resigned that that was all she was going to get, Selene let out a long breath as she led them to the front door. "I'm afraid this is where I leave you." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Katya asked. 
 
    Selene nodded. "The noise, the people... I haven't dealt with that since the last time I ventured into a city. I don't know that I can anymore," she said sadly. 
 
    "No second thoughts?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "No. Ivy, Zoya and I will be making ourselves scarce today, however tempting it may be to feel like we exist again." 
 
    "We do exist. One way or another, they'll all know it soon enough," Victoria said. 
 
    "Not if we do our job right." 
 
    "Mistakes happen." 
 
    "Victoria—" 
 
    "I'll be good and keep my mouth shut. Unless someone says something egregiously stupid, of course." Like 'I did it.'  
 
    "I'm glad to see your spirits improved, at least" Selene said as she opened the door for them. "Yekaterina, I hope you're feeling equally buoyant." 
 
    "I am floating along, yes," Katya said without elaboration. 
 
    "Very well," Selene said. "I wish you both luck. Make us proud."  
 
    They stepped outside into a genuine circus. True to its name, there were islands of booths grouped about the sea of grass, offering everything from refreshments to carnival games. Banners and streamers of all colours flapped from poles and wires, making it look like a medieval army had set up camp overnight.  
 
    Overhead, the sun was spurring on the last few remaining high clouds, who were scuttling away as if they knew they weren't welcome. 
 
    A dais had been erected near the main hangar, with a set of bleachers behind. Every entrance to it had been cordoned off, and the main doors were closed in what felt like the first time since Victoria had arrived. Always apart from proper LAC affairs, she couldn't help but feel like she was in the way. She so rarely showed her face on this side of the airfield, she was surprised she didn't get more looks. 
 
    But with so many strange faces about, no-one knew that they were out of place, aside from the fact that Victoria was dressed like she was on the way to a funeral. When any of the workers did notice them, it was to ogle Katya in ways that were appallingly overt. Whether it was Victoria's presence or the reality of where they were that kept them from outright whistling or hooting at her, Victoria couldn't say.  
 
    Katya took it with a sort of detached grace, royalty amongst the plebs who couldn't be expected to know any better. 
 
    The stakes holding the guy ropes down on a tent over one too many leering pairs of eyes all suddenly popping out of the ground at once was ample distraction however, and they continued on without further incident. 
 
      
 
    The Flying Circus, as ridiculous a name as Millie had thought it, had been successful in its task, and the airfield was more alive a single place than Millie had found herself in years, if not her whole life. The munitions factory had been busy, but not alive. Hundreds of people toiling away behind loud and dangerous machinery didn't buzz with energy the way hundreds of people enjoying themselves did, and in spite of herself, Millie found that she too was enjoying it. 
 
    Having helped as much as she could around Juno in the morning, mostly moving heavy ropes and wood around, the remaining preparations could only be done by people who knew what they were doing. Millie's part couldn't really be played until people started arriving, and now that they had, it was overwhelming. Patrolling the perimeter, keeping an eye out for the odd unfamiliar face was one thing, but when every face was unfamiliar, what was she supposed to look at? 
 
    But given just how much there was to do, the witches of EVE had been asked to wander the grounds 'just in case,' acting as a kind of de-facto security attachment, even though they were still under orders to refrain from using magic. 'Unless absolutely necessary,' had been added as a brand-new disclaimer today, however. They were happy to comply. 
 
    "Good luck, and happy hunting," Millie said to Inga as they prepared to split up. 
 
    "You too," she said, clasping Millie's forearm. 
 
    "You're sure about this?" Millie asked Svetlana. 
 
    "Oh, yes. See you soon." With that, she left with Inga to mill amongst the crowd until Huxley arrived to sniff out trouble before it started.  
 
    Anastasia was nowhere to be seen, but that wasn't surprising; she had been left to do as she wished, whatever made her comfortable. Right now, that appeared to be 'remain invisible.' 
 
    Overhead, a Long 2.b Mk. II biplane angrily buzzed across the sky. The engine, to Millie, always sounded like it was hauling its burden through the air under protest, even as the pilot flying it looked to be having the time of her life. Combat pilots had reputations for being toffs and dandies, but the Longs' in-house test pilots were just as rough around the edges as the women on the ground, and the one in the back seat looked to be enjoying tormenting her front-seat passenger, who had a look of utter regret on his face, only able to look down on the people below with one eye.  
 
    The queue to be next was shockingly long, Millie thought. She wouldn't have thought so many were so eager to be hurled through the air by a woman, but it looked to be the banking and turning that gave the odd deserter second thoughts, rather than who was doing it. 
 
    As she passed by the nurses' station for the umpteenth time, she had to make sure Elise was still there and still fine, while fighting the temptation to wave every pass. At the moment, she was bandaging the scraped knee of a little boy who had taken a spill, talking and smiling to keep him distracted while her hands did the work. 
 
    Her way with children was a skill Millie always underestimated. Growing up in a city, there were always children around, of course, but she'd never had any hand in actually trying to raise them. Her brothers had all died before having any, so they were never around, and, knowing she would never have any of her own, she hadn't bothered to try to learn.  
 
    One more thing Elise could teach her, she supposed. 
 
    "Enjoying yourself?" came Niamh's voice from he opposite direction. 
 
    "The view, certainly," Millie said, tearing her eyes away from Elise. "You?" 
 
    "Too many people for my taste," Niamh said, her face screwed up like someone had shoved a lemon into it.  
 
    "I'd thought you'd be off with the others."  
 
    "Nah, I'm right where I need to be," Niamh said, her eyes never not scanning through the crowd. 
 
    Millie nodded. "It's a lot less lonely." 
 
    "Sounds like city girl talk to me," Niamh said lightly.  
 
    Millie tossed a hand towards the gates. "Well then go off back to your cave, or wherever it was you came from." 
 
    "Nothin' wrong with a good cave," Niamh said. "But I think I'll stay, if only to keep you lot out of trouble." 
 
    "Or join it," Millie said. 
 
    "Or that," Niamh admitted. 
 
    "You're ready?" 
 
    "Always." 
 
    As much as Millie wanted to keep an eye on Vickie, with Huxley on his way, she needed to keep an eye on Elise even more. Knowing that he would be so near to her made Millie's Manifest itch, but it was too late to change anything now. 
 
    He was coming, and they had to be ready to receive him. 
 
    As the line of cars continued to discharge people into the administrative building, Millie was more than prepared. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By afternoon, the sky was clear blue, and the air was sharp with anticipation. The main event was soon at hand, and a hive of activity buzzed around Longstown's gargantuan queen, long, fat and off-white as she lurked within her chambers, awaiting her glorious reveal to the world outside.  
 
    Katya was in that outside world, and in spite of the fact the big doors had yet to open, she was already exhausted. She had lost count of how many dignitaries, well-wishers and onlookers she'd met that morning, to say nothing of trying to keep track of so many new faces that were about. 
 
    The old paranoia she had just about begun to consider easing had snapped right back into place with a vengeance, and knowing that any one of the men that had come to the event could mean her harm was frightening in a way she should have been better prepared for, in spite of the bravado she had come up with last night. 
 
    In only the six-or-so weeks she had been here, she had grown comfortable in the presence of the overwhelming number of women in Longstown, and having so many men around made them feel like invaders. 
 
    Odd, that. As hard as it had been for her to even consider that this place might be home, the moment a group of strangers showed up to take it over, she felt the basic need to defend it, her sisters and herself. She still hadn't brought herself to ask Vita exactly how she had gotten the information out of Michael Williams, but the defensiveness that had grown to encase Katya all morning took a visceral satisfaction in imagining the myriad exquisite ways a Manifest like Vita's could have been used to do it. 
 
    What would she do to Walter Huxley? 
 
    To Katya, he was just a well-dressed, ignorant thug. To Vita, he was something else entirely. Torture, rape and murder happened right under his nose, and the most powerful witch in the world had been there while it happened, even if she hadn't seen it.  
 
    Katya had seen those things. Lived those things, and the idea of watching Vita pull a perpetrator apart magically was more tantalising than she would ever admit to anyone. Huxley's type were the same the world over, and even if it was twisted, vicarious revenge for what had been done to Katya, her friends and her family, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up at the possibility that she was finally going to see one of them suffer consequences for their actions. 
 
    The trick was keeping herself from joining in. 
 
     Whatever the outcome of the day, the Vita standing beside Katya now was definitely the one who was going to decide it, no matter who might try to stop her. Her eyes were electric in the bright sunshine, the contrast between her hair and skin all the more stark, and striking for it. The change that had overcome her was remarkable, and Katya was humble enough to admit she didn't know if she was the reason. Elise's assault coming so close on the heels of the revelation of Anastasia's presence at EVE had changed a lot for all of them in a short period of time, and Vita was, somehow, better for it. The cold fire with which she had defended the last Romanov had been shocking in its vehemence, and the ruthlessness she must have employed to get a career criminal to give up his boss' name in minutes must have been equally so.  
 
    That was the Vita standing beside Katya at the moment. Now, in her home, in proximity of her sister witches, she was following precisely none of the advice that had gotten her through their evening in London.  
 
    Named after two queens, Victoria Elizabeth Ravenwood was holding court. 
 
    "Helium is much more difficult to procure, but far safer to both store and use in aviation applications. Your desire to continue on with hydrogen is a misguided attempt to save money and maintain existing infrastructure, which simply will not withstand rigorous challenge. For commercial passenger airship travel to succeed, the technology must be allowed to advance and grow, not be hamstrung by doing things the way they've always been done." 
 
    "I don't think that's exactly fair," an embattled-looking Mr. Tewksbury protested, the satisfaction Katya that had been in his eyes when she'd last seen him entirely absent. 
 
    "Fine. Helium atoms are twice the size of hydrogen atoms. The savings from leakage alone will more than pay for the conversion of the storage facilities in the long term. The tolerances are lower in the containment bladders as well, in addition to the reduction in the amount of fireproofing needed. In future, as material sciences advance, it may even obviate the need to have a solid structure within the ship at all." 
 
    "But then it would just be a balloon!" 
 
    "Quite right. It would save hundreds of pounds of weight. And weight, as you know, in aircraft, is everything." 
 
    Victoria's thrust having found its mark, Katya turned away to look for any sign of Huxley. Though he was nowhere to be seen, she'd been told he'd arrived, which could only mean that he was already occupied. She hoped it was with who she thought it was, and that it was a very thorough occupation. 
 
      
 
    "How can he be so popular?" Elise asked as she, Millie and Svetlana stalked their target like a pack of wolves, albeit wolves in dresses with wine in their hands. None of them had taken a single sip, but they needed to keep up appearances. 
 
    The reception for investors and other VIPs was a stark contrast to the working-class carnival outside. In here, it was stuffy, warm, stinking of cigar smoke, and shockingly dull. For a handful of coins, you could zip around the sky at the hands of a world-class pilot. In here, for hundreds, if not thousands of pounds, you could stand around and drink for a bit with men who pay to have women beaten in alleys. 
 
    "These grapes were grown near Pompeii, I think. There's too much sulphur in them," Svetlana said, peering into her glass of chardonnay. Looking up to see that no-one would have the faintest clue as to whether or not they should agree, she blushed. "Sorry." 
 
    "Don't be sorry, be ready," Millie said. It was hard to keep the edge off of her voice, and she told herself she would have to make it up to Svetlana later.  
 
    Though he had taken his time poking his head into other places first, Walter Huxley was now standing right there. Slicked-back hair, smiling eyes and a suit that was probably worth as much as Millie had earned in her entire life, he didn't look how Millie had imagined him when she'd dreamed about putting her fist through his face last night. Mistaken identity or not, he had given the word, and Elise had suffered for it. 
 
    Every inch of Millie below the skin was screaming at her to hurt him. That was her purpose, wasn't it? Punching things? Who deserved it more than him? Who would stop her? She was stronger than anyone in the room, and she was bulletproof. She could just strangle him from here with her witchscale if she wanted to, she didn't even have to move.  
 
    It would be so easy. 
 
    And that was the problem. It was too easy.  
 
    But she remembered the look on Elise's face in the hospital, and the words she'd said, the only thing in the world that could keep the lid on Millie's anger. Vickie had been right, Millie would strangle herself before breaking her word to Elise, and chafing against that truth grew more irritating the longer she looked at him. 
 
    He was, she supposed, handsome, if she was qualified to make such a determination, and he seemed to have no problems moving from person to person, shaking hands and generally being pleasant. If it had been anyone other than Vickie and Svetlana who had gotten his name from that thug, Millie would probably have never suspected him. 
 
    But it was his name they'd gotten, and now that Millie had a face to match it with, she cursed her own naiveté. Someone who moved in these circles so easily, who could fake charm that well was exactly the kind of person to pay someone else to do his dirty work.  
 
    She just needed to know why. 
 
    None of the Russians would be safe until they knew that, and could plan for what might come next, if anything. 
 
    Turning him over to Vickie, if there is any justice, she thought darkly. 
 
    Looking over at sweet Svetlana as she listened intently to the sound of her fingernail tinging against her crystal wine glass, Millie felt a new infusion of loathing surge into her blood for someone who would harm her, without even knowing her name or that she, as an individual, even existed. As far as the bastard in the fancy suit knew, there were just 'Russians' about at the Long Aircraft Concern, and that was all he had needed to know to pay someone to beat one of them in an alley. 
 
    Looking to Elise, she never took her eyes off of him. The bruising had done nothing to diminish the keenness with which she watched his every move, a blue-eyed hawk waiting to strike when the time was right, with Millie as her talons. 
 
      
 
    It was as if the atmosphere had somehow changed composition, or the sun was emitting different wavelengths of light.  
 
    The world, to Victoria, felt different. 
 
    It felt good. 
 
    The veil that had been over her eyes, that had weighed down her brow, dimming light and muffling sound, had been, if not lifted, then pulled back a bit, and her senses were afire, as if needing to reacquaint themselves with how to function again.  
 
    She knew how sorry a state she'd been in, and in many ways, still was, but the crystallisation of just who she was and who she was surrounded by had made all the difference in the world. Her atrophied eyes looked out through these new lenses, and she began to recognise things again. As children gawked and pointed to their parents, they smiled. They laughed. Joy was still possible in a world that had been bled dry of it over the course of four years. The sun was shining, and as strangers talked with strangers, Victoria felt something creep into her that she had nearly forgotten the sensation of: optimism.  
 
    Katya had been right, again. Victoria would never feel completely whole after everything that had happened, but what was important was what she did with the time she had been gifted by her survival. The world had changed so much, yet had so much more to do, and she had the power to shape part of it. She had a responsibility to. Her gifts could not be squandered, the price she'd paid for them was too high. 
 
    Looking back at Katya as she milled about and practiced the dark art of socialising, her long white hair was blindingly brilliant in the sun, a beacon that Victoria could keep herself orientated with.  
 
    You have value, Victoria remembered. 
 
    It was one thing for Selene or Millie to tell her that she was needed, and cared about, but for someone who had been a stranger only a short time ago to come to the same conclusion had done more for Victoria's spirits than anything. 
 
    She loved Millie like a sister, and Selene like, well, not her mother, but an aunt she was particularly fond of, but the cold, logical half of Victoria had sabotaged her emotional half by demanding objectivity. Of course they would say things she needed to hear, they were her friends and mentors. 
 
    But Katya had just shown up from nowhere to lead Victoria from a place nearly as dark as the one that had led her to try to end her own life. 
 
    Talking about her feelings, and allowing herself to feel them, just as Selene had said she should had pulled her back from the abyss she had nearly talked herself into plunging into again. 
 
    Then Huxley's name came out of Michael Williams' mouth. His mention of the asylum had driven her back into her nightmares, but today, Victoria had a chance to push back. To at least attempt to put right some of the wrongs done in that place.  
 
    It was this task to which she would apply her gifts for the first time in anger, and the personal stakes of it drained all the apprehension out.  
 
    Today, in front of her, she had purpose. She had reason, she had motivation, she had means. She had her sisters. 
 
    The breeze caught the front fringes of her hair, cut even shorter now, jutting straight forward under her cheekbones, and she allowed herself to feel the warmth of the sun on her face, to savour being outside and among so many other people without fear, and without hesitation. 
 
    Ten other Manifests surrounded her; she was in the company of her sisters, and she took strength from it. She wasn't alone, and she didn't need to be.  
 
    Neither does anyone else, she thought as she caught sight of Anastasia. Remarkably, she had found the courage to come outside, even if it was only to cling to the ever-receding shadow of the hangar. Victoria made her excuses and went over to her. 
 
    "How are you feeling?" Victoria asked. "Did everything go well with Elise yesterday?" 
 
    "Yes, thank you. I can breathe much easier." 
 
    "Good to hear."  
 
    Now that Anastasia was in public, she was shadowed once again by Inga, who stood behind her with eyes ever-searching for anything that might come within leagues of trouble. Hekabe sat quietly at their feet, looking about at all the new faces, her tongue lolled out in the unseasonably-warm weather. "She seems to be enjoying herself." 
 
    "Has she ever been around so many strangers before?" Anastasia asked, looking down at Hekabe.  
 
    "Not since we moved here. Is everything all right?" 
 
    "I fear Elise's attackers will come here to make trouble. I wish Svetlana were here." 
 
    "She'll be along. These two look to be more than a match for anyone."  
 
    "I know, and I am grateful, but I don't know that I can keep my Manifest in check if something happens." 
 
    "Don't worry about that. We are all here for you. If you can't help it, let it happen. It's a lot to take in at once, I know, but never fear your own magic. Sometimes it knows better than you," Victoria said. 
 
    Anastasia nodded. "Thank you." 
 
    "I have to get back to business, but remember that I'm here. Katya, too." With what she hoped was a reassuring smile, Victoria turned back to the gathering crowd. 
 
    "Victoria," Anastasia said. "I never thanked you for what you did for me." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "When everyone was fighting over me, you actually spoke to me. You made me feel... real." 
 
    "Thank you," Victoria said. 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "For coming out here, even for a little while. You're being very brave, and I need to be reminded how to do that sometimes." 
 
    "Why would you need to be reminded of how to be brave?" 
 
    "Because I forgot." 
 
    Before Victoria could elaborate, someone in a straw hat began shouting into a megaphone, informing them all that it was nearly time for the show to begin. 
 
      
 
    "Just a moment, monsieur," Elise said, taking Huxley by the hand. 
 
    "But the airship is about to take off," he protested. 
 
    "Surely you have seen one before, yes?" 
 
    If it hadn't been Millie's idea, she would have been screaming. From her own experience, she knew Elise was a very effective flirt, but to see it turned on someone else, a man at that, made Millie want to vomit up her own guts. Svetlana's running commentary kept her insides inside, however. 
 
    Barely. 
 
    "He is intrigued by her," she said. 
 
    "He bloody well better be," Millie muttered. 
 
    It had been a gamble to wait until the last minute to make their move, but so far it seemed Huxley's taste in appearances was working against him. 
 
    "I am sorry to keep you from it, but I am quite shy," Elise said, keeping him rooted in place amidst the crowd flowing the other direction. "And I could not speak to you with so many others about." 
 
    "Well, that's quite all right, Miss Cotillard. If I may be so bold, may I inquire as to how you suffered your injury?" 
 
    Millie knew the answer, and the surge of anger that threatened to explode from her ears kept her from hearing Elise's exact wording, but Svetlana made sure to tell her that it worked. 
 
    "He is sympathetic to her. The nerve," she spat. 
 
    A lifetime of not even knowing she was a witch, and now it was a conscious effort to keep her magic from bursting out of her. Millie could feel her Manifest roiling and bubbling, ready to erupt at the slightest provocation. Above her skin it was cool and reassuring, but forced to stay just below, it was fiery and spiky. Until now, it had only ever had two modes: on and off. This halfway point was like an itch she couldn't scratch, and she could feel her focus begin to waver. 
 
    "Here? In Longstown? Unbelievable," Huxley said. 
 
    Double, Millie's Manifest whispered. 
 
    "And such a beautiful face, too." 
 
    Double. 
 
    "You're a nurse? That makes it even more despicable." 
 
    Toil. 
 
    "Friends? Ah, well, I suppose so." 
 
    And trouble. 
 
    "Millicent Brown," Elise said, beckoning Millie over. 
 
    "A pleasure to meet you," Huxley said, though with nowhere near the enthusiasm he had said it to Elise. 
 
    Towering a head taller than he, Millie took his hand. Her Manifest made it to the very edge of her sleeve before she could shove it back up again. "Likewise." 
 
    "Oh, a Scot? The Longs certainly cast a wide net, didn't they?" 
 
    Millie didn't need to be able to see emotions to catch the undertone of disdain in the words, and she certainly didn't need to be told that it wasn't because of her. 
 
    "Svetlana Yakovleva."  
 
    "A pleasure to meet you," Svetlana said first, deliberately thickening her accent to near-parody. 
 
    Huxley's face was hardly up to the task of containing his feelings on his present circumstances, and Millie could have bathed in his torment. So uncomfortable was he that he couldn't even look at Svetlana, reserving his ire for Elise, who was grinning like a fox still plucking feathers from her teeth. 
 
      
 
    Katya was seated between Victoria and an empty chair. To her horror, she had learned that the empty seat was to be occupied by Huxley, and it was only a matter of time before she was going to be forced to spend the next hour or so inches away from the man who had ordered her assault. She hadn't known until after they'd already sat down, and Victoria was already beside Dr. Samuels.  
 
    "Isn't that right, Katya?" Victoria said. 
 
    Blinking away her thoughts, Katya turned to see her and Dr. Samuels looking at her expectantly, though Victoria's eyes were hued with sympathy. 
 
    "I'm terribly sorry, the excitement got to me. Right about what?" Katya asked. 
 
    "That this event won't just be a boon for the Longs, but for women in general. The whole country is watching, and this could be a stake through the heart of the argument against women gaining the franchise." 
 
    "Oh, yes, of course. Absolutely. I certainly hope so," Katya said. 
 
    A thin half-smile of understanding flattened Victoria's lips, but it was all the reassurance she could give in that moment.  
 
    Looking back the other way, Katya scanned the crowd, trying not to fidget every time she saw a blond man in an expensive suit. It was a nervous, chaotic energy that hummed through her, and not at all pleasant. For all her fantasising about him receiving his just desserts, the idea of having to sit beside him and be pleasant was sickening. A quick hello and a dirty look, that would have been fine. But sustained, forcibly polite contact would push her patience to the limit. 
 
    Not just because of Elise. She thought of Tatiana, Maria and Natasha, and the Walter Huxleys who had taken their lives. The Walter Huxleys who had taken Katya's body as payment for being allowed to live. 
 
    The Walter Huxley, assured in his own power and freedom from consequence, that had made Katya watch when he shot her father in the head. 
 
    Within Katya, a white-hot rage flared and writhed, licking against her insides as it searched for a weakness to burst out from. 
 
    The restraint she needed was sat beside her in the form of cold rage. A cool and methodical counterbalance that was contained, and being sharpened to an edge that would make the most lethal razor look like a club. 
 
    Sometimes, when fire met ice, the ice exploded. 
 
    But with enough ice, the fire could be smothered. 
 
    Katya, an only child, reached out to take her sister's hand. 
 
      
 
    It was a brief touch of reassurance. Victoria felt Katya's body language shift slightly, and she hoped it would be sufficient. If Victoria could feel Katya's anger, then to Svetlana, she must look like the surface of the sun. But Svetlana wasn't here, and Victoria and Katya would have to depend on each other. 
 
    Though she had drawn her own conclusions as to what Walter Huxley was guilty of as it concerned the asylum, it was speculative. The only thing they knew he had done was order Katya's assault, and though she had only hinted at what had happened to her before she escaped the Cheka, reminding her of it in any way, in public, was intolerable. 
 
    That he had sat on that board while horrors were perpetrated upon the women in that hospital was intolerable.  
 
    That he might have known about Mary, about Mallory's handing over of witches to the asylum for experimentation was intolerable.  
 
    Colette. For her alone, his presence in Victoria's home was intolerable. 
 
    Walter Huxley was intolerable. 
 
      
 
    Three women alone with a man normally meant he had done something very right.  
 
    A man alone with three witches normally meant he had done something very wrong. 
 
    Walter Huxley was now alone with three witches. 
 
    "This is most irregular," he said, his eyes flicking from Elise, up to Millie and narrowing when they got to Svetlana. "I don't know what the meaning of this is." 
 
    "Lie," Svetlana said. 
 
    "Oh, so you do know why we need to have a word with you?" Millie asked pleasantly.  
 
    "I have nothing to say to you. Good day," Huxley said before turning away. 
 
    A firm hand on his shoulder turned him back around. "Don't touch me!" He tried to swat Millie's hand away, but might as well have done it to a telegraph pole. 
 
    "Then don't run. You know why we're having this conversation, so you might as well have it," Millie said. 
 
    "May I remind you that I have agreed to invest a considerable sum into this company, and would hate to have to reconsider it due to the actions of a few rogue employees." 
 
    "Wouldn't you just prefer to pay someone to have us beaten?" Millie asked, "that seems more your style." She looked to Elise, to the bruise that shone on her beautiful face. "You've done it once already, I don't see why you wouldn't want to again." 
 
    "You have no proof, and I am offended at such an accusation." 
 
    "One of your boys confessed already. Said your name. You think we picked you at random?" 
 
    "Common criminals will say anything to get out of being punished. You aren't even police officers, so I can't fathom why they would have told you, unless you were in the process of committing a crime yourselves." 
 
    "Who says he told us? We know powerful people, too." 
 
    "I'm leaving." 
 
    "Not until you tell us why you paid them to attack Elise." 
 
    "I did no such thing." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "Why you paid them to beat someone who looks like Elise, then," Millie said irritably. "Yekaterina. Why?" 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about." 
 
    "Lie." 
 
    "Stop that! Who are you? Some kind of gypsy who thinks she can tell when someone is lying?" 
 
    "I am not Roma, and I don't think I can tell," Svetlana said, staring intently at Huxley, who refused to look at her. "Look at me, Walter. Do you hate me so much you can't even do that?" 
 
    "You have no evidence to support such an outrageous claim, and I will report this to the Longs, as well as the police." 
 
    "That's fine," Millie said. "You do that. But if we're going to be guilty of something, let's be guilty." 
 
      
 
    As the doors to the hangar were slowly drawn open, Victoria couldn't help the uncomfortable amount of ambivalence she felt when she looked upon the completed Juno. Even from the angle at which she was seated, the long, cigar shape was chillingly familiar, one she had only glimpsed once before, in shards of searchlight the night her parents were killed.  
 
    Juno was brought out slowly, its awkward bulk tugged along by the sturdy little tractor that had donated one of its old wheels to Victoria's experiments.  
 
    The bow emerged first, the ribs beneath the off-white skin all joining together in a dull point, where the tether to the tractor was connected. Mooring lines hung from the sides as teams of women kept it pointed straight ahead, the minimal breeze of the day aiding them considerably. 
 
    The crowd murmured and pointed as Juno made it halfway out of its shelter, the two middle engines being held up by a tiny unicycle-looking wheel that would fall away once the rest of the ship was off the ground.  
 
    Katya was wide-eyed in amazement, and she thankfully seemed to have forgotten about the empty chair on her left. Truth be told, Victoria had as well, and only seeing it empty reminded her of where the person that should be in it was, and she smiled grimly.  
 
    "It looks even bigger outside," Katya said. "You're sure it will fly?" 
 
    "Of course. Once they dump the ballast, it will go up quite quickly." 
 
    "Magnificent," said Dr. Samuels. "They've really done it. You've really done it," he corrected himself. "Something all of Britain can be proud of." 
 
    The truth of Victoria's facade made the compliment ring hollow, though it made her happy for everyone who had actually worked on the project.  
 
    By the time the tail cleared the doors, there was over six hundred feet of airship only a few dozen yards in front of them. Numbers on a page couldn't convey the unreality of just how big Juno was, and Victoria found herself going over the lift-to-weight calculations again. 
 
    As a single person who spent most of her time in The Shed with the lights off, it was easy to forget why it had been built in the first place. It was as big as it was because the thing it had been designed to house was that big. They could fling fireballs and witchlights around it all they wanted, and not come close to filling it the way this single object could. Victoria could levitate things with her mind, and it humbled her to realise how much more believable that was than the idea that Juno could do it with simple physics and engineering. That was magic. The years of painstaking research, calculations, designing and experimentation that had led to this point was breathtaking to think about in sum. She could move things with her mind because she wanted to, and because she had been blessed with an extraordinary gift. What sat before her would move because hundreds of people had worked very hard, together, to make it that way. The collective effort was staggering, and Victoria's respect for the Longs almost neared where it had been before she'd heard Walter Huxley's name. 
 
    Then the pilot peeked out from his comparatively tiny compartment and gave the signal to start up the engines. 
 
    Slowly, like coughing, languid beasts that had been asleep too long, all six engines roared to life, the vibration enough that it thrummed in Victoria's chest. Exhaust poured from them, gray clouds streaming away in the propeller wash before fading away as the fluids came up to temperature.  
 
    Katya stood beside her with her hands over her ears, but Victoria forced herself to listen. The sound, like the sight, was one that already existed in her memory, one that she was going to have to hear again if she wanted it to lose its power over her. This too, she would force herself to feel. 
 
     From this close it was more akin to continuous thunder than a drone, but it was only a matter of time before it became the latter, and all that would be missing then would be the scream of the bombs. 
 
    Whether the pain that flared in her left arm was real or psychosomatic, Victoria knew didn't matter, because there was pain, regardless. 
 
    This time, she had everything she needed to help her endure it. 
 
      
 
    "You're afraid of us," Svetlana said. "You wanted Katya attacked because you're afraid of her?" 
 
    "She wouldn't hurt anyone. That makes no sense," Millie said. 
 
    Huxley was sweating and red-faced, his emotions being read back to him clearly taking its toll already, and Millie was unashamed to admit that she was revelling in it. The more he squirmed, the better. 
 
    "Look at me," Svetlana said quietly, and this time, he had no choice but to comply. She was already so far inside his head, he was more like a puppet than a man. "Why are you afraid? Tell me." 
 
    Huxley struggled against Millie's iron grip, but it was clear that Svetlana's eyes were having more of an effect on his ability to move than Millie was. 
 
    "You're trying to bring your worker's revolution here, and destroy everything that makes England great!" Huxley shouted, spittle flying from his enraged lips. "I needed to send a message that your kind isn't welcome here!" 
 
    "Is Katya the only one you've had this done to?" 
 
    "Of course not! Just the one I took the most pleasure in." 
 
    "You are a right bastard, Mr. Huxley. They fled Russia to get away from the revolution, not spread it." 
 
    "That's what they would say! And you believe them!" 
 
    "Ugh. So that's really it? You're afraid of a socialist revolution, so you're having Russian immigrants attacked? To... what? protect an investment? That's repugnant," Millie spat. 
 
    "That's not it," Svetlana said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "There's something else he's hiding." 
 
      
 
    Though the craft now being towed out to the centre of the airfield had many names in English, from 'dirigible' to 'Zeppelin,' Katya decided that from then on she would only use 'airship,' because that's truly what it was. The ocean-going ship that had brought her from France to England had been smaller than Juno, and there had been hundreds of people on it. 
 
    Even as far away as it was, the racket it made still vibrated the air and ground alike, her hair shaking in time with the soles of her feet.  
 
    It hung out there all alone, impossibly large, yet perfectly still, a dozen or so feet above the brilliant green grass. All along the fence on the far side was a wall of onlookers, people from all over the area curious to see what the Longs had been hiding up their gargantuan sleeve, but, for one reason or another, hadn't wanted to come any closer. Though Katya couldn't make out any faces from as far away as she was, she could make out sizes and shapes, and she was very happy to see how many little girls there were among them.  
 
    The engines roared, the pitch increasing as power was fed into them, and Juno took its first, hesitant bob in air free from the lines that had kept it anchored to the ground. 
 
    All around her, gasps and pointing fingers flew as Juno's bulk wavered and shifted. 
 
    Then all at once, it leapt into the air, the six engines shouting their triumph as Juno began to soar on its own power, completely free from the ground and, seemingly, gravity.  
 
    With surprising speed, it covered the length of the runway in moments, and took off over Longstown proper, its shadow falling like a miniature eclipse across great swathes of the town.  
 
    Katya knew her mouth was hanging open, but there wasn't much she cared to do about it. Everyone else's was too, except Victoria's. The maths going on behind her eyes were beyond Katya's comprehension, but the look of gratification that framed them made her envious. Victoria's passion was on full display for all to see, tangible proof that all of the theories and hypotheticals were now neither.  
 
    Juno was flying, and doing a smashing job of it, too. 
 
      
 
    "If he doesn't start talking, I'm going to start breaking fingers," Millie said.  
 
    "Touch me and you'll never work again." 
 
    "Tell me what you're hiding or you'll never touch again. That's what this is really about, isn't it? Yekaterina wouldn't touch you, and now you're lashing out at her, under the guise of politics." 
 
    Huxley threw back his head and laughed. "You have no idea what you're talking about. I can have any woman I want." 
 
    "Not me. Or her. Or her. Or Yekaterina. You don't like being told 'no,' though, do you? You like us weak. Helpless. Scared." Millie practically vomited the words at him. "Be with me or I'll have you done worse next time? Well guess what? We are none of those things," Millie said, her scales shifting and darting under her clothing like a cloud of angry wasps. 
 
    "That's only some of it," Svetlana said. "He's frightened, but angry. Frustrated." 
 
    "Can I start on his fingers, then?" 
 
    "No, Millie. Ask yes or no questions. Only break his fingers if he refuses to answer," Svetlana said without trace of sarcasm. 
 
    This got his attention. 
 
    "Fine. Does your alternate reason for being here have anything to do with Yekaterina?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "The other Russians?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "So why today? There's a lot of people here today, it would be hard to hide your connection to any further violence. Did you come to check up on your investment?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "What? Why else would he be here? Nothing to do with Yekaterina, or you, or his investment. What else is there?" Millie thought of the trip to London, and the asylum. "Victoria?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "The Longs?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Lie." 
 
      
 
    Juno flew in front of the sun, plunging the entire crowd into shadow, and a chill shivered through Katya at the sudden drop in temperature. 
 
      
 
    "It's too late. It doesn't matter what I say, it's too late to do anything about it. I'll get everything I want, and you won't be thrown enough scraps to survive on. These red Russians will take their socialist garbage back home with them, you lot will go back to your proper place, and I'll come out ahead on my investment, the same as I always do. How's that for a truth?" Huxley spat at Svetlana. 
 
    "He does believe all of that," she said. 
 
      
 
    High above them, Juno made its final turn back to the centre of the airfield, its mission for the day accomplished. As a favour to the crowd, the pilot pointed the ship right at them so they could get a good look at its underbelly as it came in to land.  
 
    Victoria watched as the rudders snapped hard to the left, and heard the starboard engines sing, heaving its bulk in her direction. Such a sight and sound clawed its way up her spine, leaving sharp spikes of of ice embedded between every one of her vertebrae.  
 
    She stood resolutely, her head high, her eyes never leaving Juno as it pointed directly at her. The drone she had so feared was suddenly quieter as all six engines pointed away, a muffled echo of what it had been. 
 
    The same as her memory.  
 
    But then the drone went wrong. Amidst the steady noise was a cough, a sputter. A metallic scream rent the air, and smoke began to pour from the centre starboard engine. Thousands of tiny explosions per minute, all of the motion and heat that resulted burst from it all at once, and its mechanical guts exploded into its neighbour, punching through the skin that held the frame and the helium bladders inside. 
 
    Shrapnel and fire erupted from the port engine then, thick black smoke belching from what was now hundreds of pounds of scrap dangling from a few flimsy arms.  
 
    The helium bladders having been clearly compromised by the explosion, the crowd began to scream and point as Juno lurched downward. 
 
      
 
    Even as those around her began to shout, scream or pray, Katya was silent, staring up at Juno as the skin began to dissolve in a spreading wall of fire. Orange, yellow and aggressive, the blaze spread from the belly of the ship and up the sides, forward and back. In every direction from the centre out, it began to spread. 
 
    Uncontrolled by anything but gravity now, 600 feet of flame plunged towards Katya, and her eyes were filled with fire. 
 
      
 
    "What was that?" Elise asked suddenly. 
 
    Millie cocked her head and listened. The sound was all wrong. What had been a steady background noise was now clearly anything but, and soon it was drowned out by screaming.  
 
    Huxley began to laugh. 
 
      
 
    It didn't matter which way anyone ran, Juno's sheer size meant the inferno would still land on someone, and probably take the hangar with it. There were just too many people for anyone to make an effective escape, as everyone darted off in different directions, often into each other, and several fell to be trampled below panicked feet. 
 
    "God in Heaven," Dr. Samuels said and began to cross himself fervently. 
 
    All around Victoria, many reached the same conclusion she had, and began to join Dr. Samuels in prayer, with a dozen voices raising to beseech God to spare them the hellish death that was hurtling towards them from above. 
 
    Like a comet from the depths of space, the fireball left a tail behind it as it barrelled through the atmosphere, a herald of doom. 
 
    Victoria knew there would be no explosion when it hit the ground, there wasn't enough explosive material on board, other than the fuel for the engines. It didn't matter. That much bulk, on fire, didn't need to explode to kill them all. 
 
    Mass and heat were more than enough. 
 
    Snatching a glance beside her, Katya's face was seized in a rictus of horror as she stared upwards. Perfectly still, Victoria could see in her eyes that there was nothing but the inferno. 
 
      
 
    "Miss Brown! Miss Brown!" 
 
    Millie snapped her head to see Edith Baker stumble into the room, a bloody gash on her forehead sending blood splashing with every footstep. She looked dazed and out of sorts, her eyes glassy, narrowed in the focus it was taking just to walk in a straight line.  
 
    When she saw Huxley, her face twisted in recognition. 
 
    "The ship! She's been sabotaged!" 
 
    Looking down to see Huxley smiling at the sound of those words, Millie's Manifest broke through her control, and witchscale erupted from under her skin, encasing her completely in less than a second. 
 
    His smile had barely registered what was in front of him before it was smashed in by an armoured fist. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
    The most powerful word in the world. 
 
    The heart of a Manifested witch's power, the denial of death. The denial of fate. The rejection of acceptance. 
 
    This will not come to pass. 
 
    Victoria turned her eyes upward. 
 
    She had stared Death in the eye once before, and it was Death who had blinked.  
 
    Victoria was a survivor. Katya was a survivor. They were all survivors, and stronger because of it. 
 
    They would survive this. 
 
    Within Victoria's core, power uncoiled. Free from limits, free from fear, free from what might happen if she did, Victoria set it loose upon a world that hadn't seen magic used so flagrantly in over a thousand years. 
 
    Seeking out Juno above her, she felt its presence, its weight in the air, the greedy, clutching grasp of gravity as it pulled irrevocably downward.  
 
    There was so much. Thousands of pounds of wood, metal and fabric, and three living souls.  
 
    Frantically, she tried to isolate them from the rest of the world. Hurling her will and her magic upward, she reached out with everything she had. Gravity accelerated at a constant rate, and she tried desperately to match it with whatever mass she could convert into enough energy to counteract it, but there was just so much. It was too big!  
 
    The fire.  
 
    Even if she were able to arrest the ship's fall, she couldn't do anything about the fire at the same time, and hell would rain down on the crowd below even if the ship itself didn't.  
 
    "Katya! Katya you need to—! Aggh!" Victoria cried out with the strain on her body and mind, magic pouring from her in a torrent that was still only a trickle against the mass above them. "Put out the fire, Katya! I can't do it by myself! Katya!" 
 
      
 
    She was eleven years old, and before her was a wall of fire. 
 
    Her mother was burning to death a few yards away, but she didn't make a sound.  
 
    Katya didn't move. 
 
    Katya! 
 
    Her father was coming, she knew he was. Her father would come, and she would be safe.  
 
    He always came. 
 
    The fire grew hotter. 
 
      
 
    "What happened?" Millie demanded, rounding on Edith like a wrathful god. 
 
    "The coolin' system! Miss Brown, I—" 
 
    It didn't matter, Millie knew. The screaming from outside was enough to tell her that Huxley hadn't been lying when he said it was too late. 
 
    Then Niamh burst through the door, and the look on her face was more than enough to chill Millie's blood. 
 
    "Somethin's gone terribly wrong!" Niamh shouted.  
 
    "And he knows why," Millie said, stabbing a finger at Huxley's unconscious form. "Take him somewhere quiet and keep him there. Svetlana, go with her. Find out what it is." 
 
    They both nodded as Millie spun and pounded down the corridor, Elise on her heels.  
 
    They burst outside to see hell descending on the world.  
 
    Juno was completely engulfed in fire, the skin slowly dissolving away in blackened, ember-spewing patches to reveal the skeleton beneath. A trail of smoke streaming away from it was already a thousand feet in the air, marking the path of its death dive as bits and pieces rained down below.  
 
    One of the outboard engines wobbled and shook as its moorings disintegrated, tearing itself away to plummet into a parked 2b. MkII, which erupted into a fireball, flinging shrapnel everywhere. Two people near it went down screaming, while others dove to the ground, scrambling away from it into the path of the dying airship. 
 
    Standing in that path were Victoria and Yekaterina, only neither were moving. Both were staring straight up at the fireball, but it was only when Millie re-focused to look at magic did she gasp. 
 
    Victoria was a blazing ball of raw arcane power, her Manifest overwhelming everything around her, to the point that she was the only witch Millie could sense anymore.  
 
    She was trying. Whether or not she succeeded, she was doing everything she could, and Millie snapped into action to do the same. 
 
    "Inga!" Millie shouted, as Inga directed what looked like a shadow towards the residence, even as it evaporated. "Help me!" 
 
    Without looking back, Millie charged towards Vickie and Yekaterina, slaloming around terrified visitors, whether they were fleeing, injured, or petrified by fear. Anyone not moving was quickly gathered up by Inga two at a time, and hauled away. 
 
    Hurtling past Vickie, Millie's face twisted in a grimace of concentration, and the scales on each of her fingers distended, quickly leaving her with ten thin tentacles of magic. 
 
    Bellowing with all of the fury she'd pent up since Elise's attack, Millie cleared a space in front of her of people as charred and burning fabric, wood and metal hurtled towards the ground from above. With a grunt, Millie cast her magic upwards, snatching as many pieces as she could as fast as she could and hauling them down into a single pile in the space she'd made. Behind her and before her, Millie could see people scrambling in every direction away from what she was doing, whether they were more terrified of her or Juno. 
 
    Halfway down, one of the mutilated engines was hanging by a single thread of twisted metal, swinging wildly back-and-forth below the gutted belly of a ship that was suddenly slowing down without it. 
 
      
 
    Power surged through Victoria and it felt like her veins were made of liquid agony. It burned as it coursed through her in amounts she'd never come close to before, but she poured it out of her all the same. She grit her teeth, and she could feel her hair and skirt blowing about, flapping against her skin like she was standing in a hurricane made of magic.  
 
    She held her hands out in front of her, focusing her magic as she hurled it upwards at something she could no longer see. Her eyes were shut tight against the strain and the heat, leaving her nothing to focus on but the massive bulk just above her. She could feel its shape and mass stretching away from her, the three living souls aboard it strange anomalies amidst so much dead weight. Their presence prevented her from simply shrinking the whole thing to fall harmlessly to the ground like an errant football. 
 
    So she held it, fought it as it struggled to fall, forcing the now heavier-than-air craft to stay in the air. Magic consumed her, and it was all Victoria knew. It tethered her to the dead ship, a narrow conduit to which her entire world had been narrowed. 
 
    It was working, the ship was slowing, but she was running out of distance. She might win a marathon, but this was a sprint now measured in yards, and every part of her body was aching with exertion. Sweat boiled off of her, consumed by magic, even her voice was torn away in the arcane whirlwind, but still she screamed. 
 
    Still the fires burned.  
 
    "Katya!"  
 
    With a wrenching effort, Victoria tore her left hand from the sky. 
 
      
 
    Impossibly, the horrific conflagration above Millie's head came to a lurching stop, something it was never designed to do, especially on fire, and the dangling engine snapped loose, hurtling uncontrolled through the air directly at Millie and the cowering people around her. Behind her, Vickie and Yekaterina still hadn't moved, and Millie didn't know if they knew how many people were still on the ground. 
 
    "Shite," she muttered, and flung her magic outward. Thudding into hot, dead metal, Millie grunted with the hundreds of pounds she was suddenly responsible for. It was by far the heaviest thing she'd ever tried to move with her scales, and compared to the fabric and wood she'd been catching, it felt like someone had dropped a bus on her.  
 
    With a wrenching effort, Millie screamed through her clenched teeth and willed her burden downward, where it smashed into the lawn, fountaining dirt, stones and debris everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Something heavy smashed into Katya's side.  
 
    That wasn't right. 
 
    She looked down to see a woman's hand. 
 
    Nor was that. 
 
    Mother was dying, or dead already. Where was Father? 
 
    "Katya!"  
 
    A woman's voice? Who could that be? 
 
    "I need you! I can't do this alone!" 
 
    A short, sharp, squeeze, and Katya was yanked back to the present. 
 
    "Vita?" she said. 
 
    "Katya, the fire! I can't do both!" Victoria pleaded, her voice barely discernible as being Victoria's; her efforts had transformed it into a twisted, banshee-like cry. 
 
    Beside Katya was an inferno of magic, above her an inferno of fire. The sky itself seemed to be ablaze, and the heat was already making it hard to look directly into. But at the sound of Vita's tortured voice, Katya forced herself to.  
 
    Looking into the heart of her worst nightmare, she unleashed a single word:  
 
    No. 
 
    Magic raced through her and out, firing out on a torrent of willpower to smash into the burning blaze like a tidal wave.  
 
    All that burned, she hurled herself at with savage abandon. The skin of the ship was burning away, and she grabbed at it, encasing the entire frame in ghostly hands, smothering it under the weight of her will. 
 
    Fire had taken her mother, taken her home, it would not take anyone else. 
 
      
 
    Heaving a sigh of relief, Millie looked down the length of the ship to see three people had taken refuge under a lorry 100 yards away. Now that Vickie had stopped the ship, they should be running! If anything fell on the lorry, it would cut them in half. 
 
    "Inga!" Millie shouted, and began to run. As Millie charged across the scorched and pitted grass, Inga soon caught her up and thundered past. 
 
    From behind her, the heat suddenly began to dissipate, and Millie craned to see the fire shrink and wilt down the length of the ship, like someone was wringing it out from the bow backwards. 
 
    In what felt like moments, the fires went out everywhere, and suddenly, impossibly, the charred, blackened skeleton of the largest airship in the world hovered just above them, with no skin or helium left to keep it there. 
 
    She and Inga shared an astonished look before they turned their attention back to the lorry, to see a terrified-looking girl nestled tightly between her parents. 
 
    Millie slid to a stop in front of her and looked about. 
 
    Every fire was out. Whatever had been burning when she started running was now just black. Tents with scorched holes in them, two shattered biplanes, and three craters where half of Juno's engines had fallen to earth. All around her were terrified, dumbstruck people looking up at the impossibility before them, their need to flee completely overwhelmed by by their curiosity and dumb, simple incomprehension.  
 
    But nothing moved, and nothing burned. As much chaos as there had been only moments before, now there was a surreal kind of calm. 
 
    Knowing why, Millie smiled and held out her hand.  
 
    "You can come out now," she said. "It's all right." 
 
      
 
    Blown away by the arcane tempest, Victoria could no longer feel her sisters. Her magic was the only magic, and it was all-consuming. That and white-hot pain. It felt like every blood vessel in her body was about to burst. Her skin was on fire and she could feel blood running freely from her nose, but she wasn't done yet.  
 
    Even though she had control over the whole ship, it still felt like she was horribly under-leveraged, like she was holding a long pole from just the tip of one end. It kept trying to fall away from her. 
 
    Why? She held all of it in her sway, why would only part of it feel suddenly heavy? 
 
    With a sudden, sickening, realisation, it struck her: her strength was failing. She'd never pushed herself this far before, but now she'd found the end of her stamina, slamming into it like a brick wall. 
 
    600 feet away, the back of the ship was just too far for her to keep hold of any more. She could feel it, but she couldn't keep it. Her control was receding towards her, and gravity was reclaiming what rightfully belonged to it. 
 
    But the crew was in the front, she could still feel them in their stark differentness from the metal surrounding them. She couldn't touch them directly, but she rejected the idea of simply tearing the floor out from under them as too dangerous. It was no good. Forced to choose, she poured strength into what she could still reach, and let the useless rest go. 
 
      
 
    In the shadow cast by the ship, when Millie reached out to pull the family free, she saw that her witchscale was still out. With a look of wide-eyed fascination, the little girl stared at the proffered hand like she'd been handed a puppy. 
 
    "Is that magic?" she asked with all of the sincerity that a little girl would ask such a question. 
 
    There was no point in lying anymore. 
 
    "Yes," Millie said with a smile.  
 
    As the little girl reached out to touch it, there was a hideous crack, and the sound of an entire forest being felled all at once roared in Millie's ears. The shadow they lay in swelled and darkened, and she tore the little girl out from under the lorry to cocoon her in witchscale. 
 
    Blackened spears stabbed into the ground, broken timbers broke on her back and crashed down around her, the muffled thuds of earth accompanied by bangs and squeals of metal. The weight of the collapsing wood grew on top of her as Juno crumpled and disintegrated. 
 
    It pressed down, squeezing the light away and leaving nothing but screams and the smell of blood. 
 
      
 
    With only a quarter of the weight, but perhaps a tenth of her strength, it was still no good. Victoria could feel her stamina fleeing her at a tremendous rate, and she collapsed to one knee. The front quarter of the ship was still in the air, and she knew it was only a matter of seconds before she lost it and the crew would be killed anyway. 
 
    With a savage slash of will, she severed the operator's gondola away from the wooden frame, and allowed that to crash to the ground as well.  
 
    Ignoring the terrific noise, she took hold of the all-metal enclosure with a tiny sigh of relief. With the wood cut away, her control was simplified, and she could slowly began to cede control of it without fear of having it ripped away.  
 
    Like a steel feather, the gondola descended without the rest of the ship that had borne it aloft in the first place, and Victoria finally, mercifully relinquished her hold on it, and it came to rest on one of its flat sides. 
 
    Panting and bleeding, she forced open one eye to see for herself, and immediately cursed. 
 
    As the gondola had never been designed to support its own weight, the moment gravity had a hold of it completely, the walls had buckled, along with the entry port, trapping the crew inside. 
 
      
 
    Katya watched the crew compartment settle and partly collapse, but when she saw all three members inside look out the windows in a terrified but relieved sort of bafflement, she let herself breathe again. 
 
    Vita's power surged one final time, and the wrinkled metal door flew away from the rest of the ship, the shiny steel glinting in the sun as it flipped end-over-end until thudding into the dirt.  
 
    Wobbling on one knee, Vita spilled over sideways, and Katya dove to catch her. 
 
    "Vita! Are you all right?" 
 
    Her hair was plastered to the sides of her face, and a torrent of blood had poured over her lips before cascading in crimson streaks down her neck, leaving no evidence that her shirt had ever been white.  
 
    When she mercifully opened her eyes, Katya saw that a blood vessel had burst in one of them, leaving a circular island of blue in a lake of red.  
 
    Vita somehow managed to push herself up with one arm. 
 
    "I'll manage," she said. She sounded like she'd aged a hundred years, and smoked a pack of cigarettes every day of it. "I just need to breathe," she said, stripping off her necktie and tearing open her high collar, leaving her fingers wet with blood. 
 
    With Vita awkwardly in Katya's arms, they both looked out at Juno's collapsed remains, the once-circular skeleton folded downwards in a pitiful 'U' shape, in two separate sections. The front had managed to retain some of its shape, but was bowed outwards like one of the onion spires on St. Basil's cathedral. 
 
    But as the magical maelstrom dissipated, normalcy began to creep in, and Katya's senses were allowed to recover from their assault.  
 
    She felt Vita's entire body jerk at the same moment she felt it. 
 
    Under all that carnage was a witch. 
 
      
 
    Victoria couldn't say where she found the strength to bolt to her feet, let alone begin to run. Throwing off her jacket, she tore down the length of Juno's corpse, ignoring the gawks and cries from those around her.  
 
    Shockingly, Elise sprinted past her, her platinum hair streaming behind her like a comet's tail. 
 
    She came to a stop near the end, in front of a larger mound of debris that, when Victoria got a better look at it, had a crushed lorry at its centre. 
 
    "Millie!" Elise cried, tears streaming from her eyes. "Victoria, do something!" 
 
    The panicked surge of strength Victoria had managed was her last, however, and she collapsed to her knees. Staring out at the enormity of what was before her, she knew she didn't have the strength left to begin making a dent in it. Winded and panting, she couldn't even stand up. 
 
    Then, without even thinking about it, she reached out for Elise's hand. The moment they touched, energy surged through Victoria's veins, and in seconds, she felt like she'd had the best week's sleep of her life. The problem before her snapped into focus, and the solution right along with it. 
 
    "She is not the only one. Be careful," Elise said. 
 
    Victoria closed her eyes. "Show me." 
 
    Something new shot through her connection to Elise, and suddenly Victoria was aware of the life beneath the mountain of death. Millie was there, alive, wrapped around someone smaller and much weaker. In front of her were two others, injured and fading. Was this how Elise saw everyone? 
 
    But Victoria couldn't marvel, and she began lifting away the top level of wood, letting it fall off to the side, where there were no signs of life but grass.  
 
    "There are puncture wounds, do not take them out," Elise instructed. 
 
    "I feel them," Victoria replied.  
 
    Getting nearer to Millie, she started removing debris piece by piece with increasing fervency. 
 
    "No, the others first," Elise said. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Millie is unhurt. I must check the others before her." 
 
    Through the bond, Victoria could feel how much it hurt Elise to say it, but also how deadly serious she was. Seeing the world even partly the way Elise saw it was astonishing. The way Victoria could isolate and 'feel' inanimate matter, Elise could life, and not just human life. She felt the birds overhead, the moles burrowing away beneath their feet, even Hekabe, as far away as she was, pacing nervously around Anastasia. 
 
    But it was Victoria's gift that suddenly stayed her own hand. 
 
    There was something else there. 
 
      
 
    "Katya..." Vita said, even as charred timber continued to float up and away. 
 
    When enough of it was gone, Katya could see Millie, curled up in her witchscale around a little girl. Before her, just in front of the crushed lorry, was a body. 
 
    "Inga!" Katya cried, and ran into the debris field, snapped beams snatching at her skirt as she threaded her way through a forest of daggers to get to Inga's still form. Two spikes had been driven into her back, and there was a river of blood down her side, already in a pool large enough beneath her that meant only the worst. 
 
    "No, no, no, no," Katya repeated like a mantra, hoping against hope it was not as bad as it looked, or as Vita had made it sound with only a single word. 
 
    But when she got there, her hopes were crushed into a singularity of grief, and Katya couldn't contain the primal cry that erupted from her. 
 
      
 
    Millie jolted to awareness at the sudden sound of a woman's scream, and she looked to her charge to make sure she was unhurt. The little girl was petrified, staring ahead at nothing, but seemed otherwise unharmed. When the last of the weight pushing on them began lifting away, Millie helped it along, shrugging it off and letting her witchscale dissipate.  
 
    Dazed and tired from having used it so much for so long, it took her a moment to register what she was looking at, and hearing. 
 
    Yekaterina was there somehow, slumped over something Millie couldn't see, her shoulders heaving. 
 
    "No, there was time. We had time now!" Yekaterina said. "We were safe here!" 
 
    Millie unfolded herself from the little girl with a word of encouragement, telling her she wouldn't be far. 
 
    Inga. 
 
    She had knocked aside the lorry to keep it from crushing the little girl's parents, throwing herself over their heads. Millie could hear their moans of pain and delirium from beneath her. Behind them, the lorry was flattened to the ground, and would have surely killed them if Inga hadn't done what she had. They both had what looked to be broken legs, but they were alive, thanks to her. 
 
    Millie stared at the body in a stupefied disbelief. Inga was the strongest person Millie had ever met, how could this happen? That couldn't be right. That wasn't how EVE was supposed to go. They were going to go out to find danger. Someday. Not... today! Not here!  
 
    All ten of Millie's knuckles popped as she clenched her shaking fists. 
 
    Burn their hearts out, she'd said, for an assault. This was murder, and no words of loyalty were going to spare the one responsible for it. If EVE had to disband to see justice done, then so be it. 
 
    Suddenly, as if struck by an invisible hammer from God, all of the debris that surrounded them exploded outward at once, leaving them in a circular clearing. The dark spectre that had caused it appeared beside Millie, and placed a sympathetic hand on her arm. She knew it was Vickie from her presence, and knowing that someone of her strength felt the same way helped to ease the tension that threatened to snap Millie in half. 
 
    Elise came up behind them and gave her a squeeze on the opposite arm, but kept going to kneel beside Yekaterina. "We have to move her," Elise said. "There are two people trapped underneath." 
 
    "No! Don't touch her!" Yekaterina cried, swatting away Elise's hand. 
 
    Vickie, in her blacks and grays, strode towards her colour opposite, and set her hand gently on Yekaterina's shaking shoulder. "We have to, Katya. They need our help. Come," Victoria said, looping her arm through Yekaterina's and gently helping her upward. 
 
    Yekaterina stumbled backwards in her shock, finally tearing away from Inga to turn to Millie with pleading, bloodshot eyes. "Please be gentle with her." 
 
      
 
    The door to The Shed exploded inward, crashing to the concrete and skittering half the length of the floor before coming to a stop. 
 
    Before the four witches that entered, the air itself seemed to retreat, freezing as it shrank away. Frost leapt from the concrete, icy hairs standing on end at the alarm of the building itself towards what strode across it.  
 
    Victoria wouldn't have dared use her magic on the body of one of her sisters, so it was Millie that bore Inga towards the pool of witchlight on the far side. 
 
    Svetlana was the first to react, throwing her hands over her mouth and running to meet them. Shock and horror were plain in her expressive eyes, and Victoria couldn't bear to imagine the pain one as sensitive as her must be feeling.  
 
    Svetlana placed a hand on Inga's forehead and closed her eyes. Whether she was praying or searching out any fleeting sign of life, Victoria would never dare ask, but they allowed her all the time she needed. 
 
    When they continued on, the dark and the cold of the very lowest circle of Hell came with them. 
 
    In the far corner loomed Niamh, a sentinel armed with her glowing witchblade over a chair that bore one Walter Huxley. She hadn't even tied him up, keeping him helplessly pinned to it without needing to.  
 
    He stared wide-eyed at the storm as it bore down on him. 
 
    "You did this," Victoria said. She jabbed a finger at the door. "And all of that out there! The trauma that those children will carry for the rest of their lives. You did it." 
 
    "I did no such thing... mechanical—" 
 
    "NO." It wasn't a voice, or even a word. It was thunder and war; shadows and magic; 1,500 years of pent-up, catastrophic rejection. 
 
    The sound of enough. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Katya snapped. 
 
    Frost began to form on Huxley's eyebrows, and his increasingly panicked breathing was coming in clouds. 
 
    "WHY?" Fire leapt from her hands, four angry, fey sprites tore through the air to spin in circles over Huxley's head. Arcane flame dripped to burn and sizzle a ring of death at his feet. 
 
    The moment a bead of sweat popped out of his head, it froze, the skin beneath it reddening instantly from the cold. 
 
    White fire flashed at his throat, Niamh's witchblade seemingly eager for the taste of blood again. "Tell the lady," she said. Her voice was low and slow, the kind of voice that had been through this before. 
 
    "'The asylum,'" Svetlana said. "It's strong enough I can hear it now." 
 
    Katya looked to Vita, but her eyes were cold, indifferent stones. 
 
    "That's two of us that place has taken then," she said. 
 
    "How do you know—" Huxley stammered, but was cut off by a serpent of fire snapping at his eyes.  
 
    "We know," Vita said dangerously. "All you need to know is that we know, and that you are going to regret that fact for the rest of your life, however long that may be." 
 
    Braving the storm came hesitant, halting footsteps shuffling across the frozen floor from the direction of the door. Katya turned from her serpents to see a young woman she'd never seen before. 
 
    "Edith?" Millie asked. "What— how did you know to come here?" 
 
    Edith looked up and around, like she didn't actually know the answer, and only half-recognised where she was. "I felt... I don't right know. I just thought I should..."  
 
    Millie and Elise shared a look before Elise held out a steadying hand to Edith, who took it without question. Before their eyes, the gash on Edith's head sealed itself, and the raw redness that surrounded it began to fade. Her eyes gained a sudden focus, and her wits filled in the dazed vacancy that had been behind them. 
 
    They snapped to Huxley in an instant, and Katya saw in her gentle hazel eyes the same fury that burned within herself. 
 
    "You!" she said. 
 
    "Yes, him," said Ophelia Long from the darkness behind Edith. Striding across The Shed towards them with her sister, their shoes crunched on the ice. 
 
    "Seeing your predicament, Huxley, I assume you have something to do with this," Eustacia said. "We paid you double the severance we gave everyone else so you would go away. That was all you had to do. Go away." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Vita demanded, her magic still swirling about her, a barely controlled wrath aching to choke the life out of something. Someone. 
 
    "We redacted those names for a reason," Ophelia said. "So this," she gestured to Huxley's terrified form, "wouldn't happen."  
 
    Eustacia walked right up to Huxley and slapped him across the face. "You execrable waste of breath and space, I should let them have you." 
 
    "What is going on?" Millie asked. "What about the asylum?" 
 
    "Victoria, I suspect you've guessed already," Ophelia said. "Which is why you're freezing his head solid. Yekaterina, please, the fire?" 
 
    Still seething, Katya yanked the fire away, but kept it alive in her palms. 
 
    "He was using it as..." Vita closed her eyes and reconsidered her words. "He was... taking advantage of inmates. Weren't you? That's what this is about," Vita choked out, every word caustic vomit. "They took your... pleasures... away. It took more than Katya's rejection to justify that." Vita pointed outside. Stained in her own blood and shaking from her exertions, Vita looked like a demon in the firelight. When she spoke again, she sounded like one. "I will further guess that at least one of those forced pregnancies is yours." 
 
    "True," Svetlana said quietly. 
 
    Fire flared bright as the sun, exploding ice into steam. "What!?" 
 
    "We tried playing by the old-boys-club rules," Eustacia said. "The way that it's always been done. Money changes hands, you move on to a darker corner of the world, the police look the other way." 
 
    "You did what?" Vita said with dangerous slowness, turning to Eustacia with a look that would rend mountains into dust. 
 
    "It was the quietest way, Victoria. You wanted that place buried more than anyone." 
 
    "I wanted my part of it buried!" she shouted, her careful control exploding away from her like it had been struck by a thunderbolt. "I wanted justice for them!" 
 
    "There is no justice to be had," Eustacia said flatly. "They bought the police, no one would prosecute." 
 
    "Then what's stopping me from turning him to ash right here?" Katya said, fire dripping from the finger she stabbed at Huxley. 
 
    "Because you'll hang for it, Yekaterina. A Russian immigrant murdering a British subject? You'd be dead within the month." 
 
    "Not if no one knows about it," Millie said. 
 
    "Not here! I will not have it! You are not gods!" Eustacia erupted. She forced calm back onto herself and turned to an astonished-looking Edith. "Why?" was all Eustacia said to her. 
 
    "Miss- Miss Long, I—" Edith stammered, overwhelmed. 
 
    "It's all right, Edith. Just tell us what happened. It looked and sounded like a coolant failure," Ophelia said. "Was it?" 
 
    Edith looked between the Longs and the witches, and clearly couldn't decide which terrified her more. 
 
    "Just tell the truth, Edith," Millie said. "Please." 
 
    "H- he-," Edith started, "came in with another man. Said he was an inspector. Said he needed to have a look a' wha' we was doin', make sure everythin' was on the up-and-up. I said that I needed to hear tha' from my boss, and he got all mad like," Edith said. "Then- then he said that I looked new and that I shouldn't talk back t' a man if I wanted to keep my job." 
 
    "True." 
 
    The hiss of cracking ice sounded alongside the hiss of burning flesh, and Huxley yelped in pain. His suit jacket rendered solid, he was forced to sit immobile as a sprinkling of embers continued to eat through his trouser leg. 
 
    Eustacia let this go on a moment before she waved Katya and Vita off. 
 
    "I told him that men had no place in tha' hangar, an' tha' I was going to get Miss Brown, and he could talk to her," Edith said, her voice solidifying the deeper she got into her story. 
 
    "What happened then?" Ophelia asked. 
 
    "I don't right know. I woke up in the fluids closet t' the sound o' screamin'." Edith looked down, crunching her cap between her fingers. 
 
    "True." 
 
    All eyes turned to Huxley, four pairs of them with the power to kill him in an instant if he so much as twitched. 
 
    "Rejecting your offer outright would have raised questions," Eustacia said. "God forbid we be allowed to make any decisions that don't invite the harshest of scrutiny. So we had to humour you to keep you from planting any whispers in the right ears." 
 
    "Well, the world knows about witches now. Your leverage is gone, and now all that's left is the truth," Ophelia said. "I wonder who those people out there will side with?" 
 
    "What does that have to do with us?" Katya asked, pointing between herself and Svetlana. "Why did you want me attacked?"  
 
    But it was Svetlana who spoke. "He had Elise beaten because he wanted people to assume we sabotaged Juno in revenge, or that we were trying to start trouble. Crashing Juno was always the plan. We were going to be easy to frame when people started asking questions." Her face was contorted like she was sorry she knew the things she was saying, and the pain in her eyes was enough to shatter Katya to pieces. "After all, who would believe us over him?" 
 
    Huxley couldn't meet her eyes. 
 
    "You've always been transparent, Walter. Convinced of your own cleverness, but careless. Sick. Depraved. We took away your toys and like a petulant child, you lashed out," Eustacia fumed, barely able to look in Inga's direction. "Well, you pissed in someone else's pond this time, and you're going to answer for it. We own the police here, and they'd be very interested in hearing what you have to say. Sabotage? It's still technically wartime, Walter." 
 
    Eustacia let the threat hang over him, but Huxley merely shook his head. "Mallory was right about you," he said quietly. 
 
    Vita's magic was suddenly swirling; malevolent and alive in and of itself. She swept past Eustacia without a glance and leaned over Huxley, looking down at him with those unfeeling blue eyes, and she smiled. A horrible, decadent smile an executioner who enjoys her job would use.  
 
    "Yes he was. Pity for you he didn't specify to whom we were dangerous. Then, at least, you might have known better than to come here. But you did. So now, you admit your crimes and pay the price. Confess to the police and go to prison, or confess to a priest and go to Hell. Those are the only two places I won't follow you."  
 
    With that, Vita spun on her heel, and began to stride away. With a flick of a finger over her shoulder, Huxley's chair suddenly flipped backwards, and he was staring up at the ceiling with stars in his dulled eyes. 
 
    But Katya wouldn't go. She stared down at him, fire raging within and without. If Vita was right, Huxley had to pay. Now. There were never consequences for people like him! Katya's internal fury forced tears from her eyes, only to immediately be boiled away by the external.  
 
    This one time. This one time there would be consequences. Punishment meted out at the hands of someone who knew what his victims had been through. 
 
    Twin suns swelled at Katya's sides. 
 
    Then, like a haze suddenly clearing in a gust of wind, Anastasia was there in front of her, standing as though she had been there all along. "No," she said gently. "We are not them. You are due a long life, Yekaterina. Do not throw it away because of him." 
 
    Svetlana was there too. "We have much to do, Katya, and we can't do it without you." 
 
    Katya blinked away the tears, the savage need for recompense violently thrashing about within her, clawing at her self control. "But it's right! He deserves it!" 
 
    Svetlana shook her head. "The one who killed your father said the same thing." Turning slowly in disbelief, Katya saw that Svetlana's eyes were completely normal. "And mine." 
 
    "And mine," Anastasia said.  
 
    The words were like sand and water, thrown against Katya's rage and snuffing it out with a speed that left her gasping. Her fire dimmed and shrank, wilting beneath the gazes of her sisters, and she turned away from the brink to stagger backwards in disbelief from what she'd almost done. 
 
    Giving a long, contemptible look to Walter Huxley, she let herself be turned away from the path of self-immolation. 
 
    Looking ahead, it was a steadier, stronger light that led her forward. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gray and dark, the air unable to hold back the drizzle that fell from the low clouds, it was the only weather acceptable for a funeral, Millie thought.  
 
    She stood between Vickie and Elise, who were themselves flanked by the surviving Russians on one side, and the older witches on the other as Inga's casket was lowered into the ground. 
 
    In spite of being at a Protestant church, the only church of any kind in Longstown, words were being said by a Russian Orthodox priest that Millie didn't understand, but were bringing tears to the eyes of Svetlana and Anastasia. Yekaterina simply stared down. 
 
    Inga, as befitted her, had received full military honours, lending an additional grimness to the proceedings, as it was an all-too common sight at cemeteries still. Anyone who didn't know wouldn't have thought twice about seeing it, but to those in attendance, it was extraordinary. 
 
    Half of the employees of LAC were behind them, along with many of the guests who had been at the Circus. At the far end of the front row, beside Yekaterina, were the Graysons, both parents in wheelchairs, their little girl perched on her mother's lap.  
 
    It had been difficult for Millie to look down on her sweet face and not want to cry. She was exactly why people made sacrifices. Faces not unlike hers were found in the pockets of tens of thousands of men who had died in the trenches, with their names on their lips.  
 
    But Inga hadn't been in a trench; the war was over. Still, a soldier had sacrificed themselves so that a little girl could live. 
 
    Millie hoped she lived her life to the fullest. She'd spoken to the Graysons earlier, and came away with little doubt that their daughter would. They were good people, and well aware of what their futures had cost.  
 
    As the first handful of dirt was thrown down into Inga's grave, Millie had to remind herself that Inga had done what she had not by choice, but because it was the only thing she could have done. Brave in the face of death, she had died a soldier's death, but unlike Millie's brothers, it had not been in vain. 
 
    A soldier's death, perhaps, but in the carnage wrought upon Longstown that day, Inga's was the only death. Vickie and Yekaterina had saved hundreds of people, and whatever Millie's other actions, she could only say for certain that she had saved one.  
 
    She hoped it was enough. 
 
    Through her gloves, she felt Elise take her hand, and, to her astonishment, she felt Vickie take the other. 
 
    Looking over into her beloved's eyes, Elise nodded. Tiny and barely perceptible under her black veil, but it was real.  
 
    When the services were over, as if the crowds had known that it had needed to be this way, Millie found herself alone with Elise and Vickie.  
 
    Her Coven. 
 
    "We save the ones we can," Elise said, "no-one can ask any more." 
 
    In the low light of a winter's rain, Vickie's eyes were muted, but still bore the steel they had since her speech defending Anastasia, even if one of them was still shot with red threads. "And we have to acknowledge our limits," she said. "before we can push them further." 
 
    "And we will," Elise said. "Together." 
 
    Vickie nodded, dabbing her nose with a black handkerchief to hide the fact it came away with blood. 
 
    "Are you sure you're going to be all right?" Millie asked. 
 
    "She's the nurse," Vickie said. 
 
    "She pushed herself beyond her limits," Elise said. "And now she is paying the price." 
 
    "That's not really an answer," Millie said, a sudden pit of concern re-asserting itself in her stomach. 
 
    "There is no answer yet." Elise crossed her arms in professional contemplation. "No witch in history has ever done anything like what Victoria did. We cannot know if..." she trailed off, looking like she regretted starting the sentence. 
 
    "Know what?" Millie asked, but even Vickie wouldn't return her look. 
 
    "If a witch can... burn out."  
 
    "What?" Millie said in abject horror. 
 
    Vickie folded her handkerchief over and replaced it in her pocket. "The human body was not... designed," her eyes said what she thought of that word, "to channel that kind of energy. We're weak sacks of meat, Millie. As Eustacia said, we're not gods." 
 
    "But Manifests come from gods," Millie said, wanting it to be true more than she ever had. 
 
    "So the story goes. But what happened to the original three?" Vickie asked. 
 
    Millie thought about it, but that was a part of the story she had never heard before, other than the legends that permeated Britain at large, which, as it turned out, were all wrong anyway. "I don't know," she admitted. 
 
    "Exactly. No-one does. They could have lost their magic, or used it to the point they reduced themselves to dust and simply blown away," Vickie said with remarkable calm. 
 
    "Tell me this isn't a mystery you're going to throw yourself into solving," Millie said. "Please." 
 
    Sighing, Vickie handed her umbrella to Elise and rolled up her left sleeve.  
 
    She held out her arm to reveal bare, unblemished skin. 
 
    "What...?" was all Millie could manage.  
 
    "I don't know," Vickie said, rolling her sleeve back down against the rain. "But I intend to find out." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Huxley made a verbal commitment only. When Juno crashed, he could publicly announce the withdrawal of his offer to further humiliate us and spook the others into doing so as well, while pointing the finger at the Russians at the same time. No-one would hire any Russians after that, and the ones that were already here would suffer even more." Eustacia shook her head. "It would have ruined us." 
 
    Victoria, finally allowed coffee again, savoured her mouthful before setting her cup down. "You should have let me have him," she said. 
 
    Eustacia looked at her with eyes that were part sympathy and part exasperation. "Would that bring back Colette? Would it undo the damage he did?" 
 
    "Don't insult my intelligence," Victoria said flatly, in no mood to be humoured. "He knows about us. He knew what Mallory and Garland were doing. He can tell the authorities what he knows in exchange for clemency. Shove an icepick up our noses and we go away. There are going to be a lot of terrified people out there who will want to do just that." 
 
    Her right hand sought out her left arm without even intending to do so. As complicated as her feelings had become about her tattoos, they had been hers. They were in her body, supposedly forever, and something had taken them away, and she didn't know what it was. As much as she hated not knowing things in general, not knowing this one in particular was galling on a level she hadn't experienced. Removing her tattoos, if that were even possible, was a deep, psychological quandary for her, and it had been taken away. Stripped. Whether it was benign or not, it hadn't been her choice, and she hadn't known it was going to happen. 
 
    She dabbed at her nose with her handkerchief.  
 
    "I'm sorry, Victoria. I didn't mean it that way," Eustacia said. "You're right. However..." 
 
    Ophelia smiled. "Victoria, do you know how much of our workforce showed up with their hair bobbed their first day back?" 
 
    Victoria wilted slightly. "I don't see what that has to do with anything," she said. 
 
    "Oh no? Who do you think those terrified people will have to go through to get to you? You've already been mentioned at more than one suffrage rally. There are positive consequences to this, as well, remember. You've made amazing progress in your recovery, and you should be proud of what you did at the Circus. You almost killed yourself to save not only the people of this company, but this town, and they know it. Don't let one man's reprehensible behaviour diminish your accomplishments for a single second. Whether he is dragged up to the Tower and shot or thrown into a dark hole to rot, justice will be done this time, Victoria. Industrial sabotage in wartime is not something that's forgiven." 
 
    Eustacia nodded. "We know there are still questions hanging over you, and that you want to know the answers. There have been since the day we met you, frankly, but we know this is different. So, as your employers, we have a task to set before you." 
 
    "Take this week off," Ophelia said. 
 
    Victoria looked between them like they'd lost their minds. "But LAC is just getting back to work!" 
 
    "Yes, but after the funeral and the cleanup, EVE aren't. You are on sabbatical for one week. If we catch you doing anything remotely official, you're fired. Sleep a lot, go down to the West End, I heard there are shows starting up again. Go have real coffee for once, show Svetlana what a proper English breakfast is. Go live, Victoria." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Pull the other one," Edith said. "I can't— tha'? I don't even believe in magic. Witches aren't... well, so ya are, all right, but there's no way that I can do... tha'." 
 
    "Not yet," Millie said. This was her last official action before EVE's sabbatical, and it was one she should have done weeks ago. Strangely, however, doing it now was making it somewhat easier. 
 
    "Not ever! I'm just a poor girl from Cardiff, I don't know nothin' 'bout magic and bleedin' wizards." 
 
    "There are no wizards. Only witches," Elise said. 
 
    "See!? I didn't even know tha'!"  
 
    "We all had to learn," Elise said. "You can, too." 
 
    "But I have me work!" 
 
    "We all do. Think of it as a hobby, at least at first." Millie sparked a witchlight. "Your brothers are still wee bairns, aren't they? What better to show them when you see them again than a magic trick?" 
 
    "You... couldn't have told me sooner? Before... all tha'?" Edith waved out at the airfield. 
 
    Millie flushed in embarrassment. "In all fairness, I did try. The day of Katherine's accident, I was going to tell you. Then... things happened." 
 
    "You knew then?" 
 
    "I knew at your interview," Millie said sheepishly. "Still, at least this way you know we're telling the truth about magic, right?" 
 
    "And you will not be the only new witch," Elise said. "There will be many more learning along with you."  
 
    Edith looked like she'd just been told she'd inherited a castle: wonderfully pleased, but with the taxes, and the staff, and— "Can I think about it?" 
 
    "Of course, but there are only so many witches we can take on. Decide quickly," Millie said. She meant it, they had already had a half-dozen inquiries from rather surprised-sounding young witches from all over Britain about EVE, more than one sounding a tad cross about having had no idea there even were other witches.  
 
    It was as terrifying as it was amazing. Whatever sudden 'realness' she'd felt when the Russians arrived, the sudden arrival of six more with expectations was somehow even more so. Millie still felt like she barely had a handle on what being a witch actually meant, and now she was going to have to explain it to others? She was going to be looked up to; when had that become a possibility?  
 
    "No pressure," she said as much to herself as Edith.  
 
    Millie looked to Elise. "But being a witch is not a bad way to spend your life." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The weather at Inga's funeral had portended a cold snap that had now arrived in full force, but far from the inconvenience that the rest of Longstown was treating it as, for Katya, it was invigorating. 
 
    The familiar bite on her cheeks and nose, the heaviness of cold air taking up space in her chest, without the snowdrifts piled up against every building, she could allow herself to admit that it was almost pleasant. It was a reminder of things that would never be again, but now, in this new context, forming the basis of future memories of things that are, and yet to be.  
 
    Her warmest coat was still her long white 'armour,' but now she no longer thought of it as such. Rather than a wall to keep people out, she was finding that it was acting as quite the opposite, and she was having to remember how to discern between what different kinds of raised eyebrows meant. With her hair and her complexion, it had always been impossible not to stand out, and after the events of the Circus, everyone knew who she was anyway.  
 
    As such, as a witch, and even as a Russian, Longstown had never felt more like a home.  
 
    "I couldn't possibly accept," Katya said to Mrs. Halliwell, the baker. Katya was holding a basket full of mince pies and various other pastries that smelled wonderful, but every time she reached for her coin purse, Mrs. Halliwell pushed her hand away.  
 
    "I insist. You and the other girls enjoy those. Get some meat on you." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Tch tch tch, it's my shop, I'll decide who pays and who doesn't, now get those back before they freeze in this cold," Mrs. Halliwell said, physically turning Katya around by the shoulders and nudging her towards the door.  
 
    "Well, I... thank you very much," Katya said. 
 
    "You're welcome. Come back any time, but eat those first!" 
 
    With that missive, Katya found herself standing on the pavement, dumbfounded. 
 
    "I thought you were just getting baguettes to go with dinner tonight," Svetlana said in Russian, lifting the towel covering Katya's windfall. The first whiff hitting Svetlana's nose rocked her back on her heels. "Oh my, do you know how much butter is in these?" 
 
    Thinking about it made Katya's stomach flip, even though Elise had cleared them to start eating whatever they wanted. But Katya's eyes and nose successfully vetoed her rebellious stomach, and she snuck a bite of one of the croissants, which promptly melted away in her mouth before she could chew it. 
 
    "I do now," Katya said, handing the remaining half to Svetlana. 
 
    Taking a tentative bite, she immediately looked like she wanted to cry. "I haven't had anything like this since I Manifested," she said. 
 
    "What does it taste like to you?" Katya asked. 
 
    "Heaven," Svetlana answered with an immense smile on her face. 
 
    Replacing the towel to keep the heat in on their divine treasures, the two of them began the walk back to EVE at a leisurely pace, the colour the cold brought out in Svetlana's cheeks now making her look happy and healthy, rather than poor and huddled. 
 
    More than that, she looked safe and content, something Katya would have never imagined seeing on her face. It was such a stark contrast to the face that Katya had gotten to know, only now did it jump out just how enormous a change it was from the face she had first encountered. 
 
    And rejected. 
 
    "Sveta... I've never properly thanked you," Katya said as her very first British snowflake settled on the tip of her nose. 
 
    "For what?" Sveta asked, looking up in wonder and sticking out her tongue. She spat out the first snowflake that landed on it. "Thames water," she said. 
 
    "All the time we were running, we never once got into trouble. All that danger we feared, but never found, all of those dark places we didn't go... it was because of you. You knew about it. Sensed it," Katya said. "In London, too. You brought Inga to me. I never put it together. You were never a burden, you were the only reason we survived. I owe you my life." 
 
    Sveta let a single snowflake alight on her fingertip this time. She stared at it, seeing the fragile little ice crystal as only she could. Her eyes were normal but focused as she stared, watching it melt away into a tiny water droplet that ran down the back of her hand. "You don't owe me anything, Katya. I knew you better than you did then, and I know exactly why you acted as you did. I have always known the real you." Sveta turned her hauntingly beautiful eyes on Katya. "And I am very happy to see that you do too, now." 
 
    "I'm trying," Katya said.  
 
    Smiling, Sveta's gaze flicked away and back before she peeled herself away to stand beneath the awning in front of the cobbler's.  
 
    Turning to see what had made Sveta move away, Katya saw Grace coming up behind her. They hadn't seen each other since their awkward encounter soon after Katya had arrived, and she braced herself for this one to be even more so. 
 
    Except Grace's eyebrows were raised. 
 
    "Miss Yekaterina, what a pleasant surprise." 
 
    "Er... hello, Grace. You remember me?" 
 
    "I could hardly forget," Grace said in a tone so neutral it could only have been practiced. "Especially now that... well, all that." Grace wiggled her fingers in the most endearing pantomime of 'magic' Katya had ever seen. "You're really a..." Grace looked about conspiratorially, "witch?" 
 
    "Yes," Katya said, and for the first time in her life, sparked a witchlight in public. Though it was one of the most basic exercises of magic, doing it on a sidewalk in front of strangers made her flush with excitement.  
 
    Grace's eyebrows disappeared under her hat. "Wow." 
 
    Smiling, Katya dismissed the witchlight and gestured to her basket. "It was very nice to see you again, but we really must get home while these are still warm." 
 
    "Oh, oh, of course... don't, uh, let me keep you," Grace said, her features dimming with every word. 
 
    Nodding her thanks, Katya began to turn away, but thought better of it. "I will see you around?" 
 
    Brightness returned to Grace's warm brown eyes. "I hope so," she said. 
 
    "Me too. Good day." 
 
    Sveta managed to hold her tongue until they were around a corner and out of earshot, but only just. "Do you want to know what colour she was?"  
 
    Even though Katya's Manifest was dormant, heat flushed her cheeks, melting every snowflake before they even reached her skin. "That I think I'd like to find out for myself." 
 
      
 
    Soon enough, amidst rapidly-thickening snow, they crossed through the now far-more-stringent security checkpoint and into the airfield once again, side-by-side. 
 
    As little snow as had fallen on their short walk home, it was enough to cover up what few scars still remained from the incident at the Circus. Juno's remains had been cleared up, as well as the aeroplanes that had been destroyed, leaving only the craters and burn marks in the grass to be hidden away.  
 
    Out near the centre, Katya sought out the particular depression where Inga had sacrificed herself for the Graysons, and made herself remember. She didn't know that she would ever forgive herself for not getting to know Inga better. In her newfound comfort in Longstown, and her witchcraft, there was always going to be time, she'd told herself.  
 
    Now, though Katya knew it was just too fresh for her to be objective, she found herself struggling to follow her own advice she'd given Vita about forgiveness of the self. 
 
    Vita, to Katya's relief, was managing to do so, and she took solace from that fact. It was something they all needed to be able to do, because they would need to again in the future, she was sure. 
 
    The single death that day was a miracle, in its own twisted fashion. Seeing the condition of the airfield after they'd emerged from The Shed, it had looked like a battlefield, but most of the injuries had been minor, with a few serious burns. Had Katya not put the fires out, she was told, those would have become deaths, but even injuries felt like too much.  
 
    Next time. She would do better next time, Katya told herself.  
 
    Just as Vita did, she had to learn, and to accept.  
 
    Luckily for her, as she walked home beside Sveta, she knew she had everything she needed to do so. 
 
    Then Sveta stopped suddenly, and Katya looked over to see her eyes glazing over gold. Following Sveta's eye line, Katya looked out in front of the residence to see a hole in the falling snow. A white silhouette was forming in thin air, directly above a pair of footprints. 
 
    Katya's smile formed just a second behind Sveta's.  
 
    "You know that doesn't work in the snow, don't you?" Katya called out to the apparition. 
 
    As silently as the snowfall, Anastasia let her Manifest dissipate, and she was suddenly visible, fat snowflakes clinging to her dark brown hair like they'd been threaded in for her wedding day. "I'd thought not," she said disappointedly, looking down at her dark green gloves as they slowly turned white.  
 
    "I could see you anyway," Sveta said. 
 
    "So can Elise," said Anastasia, still looking at her hands.  
 
    "Well, I knew something was there," Katya said defensively, "I just wasn't looking for magic." She stopped before Anastasia, to see that the cold made her look more alive, as well. "I'm glad to see you practicing, though." 
 
    A white witchlight flared in Anastasia's palm, and it swelled to cover her whole hand, melting the snow that had been there. When it faded, her hand did too, leaving her with nothing past her elbow but a rapidly solidifying white outline. 
 
    For the first time since Katya had known her, Anastasia looked up with something other than soul-crushing pain in her eyes.  
 
    She looked up with pride. 
 
    Handing the basket to Sveta, Katya gathered Anastasia in her arms and held her long enough to melt the snow on both of their coats. When she let go, Sveta was standing there, glancing between them, looking slightly disappointed. 
 
    "What is it?" Anastasia asked.  
 
    "I thought a Russian Coven would have its own colour." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Still clad in black, but squinting against the light, Victoria stepped out into a world of blinding white. The world had been blanketed as they slept, and they had awoken to the still, silent morning that came after a snowfall.  
 
    The storm had passed, leaving winter in its purest form behind. 
 
    Beneath her boots, the snow crunched and gave way, revealing that only about two inches had fallen, but two inches was more than this part of Britain usually got, especially in April, and it made the air tingle with a unique kind of magic, one that had nothing to do with witchcraft.  
 
    None of the Russians looked impressed. 
 
    "I don't understand the looks on your faces," Katya said. "It's snow." 
 
    "Exactly! It's snow," Millie said, gathering up a handful. She was grinning from ear to ear. "Isn't it beautiful?" 
 
    "It's got horse piss in it!" Svetlana wailed from the safety of the porch. 
 
    But Hekabe didn't care, bursting from the door and barrelling between them to plow into the snow at full speed. Spinning around in dizzying circles, clumps of snow flew from her tail and her flashing feet. When she finally stopped, she looked up at Katya and Svetlana with a look that challenged them to not enjoy what they were seeing. 
 
    Katya failed, and a smile finally spread across her lips. "Well, it can't be that much," she said, just before a snowball exploded on her chest. "Oi! What was that for?"  
 
    Millie already had another one in her hand. "All that white, I had to get you while I could still see you!" she taunted. 
 
    Bodiless footprints soon began appearing in the snow, dancing around Hekabe and emitting a laughter that Victoria had never heard before.  
 
    "What about me?" said the disembodied voice of Anastasia.  
 
    As Millie whipped another snowball at nothing, theirs wasn't the only laughter that rose up from the quiet, and Elise ran to Anastasia's defence. 
 
    "Traitor!" Millie managed before she was immediately forced to duck. 
 
    Standing in the light put off by both the early morning sun and her sisters, Victoria felt awake as she hadn't in years. 
 
    As little control as she had when the darkest parts of her asserted themselves, she welcomed the reminder of just how much light there still was. The darkness was still there, of course. It would be waiting for her tomorrow, and every day going forward. It would always be there because it was part of who she was, of who she had become.  
 
    But so was the light. 
 
    Looking down, she ran her fingers over her tattoo-less arms for the first time in two years. Whatever the reason, that fateful month, along with that fateful number, were gone. For all that Victoria had come to define herself by her past, and what that might mean for her future, it made her realise that, for too long, she had neglected her present.  
 
    So without over-analysing, without keeping track of whether she was happy or sad, and without trying to puzzle out anything more than her next step, she seized it with everything she had. 
 
    Along with a handful of snow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THANK YOU 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading The Fires of Winter, and Remember, November before it. I appreciate each and every one of you who has taken this journey, and made Victoria, Millie and the others a part of your life, for however briefly. Writing these books has given me great joy, and I am so happy that I can share it with you. The doubt, the second-guessing, the endless rewrites are all worth it when I know that the witches of EVE have companions on the journey I set them on, and can laugh and cry along with them. 
 
      
 
    When I set out to write Remember, November, I wasn't sure that I wanted to make it a series, but the moment I had my first idea for what would become Fires, I knew that it had to be. These characters deserve to have their stories told, and I hope you don't mind reading them. Since you're reading this, I will presume that that hope is not ill-founded. As I write this, I am already well underway into Book III, which will have a much better title than 'Book III.' But rest assured, it's coming! EVE's story will continue, and I very much hope you will join me, and them, on it.  
 
      
 
    If you could please leave a review, I would very much appreciate it. If you would like to see my other work, please check out my Amazon author page, and keep up with future announcements and other fun stuff via my Twitter @cdarrowwrites and my Goodreads page, which I will try to be better about updating. For anything else, feel free to contact me by email at cdarrowwrites@gmail.com. 
 
      
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
    -Cameron Darrow 
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    Thank you to my wife and family for never wavering in their support of me, this crazy dream that I've had since I was in college, and their continued support now that these books are actually real now! They wouldn't exist without you. To Brooke, whose feedback is always invaluable in helping to make these books as good as they are. You've been reading my stuff for almost 20 years now, and I just wanted to say that so we feel old.  
 
      
 
    Thank you, the reader, again, for coming this far with me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    AUTHOR'S NOTE 
 
      
 
    Now that magic has been loosed upon EVE's world, it's fair to say this series is on the path of alternate universe, rather than strictly historical fiction, but history is still the jumping off point for many themes, ideas and settings in this series. Inga's 'Battalion of Death,' for example, was a real thing, as was the tragic aftermath. The white feather movement was real, as was Elise's hometown of Bezonvaux, one of the so-called 'villages that died for France.' Entire college courses are taught on the Russian Revolution. 
 
    There is much history weaved in amongst the fiction, and I do my best to be respectful of it, even in the process of fictionalising it to fit this world that is not our own. Yes, there are mistakes, and alterations (for example, there was no Zeppelin raid on Nottingham in November, 1915, even though the Chilwell munitions factory where Victoria and Millie worked was real), but they are not made out of disrespect to the people who actually lived through many of the horrors I describe in this series.  
 
    This is fiction, with history as a jumping-off point, and I encourage you to research the actual events, people and places it's based on to discover for yourself just how interesting this point in real history can be. It was a tumultuous time, and, I thought, fertile ground from which to spin out stories. But much like for Victoria and Katya, in this series, history is a teacher, not a master, and something wholly new will be spun out as a result.  
 
    Something I hope you will continue to enjoy reading as much as I enjoy writing.  
 
      
 
    -Cameron Darrow  
 
    August, 2018 
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