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    To those in the shadows. There is always light, even if it's only a spark. 
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    The last time there were this many people on the airfield in Longstown, it had been on fire. At the moment, the only fire was coming from the dais in front of the main hangar. 
 
    "Do not take our progress to mean that the outcome is inevitable. There is no such thing. As far as we have come, there is still a long way to go, and there will be setbacks," Ophelia Long said, gesturing to a charred and mangled airship engine set on a stand just inside the main doors. One of two that remained, it was all that was left of the airship Juno, kept from the scrapyard as a reminder to everyone in Longstown of how seriously she meant it. "Just as our climb to stand here before you today was not linear, neither will our struggle for recognition be. My sister and I are flattered and honoured that you would ask us to play host to you in spite of what happened only two months ago, and the encouragement we have received from so many of you is humbling. We have, in our own way, tried to lead by example. To prove that it can be done. That we, the fairer sex," a wave of half-stifled laughs rolled through the all-female crowd, "were able to rise to the same challenges as any man, to make our way through their world and excel in it. To innovate, to compete, to do our part to help King and country in our struggle against the Kaiser, and to come out victorious. We, and the ladies of Longstown, did our part. Women all over the nation did. We did everything that was asked of us and more, and all we want is for that to be recognised. That those of us who held down the home front, who built the engines of war, who sowed the fields, who ran the looms, who kept British society functioning while the men were away should be allowed to have a say in government should not be controversial. We proved our worth. Just as the boys who fought and died in France and Belgium did, we did our duty. We know we can do it because we already have done. When the entire country went to war, only half of us had a say in who waged it, and how. But we did our part. We proved our worth, and our equality. All we ask is that it be recognised with an equal voice. Thank you." 
 
    "Brava!" Victoria Ravenwood called from the front row of the audience as she joined it in applause, her hands pink from clapping all day.  
 
    Ophelia looked down at her with a tight smile and a nod, the same one she shared for the other witches of EVE in their places beside Victoria. The entire front row, in fact, was peopled entirely by witches. 
 
    There had been a few tantalising moments where there had been talk of Victoria being allowed to say a few words on behalf of EVE, but it had been quickly squashed out of safety concerns, both for the witches themselves and the suffrage movement in general. To more than a few now, the word 'witch' was synonymous with the word 'weapon,' and having one of them get up to speak might be seen as the equivalent of brandishing a gun and demanding the franchise, rather than making well-reasoned, cogent arguments for it. 
 
    Regardless of her role in the day's events, Victoria was happy to see the passion on display all around her. Just being amongst it was electrifying, and she had been riding a high throughout the entire event that left her slightly light-headed. 
 
    In spite of the Flying Circus disaster, in spite of the witches (or maybe because of them), the Central England Suffragist Society had chosen to come to Longstown anyway. The Longs, in their capacity as captains of industry were, by default, major icons and examples of why women were deserving of the right to vote, but the combination of having their greatest achievement undone by the sabotage of a man, and the resultant reveal to the world that magic and witches were real, had shot their notoriety into the stratosphere.  
 
    Not only had they empowered the 800 women they employed long after the end of the war, but they had recruited and nurtured some of the most powerful witches in the world at the same time, employing them responsibly as workers while also training them in the use of their magic to help save the lives of over 200 people. 
 
    As Victoria looked behind her into the packed crowd, more than a dozen pairs of eyes looked right back, and no two carried the same expression. Pride, jealousy, fear, resentment, elation, sheer curiosity, the gamut of human emotion greeted her and she turned back to lean into Svetlana Yakovleva beside her. 
 
    "You're sure there is no trouble back there?" Victoria asked as quietly as she could over the applause as it morphed into the rabble that came with 150 people all excitedly talking to each other at once.  
 
    "I'm sure, Vita. Even the worst of them want to be us, not hurt us. There will be no repeat of last time," Svetlana said, looking Victoria in the eye to show she meant it. In the light of a June afternoon, the gold in the green of Svetlana's eyes was even more apparent, even without the expanding it did when she was actively using her Manifest. Even so, that gold had become a reassurance when it came to talking to Svetlana, a sign of her confidence and the truth in whatever she was saying. 
 
    As Ophelia finished up with her thank-yous and acknowledgements, Victoria turned to the woman on her right. Her shock of white hair was near-blinding in the sun, but her ice-blue eyes were cast downward, dimmed in the shadow of her furrowed brow. 
 
    "Katya, what is it?" 
 
      
 
    Yekaterina Gurevich looked over to her sister witch, suddenly made aware by the concern on her face just how distant Katya's thoughts had wandered. 
 
    The list of things for her to do today stretched out in her mind, long enough to wrap around it twice, and not a single one of them was crossed off yet. She hadn't slept, and her breakfast of coffee and cigarettes was wearing off. "It's nothing, Vita. I have a long day to come, and I'm already tired, that's all," she said, but had trouble policing her features well enough to fool someone who knew her almost as well as she knew herself. 
 
    Even if that weren't the case, Vita's piercing blue eyes missed little, and now was no exception. "Are you sure?" 
 
    Her jet-black hair cut into a severe bob that barely covered her ears, it was a stark contrast to the cascade of white that flowed down Katya's back nearly to her waist. Dressed, as always, in black and gray menswear, even Vita's clothing was in opposition to Katya's favoured dresses of brighter colours, today emerald green and yellow. So similar, and yet so different, Katya knew that it wasn't only the external that contrasted them today. 
 
    "Yes," Katya lied. A lie as white as her hair, but a lie nonetheless. 
 
    "Should I ask Sveta to confirm that?" Vita asked, the barest crook of a smile struggling at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    "I don't sic her on you, do I?" Katya asked, trying to force a lightness into her tone that she hoped was reassuring. Though she was practiced at making people hear what they wanted to, it was becoming increasingly difficult with the witches of EVE, and Vita in particular, the more time they spent together. In a short time, she had become one of Katya's dearest friends, but today was not the day to burden her with anything other than the expectation that she enjoy herself for once. "Don't worry so much, Vita. This day may not happen again. Hopefully not, am I correct?" 
 
    "You are," Vita admitted, even if her eyes didn't quite. 
 
    "Right. Now let's be good hosts and look up there, not at each other," Katya said, pointing to the stage. 
 
    Though Vita nodded, it was an extra beat before her head did anything else, only looking away when Katya did. 
 
      
 
    Stationed in the very back of the seated crowd, between it and those made to stand, Millie Brown towered over every other head there regardless, which was just as well.  
 
    It made it easier to spot trouble. 
 
    She was abnormally tall for a woman, a height made higher by the immense mane of copper coils that bounced and swung with every movement of her head as she scanned both the crowd and anyone who might be looking to join it. It lent her a certain amount of authority she didn't quite feel, saving her from having to actively assert that which was granted her by the 'LAC Security' patches on her shoulders. 
 
    That, and everyone knew she was a witch now. 
 
    As the general public still didn't have a firm grasp on what that meant, very few had deigned to cause trouble in her presence since the Circus disaster, and for that she was grateful. The only times she'd used her Manifest in anger so far had been in dire circumstances that threatened the lives of her sister witches; she didn't want to have to use it just because someone was being an idiot. 
 
    Not that it cost her much to do so, far different from Vickie, it was more the principle of the thing. Her Manifest was a gift, granted, she believed, to protect herself and those she loved. If anyone threatened them, she wouldn't hesitate, but the idea she would have to use something so precious to do something as banal as quiet a heckler felt… small. Not wrong, exactly, more petty. 
 
    Millie shook her head. It didn't matter. It was her job, and she would do it. Looking over the crowd again, she reminded herself of the notable exception from the front row: Elise Cotillard. 
 
    At work in the infirmary, as always, she had declined her invitation to the rally without a second thought. She was doing what she loved, and nothing would distract her now that she could use her Manifest openly in pursuit of it. Though it meant Elise would most likely be home late again, Millie was mostly glad for her not being here. 
 
    It meant Millie didn't have to worry as much, and wouldn't be forced to choose between the love of her life and someone else if the worst happened, but hurt because it meant Elise was working, which is all she seemed to ever do anymore. She was happy, which meant Millie should be happy.  
 
    Then why wasn't she? 
 
    A shout went up from Millie's left and there was already a commotion rippling through the standing-room-only crowd by the time her vision focussed. 
 
    As tall as she was, she could see the mass of people jostling and parting as someone barrelled their way through.  
 
    Under her uniform, Millie's witchscale flared to life, encasing everything save her face as the disruption drew nearer the rope barrier that was all that stood between her and whatever was making it. 
 
    It was a well-coordinated commotion, it turned out, as the workers of the Long Aircraft Concern parted like the Red Sea, herding the source of their consternation quite deliberately in a single, obvious direction. 
 
    When the front row stood aside, two men in suits and bowler hats emerged precisely in a location that happened to feature an extremely-irritated Scot looking down on them. 
 
    "You're disrupting the peace, gentlemen," Millie said. "You can come with me." But when she reached out for the first man, he swatted away her hand with such force it would have left a bruise on anyone else. 
 
    Wincing, he yanked his hand back, his eyes suddenly harder. "Don't you lay a hand on me, Missy. Get out of my way," he said, ducking under the rope and lowering his shoulder into Millie, daring her to stay in his way. 
 
    She accepted. 
 
    Like a copper-topped palm tree, she stood rooted in place, and the man careened off of her, barely managing to keep his balance. 
 
    "You done, lad? 'Cause this only ends badly for you," Millie said. He was a young man, but certainly old enough to know better. 
 
    "We won't stand for none 'o this from a heathen like you, witch," the other man said. "None 'a this is right with God. You wanna be heard? So do we. You're goin' ta Hell. The lot o' you what conspires with witches!" he spat, casting his finger at the front row. 
 
    "All the more reason you ain't gettin' the vote! Witches got no rights, and none 'o you, neither!" the first man said, sweeping an arm towards the crowd of mostly LAC employees. "Ye'd better get right with God, ladies, or there'll be consequences!" 
 
    To the man's chagrin, and Millie's pride, the women of the Long Aircraft Concern showed no fear, and not only did they not cower, they laughed. Laughed right in his face, which turned a remarkable shade of purple in response. 
 
    "Time to go, boyos," Millie said. "You've said your peace. Better leave before it turns to war." 
 
    Now a lump of damaged pride with an aubergine for a head, the first man shot a look of death at the woman who had, quite literally, talked down to him. "I won't stand fer bein' mocked!" he shouted and charged. 
 
    Teeth and blood sprayed across the grass as his face was met with a witchscale-enshrouded fist. He spiralled sideways with the force of the blow, spinning completely around and dropping to one knee. 
 
    Millie heard a woman shriek and a shout just before a metallic twang! cut through the din, and Millie spun to see the other man with the hilt of a knife shoved into her side.  
 
    With no time to think about where the blade had gone, she snatched his wrist just the way Niamh had taught her and twisted. Bones snapped, the man cried out and what remained of his knife thudded into the browning grass.  
 
    Holding him by his shattered wrist, Millie looked down at the worn leather hilt, the shine of wear and use making the soft brown look almost polished. A jagged line of silver stuck out from it where the blade had snapped on her witchscale. 
 
    He'd tried to kill her. Right there in from of a hundred witnesses, he'd rammed a knife into her side. 
 
    She looked down on him as he howled in pain, swatting her forearm uselessly with his good hand in an attempt to break free of her iron grip. 
 
    "You tried to kill me," she said aloud, needing to hear it in order to confirm it. 
 
    In the time it took for it to pass from her lips to her ears and back into her mind, the sun seemed to dim. 
 
    Since she was little, Millie had always had a temper. Some blamed her heritage, others her hair, but it was really rooted in frustration and living with near-constant injustice her whole life. Thanks to Elise, she had gotten better about learning to control it over the last months. 
 
    But this? 
 
    "Let go, ye daft bitch!" the man cried. 
 
    A frisson of indignation ran up Millie's spine and the cool fog of her witchscale enveloped her neck, running up to encase her head, leaving her sheathed from head to toe in ghostly white armour. Through the arcane haze, the fire-haired Gaelic witch's vision narrowed to slits, hauling the man up by his broken wrist until his face was mere inches from hers.  
 
    As he howled in pain and humiliation, she looked into his watery, shit-coloured eyes with hard, uncaring emeralds. 
 
    "Make me," she hissed. 
 
    She knew everyone was watching. She welcomed it. Let them see what she did, learn her purpose the hard way, the way she'd had to. 
 
    His good fist thumped against her armour with everything he had, and he cried out again, fragile bone no match for a supernatural defence strong enough to shrug off bullets. 
 
    In his dark, frightened eyes, Millie could see her reflection. 
 
    She saw the anger that twisted her lips and hooded her eyelids. 
 
    Saw herself rush forward until her forehead smashed into his nose with a distinct crack, saw the blood spray in a fountain as his head snapped back from the impact and watched him fall to the ground unmoving. 
 
    Her fury was like a searchlight, focussed and hard to look at for very long. She whipped it around at the other attacker, ready to reduce him to ash with it. When it arrived, however, he was not splayed out like he should have been. Nor was he standing upright. 
 
    He wasn't even touching the ground.  
 
    With a look of utter terror on his face, he was suspended in mid-air, completely immobile except for his head, which was looking about wildly for some kind of explanation. 
 
    It came clad in black with a bemused expression on its face. 
 
    "Well done, Millie," said Victoria. 
 
    At the sight of Vickie and feeling the intense pressure of her exerting her Manifest, the heat in Millie's blood cooled rapidly, and her wits came flooding back all at once. "Not so bad yourself," she said. 
 
    That was when the police arrived, two officers of the regular Bedford force, clad in dark blue uniforms and no-nonsense expressions. "That will be all, Miss Brown, Miss Ravenwood," Officer Coleridge said from beneath his bushy moustache. 
 
    Vickie gladly released her prisoner to the officers' custody, and the sensation of her Manifest dissipating was akin to a sudden vacuum opening up, the world rushing in to fill the space it left behind. 
 
    "Are you all right?" Vickie asked, looking down at the cloud of blood that burst across the front of Millie's uniform. 
 
    "Not mine," she said. "What about you? You didn't need to do that." 
 
    "I know. I wanted to make sure I could." Vickie's expression was haunted, and Millie knew the ghosts called this very airfield home. 
 
    She said nothing, merely nodding. 
 
    Standing beside her best friend, Millie watched her would-be murderer be dragged away with a broken wrist and nose, his accomplice with a dislocated jaw that remained purple long after his anger had been replaced by fear. 
 
    That's when it happened to Millie, too, and she was suddenly light-headed, putting a hand on Vickie's shoulder to steady herself. Her vision swam, and her mind raced at what had almost happened. It's what she had been training for, why she'd been getting her arse kicked almost daily by Niamh since Christmas.  
 
    Millie was fine, but her hand went to her side anyway. Felt the space between her ribs and her hip where her armour had stopped the knife. Her Manifest had done that, not her training. Had it been any weaker. or inactive, she would be dead. She would have died right here in front of everyone, and she hadn't seen it coming. 
 
    As the buzzing through the crowd simmered down, Vickie returned to her seat, leaving Millie standing alone again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the third time since the end of the rally, Katya stood to shake a stranger's hand, and forced the same smile on her face that she had worked tirelessly to perfect into an indistinguishable facsimile of a real one. 
 
    "Thank you for agreeing to talk to us today, Miss Gurevich." JURY-vich, Herbert Wiseman from the The Sentinel said.  
 
    "Not at all," Katya replied. Crossing her legs and letting her arms rest in her lap, her pose was as false as her smile, and just as rehearsed. As much as it had taken her to look in a mirror again after arriving in Longstown, it now felt like she did nothing but, re-training herself in skills she had let atrophy with the rest of her body during her perilous flight from Russia. At least, she thought, it was paying off, as the reporter's response was just as she wanted: affable and sympathetic. 
 
    "Could you tell us a little about how you wound up here in Longstown?" he asked in a way that very much spoke to the misapprehension that he was the first to do so. 
 
    "Of course," Katya said, and launched into the story she'd honed down to a few sentences she knew so well she barely had to think about them. She didn't even have to worry about tripping up over using Anastasia's name, as it had been collectively decided to keep her a secret regardless of what name they used. Keeping it down to the most compelling details in short, quotable forms, she went over her flight across Europe and her subsequent 'adoption' into EVE with her sister Russians, climaxing with Inga's heroic sacrifice at the Flying Circus. 
 
    The reporter's pen flew as he scribbled, and Katya kept her eyes on it to make sure he wasn't colouring her commentary with any speculation or embellishments. There were many parts of her journey that she had left out on purpose, and she didn't need anyone accidentally making up the truth. 
 
    There was pain in those details, pain that had yet to scar over as well as the self-inflicted wound on her left wrist, which she kept carefully concealed under long sleeves. On her right was perched a rather gaudy corsage that served as a suitably shouty distraction for wandering eyes. 
 
    "Is that where the Firebird monicker came from?" Mr. Wiseman asked genially, his face showing empty ignorance of how Katya felt about that name getting out; Zoya's last contribution before she'd headed back to help smuggle more Russian witches to safety. 
 
    "No, that goes back a bit further," Katya said tightly, her smile managing to disarm her voice somehow, as the reporter didn't press for elaboration.  
 
    Instead, he seemed more interested in getting as many questions out as possible, rather than drill down into any one of them, which suited Katya just fine. "And what is it that EVE does, Miss Gurevich?" he asked. 
 
    "We train young witches in the proper use and control of their abilities in a safe, controlled environment under the supervision of more experienced, more practiced witches." The official line had the enormous benefit of being true, just not all of it. 
 
    "A school?" 
 
    "Of a sort." 
 
    "Is witchcraft something that requires training?" he asked. 
 
    "Much like any trade or craft, a certain amount of apprenticeship is required to fully realise our potential, yes. Many of us believe that a witch without training isn't really a witch any more than someone who can mix eggs and flour is a baker," Katya said with a reassuring smile. 
 
    "Are untrained witches dangerous?" 
 
    "No more than a teenager. What are they but untrained adults? Witchlights don't come to the untrained. They're earned," Katya said with genuine emphasis. That part was absolutely true. 
 
    "Could you demonstrate for us?" 
 
    "I would be happy to." 
 
    From Katya's upturned palm, a small white globe of glowing energy rose at her mental command, swelling to the size of an orange before sliding up her finger to rest on the tip, which she held up for the cameraman. "Though you'll find they don't register on film very well." 
 
    The man behind the camera triggered the shutter anyway, and Katya managed to keep her sigh to a mere deep breath. Every single one thought they were going to be the one to do it, without doing a single thing differently than everyone else who'd tried. She didn't know if it was completely futile, as no-one had ever tried before a month ago, but she had no reason to suspect a different outcome. 
 
    Magic and technology had never been brought together before, and they were all discovering just what happened when they were. Witchlights and other concentrations of magic ruining photographs was one of those outcomes. Even the witches themselves seemed to have an effect on them, with close-up photos coming out grainy or with odd artefacts, making some completely unusable, and not even Vita could explain it. It was, however, one of the few times she had ever been willing to let an open question stay that way, as she liked having her photograph taken the least of all of them, and having a handy way to ruin them was a tool they were all rather keen on keeping. 
 
    The photographer's Sisyphean task as complete as a Sisyphean task would ever get, Katya let her witchlight evaporate with a flourish that widened the eyes of both men opposite her. 
 
    The rest of the interview went as all the others had, banal questions about extraordinary things, something Katya was quickly coming to regard as impressive. The revelation of magic and witchcraft to the world had been somehow made boring by the way it was written about, so much so that Katya and the others had begun believing it to be on purpose. 
 
    There was a vested interest in keeping people from panicking, and that, combined with a general sort of weariness that was still very much palpable eight months after the end of the Great War, had led to a much more muted reaction than Katya had feared. 
 
    Tales reached them from the hinterlands about 'trials' and other forms of persecution in isolated areas, but nothing that anyone had been able to run down as credible, though Niamh was now constantly out trying.  
 
    Having been the victim of real, concentrated persecution herself, the rumours and hearsay were always in the back of Katya's mind. As a witch, an immigrant and a woman, she maintained a healthy paranoia about the subject, and took nothing for granted. But couched in a place protected by very powerful witches, it was a concern that faded with the more and more normalcy witchcraft was treated with. 
 
    Then she would remember Inga's lifeless body, the pool of her blood. The strongest woman Katya had ever known had been killed in this 'safe' place, just at the time it was beginning to feel like home. 
 
    She had allowed herself complacency once when it came to life in Longstown, and it was something she didn't think she would be able to repeat. 
 
    Millie often spoke of 'the day they come for us,' and it was a term Katya wanted desperately to avoid using. She didn't want it to be true, and so she smiled and answered questions she'd already answered a thousand times. She repeated the same stories the same way, to make it 'normal.' To make her 'safe' and 'palatable' to the rest of the world. 
 
    All along, since her first lesson in witchcraft with her grandmother, Katya had been waiting for the day she could just be a witch. Nothing more, and nothing less. 
 
    As she stood to thank Mr. Wiseman for his time and the opportunity, only to quickly greet his successor, she was still waiting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Millie's last visit to the cemetery, it had been pouring rain and freezing cold. Today was brilliantly sunny and warm enough that Millie had her torn, blood-spattered jacket tied around her waist. She'd finished her shift following the conclusion of the rally, but hadn't bothered to change. She would need to go home to do that, and not going home was why she was here instead. 
 
    It wasn't far to the grave she sought, it was too new to be very deep within the grounds, so far from the church the shadow of the steeple never reached it. 
 
    Kneeling, she brushed away grass clippings and dry leaves to set a single white rose against the smooth granite headstone that marked the final resting place of Inga Tupoleva. 
 
    Such were the circumstances of Inga's life that her birth date was nowhere to be found on it. Only the day she'd died, and the words 'Gave her life so that others might live.' Nothing about her service in the Russian army, nothing about being a witch. Nothing other than how she had ended up under Millie's feet, thousands of miles from home. 
 
    "I'm sorry I haven't come to visit," she said. She squinted against the brightness of the still-new stonework in the unimpeded sun as she stared down at the simple inscription, hammered by hand into solid granite. "I wish you'd been here today." 
 
    Though they may only have been on friendly terms a few weeks, Millie had quickly grown used to the idea of Inga as a kind of kindred spirit. Another Manifested witch who carried the burden of responsibility for the physical safety of the others.  
 
    With Niamh always away on her own unique 'errands,' as she called them, now, Millie doubly felt Inga's absence. She had no-one to share with anymore. Patrolling the airfield had been much more enjoyable with someone to talk to, to say nothing about how much she had learned about how to fight from her. If Inga had been at the rally, Millie's attacker would have never gotten his knife out without Inga walloping him with one of her bear-like hands. 
 
    But she hadn't, because she wasn't here anymore. She was the ultimate reminder that no matter how strong any of them might be, death could come for them anyway. Inga's Manifest would have probably let her live indefinitely, yet she'd been taken suddenly and violently, and it was the cold hand of her ghost that Millie felt brush the place the knife had snapped against her witchscale. 
 
    She had briefly wrestled with guilt about what she could have done when Juno came crashing down on them, but it would only have diminished Inga's sacrifice for Millie to blame herself. Inga had known the risk and had taken it anyway. 
 
    So Millie was the one still standing in the sun, while Inga rested in eternal darkness.  
 
    From behind came the sound of shuffling, hesitant footsteps, and Millie turned to see Svetlana approaching. Her auburn hair was free and unbound, the dull reddish-orange of fall dancing in the breeze of early summer. It had always seemed fitting, to Millie. Svetlana's Manifest was so burdensome, it kept her on the perpetual edge of winter's melancholy, yet she was still brilliantly colourful in her own way. 
 
    "I saw what happened. But your colours were wrong after the rally, and I saw you come this way," Svetlana said. "I thought you might need to talk to someone." 
 
    "I did," Millie said, gesturing to the grave in front of her. "So you didn't come for her?"  
 
    Why? Did you? Millie asked herself. She knew the answer, she just hoped Svetlana wouldn't sense it. 
 
    "I come here every Sunday." 
 
    If Svetlana had hauled back and punched Millie square in the gut, it wouldn't have made her feel as sick as those five words did.  
 
    "But right now, there's nothing I can do for her," Svetlana said. "So, no. I came for you." 
 
    "That's very kind of you," Millie said. 
 
    "I do not appreciate your sarcasm. Have I ever been anything other than genuine to you?" 
 
    Heat flushed Millie's cheeks, and she tore her eyes away from Svetlana's to stare at her own shadow. 
 
    "I don't seek your shame, Millie. Your burden is singular again, and I am concerned for you. Do you wish to talk?" 
 
    Something within Millie shrivelled up and died in the light of Svetlana's genuine, heartfelt concern. The stench from the rot quickly grew bad enough Millie had to open her mouth. "I'm sorry I spoke to you that way. I know you mean well." 
 
    Svetlana nodded. "You are deflecting your concerns, shaping them into barbs you do not mean. I am not the one you wish to speak to. I understand." 
 
    "No, Sveta, I don't mean that, I—" 
 
    "Yes you do," the Russian witch said.  
 
    Millie looked back up to see her smiling, thin rings of gold on the edges of her mossy-green irises. 
 
    "I always know what you mean, remember. If you meant to offend me, you would lie to me. Confusion isn't lying. But standing here now, I know that I'm not the one you need to speak to, and neither is she," Svetlana said, pointing at Inga's headstone. A gust of wind blew Svetlana's hair about, but she made no move to do anything about it. "I know you know, too." 
 
    "Aye," Millie said. 
 
    "Aye," Svetlana repeated, with the same Scottish inflection. 
 
    "You doing that on purpose?" Millie asked, her eyebrow arched in genuine curiosity. 
 
    "No. It just happens sometimes, now." Svetlana's voice was one of resignation. "It's also why I can't give you the hug you need. I'm sorry. Physical contact makes the… connection… stronger. Too strong sometimes, now, especially with those I am closest to. But please know I would like to, and would be offering it to you if I could. You deserve that much." 
 
    "Thank you, Sveta. That's very kind of you," Millie said, and meant it this time. 
 
    "If you would like a few more minutes with Inga, I will be waiting at the gate. You won't need to walk home alone today." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Inch by grasping inch, Pretoria Ferguson clawed her way through muck and reeds, cold beyond pain and weighed down by the clothing she'd been wearing when she'd disappeared below the glassy surface of the river she'd called home her entire life. 
 
    Kicking and pulling, she dragged herself to solid ground, stones tearing into her hands and knees. Too numb to feel it, she hauled herself away from the water in a trail of blood until she reached the safety of the tall grass. 
 
    Only then did she expel everything that was in her. 
 
    She heaved as filthy brown river water erupted from her stomach and lungs at the same time, slime and muck rocketing from her mouth to splatter her hands and face with mud as her body wrung itself inside-out, her screams garbled by the sheer volume she was simultaneously vomiting and exhaling. 
 
    When she was finally, mercifully purged, her screams continued, now out of terror as well as pain. Her throat was raw and shredded, but she couldn't stop, and they became strangled cries as she stared straight down at the pool of everything she'd expelled. 
 
    She should be dead. 
 
    Panicked breaths swelled her chest as she began to hyperventilate at the thought, and the world dimmed even darker than could be accounted for by mere night.  
 
    Her arms and legs were trembling in exhaustion, fear and cold, but she wouldn't let herself pass out into her own vomit, and she crawled higher up the shore to keel over sideways behind a bush. 
 
    Just before her eyes, the skin on her hands was almost translucent; ghostly white and wrinkled from its time in the water; her fingers twitched as she stared at them in disbelief. The nails were cracked and torn, filthy with everything she had raked them across pulling herself out of the river. She felt her hair heavy on her scalp, a few wet ropes visible on the grass tangled with detritus and slick with thick brown mud. 
 
    They tried to kill me, she thought.  
 
    Glancing up and around her, she had no idea where she was. How far had the river taken her before it spat her out? 
 
    A sudden, lancing pain shot up her back with the movement, and she reached around with shaking fingers to find her clothing torn to ribbons. With the gunk under her fingernails, she didn't risk checking for signs of blood, but the hot streaks that ran along the path of the pain said that she had been dragged along the bottom, and not just floated here. 
 
    Her clothing. It wasn't, really. It was more of a sack; a hessian robe she had been stuffed into and forced to wear for two weeks before finally being tossed into the river. 
 
    The old way to check for witches. 
 
    Pretoria groaned, and had to viciously shove down the impulse to devolve into a helpless mass of sobs. Right now, she had to get up. If they wanted to know if she was a witch, they would need a body, which meant they would come looking for her, and she didn't know how long she'd been in the water. 
 
    "Get up, Pretoria," she croaked. Her voice was hoarse with screams and silt. 
 
    Looking away from the river, she wasn't far from the relative safety to be found in a copse of trees. She tried to force herself to her feet, but her body ignored her and began shaking uncontrollably instead. 
 
    Wracked with tremors, Pretoria spasmed and twitched in the grass as everything crashed into her at once; her terror, her pain, her exhaustion, her injuries, and more and more, the crushing reality that her neighbours had tried to murder her.  
 
    It was that last that allowed her to regain some measure of control over herself, providing a focus for her mind, even as her body rebelled. 
 
    They'd known she was a witch. It was an open secret, it's why she'd been able to soothe their hurts and cure their ills. 
 
    The 'test' had really been an execution. 
 
    "Keep looking!" came a cry from the water, and Pretoria's blood froze. 
 
    One of her oldest memories was of that voice, saying that exact thing. 
 
    Then, it had been in encouragement, as Pretoria and the other children played hide-and-seek. Gloria Robinson had had more of a hand in Pretoria's upbringing than her own mother, and that made the betrayal all the more painful. 
 
    At the sight of the soft yellow glow of lantern light coming around a bend in the river, Pretoria's body suddenly began functioning again, and her bare feet scrabbled for purchase on the muddy grass. 
 
    Stumbling away from the bank, pain once again shot up her back and she pitched forward, her exhausted body incapable of arresting her overbalance and she fell painfully on her hands, so waterlogged that great strips of skin peeled off as she hit the ground, making her bite through her lip to keep from crying out. 
 
    "There's no sign of her," said another voice, Gloria's husband, Ephraim. "She's surely drowned and gone by now." 
 
    Pretoria's head snapped to the sound, all pain forgotten, but she simply could not force her body to obey her, and she lay frozen in mud, blood and fear. 
 
    She could see them on the boat, holding their lanterns aloft and scouring the shore with glowing, beady eyes, looking for her. 
 
    For her corpse. 
 
    Overcome by the sight of her neighbours packed together in the united purpose of confirming Pretoria dead, tears began to stream from her eyes, even as she lifted a bloody, shredded hand at her pursuers. Whether to curse them or to beg for their forgiveness, she didn't even know herself.  
 
    Screened by grass and overgrowth, she wasn't even sure they could see her.  
 
    "What will we do if she's alive?" Ephraim said. 
 
    "She isn't," Gloria replied. 
 
    "But what if—" 
 
    "She isn't, Ephraim." She looked at him; a hard, penetrating look that Pretoria had been on the receiving end of many times. It was a look that demanded comprehension, because she wasn't going to say what accompanied it again. 
 
    "I see," Ephraim said. "Pity." 
 
    "Indeed." 
 
    Twisting into a shaking claw, Pretoria's fingers curled, thick drops of crimson and brown spattering together on the grass. In anger, disappointment, betrayal, and most of all, crushing, utter sadness, it fell back to ground with a wet thump. 
 
    "Go away," she whispered. "Just go away. Please." 
 
    Seized by despair, Pretoria went sickeningly dizzy as something wracked her body, something familiar yet hideously out of control. As though crushed by an invisible giant, Pretoria felt like she was being rung out. Air fled her lungs and blood surged from every open wound, the pain of it folding her in half. She doubled over into a tight ball as spots exploded in her vision and she felt her own blood coat her already slick skin as thoroughly as water.  
 
    From the boat, she heard cries of exclamation as it suddenly lurched forward, accelerating so fast every occupant toppled on top of one another. Two lanterns splashed into the water, hissing as they were snuffed out. The others landed in the boat with the sound of shattering glass as it surged forward again, taking it away into the darkness and out of Pretoria's sight.  
 
    The trees on the opposite bank to began to glow with firelight, somehow brighter than before, but quickly fading as the water carried it away, leaving Pretoria all alone. 
 
    The river flowed away from her, swifter than it ever had, swift enough to drown even the most accomplished swimmers or dash their heads upon the rocks. Power flowed from Pretoria, urging the river faster, carrying its burden far away. Blood ran freely from her wounds in torrents, her hand a scarlet glove. 
 
    Screams echoed through the forest, and in Pretoria's mind. Screams and splashes, and only then came merciful silence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Blinding white light filled Victoria's vision, and she had to force herself not to shy away, staring resolutely forward as the giant orb hovered before her. 
 
    Only when the light winked out did Victoria allow herself to furiously blink. 
 
    "Your vision is unchanged," Elise said, setting down the dull silver torch. She picked up her clipboard from the table and scratched a few notes. "I see no damage to the blood vessels." 
 
    What Victoria had done at the rally was the first time she had used her magic 'in anger' since the Circus, and Elise had brought her in for a full examination the moment the nurse's hectic schedule had allowed. 
 
    "That's good," Victoria said. 
 
    "No nosebleeds?" Elise asked. 
 
    "No. I only used the bare minimum. I took copious notes following the rally," Victoria said, reaching into her bag to pull out a thin file of loose-leaf papers, scrawled with varying degrees of legibility everything she'd felt in the hours since. It had become her ritual now to write down absolutely everything she did magically, how it pertained to her health, and any other sort of quantifiable data. Though she and Elise poured over the growing library of notes together at Victoria's bi-weekly exam, they had still only managed to establish a baseline. Today had finally provided a new outlier, and Victoria was eager to share.  
 
    Elise flipped through them briefly before making more notes of her own. "Show me your arm." 
 
    Rolling up her sleeve, Victoria complied. Looking down, it was still astonishing to see nothing there. Something she had thought permanent had only lasted two years before her tattoos had suddenly and inexplicably vanished during her exertions at the Circus. 
 
    Elise placed two fingers on Victoria's pale wrist, and she felt the familiar thrum of Elise's magic flowing into her. Along with the tingle of her exploratory healing magic came flashes of the rest of her Manifest, and Victoria was made suddenly aware of all of the people in the infirmary around them. The doctor and the patient with… food poisoning? is that what that was? in the room to their right, while in the left, a woman sat on the bed alone, holding her hand over her swelling belly. Underneath the woman's hand was a tiny heartbeat. 
 
    "She's pregnant!" Victoria exclaimed. 
 
    "Ssh!" Elise hissed. "No-one knows yet." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Victoria said quietly. "That's astonishing. I still cannot fathom how you go through every day seeing things this way." 
 
    This brought a smile to Elise's lips, and her sky-blue eyes crinkled. "It is a pleasure. Use your Manifest," she instructed.  
 
    Seeking out something metal, Victoria found the torch and seized the matter that made it up with magic and willpower to begin converting some of it into energy. 
 
    The torch lifted a foot off the ground, floating there in the centre of the room with no visible means of support.  
 
    As Elise still had her eyes closed in concentration, Victoria willed the torch forward. Then backward. Up and down. With her free finger, she guided it about the room at random, zipping around as it followed her command, and Victoria flushed with exhilaration. Simple levitation had been difficult only a short while ago, and now she could manipulate objects as easily as a child playing with her toys. Which, in a way, she was.  
 
    Even as it flew about, Victoria slowed down the molecular motion within the metal of the case, careful to avoid the unstable batteries, and ice immediately began to form on the surface, soon so cold it was leaving a trail of frozen vapour behind it. 
 
    "That's enough," Elise said. 
 
    Reluctantly, Victoria returned the torch to the same location and temperature she'd found it. 
 
    Elise opened her eyes. "And?" 
 
    "I feel perfectly fine," Victoria said. 
 
    The expression on Elise's face made her reconsider. "Your blood pressure still increases." 
 
    "As much as before?" 
 
    "Not as much." Elise sat back in her chair, contemplative. "The channels within you are much stronger." 
 
    Victoria pulled a sleeve back down. "So it is like a muscle. It has to break down in order to grow." 
 
    "I think so. But as I thought, your circulatory system is your weak point." 
 
    Flashes of pain and visions of blood splattered across Victoria's mind. Flowing freely from her nose to soak her clothing, looking in the mirror to see her eye gone completely red. 
 
     "The blood vessels in your nose have healed completely, but I fear that next time, the ones that burst will be in your brain. If I am not there to heal you quickly…" 
 
    Victoria nodded. "I know." 
 
    She would be dead. 
 
    Again. 
 
    As a result of their experimentation and Victoria's record-keeping, Elise had discovered why Victoria's head wound hadn't healed while she was in the asylum as November. Her Manifest was too taxing, and it spiked her blood pressure whenever she used it. Without control, or knowing what she was doing, or even what a Manifest was, Victoria's wild, undisciplined magic use had been forced through a body that wasn't ready for it. Pumping through her with all the erratic non-control of a witch who had forgotten she was one, it had been repeatedly shoved up against the weakest point in her body at that time: the damage to her brain that had given her amnesia. 
 
    The surge of magic she'd used in their final escape had given her an aneurism, and if Elise hadn't Manifested trying to heal it, Victoria would have died that night.  
 
    Months of experimenting and conjecture didn't make it sit any easier within her. It wasn't the same triumph of discovery that she so cherished in her usual experiments, it was the sobering reality that Victoria had almost killed herself twice in the same week with a single gunshot. 
 
    But whether or not the fact that Elise had essentially Manifested inside Victoria's head explained why she could 'borrow' Elise's Manifest senses when they touched was still a subject of debate, as it didn't seem to go the other way. It was a one-off phenomenon, unknown even to Selene and Ivy. Though while intriguing, understanding it had been forced to the bottom of the priority list for the simple reason that it wasn't dangerous. 
 
    "And the tattoos? Still nothing?" Victoria said, looking down at her bare arm once more and taking in the familiar, wildly contradictory surge of ambivalence she still felt about them being taken from her.  
 
    Elise nodded. "I am sorry. There is nothing new to tell me either way." 
 
    The best hypothesis they had was that in channeling so much magic at once, Victoria's tattoos had been blasted away as her body shoved magic through every single nanometer of itself with no space left over for any foreign bodies, even if they were as small as those that made up the ink that had been punched into her.  
 
    That, or they had been consumed and turned into energy, which was far more worrisome. If her body was seizing on any random matter it could without her guidance in times of stress or extreme exertion, there was no telling what might happen if she were called upon to do more than she had that day. Would it devour her clothes? The ground? The air? They didn't know, and as much as Victoria hated not knowing something, the toll that would be exacted for carrying out the experiment to find the answer was not one she was willing to pay just yet.  
 
    "So should I come back at my next scheduled appointment, or earlier?" Victoria asked, rolling her sleeve back down and fastening the simple black cufflink. 
 
    "Your usual. You are free to keep practicing until then. We know it is training your mind and your body now, so please remember that. You can damage either or both. Take care of them." 
 
    Victoria had always known she owed Elise her life, but now, knowing exactly how and why, she felt even more indebted to Elise than before, and even prouder to call her sister and a member of her Coven. 
 
    "Thank you, Elise," Victoria said. "For everything." 
 
    "You are welcome. That is all for today, you may go," Elise said. 
 
    As Victoria grabbed her long jacket and threw it over her shoulders, she heard Elise tsk. 
 
    "If you must wear that in summer, please remember to drink more water." 
 
    "I remember," Victoria said. "Anything else?" 
 
    "Please tell Millie I will be late tonight, and to not worry. We are having a meeting with the Longs this evening." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    Elise gestured to the room to the left. "I told them that during the war, the Citroen factories began to offer childcare to those who needed it. They liked this, and we may do the same." 
 
    "For one child?" 
 
    Elise laughed. "I had thought you good at maths." 
 
    "I don't follow," Victoria said, genuinely confused. 
 
    "In August, the war will be over for nine months." 
 
    "What does— oh. Oh, I see. Well," Victoria searched desperately for something other than the glitter in Elise's eyes that always resulted when she managed to flummox her, but there was little else to be found in the cramped examination room. "Then that would be… pertinent." 
 
    "Would it not? Good day, Victoria." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fear of Gloria and the others returning had gotten Pretoria on her feet, and fear of an unfamiliar place got them moving. Stumbling through the cool night, she had no direction and no sense of where she had come from. All that mattered was that she get away from the water. Every river and tributary in Cumbria emptied into the Solway Firth, but Pretoria doubted that her pursuers would bother going all the way to Scotland before turning around. 
 
    She prayed they would assume her body had been taken out to sea, but daylight would reveal where she'd scrabbled out of the river. The dogs would do the rest, since she'd done nothing but bleed since. Even now, the trail of her blood would probably lead them right to her, but she had no choice but to flee. 
 
    But knowing that did nothing about the fact she was exhausted. She couldn't remember the last time she'd slept or eaten, and whatever had overtaken her at the river had devoured the last of whatever energy she'd still had in her. The sensation had been sudden and horrifying, but such was her state that she couldn't worry about it. Her thoughts were slurring together, and she was constantly catching her feet on brambles and fallen branches because she couldn't pick them up any higher. Her shredded robe wasn't drying, and neither was her hair, leaving her to consume even more of her dwindling energy with shivering. 
 
    But in that pitch blackness, she came upon a single source of light. Drawn like a moth, Pretoria unconsciously made for it as quickly as she could manage. The light grew brighter, and the sharp smell of wood smoke reached her nose, heavy in the still air.  
 
    Fire! Fire meant warmth, but it also meant people.  
 
    As cautiously as she could manage barefoot and dripping blood in a bedraggled robe, she approached a small clearing, which had a modest campfire burning in the centre. There were no people to be seen, but that didn't mean there couldn't be very quickly if she were noticed. 
 
    She was shivering, but she was no longer certain it was from cold. 
 
    Still, the fire beckoned. 
 
    Taking a few hesitant steps, Pretoria told herself it would be just long enough to get feeling back in her fingers and toes, but as the heat built as she grew closer, it became her arms, and her legs as well. Perhaps until her robe was dry. 
 
    Dragging a mass of twigs along with the hem of her robe as it skimmed the forest floor, she ignored the pain of the ones she stepped on as she made it to a large boulder near the fire. She sat down heavily on it, water running down the sides as it was pressed out of the sodden fabric. 
 
    In flickering firelight, Pretoria looked down at her hands. 
 
    Torn and ragged, blood dripped from her wounds, briefly twinkling in the firelight before spattering on the dirt. 
 
    They tried to kill me. People she knew the names of, grown up seeing every day. Helped, healed, soothed, she'd done everything she could to make their lives better. To make herself useful, a valuable member of the community. 
 
    And they threw you away. Called you 'guilty' of being what they knew you to be already, and sentenced you to die. 
 
    She didn't even hate them, not really. Maybe later it would become hate, when she really thought about it, and what had happened, but now, she was just confused. Deeply hurt, but completely bewildered at how it had happened. Things had been going as they had gone her entire life, and then it had all been torn to shreds. 
 
    It was all so blurry and nightmarish, she couldn't piece it together. Aunt Agatha had died so suddenly, unexpectedly. The next day, they had come for Pretoria; locked her away. Said things about her. Awful things. 
 
    Had she done those things? No. No, she hadn't. Had she?  
 
    "Glad to see you made it," said a voice from the darkness. 
 
    Pretoria shot to her feet and looked about wildly for the source. "Who's there?" she demanded. 
 
    "A friend," said the voice. Irish, by the sound of it. 
 
    From the dark to her left, a woman emerged with her hands held up. Her hair was scandalously short, and coal-black. Her gray eyes were sharp, locking onto Pretoria and taking in every detail, even in the dark. "I don't mean you any trouble," she said. "Quite the opposite." 
 
    "Who are you?" The power that had ravaged Pretoria earlier had been terrifying, but it had answered when danger threatened. Now, there was no sign of it. 
 
    "Name's Niamh. I came up here looking for you, Pretoria." 
 
    "You know who I am?" 
 
    "Yes. The eyes are a bit of a giveaway; besides, it's not my first time up here. But I'm glad I came back. Too late, by the looks of it, though." 
 
    Pretoria didn't look down. She knew how she looked: how she felt. 
 
    "And I know you're a witch. A strong one, too," Niamh said. 
 
    "You know nothing about me." 
 
    "I felt what you did at the river. And I can feel you now, so I sure as hell do know. I knew there were crazies up here trying to start up witch trials again, and I came up to see if I could do something about it. I got here too late to stop what they did to you, but I see you took care of it anyway." Niamh smiled. "I like your initiative." 
 
    "You don't know who they were," Pretoria said. 
 
    "Why don't you stop telling me what I don't know, and tell me what you do, if I'm so ignorant. How about what happened down there?" Niamh asked, pointing in the direction of the river. 
 
    "I… can't tell you that."  
 
    Because I don't know. 
 
    "Why? Secret? Doesn't matter now. You Manifested, and Manifested witches are real obvious to one another. All I had to do was stay reasonably close to you… I felt it. Can you tell me how it happened?" 
 
    Pretoria looked at the woman side-eyed. "What's a Manifest?" 
 
    "Oh, a sensible question. Well done. Well, I'd tell you, but you're about to pass out from exhaustion and blood loss. How about I show you, when I introduce you to others who can answer that better than I can?" 
 
    Pretoria pulled her shredded robe tighter to her chest. "You.. you think I'm going anywhere with you?" she stammered. If she couldn't trust her neighbours, how could she trust a stranger?  
 
    Niamh shrugged. "Only if you want to know what's happening to you. You ever made a white witchlight?" 
 
    "That's impossible. There's no such thing." 
 
    "Oh? Now who knows nothing?" 
 
    To Pretoria's astonishment, Niamh held up her hand and from it rose a witchlight that was pure white. Staring at it, Pretoria forgot how to breathe. "You're a witch! How did…?" 
 
    "Same offer as before. Here or there." 
 
    "Where's there?" Pretoria asked in spite of herself, staring at the impossible witchlight in a kind of trance. Impossible not only because it was white, but because someone other than Aunt Agatha was making it. The only other witches Pretoria had ever heard of were in— 
 
    "Longstown," Niamh said. 
 
    Pretoria took a step back, shock pounding in her ears. "You're with them? EVE?" 
 
    "I am." 
 
    "Then you stay away from me," Pretoria said, stumbling backwards towards the trees. "You hear me? Stay away!"  
 
    With a last glance at the stranger, Pretoria turned and fled into the night.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya couldn't sleep.  
 
    She stared into the fire as it crackled away, probably the only one burning in all of Longstown, given that it was June. It was her focus, lending a stability to her thoughts and a point of reference to keep them from getting lost in the darkness of midnight.  
 
    Around her fingers danced a tiny spiral of flame, a sliver of the size but far more powerful than what burned in the hearth before her. It coiled and undulated as it moved between them like a curious, affectionate serpent. As much a distraction as it was practice, she willed it to slither about, brightening and darkening, shifting from orange all the way to near-white, hot enough that if she lost control of it, she guessed it would burn all the way through the floor before she could will it out. 
 
    To anyone watching, it would look a miracle, and she supposed it was. The more she practiced, the stronger she became, and the less the fire she summoned resembled that which was brought to life by matches. Arcane fire burned hotter, with less need for oxygen. She had yet to test whether or not it would continue to burn underwater, but she was becoming more and more confident that it would. 
 
    It was tangible, real evidence that she was as strong as everyone told her she was, and it gave her the solace she so desperately needed on these nights. 
 
    The nights she spent with Grace. 
 
    She was fast asleep, her breath steady as she lay nestled amongst her blankets, as Katya sat in front of the fire several feet away. 
 
    It was an old, hard chair she sat in, and part of her yearned to join Grace in bed, where it was warm, comfortable and soft. 
 
    Already unable to sleep, were she to do so, the rest of Katya knew she would quickly turn into a shivering wreck, her mind and body warring with one another to force her back out again. 
 
    She knew because it had happened already. 
 
    After the abuse she had suffered during her captivity at the beginning of the revolution in Russia, she didn't know that she was ever going to be capable of trying again, with anyone. The last person to touch her had done it to hurt her. To use her. She'd cried and bled, begged for it to end. When they had taken her body, they'd taken her ability to even look at it, to say nothing of sharing it. 
 
    Now, over a year later, it was still hard. She'd been ashamed of how strongly she'd flinched away from Grace the first time she'd tried to take her hand, and had broken down in tears. As much as Katya had told herself she was a new person, that she wouldn't let the horrific things done to her define her going forward, her body had been much slower in recovering. 
 
    Grace had looked so hurt, so confused that Katya would react that way. The shame still burned within her, hotter than any fire she could produce with magic, both at what had been done, and at her reaction. 
 
    Though Katya had only been able to confess a fraction of her story, Grace had been so patient, so understanding after hearing it that Katya almost didn't feel worthy. For all her power, she still needed rehabilitation, and she couldn't shake the feeling that she had somehow deceived Grace by crossing that line beyond friendship. The emotional healing that she and Vita had helped each other through was one thing, but it had been so very difficult for Katya to follow her own advice when it came to dealing with this part of her past.  
 
    Being with Grace taught Katya that her pain went far beyond emotions, it was almost instinctive. Visceral. How could she deal with it if she had no control over it? She couldn't talk it out with Vita because Katya hadn't even been aware of it until Grace. Now she felt sick with shame that she had ever thought herself over what had happened. 
 
    She'd taken Vita's hands, hugged her, touched her the way that friends did with no problem. But when it had come to Grace, there was another level of intimacy, a different set of expectations, and her body had rebelled against them with no warning.  
 
    More time. More time, she'd thought. Then she would be better. Expose herself to closeness, grow used to it over time. 
 
    Grace stayed with her in that time. Little by little, day by day, they had built up to being alone in the same room together all night, but Katya didn't know how long it would be before she could go any farther, if ever. She could still barely stand to look at herself, how long would it be before she could let someone else? 
 
    And that was the question, wasn't it? How long would it be? Katya would live for hundreds more years; Grace had mere decades. Who was Katya to steal away a single second of those precious few years? 
 
    Why? Why did you do this to you? To her? 
 
    Grace shifted in her sleep, drawing Katya's eye. 
 
    Cast in her own shadow, Grace was barely discernible from the surrounding darkness. She wasn't even a silhouette, more of a suggestion, to the point Katya could see her better by not looking straight at her. 
 
    Though strange, it somehow felt apt. The idea of Grace was warm and reassuring, but when she was right there, at arm's length, Katya couldn't see her, not that way. 
 
    Her past and future were conspiring to ruin her present, to disfigure what should have been beautiful. 
 
    Grace Clarke was charming and funny, one of the very first strangers in Longstown to introduce herself to Katya after she'd arrived. Grace had been bold the way Katya hadn't been then, and she'd so very badly wanted it to portend their future. 
 
    Well, it had, just not the way Katya wanted it to. 
 
    Hurt herself, or hurt Grace, it was a choice that roiled Katya's sense of injustice as few things had since she'd left Russia. It wasn't fair to either of them. 
 
    But you haven't talked to her about it. She thinks this can work. 
 
    Hanging her head, Katya's fire evaporated, and the world grew darker.  
 
    Coward. 
 
    Katya was a witch, one of the most powerful in the world, she had been told. Her command over fire, as well as being a member of a Coven with someone who couldn't be lied to and one who could will herself invisible made her someone to be reckoned with.  
 
    But not strong. 
 
    A Coven went beyond friendship into a bond that none of them understood yet, but could already begin to feel. Part family, part friend, part… something else. A trio of bonded witches was far more than any of them separately, and EVE had two of them. They were as fiercely protective of her as she was of them, and she knew that they needed her more than anyone, so why was she spending her time so selfishly? 
 
    Svetlana, with her strange, burdensome Manifest, and Anastasia, still so young and traumatised, all of them betrayed by their countryfolk. They needed help, guidance, friendship. Time. Katya's time. The new apprentices, Vita, EVE itself, they all needed her, and she needed them. 
 
    Who was Katya to indulge herself in a fantasy like this? Sitting next to another woman's bed because she was too hurt to be in it, who was she fooling? 
 
    Grace. You're fooling Grace. 
 
    Katya shuddered in her chair, making the wood creak. 
 
    There were a dozen reasons she couldn't have this, and every single one of them was valid. Her power, her responsibility, her Coven, her sisters, her employers, they all needed to come first. Her memories, her reactions, she needed to listen to everything her body told her. That was honesty impossible to forge. 
 
    With the flames before her, she felt the arcane, indescribable connection she had to them, and felt like a witch. She felt whole. 
 
    But with Grace behind her, Katya only felt doubt and worry. Fret and concern. She felt broken. 
 
    She had come to Longstown to heal, yet she was still acutely aware of the fractures within her, fractures that were spidering out from the crack that lie in her very centre. Time would heal it, and so would talking. 
 
    Yet as the clock ticked away another moment that would never come again, Katya was silent. 
 
    Before an audience of one, fire danced with the shadows it made, a drifting, wafting waltz across the floor and walls. 
 
    Wood popped, wood creaked, wood burned.  
 
    Because Katya did not sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pretoria was completely lost. 
 
    She didn't know where she'd started from, and she didn't know where she was going, but it wasn't anywhere she recognised. What she had thought was a copse of trees had quickly become an entire forest, and now she didn't know how to get out. 
 
    But she kept moving. That Irish witch was still behind her. Somehow, Pretoria could feel it. A presence in the back of her mind, like a steady pressure on her awareness in the direction from which she'd come. 
 
    It was that feeling that drove all thoughts other than fleeing and survival from Pretoria's head as she stumbled from tree trunk to tree trunk to catch her increasingly-laboured breath, spending more and more time at each one the deeper into the forest she fled. 
 
    She was starving, and hadn't spent enough time at the fire to warm up. It was June, but nights were still cold in the North, especially when you were bedraggled, exhausted, bleeding and terrified. Summer wouldn't really be here until August, but she didn't have two months. She didn't know how long she did have before she succumbed, but knew it would be even less if she passed out.  
 
    All around her was the sound of night. The wind in the trees, unseen things moving about, a shadow here and a snapped branch there. Despite growing up here, in her condition Pretoria's paranoia made her start at every one of them, and her strength was failing with every jerk of her head. 
 
    Distracted by the hoot of an owl, she flew into the next tree without slowing down. Stars burst in her vision as her skull cracked against the unyielding trunk and she collapsed to the forest floor in a heap. 
 
    Stunned, she found herself laying on a bed of earth that reeked of decomposing leaves. Her limbs twitched in shock and exhaustion, the will to stop them blowing out of her with every breath as she stared without seeing up into the void of night. Overcast and moonless, the forest canopy was all but invisible, and her world was black whether her eyes were closed or not. 
 
    At least when they were closed, she felt slightly better, and she would take even that tiny amount of solace. She let her eyelids droop. 
 
    She shouldn't, she knew, but she was just so tired. 
 
    So tired, her fear fled with her good sense, and one blackness became another. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a dark deepening in its collision course with midnight, there wasn't much for Millie to look at. She'd already finished her book, and the candle beside her bed had been reduced to a nub. Sitting up wasn't doing much to prevent her from nodding off, as the gentle wind through the opened window made for a near-perfect temperature.  
 
    All throughout the house, she could feel the gentle pressure of the Manifests of her sisters, only diminished from usual. Millie didn't have Elise's skill of being able to know who was who, but she could tell there were a few missing. Yekaterina was with Grace, and Elise had yet to return from work. Vickie had said she would be late, but Millie hadn't expected it to be this late. 
 
    Elise, being Elise, would stay as late as she needed to to see everyone who needed attention. When that was done, she would spend extra time with the doctors in preparation for applying for a formal medical education, which was far bigger on exams than on first-hand knowledge. Her Manifest had the potential to revolutionise medicine, but unless she could answer the questions, it would be hard to have the results taken seriously. 
 
    Millie was in complete support of her, of course, but it meant that today, even though she and Elise had woken up in the same bed, Vickie had seen more of her than Millie had, and she was stewing in the shame of how much it bothered her. Svetlana had seen it at the cemetery, and had been kind enough to voice it. If Millie was thinking loudly enough for Svetlana to pick up on it, she had been right to prod her into dealing with it. 
 
    And yet. 
 
    Elise could have tried to come home, Millie thought. It wasn't fair to Elise. Or was it? The thought was a symptom of the real problem, but trying to cure it meant confronting Elise. Millie had to, though, for her own sake, so she was still awake. 
 
    She could have gone to the infirmary right after Vickie, but it would have just been wasting Elise's time. Millie's witchscale had done what it was supposed to, and Millie was completely unharmed, except maybe in the area of her pride, and there was nothing even Elise could do about that.  
 
    Besides which, Millie wasn't sure she could have looked at Elise then and not blurted out everything she'd been thinking since her talk with Svetlana. That was a conversation for Elise the lover, not the nurse. 
 
    Millie stared at the pale suggestions of her toes poking out from her thin blankets and grimaced. But then when was she supposed to talk to her? Barging in at work under the pretence of her Manifest working perfectly was a thin excuse. 
 
    Luckily, she was spared from having to think of another. 
 
    "Ma chérie, I am so sorry," Elise said as she burst through the door. Slinging her bag over the back of a chair, she threw herself onto Millie with an apology kiss so strong it bounced her head off of the headboard. Millie quickly overcame the surprise and kissed back, grabbing handfuls of platinum hair and pulling Elise even closer. She needed her warmth, her closeness. She needed to fill her nose with her lover's scent, and know that she was here.  
 
    When they finally parted to breathe, Elise's eyes were hooded, but still apologetic. "I did not think it would be so long," she said, spooling a length of Millie's copper curls around her finger. "Victoria told me what happened. You are sure you are all right?" 
 
    "I'm fine," Millie said, but didn't entirely mean. It may have been a white lie, but it was still a lie, and it sat ugly and malformed on her tongue. What else could she say, though? She was fine. Physically. 
 
    "I am very glad," Elise said, sliding under the covers still in her nurse's uniform. 
 
    "Aren't you going to change?" 
 
    Elise shook her head by way of nuzzling Mille's neck. "I have not eaten yet. I wanted to see you first." 
 
    "What? Unacceptable. Come on," Millie said, scooting off the bed, pulling Elise along with her. 
 
    "But you are already dressed for bed! Please, sleep." 
 
    Millie was already shrugging into her housecoat. "Not without you. And you've been working too hard. I'll make you something." 
 
    "No, please, you do not have to do that." 
 
    "Yes, I do." 
 
    With the rest of EVE already asleep, they walked arm-in-arm down the stairs to the kitchen, where Millie threw together some eggs and toast, with fresh butter and a few select herbs from Ivy's greenhouse that would have the same relaxing effect as the alcohol they were no longer allowed, without the actual intoxication. 
 
    "How did the meeting go?" Millie asked when Elise had sated the hunger she had clearly been hiding, going by how quickly she ate.  
 
    Setting her napkin down on the gleaming dining room table, she slouched slightly in her chair, the high back a dark backdrop to her platinum hair as she thought. "I think well. The problem is the cost." 
 
    "Isn't it always?" Millie said. 
 
    Elise nodded. "But they would like to try. They know they must deal with what is coming somehow." 
 
    With an all-female workforce, pregnancies were inevitable, but after so long apart from husbands and lovers, the end of the war meant there were going to be a lot more, all at once.  
 
    "You're not going to be involved, are you?" Millie asked more harshly than she had intended. 
 
    "Why?" Elise said, looking slightly hurt. 
 
    Millie set down her glass. "You're already overworked." 
 
    "I like my work. Very much." 
 
    "I know you do, love. But you're using your Manifest constantly now. Look what happened to Vickie."  
 
    "I know," Elise said. She swirled the water in her glass. "But mine is different." 
 
    "That well may be, but if we had to reign her in, I can't bloody well let you go off and hurt yourself the same way, can I?" 
 
    Elise sat straight up. "Let me?" 
 
    "You know what I mean. The tattoos, the nosebleeds… I couldn't bear to see something like that happen to you. You've saved her from herself twice now; who will save you?" Millie asked, her own fatigue and the vivid image of Elise with Vickie's injuries making the words quiver in her throat.  
 
    So much blood… 
 
    "Ma chérie…" Elise's eyes softened, and she moved to sit beside Millie, twining their fingers together. "I did not know you were so worried." 
 
    "Of course I'm—!" Millie blurted before gathering herself again. "Of course I'm worried. And…" she looked away, unable to bring herself to let the thought loose. 
 
    Elise pressed against Millie's cheek, turning her back until their eyes met once more. "And what, my love? Tell me." 
 
    "And someone stabbed me today, but I didn't see you until almost midnight!" Millie blurted.  
 
    Elise's face fell, and she flipped open Millie's robe, sliding her hand under Millie's shirt and down her side to where the knife had been stopped. The warm presence of Elise's probing healing magic flooded out from where her fingers pressed against the skin, but it was the simple sensation of her lover's hand on her waist that made the shiver ripple up Millie's entire body and her toes curl into the thick carpet.  
 
    "Victoria said you were uninjured." 
 
    "That's not the point. I thought today, of all days, you might have come home early to make sure yourself," Millie said, though she had to say it to the ceiling to get the words out. It was selfish and small, because Millie was fine, and Elise trusted her to take care of herself, but it still hurt to say. 
 
    Elise nodded, moving her hand up Millie's back, warming and relaxing the muscles she hadn't even realised she'd been holding so tense. "I am sorry, my Millie." 
 
    "And—" Millie bit her lip, both to stop herself and from the tingling sensations crawling up her spine. 
 
    Even in the dimness of a half-hearted witchlight, Elise's eyes were sparkling blue, searching Millie's in concern. "Please do not keep your thoughts from me," she said. 
 
    Millie hesitated, but if not now, when? It was the real reason she'd stayed up. "And… You come home late every day now, exhausted. I'm lucky if I even get to find out how your day was before you fall asleep, and then you get up first and you're gone. We're finally able to sleep in the same bed, but I feel like we might as well not even bother. I never see you." It had all come tumbling out in a rush, but she'd been holding it back too long, and it hurt to spit it all out at once. 
 
    "I know. But I am here now," Elise said softly.  
 
    So softly Millie couldn't meet her eyes.  "Aye, and we're fighting. My stupid big mouth…" she muttered. 
 
    "We are not fighting, my love. You are right…" 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "But what I do is very important. I have dreamed for a very long time about doing this." 
 
    "I know," Millie said, looking down at their hands. "But I dreamed for a very long time of doing this." Squeezing Elise's fingers, she brought them to her lips before pressing the back of Elise's hand to her cheek. 
 
    A sad, ironic laugh suddenly escaped from Millie. 
 
    "What is it?" Elise asked. 
 
    "Before, it was what we couldn't do. Now, it's that we have too much to do." 
 
    But no matter how long she held Elise's skin against her own, Millie was still unable to feel the barest hint of Elise's Manifest beyond what had always been there. Absolutely nothing of what Vickie described made its way to Millie, and that was yet another stone she couldn't shake from her shoe. 
 
    "Is Vickie all right?" Millie asked. It wasn't time to explode that can of worms. 
 
    "Yes. There was no damage. She felt a pregnant woman in the next room. She was very surprised." 
 
    "I would have been too," Millie said.  
 
    But Elise, nurse or not, was very perceptive, and as close as they were at that moment, it was impossible to hide anything. "I am sorry I cannot share it with you," she said sadly. "I wish I could. I would like nothing more than to show you the world I see." 
 
    "I know. I don't suppose today shed any insight on how?" 
 
    Elise shook her head. "Non. Our first guess is still the only guess." 
 
    "I thought as much." 
 
    Pulling her hands away, Elise threw herself onto Millie's lap, draping her arms over her shoulders. They gazed into each others' eyes long enough for Millie's heart to beat so hard her hair started bouncing.  
 
    "But in every other way, I am closer to no-one than you. I am yours, and you are mine, Millie Brown. That was an accident. I share myself freely with you. And happily." 
 
    Burying her hands in Millie's thick mane, Elise yanked her head back to steal her breath away. 
 
    She took her time in giving it back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Warmth shone on the left side of Pretoria's face, and she slowly turned to face it fully. Groggy, with a splitting headache and heavy with fatigue, she didn't question why she had to turn her head so far to do so, and chalked it up to sunrise. 
 
    But she was in the woods, there would be no direct sun to reach her. 
 
    As more and more consciousness flooded her mind, she became aware of the sound coming from the light, and her eyes flew open to see she was laid out beside the same fire as before. 
 
    Gasping in horror, she tried to sit up, but her body once again rebelled, and her head fell back down to thud onto ground that was shockingly soft, which meant it wasn't the ground. It was rolled up fabric of some kind, but she couldn't tell what. 
 
    "You're awake. Good," said the voice of the Irish witch from just above where Pretoria could see without moving her head. "That kind of power use can be hard on your body." 
 
    Pretoria sighed. Everything hurt. "Don't talk to me," she said. 
 
    "Get up and stop me," said the other witch. "Or better yet, you talk. Why'd you run?" 
 
    "I don't have to explain anything to you. I don't know you, and I don't want to." 
 
    "Mm-hmm. I guess those things are connected? You're a witch. I'm a witch. We're supposed to be able to trust each other." 
 
    "I thought so, too." Pretoria said. 
 
    "Well, that's closer to an answer. You want some soup? It's not poisoned. I could've just caved your head in with a rock if I wanted that." 
 
    Betrayed again, Pretoria's stomach gurgled loud enough to echo off of the trees.  
 
    "Here." A tin cup full of steaming something that smelled glorious was set on the ground next to Pretoria's head, and she felt her resolve crumble into bits. She had to put something in her belly; all that she'd had in it for the last two days was river water. 
 
    She was hungry enough that the thought didn't make her want to retch. 
 
    Rolling onto her side, she reached towards the spoon sticking out of the cup only to stop short when she saw the bandages wound around her hands. 
 
    "See? I do care," Niamh said. "Your back was torn up pretty good, too, but you kept rolling over." 
 
    Staring at her hand, the bandages were perfectly white, and the cleanest-smelling things she had been near in what felt like ages. They were soft and expertly wrapped, marred only by a few random dark spots where she had bled through them already. 
 
    It was the most compassionate thing anyone had done for Pretoria since her aunt had died a week before her 'trial.' 
 
    "I can only sleep on my back," Pretoria said. 
 
    "Figured. But it's going to hurt a lot more to clean those wounds. Eat up." 
 
    The smell of the soup got her up on her elbow, and when the broth touched her tongue, she almost wept. Salty and savoury, it was thick in her mouth, and utterly delicious. 
 
    "What is this?" she asked, all pretence forgotten as she wolfed the rest down in seconds. 
 
    "Special brew designed to get you back on your feet. None of that war surplus crap." Niamh held up a metal bottle. "Fresh made this morning." 
 
    Warmth and energy flowed down Pretoria's throat and out from her stomach, the way strong liquor did, but without the burning. While not rejuvenated, she certainly felt closer to human. 
 
    Pretoria looked over to the Irish witch, who was whittling a stick with light. Like a fine blade, a narrow strip of what felt like raw magic was protruding from her thumb, and thin cedar shavings were fluttering to the ground with every stroke. 
 
    "What in God's name…?" Pretoria said. 
 
    Niamh smiled, her slate-gray eyes narrowing in her amusement. "My Manifest." 
 
    That didn't help in the least. "You said that word before. What does it mean?" 
 
    "Oh, you ready to listen now?" 
 
    A sharp retort caught in Pretoria's throat, but she swallowed it back down. There was something about this witch that made it seem like antagonising her was a bad idea. She had an easy confidence about her, and an assuredness in her voice and body language that said everything her words didn't about her age and experience. 
 
    Niamh regarded Pretoria a moment before turning her attention back to her whittling. "Why'd you run?" 
 
    Resentment bubbled within Pretoria, and her bandaged hands clenched. "You're from EVE." 
 
    "A group which no-one knew about until two months ago. That's not much time to explain your reaction. Especially for a witch. I'd've thought you'd run towards me to get you out of this…" Niamh looked out into the woods. "…place." 
 
    "I don't want to leave. The fact I have to is your fault." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    The answer exploded from Pretoria in a single gout of acid. "No-one knew about witches until you lot! I didn't even know about them! I was minding my own business, learning the basic magics from my aunt. Quiet, secret. Then one of you caught an airship with magic! And that… fire… witch!"  
 
    It was the only word Pretoria could use, but it still felt wrong. 
 
    Niamh shrugged. "They saved a lot of people that day." 
 
    "What about the ones they damned? Hmm? Those of us out here in the middle of nowhere? Nosy old biddies talk, and the rumours I didn't even know about myself all caught fire at once. They rounded me up, accused me of all sorts of things. Awful things," Pretoria said. "You said you've been here before, where were you then?" 
 
    "I can't be everywhere at once," Niamh said tiredly. 
 
    "Convenient," Pretoria said. 
 
    Niamh levelled her gaze at Pretoria, her eyes cold. "Don't." 
 
    Before Pretoria could reply, Niamh suddenly shot to her feet and stared into the dark behind where she had been sitting. 
 
    "What—?" Pretoria started, but was cut off by a slashing gesture from Niamh. 
 
    "There!" Cried a male voice from the dark, accompanied by several echoing shouts and the sound of brush being trampled through. 
 
    "Douse the fire," Niamh said in a voice that brooked no argument, and Pretoria complied without thinking. Plunged into sudden darkness, she could see the torchlights as they bobbed and swung between the trees, and Pretoria's heart stopped. How long had they been there? Who were they? 
 
    Then the light that Niamh had been whittling with changed. It grew and spread to cover her whole hand, and in a blink shot out several feet until the the ring of trees around them was brightened by a woman wielding a sword made of white magic. 
 
    "Don't move," Niamh said, and rushed forward to be swallowed by the night. 
 
    In stories, the sounds hand-to-hand fighting made in Pretoria's head were mostly horses and shouting, punctuated by the clash of steel and the thud of the slain hitting the ground. 
 
    This was not that. 
 
    It was the sound of slaughter. 
 
    High-pitched screams that should not have come from any human throat scythed the night air to rake up Pretoria's spine. The sound of blood and viscera splattering across tree trunks and the forest floor. Pleas for mercy and forgiveness turning to the hideous gargle of gushing blood as the throats that had made them were torn open. 
 
    Then the silence. 
 
    The crushing, vacuum-like silence that followed because the forest had fallen still in deference to the one thing that yet trod through it. Footsteps of the lone survivor echoed among the trees, stalking towards Pretoria, and terror thundered in her ears. 
 
    Then blinding white light filled the clearing, illuminating the blood-soaked spectre that followed. 
 
    "We have to go," the spectre said. 
 
    Great crimson slashes spattered her face and clothing, and bits of unidentifiable gore clung to her sleeves as she tossed her witchlight high above so she could go about collecting her things. 
 
    "Wh- what happened?" Pretoria stammered. The shock of Niamh's appearance was nothing compared to the fact she had thrown a witchlight. 
 
    "They came here to kill you. And me. I killed them first." 
 
    The words thudded off the dullness of Pretoria's mind, too much had happened too quickly for them to truly resonate. "Who were they?" she asked, though she already suspected the answer. 
 
    "I don't care. They meant a witch harm, and they died for it. They weren't the first, and they won't be the last. And before you condemn me for not stopping them earlier, go see what I left in that wood and know that they won't be able to do it again." 
 
    Niamh wiped her face with the back of her sleeve, which only made her more ghoulish. "But do not, aggrieved and ignorant young witch, ever question my dedication to my sisters again." 
 
    Slinging her pack over her shoulder, Niamh gave Pretoria another look over. "You're welcome for the soup, by the way. Now come with me and maybe you'll get an answer or two, or stay here and fend for yourself. We need you, and you need us, but if you want to throw it all away, and let them," Niamh's tone left no question about who she meant, "win, then by all means." 
 
    For the second time, Niamh turned and stalked into the darkness. 
 
    This time, Pretoria had no choice but to follow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "I suppose only one police report should be counted as a success," Ophelia Long said, ensconced in her high wingback chair set into a dim corner of the study she shared with her sister. 
 
    Katya loved the Longs' study. It exuded confidence and a kind of intimacy, just by being allowed into it. It was personal to them, and the closest Katya would ever get to who the Longs really were. Their study, and the first floor of their home in general, were the very far fringes of where their personal and professional lives met. Built off the grounds of the airfield, it was modest by the standards of their peers. They could have easily afforded something far grander, but in keeping with their lowly roots, it hardly stood out at all among the other homes of Longstown proper. 
 
    Intensely private, even with the witches of EVE, Katya didn't know anyone who had ever been on its second floor, as they didn't have servants of any kind. To even be this far was an honour, and one that Katya always appreciated when she was given the opportunity. The Longs had very literally saved her life, and to be invited into their inner circle after only having met them four months earlier still didn't feel real. 
 
    Even in Russia, the Longs were well-known. Long aircraft were well-engineered and reliable, if not flashy or fast, and that counted for a lot. The sheer novelty of their gender raised their profile even higher, making them work all the harder to put out the best possible products. And that had been before the witches. 
 
    "I would prefer none," Katya said, taking a sip of tea. 
 
    "Wouldn't that the world were so perfect," Eustacia Long said from the opposite side of the fireplace. The total asymmetry of their chair arrangement had taken Katya off-guard at first, but now having it any other way would be strange. They didn't need to sit side-by-side, nor right in front of each other to communicate. They knew each other too well, all they needed was to be able to hear the other's voice. 
 
    "But the interviews went well? I read one," Ophelia said, gesturing to the newspaper on the table. "The writer seemed… overwhelmed." 
 
    "'From nothing, there was suddenly light. So ethereal and beautiful it was, film was incapable of capturing it,'" Eustacia quoted. 
 
    Katya blushed. "It was just a bit of magic." 
 
    "Yes, that's all. A heretofore-thought mythical bit of supernatural legerdemain," Ophelia scoffed. 
 
    "You sell yourself short, Yekaterina," Eustacia said. "Don't." 
 
    "Vita has said the same thing." 
 
    "You should listen. She's very intelligent." 
 
    "She is that," Katya said sullenly. Too sullenly. 
 
    "Ah, well. In that case, is everything all right with Grace?" Ophelia asked, completely blindsiding Katya with such a violent non-sequitur.  
 
    She choked on her tea, spitting half if it back into her cup to avoid drowning on an expensive couch in front of a roaring fire. "I'm sorry?" she managed after forcing down the other half. 
 
    Ophelia smiled broadly, a cat come across a mouse stuck in a trap. "By all accounts, everything went smashingly, yet you seem a bit… off. Having spoken to Victoria, she said the same thing about you, so I assume it's not her. You are a consummate professional when it comes to your press duties and are not given to whinging about them. Deduction would then posit Grace the next most likely cause." 
 
    Setting down her tea, Katya dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a cloth napkin. "Is there anything else that might lead you to that conclusion?" 
 
    "Her supervisor said the same thing about her," Eustacia said. "As you work in entirely separate parts of the company, we have indulged you two, but if you're bringing it into the workplace…" 
 
    The knuckles in Katya's right hand popped. "Would you be so concerned over any other… couple?" Katya asked. It wasn't the right word. They weren't… that. It had been two months of agonising over every touch and glance, not… well, it certainly wasn't what Millie and Elise had. 
 
    "You want to come into this room, you get extra scrutiny. Though you saved hundreds of people by putting out fires, you are perfectly capable of doing the opposite. You could burn down everything we've built with a thought." 
 
    Aghast, Katya shot up ramrod straight. "I would never!" 
 
    Ophelia held out an apologetic hand on her sister's behalf. "We're not saying you would, only that you have the power to do so." 
 
    "What bout Victoria? She—" 
 
    "Isn't here. And for your sake, I won't tell her you tried that line of argument." 
 
    Katya puffed and crossed her arms petulantly, something she hadn't done since she was a teenager. "Homosexual relationships are supposed to be filthy secrets. If I hadn't been so honest with you, I—" 
 
    "While you are doing an expert job of dodging the question, Yekaterina, if you take that tone with us again, this is the last time you sit on that couch," Eustacia said. 
 
    Ophelia said nothing, content in merely waiting for Katya to talk her way out of the problem she had so stupidly talked her way into. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Katya said, her cheeks aflame with something that had nothing to do with her Manifest.  
 
    "Accepted," Ophelia said. "It also answers the question. So what is happening between you two?" 
 
    Katya stared into the fire. The thing that had taken her mother, her home and her hair in one horrific night she now looked to for stability. Her Manifest gave her control over it, but there were times now that she felt that the opposite was also becoming true. One of the 'original elements,' as her grandmother had said, Katya felt a connection to, even an affinity for, fire as she never had before. Exercising her Manifest so much and so strongly since her arrival in England had deepened her connection to it, and completely flipped their previous relationship. 
 
    At the Flying Circus, the inferno that had threatened all of Longstown and the lives of hundreds of people had been averted because Katya had stared down her worst nightmare and brought it to heel; broken it like a stubborn colt. And now, like a loyal horse, it served her and did as she bid it. Also like a loyal horse, it was her partner, and she had come to depend on it, to the point she lit fires in every hearth even now, in June, just to be near it. 
 
    Long sheets of snow-white hair tumbled over Katya's shoulders and nearly reached the ground as she hung her head in shame. "I don't want to say it," she said, her voice shaking.  
 
    Whether the Longs even looked at her, Katya didn't know, and didn't care, not then. She didn't bother to part her hair, letting them look at a solid wall of unbroken white rather than see the expression that twisted her face.  
 
    "We won't force you," Ophelia said, "but it might help you if you volunteered it." 
 
    All Katya had was the floor. The polished wood, the perfectly black seams between each board. The dancing shadows. 
 
    Dancing shadows. She had those, too. 
 
    "I…" Katya started, but her mind wouldn't let the next words come.  
 
    "It's all right, Yekaterina." The softness with which Eustacia said it was so at odds with her normal tone and so jarring that it almost brought Katya to tears. That kind of earnestness was a needle so fine and so sharp she didn't even feel it slip between her ribs to force the words out of her. 
 
    "I don't know," Katya blurted. "I don't know what I want. I feel like I roped her into something I should have never done. I can't… I can't handle… this… but I can't hurt her." The next breath leaked from her until her chest felt like it was going to collapse, and her pulse started hammering her vision, demanding that she breathe again. "She is so nice… so understanding. She cares about me, but I— I can't return it. Not the way she wants. I have to force myself to endure her touch, but she's done nothing wrong! I thought… I thought I was ready." 
 
    She heard someone shift in their seat, but Katya had eyes only for the shadows.  
 
    "I don't know," Katya repeated. She wanted to vomit. Hunched over, she couldn't look up. She couldn't even blink. The fire was there, but even its reassurance was cold in the stark reality of what she was having to admit. "I don't know." 
 
    Eustacia took a deep breath. "I won't pretend to know what you've been through, Yekaterina. I shudder at the very thought of what you have endured. But to admit that… is very brave."  
 
    Katya finally found muscles that would obey her, and she shook her head. "No, it isn't," she said miserably. "I'm a fool." She took a long, shuddering breath, and her eyes found the fire again. "I don't know what I was thinking. Am thinking. This life you've given me… I cherish it, yet I feel I'm always on the edge of ruining it." 
 
    The wood popped and snapped, the clock on the wall ticked away, even as the rest of the room let Katya gather her thoughts in silence. 
 
    "I'm not ready…" 
 
    How could such thoughts be so painful? hadn't she had enough cruelty visited on her to have that extra twist of the knife? But it was the truth. It was only a few months ago she had sabotaged herself to avoid the word 'friend,' how could she possibly have been ready for anything more than that? 
 
    To her utter surprise, Katya felt a weight settle in beside her. That weight draped its arm over Katya's despondent shoulders. "You've been through a great deal," Ophelia said. "No-one who cares about you could blame you for feeling that way." 
 
    "It feels selfish," Katya said. 
 
    "No. It's quite the opposite. You're protecting her by being honest with yourself. Not many people can do that." 
 
    "But I haven't been honest with her." 
 
    "You haven't been dishonest, either. It sounds like you're only now realising it." 
 
    "But… the way she looks at me. She's so attentive. She listens, she asks the right questions. She's a good person, she doesn't deserve to have her heart ripped out." 
 
    "But you're still mature enough to admit it," Ophelia said in wonder. "You are made of much different stuff than I was at your age, I'll say that." 
 
    "I feel much older," Katya said.  
 
    After the things she'd seen and experienced, it felt like the last year had been a decade. The memories of her father's murder, her captivity and her subsequent flight across Europe were still too fresh in her mind, yet all that couldn't have happened in so short a time, could it? Even her arrival in England felt a lifetime ago. 
 
    As a Manifested witch, Katya had nothing but time, but it didn't feel like it would be enough to sort out how she felt. Setting aside her past and present, what would a future with Grace look like? 
 
    Even though her mother had died when Katya was only eleven, she remembered what true love looked like when it was stolen away. It was ugly, and desperately sad. Her father never got over her mother's death. He never remarried, and Katya couldn't recall ever being introduced to someone who might have even been an option. When her mother had burned to death, it had consumed her father's heart with it. Though he had nothing but boundless love for his daughter until his dying breath, he never volunteered it to anyone again. 
 
    She saw it again during the war. Her friend Natasha with her shining new engagement ring kissing her beloved Ilya goodbye as he boarded the train to the front, and then watching her crumble as she read the telegram that confirmed that they would never be married, and that that had been the last time she would ever see him.  
 
    Katya saw it during the revolution. Everything had been taken from her, even the safety of her own body. The memories of seeing the corpses of her friends in ditch, tossed away like so much refuse was why it had been so hard to even accept friendship as a possibility.  
 
    If everything somehow worked out, if Katya suddenly managed to cordon off her memories, to force the present on a body that was still so sensitive to the past… then what? 
 
    If they took everything away again, she wouldn't allow two hearts to be among the spoils. It was too cruel. It was unfair to Grace to burden her with that possibility, and Katya had seen it too many times too viscerally to risk it happening to herself. And even if none of that happened, time would be along to claim one of them far earlier than the other. 
 
    Grace was wonderful, and kind, but she deserved better. She deserved a heart that was as big as hers, not one that was locked in a cage to which the key had been buried and forgotten, or one that doubted so strongly. One that wouldn't doubt, that wouldn't cower from phantoms. 
 
    To deny Grace was cruel, Katya knew, but to do otherwise would be far worse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Bloody Hell!" Millie coughed, waving her hand desperately in front of her to clear a rising column of greenish-purple smoke that smelled of exploded rotten fish. "How did you manage to—" she threw her head to the side in a desperate bid for clean air and tried not to gag. "—do that?" 
 
   
  
 

 Behind her belching cauldron, Edith Baker wore a look of complete surprise, letting the acrid foulness wash over her. Whether she was too shocked to care much about the smell, or had experienced it too many times for it to faze her any longer, Millie couldn't say and was afraid to ask. 
 
    "I don' know!" Edith exclaimed. "I tol' ya! Mistress Ivy is gonna have my head!" 
 
    With a thought, Millie spread a tendril of ghostly white witchscale out into a wide circle and clamped it over the mouth of the cauldron in an attempt to smother whatever was trying to escape and choke them all. Even though her witchscale was pure energy, and never retained anything of what it touched, she couldn't help but feel that she was going to smell horrific for days afterward. 
 
    All of six EVE's new Talented-but-not-yet-a-witch apprentices had their own work areas, far from Vickie's junkyard and Yekaterina's scorched, ash-strewn practice area, where they were free to practice the basics, like elixirs, as long as there was one senior witch to keep an eye on them. 
 
    Despite the precautions, Edith's area was the one that looked the most like a magical training ground, with splatter marks in a dozen colours all around the base of her cauldron, broken up by a distinctly Edith-shaped outline. Six weeks EVE had had its first crop of raw apprentices, and she was still the furthest behind. To be fair, she had started the furthest behind, having not even known she carried the Talent for witchcraft until after learning magic existed, seeing it used for the first time at the Flying Circus disaster. 
 
    Millie, from her own experience, knew that the transition from non-believer to active practitioner was difficult and required all sorts of mental gymnastics that she still wasn't sure she'd performed completely, but watching from the outside as Edith continued to struggle made Millie and the other ADAM witches sympathetic to her in a way that they knew sometimes came off as favouritism.  
 
    But Millie had been the one to discover Edith's Talent, ensuring she was hired for her position as a mechanic for the Long Aircraft Concern, so of course she was going to take an extra interest in her. Millie had no personal relationship to the others, they had just shown up one day on someone else's recommendation. They hadn't proved themselves yet, and for whatever Edith's struggles, under difficult and unusual circumstances, she was trying. 
 
    "She wo—" Millie managed before descending into a fit of coughing. Extending and flattening the witchscale of her other hand into a kind of oversized fan, she waved it in the direction of the nearest door 20 yards away. Slinging her witchscale around without even having to think about it anymore made it easy to forget just how far she had come in a short time. A Manifested witch's power was orders of magnitude more than what Edith was managing, and that perspective was sobering. Millie had only known Manifested witches since she herself had Manifested, and had had no idea the gulf that yawned between a Talented woman and a witch, and the even greater one between a witch and a Manifested witch. 
 
    All the more reason to keep Edith going. 
 
    "She won't," Millie could finally say, "but you're doing this outside from now on." 
 
    Even in the gigantic space of The Shed, the airship hangar that had been re-purposed for EVE's use as a magical training ground, the fumes from half-a-dozen inexperienced would-be witches all trying to make potions was too much. It created a kind of fog that clung to the ground and didn't really move, just shifting about listlessly until someone came along to actively shoo it out.  
 
    The six-month-old concrete was already changing colour, though given the nature of their experiments, that colour had yet to be determined. 
 
    "Mistress Ivy says I'll kill tha grass if I do tha'," Edith said dejectedly. 
 
    "Better it than us," Millie said.  
 
    "Don't be so sure." 
 
    Millie and Edith both turned to see Ivy approaching, a wry smile on her face that led everyone present to wonder if she was kidding. Her constantly-tousled jet-black hair bobbed with every step as, from her sleeve, she produced a glass vial. Still smiling, she popped the stopper out with her teeth. 
 
    "Shshshsh." Ivy flicked her hand at Millie's improvised witchscale 'lid.' The moment it evaporated, Ivy poured in the clear contents of the vial and the smoke immediately ceased, leaving behind a crusty black sludge. 
 
    Ivy peered inside and inhaled through her nose.  
 
    To Millie's astonishment, she didn't keel over backwards. 
 
    "You haven't made a witchlight yet," Ivy said, turning her penetrating jade eyes on Edith, whose brown ones couldn't match them. 
 
    "I haven't yet, no, Mistress." 
 
    Ivy regarded Edith a little longer before she spoke. "Good, no excuse-making. I respect that. But what have we told you about the relationship between those things?" Ivy asked.  
 
    "Tha' witchlights come before doing this m'self, Mistress." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Witchlights demonstrate control and focus," Edith recited without clipping any words with her accent. "A witchlight makes you a witch." 
 
    "Correct. And what is magic's role in making potions and elixirs?" Ivy asked, scraping a thin streak of what was unquestionably neither off the rim of the cauldron with a fingernail.  
 
    "As a catalyst, Mistress." 
 
    "Correct." Ivy poked at the cauldron with her toe. The heavy iron pot jiggled, but its contents did not. "So what explains this?" 
 
    "I tho'—" 
 
    "Yes?" Ivy said. 
 
    "I tho', bein' tha' witchlights is so hard for me, tha' maybe I worked backwards-like," Edith admitted. 
 
    Millie had already known that truth, but she swelled with pride in Edith for coming right out and saying it. 
 
    "Well, your heart's in the right place, innit?" Ivy said. She crossed her arms and blew out a breath. "I know how hard this for you. And I do, believe it or not, respect you for thinking about it. You saw something wasn't working and you tried to fix it." 
 
    Millie drew in a breath. She knew what word came next. 
 
    "But," Ivy said, "magic can be dangerous. Everyone thinks catalysing is simple, but if you'd done this in the tiny hovel I learned it in, you'd be dead. Gave me a good incentive to learn." 
 
    Edith looked down into her sludge, her lips completely flat. 
 
    "I know you're trying," Ivy said, putting a reassuring hand on Edith's shoulder. Millie hadn't even seen where the vial went. "It's not easy. Ask this one." Ivy jabbed a thumb at Millie, who jerked upright. 
 
    "Aye. I may have had my own… difficulties." 
 
    "You almost ate a hole through the floor." Ivy looked back at Edith, her eyes dancing with mischief. "We had to throw out the carpet." 
 
    Edith's tight lips grew tighter as she tried to clamp down on the laugh that was on clear display in her eyes. "Is tha' so, Mistress?" 
 
    "Aye. But you know, we never had problems with mice again after that. The damnedest thing." 
 
    Millie stared at the floor. 
 
    "Anyway, just give it time, Edith. 'S no rush. You'll get it." Ivy looked down at the ruined cauldron. "Not much we can do with this today. You done with your work in the other hangar?" 
 
    "Yes, Mistress." 
 
    Ivy nodded. "Then go find Selene or Victoria and tell them I said to work on your witchlight. All right?"  
 
    "Victoria, Mistress?" Edith asked doubtfully. 
 
    According to the rumours that had filtered down to Millie, the professor's daughter was apparently less keen on education than she was on demanding comprehension, and seeing Vickie's reputation written across Edith's face made Millie bite down on the smile such irony so badly wanted to shape her lips into. It wasn't funny, not really. Or it shouldn't have been, anyway. 
 
    "Yes. She doesn't bite. Go on, then," Ivy said.  
 
    With a curt nod to both Ivy and Millie, Edith scampered away, her body language making her look even younger than her nineteen years, something her hard life had already stolen from her face.  
 
    Slithering witchscale tentacles through the handles on each side of the cauldron, Millie hefted it and followed Ivy as she made her way to one of the new side doors that had been built into The Shed, since having the only two exits be 800 feet apart had grown tiresome.  
 
    "You were never that nice to me," Millie said. 
 
    "Ha! Well, it was wartime." 
 
    Millie smiled. Truth be told, whether it was Ivy, Selene, or Colette, the older witches at EVE's predecessor, ADAM, had been the kindest, most patient teachers Millie had ever had. Niamh was altogether different, having introduced Millie to the concept of Manifests by swinging a sword at her head. But, she had also gotten the most results, even if she'd had to literally beat them into her. 
 
    "Have you heard from Niamh?" Millie asked. 
 
    "No. I suspect we won't until she knows one way or another, the same as all the others." 
 
    "Aye, but it seemed like she left in an awful hurry this time." 
 
    Which was an understatement, since no-one but Ivy and Selene knew she'd even left until she'd been gone several hours. Niamh had been going out on 'recruiting' trips for months, but this was the first time she'd up and left at the break of dawn with no warning. 
 
    "She was. But don't worry about her, she can handle herself." 
 
    "I know she can, I was just surprised." 
 
    "Deaths are like that," Ivy said ruefully. 
 
    Millie swallowed, and her need to change the subject was aided by Hekabe trotting up to them as they crossed the grass. Raising her great black head, she sniffed a few times before whining at Millie and giving a distinct look of displeasure to her burden. 
 
    "You've smelled worse," Ivy said. 
 
    In obvious disagreement, Hekabe's shaggy black form melted into the shadow of The Shed in search of more pleasant aromas. 
 
    "What are you going to do with this?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Take it out to the greenhouse. Couple things I can try on it." 
 
    "I hope one of them is a hammer, because I don't think this is salvageable." 
 
    Ivy smiled her wolfish smile, and her canine teeth sparkled like polished daggers. "I didn't say anything about salvaging it." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In time with Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata, a bright white witchlight revolved in lazy, half-hearted circles above Victoria's desk, mimicking almost exactly what her mind was doing in that moment. Normally, Victoria enjoyed little more than a good think; long stretches of rumination while she ground a sharp, jagged problem into a smooth, polished solution. 
 
    But some refused to be changed, continuing to tumble around her brain, catching on random nerves and making the backs of her eyes hurt. She held a special kind of resentment for those. 
 
    Irritated, she jammed her knuckles into her eyes again, but that only made it worse, and when she looked down at the source of her problem, it swam and sparkled until her vision recovered once more. 
 
    On top of her myriad papers, journals, books, a few half-baked ideas and some that were still so raw as to be dangerous, was an envelope. 
 
    Victoria had gotten a few letters since she came to Longstown, most from strangers after the Circus, touching ones that she had had no idea to expect. They were beautiful and heartfelt, and had quickly become some of her most treasured possessions.  
 
    They weren't the problem. 
 
    She'd only gotten one from anyone she knew in her previous life back in Nottingham however, and when she'd first gotten it, she'd torn it open without bothering with the letter opener, leaving the top ragged and torn. Yanking out the letter so fast she'd given herself a paper cut, she'd inhaled the words at a pace that would have made her mother proud. The moment she'd finished, however, it had fallen from her hand to land somewhere she hadn't bothered to track down yet. 
 
    That was the envelope staring up at her. On it were the words 'Dr. Levi Samuels, Vice-Chancellor, University of Sherwood.' 
 
    Still fresh in Victoria's mind were the words '…your application was rejected out of hand, I'm afraid… …despite your family's history with it, the University is still a very conservative institution… …I am doing my very utmost to get the Board to change its stance on allowing female applicants…' 
 
    There were lots of other formalities and pleasantries bookending them, but those were the only words that mattered; the ones that made her deform into her chair like a shapeless mass of despondency. 
 
    She couldn't be angry. She so very badly wanted to be, but she had had no real expectations of being accepted. The rules had been the rules since the university's founding over three centuries earlier, and she knew them only too well. Mountains eroded faster than rules changed in Britain, but perhaps with the war, the movement behind which she had thrown her voice wholeheartedly all the previous day, she'd allowed herself the thought that one of those immutable laws would bend, just a little. This one time. 
 
    No. Even for one who could bend immutable laws with magic and a thought, those out of her control continued on as they always had, and to know that the institution that had produced two generations of Doctor Ravenwoods wouldn't produce a third just… hurt. Rail and fury, sturm and drang, for all her power as a witch, it would make no difference.  
 
    The rejection, though she had seen it coming, had been made doubly painful by the timing. She had looked so forward to the rally, buoyed by the prospect of it as she hadn't been since she'd figured out how to make witchlights fly. The airfield had been a scene of such tragedy, to have it be made into one of such hope and optimism about the future had been wonderfully stimulating. 
 
    To find that name and address waiting on her desk when she'd gotten home had virtually stopped her heart when she'd seen it. Such fortuitous timing couldn't have been coincidence, she'd thought, until she'd opened it. 
 
    Hope, she knew only too well, was fragile. Weeks of preparation, hours of boundless optimism amidst a collective energy that Victoria had never before been privy to, all gone in seconds with a few strokes of a pen. 
 
    She sighed heavily. 
 
    People, all people, knew who she was now, and that she was a witch. Magic was real, and she had done it. Undeniably, spectacularly, and very, very publicly. It had attracted attention from all over, not just the people she may have wanted it from, like the authors of the precious letters she kept in a special box, and that brought with it a whole slew of consequences. 
 
    Yes, she was, to her chagrin, famous; as were Katya, Millie and Elise for being out on the airfield when Juno went down, so she had finally merited the attention of the peers she had secretly craved since the end of the war and the re-ignition of the suffrage movement. 
 
    From speaking, and now from her father and grandfather's alma mater, she had been rejected because of what she was, and what she had done. 
 
    A witch or a woman, it merited the same response. Even if Dr. Samuels managed to change the board's mind, Victoria was certain the former would have gotten her the same letter, in spite of how far her Manifest could push the bounds of known physics. There was no way to know for sure, and now, she supposed, it was irrelevant. But it was a gnawing, un-scratchable itch in the back of her mind to know that the two most fundamental aspects of her identity were working in tandem to smack her back down to the ground every time she even thought of flying near the sun. 
 
    But at least Icarus had been allowed to fly at all. 
 
    A small roofing nail floated up from the bucket of random metal objects she kept by her desk until it was hovering just below the circle described by the movement of her witchlight. Stretching and deforming, the small white globe spun out into a ring, vibrating with the effort it took to exert her Manifest and shape a witchlight simultaneously. But it was small, safe practice, and Victoria felt no pain or discomfort as she did it. 
 
    Staring up at the flat head of the nail, she considered the shiny metal a moment before giving it a mental kick and it fired straight through her ring of light to smack into the ceiling so hard the head all but disappeared into the plaster. 
 
    "Let me in or the hostage gets it," Victoria said aloud to herself, firing another nail into the ceiling. Tiny motes of white dust drifted down to settle onto her black-clad shoulder. It only took a few half-hearted swipes to get rid of it, hardly enough to distract from her predicament.  
 
    Even without the officially-accredited paperwork that would declare her one, she was a scientist, like her father and grandfather, and her Manifest might be the single most useful tool in the world for learning about how the universe worked, and she had documented evidence of virtually everything she had ever done with it. 
 
    It was also, she had to admit, dangerous. Regardless of her intentions, she was of sufficiently-developed imagination to see how she could be seen as a weapon.  
 
    A threat.  
 
    Implicit though it may be, having someone who could accelerate any inanimate object to lethal velocity with her mind be admitted to a place of higher learning would either bolster or obliterate its reputation. There couldn't be a middle ground anymore. She knew things the greatest scientists in the world didn't, because she'd seen them. Manipulated them. She could make any of a dozen doctoral proposals from the things she'd done on accident. She had no idea how the one she'd already made had been seen, if it even had, with her name on the cover. 
 
    There were other institutions that may be more amenable, but she was a Ravenwood. The last Ravenwood. And the Ravenwoods earned their educations at the University of Sherwood. 
 
    For someone so keen on upending the ways things 'were always done,' she couldn't have said why this one particular way was the one she made an exception for. Pride? She wasn't one given to pride, perhaps just the rightness of it. The principle. Those she was happy to stand firm on. 
 
    She was all that remained of her family, and as different as she had always been, perhaps it would take being allowed to walk the same well-worn path as those that came before her to let her finally feel accepted. 
 
    But it wouldn't happen. 
 
    Flicking her attention to Dr. Samuels' letter as it lay on the floor, it leapt into the air at her mental command and shrank to the size of a postage stamp. Trailing smoke as it spiralled back down, it was soon nothing but ash and memory. 
 
    The same as her hope. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Dawn saw Pretoria back at the river, or a river, since she didn't know if it was the same one she had crawled out of. The river that had nearly taken her life had been her life as long as she could remember, so they must have walked a lot farther than she thought, or taken a route through the forest to some offshoot that she'd never navigated before. There were plenty of creeks and streams that came down from the Pennine Mountains that eventually fed into the River Eden, but this was too wide to be considered either. 
 
    Here, the trees grew right up to the banks, the roots exposed by erosion, leaving many to topple over and form natural bridges. The spot Niamh led Pretoria to was between two such felled giants, forming a sort of lagoon. 
 
    The Irish witch was already in the frigid water, having shown zero hesitation about stripping off her blood-soaked clothing in front of a total stranger and plunging in without a stitch to cover her modesty. 
 
    Pretoria flushed and her hands flew over her eyes, but the shameful peek she took between her fingers made them fall limply to her sides again. 
 
    Niamh's entire body was criss-crossed with scars. Her back was a mat of them, deep troughs and thick ridges conforming to her shoulder blades and wiping out the path of her spine. Her arms and legs were not as heavily mutilated, but stark white slashes stood out on both, almost like tiger stripes, but arrayed in random, conflicting directions. Her thighs were marred by not only slashing scars, but hideous pits, with similar pock-marks up and down her arms, and it took Pretoria a moment to realise they were burns. Deliberate ones. 
 
    Beneath the scars was a lithe and toned figure, like a dancer would have, not a soldier. Her coal-black hair was cut shorter than any woman Pretoria had ever known, and without needing to ask, knew was for purely practical reasons. 
 
    Who was this woman? 
 
    "Come on. Your back wounds need to be looked at, and getting that muck out of your hair will help you start to feel human again." 
 
    Any other moment in her life, Pretoria would have shied away in embarrassment and shame, but now she didn't hesitate, glad to rip off the horrible hessian robe that, through no fault of her own, had marked her as an outcast and pariah to everyone she'd ever known. 
 
    When she hit the water this time, it was because she wanted to, not because she'd been thrown in in a burlap sack. 
 
    In spite of her horrific near-drowning, Pretoria stayed under as long as she could, letting the flow of the river wash over her and taking the terror she'd felt the last time with it. With her feet on the smooth stones below her, rather than being dragged over razor-edged rocks, the wan orange light of early morning above her, Pretoria leaned into the river, standing against the flow on her own terms. It made her feel strong again. 
 
    She would not allow herself to fear the river. Whatever else they had taken from her by throwing her in to die, she would not let them have that. 
 
    When she was six, Pretoria had been helping Aunt Agatha in the garden when she'd been startled by a garter snake. Wailing and screaming, Pretoria had fled the harmless creature to clutch at her aunt's leg and beg her to make the nasty thing go away. 
 
    Instead, she'd been led right back to it. 
 
    "You have the power, not your fear," she'd told her. Pretoria couldn't be afraid of something if she knew it well enough, and her aunt stood there while little Pretoria looked down at the snake first in terror, and then slowly in fascination. It had been shiny black and yellow, with keen little eyes and a forked tongue that flicked in and out, telling it more about her than all of her senses together could about it. 
 
    After a few minutes, not only did she not fear it, she'd tried to pick it up. But as she'd reached down to do so, it had shot back into the hedges. 
 
    Now, she would face her fear again. 
 
    The water was clear to the bottom, and she opened her eyes to look at the bubbles forming as it was disturbed by the lower side of the tree, listened to the sound of it moving around her. 
 
    The whoosh of rushing water, the burble of the bubbles from the fallen logs, the sounds were familiar and comforting in a way they easily could have no longer been. Shafts of sun slashed through the surface, making slanted columns of light. Pools of brightness wavered on the bottom, so unlike the terrifying blackness she'd been trapped in as she desperately tore at her imprisoning sack, the darkness deepening with every breath she couldn't take. 
 
    She was suddenly snatched out of her memories as an iron grip clamped onto her shoulder and hauled to the surface. Water streamed from her hair, taking a cloud of brown along with it as she was dragged to the shallows by the armpits. 
 
    "Are you all right!?" Niamh said, her features taut with concern. "You were under so long, I thought you were drowning." 
 
    "Was I?" Pretoria said. It hadn't felt like it. Blinking drips from her eyes, the sun was so bright, and her skin was warm again. She could have stayed under longer. Forever, it felt like.  
 
    Yet she felt far better than she should have, regardless. She'd barely been able to move when she'd woken up by the fire, and now she was swimming? Her lungs had been full of water last night, and now she could hold her breath even longer than before? 
 
    "What was in that soup?" she asked. 
 
    "Enough to get you to Longstown, hopefully. Surely you've made elixirs before." 
 
    "Not good ones," Pretoria admitted. 
 
    "Well, we have very good elixir makers at EVE," Niamh said. "And you'll need them, looking at these wounds." 
 
    Pretoria looked resolutely ahead. "Is it bad?" 
 
    "Maybe. There's one deep one that looks like it might be a problem, the others just look like they hurt. Do they?" 
 
    "The cold helps, but yes. Do yours?" 
 
    She'd said it without meaning to, and was suddenly all-too aware of her state of undress in front of the imposing Irish witch. Pretoria wilted, drawing her arms and legs tightly against herself. 
 
    "Not anymore," Niamh said. "I earned them." 
 
    Pretoria looked back at that, searching Niamh's gray, almost colourless eyes, but found no hint of pain or regret in them, only conviction. 
 
    "Thank you for saving my life," Pretoria said. 
 
    Niamh's features softened slightly. "You're welcome. Just don't make me regret it." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the early summer sun filtered through high, thin, clouds, Selene looked as Katya had never seen her. Given to spending much of her time indoors, finding Selene outside with her hood down came as a surprise. Her long raven hair was radiant in a way that black shouldn't have been, and her normally ghostly-white skin shone with a depth and solidity that made her web of scars far less evident, more like plays of light than stark, permanent evidence of the horror that had caused them centuries earlier.  
 
    She walked slowly but assuredly along the path that was gradually being eaten into the grass by all the witches of EVE whenever they needed time to themselves. With so many witches, and so many normal workers at LAC besides, contained within the fence of the airfield, the outer perimeter was the only place where one could be alone sometimes. But following her conversation with the Longs, Katya didn't want to be alone. 
 
    Still, she approached EVE's matron with hesitation. 
 
    "It's all right, Yekaterina," Selene said. "Walk with me. I can see you have something on your mind that could do with a long walk." 
 
    "Thank you," Katya said, hurrying to catch up.  
 
    Selene's raincloud-gray eyes turned as Katya fell into step beside her. "Is it serious?" she asked. 
 
    "It's personal." 
 
    "That sounds serious." A gust of wind caught Selene's hair, blowing it backwards and away from her face.  
 
    If Katya had had to guess, she would have said Selene couldn't be older than 45. Even then, she didn't look 45, it was just the high end Katya would have thought possible. But Selene was ten times that old, even if she didn't know by exactly how much more anymore, since she'd stopped counting.  
 
    With her hair and complexion, Millie joked that Selene could pass for Vita's mother, and if that's what Katya had been told when she'd arrived, she'd have believed it. But she knew the truth, and that's what had made her brave joining Selene on her early morning constitutional. 
 
    "About you," Katya said. 
 
    "Oh?" Selene said, intrigued. "Not many have ever said that to me." She smiled. "But thank you for remembering I am a person, and not just a font of bottomless wisdom." 
 
    Though Katya appreciated Selene's attempt to cut the tension that knotted Katya's insides, she still fidgeted. Selene was a mentor to all of them, and she was a font of wisdom; it's what made her intimidating. 
 
    "Just ask, Yekaterina. You won't be the first, no matter what you say."  
 
    Katya watched the grass slide below her feet, and couldn't bring herself to look up. "Do you still love?" 
 
    A single eyebrow climbed Selene's forehead. "I stand corrected." 
 
    "I thought so," Katya said dejectedly. 
 
    "I'm actually flattered that you would ask someone my age that question. May I ask why, though?" 
 
    "Because I'll be your age some day, and I need to know if it will still be possible," Katya said. 
 
    "Grace?" 
 
    Katya shook her head. "In 400 years it won't be. And that's what has been keeping me… awake." One of the things, she didn't say. 
 
    "Are you so fond of her?" 
 
    Katya sighed. "I don't know. I thought I would be…"  
 
    "But now?" 
 
    "I… I don't… I'm not ready. What happened to me, I can't—" 
 
    "You don't have to explain yourself to me, Yekaterina," Selene said. "What happened to you was horrific, and you should never feel guilty or ashamed. You are not the monster." 
 
    "Thank you… but it feels so… strong… still. When I think about my suicide attempt, it makes me want to live, but when I think about what they did to me, I— it still has power." 
 
    "And it will for a while yet. It will never pass completely, but you will manage it. You will adapt." 
 
    "That's what I told Vita," Katya said. 
 
    "And you were right to. You've helped her immensely, you know. But you must allow you to help you as well. Listen to yourself. Take the time you need to heal. Not all wounds are the same. Some cut much deeper than others. Or bleed longer." 
 
    Katya nodded, and felt a weight lift from her shoulders. She wasn't broken, she was hurt, and hurts needed time to heal. Talking would only help so much this time.  
 
    Time. Always time.  
 
    "But it makes me wonder about my future. What if I do heal? What if… what if I am ready someday? There could be someone. That would frighten me enough without the… immortality." 
 
    Selene nodded. "You're thinking long-term for the first time." 
 
    "Yes. I've never been able to before. I see Millie and Elise, and they are so happy together. But they're both witches. Grace… anyone," Katya quickly corrected, "who isn't a witch, though, how— how can that possibly work? I can't live the way my father did for centuries." 
 
    They walked in silence as Selene thought, and Katya was happy to give her all the time she needed. It was a beautiful day, and she wanted the right answer, not the first one. 
 
    The wind whispered through the fence, the fabric of their dresses flapped and rustled. A train whistle blew in the distance, and Katya looked over to see the smoke rise from the path it took away from Bedford and south on its way to London. 
 
    "It depends very much on your tolerance for pain," Selene said finally.  
 
    "What do you mean?" Katya had had enough of that in her life. The idea that she would have to bear sixteen times more of it before she was Selene's age left her feeling slightly ill. 
 
    "Life is about both pleasure and pain. We learn from both. We carry both, it helps define us. The pleasure of the time we have with those whom we will outlive must be balanced against the pain of living the rest of our lives without it. Other than your sisters, whomever you devote your time or heart to will die before you." Selene's eyes were pointed straight ahead, but Katya saw that her mind was looking back. "You must accept that truth. You've already seen much death in your young life. Too much, for your age. But you will see a lot more. It's part of the price." 
 
    "Of being a witch?" 
 
    Selene nodded. "What's my surname?" 
 
    Caught off-guard, Katya stammered. "I— I don't know," she admitted. 
 
    "Nor do I. I've outlived my family, other than Niamh. She's the only blood I know. Everyone else died centuries ago, so I didn't bother to remember it. It doesn't describe me anymore. Nor her. We share a grandmother, but neither of us could tell you what her surname was, either. After so long alone, we are… singular beings. The only thing we can carry with us through the centuries is ourselves. Everything else must, by nature, fall away." 
 
    "That sounds tremendously sad. I can't imagine forgetting my family—" 
 
    Selene held up a hand. "I have never forgotten my family, Yekaterina. Do not mistake." 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "No need. This is something very few have ever had to deal with. I forgot my name, yes, but not where I came from. I still remember my father and mother. My sister, who didn't carry the Talent. My son." 
 
    Katya stopped so fast she almost fell over. "Your son?" 
 
    "Yes. Iain. I watched him grow up, and then old. I buried him, aged 73. He didn't know who I was at the end, which is just as well. That was… long ago." 
 
    "But you knew you would grow this old when you had him?" 
 
    "Yes, I did. And I had him anyway. I accepted that I would watch him die, but I carry the warmth of those years we had together to this day. To hold your child in your arms, to have him smile up at you, hold your finger as you sing him to sleep… some things are priceless. He had two beautiful daughters, but I had to watch them grow from afar before even that became too painful. But they did grow, and had families of their own. There may be witches out there right now with my blood in their veins, and there wouldn't be if I had chosen to shut myself off from feeling anything. I loved my son, as I did my husband, and no amount of time will ever take that from me." 
 
    Katya couldn't get her legs to move again. She stood in open shock at what Selene was telling her. "I had no idea." 
 
    "Few do. Ivy and Niamh know." 
 
    "Victoria? The others?" 
 
    Selene shrugged. "They've never asked. You weren't here for ADAM, so you must forgive them. They see me slightly differently than you, Svetlana and Anastasia do. I'm a bit more… matronly to them. Look at the faces of Edith and the others when I'm in the room for some idea how they looked." 
 
    "Selene, I… I don't know what to say." 
 
    "The truth will suffice." 
 
    "I don't think I could do it. Watch… my child die? Is that why you only had one?" Katya said, her disbelief and need to understand making her bolder. 
 
    "He's the only one who survived into adulthood," Selene said. "I buried three others." 
 
    "I… I'm so sorry," Katya said. 
 
    "It was different then. I mourned them, but it was… prepared for. I am very grateful I got to see one of them grow up. Though he brought me intense joy, it took me a very long time to get over the image of my own son as an elderly invalid, while I was as hale as I was the day he was born. Seeing that, and having lost three already… by the time I thought I was ready again, it was too late." 
 
    "Too late? Did something happen?" 
 
    "Biology. Our magic breathes life into our bodies, counteracting the natural ageing process, but it doesn't regrow the parts that we shed." 
 
    "Shed?" Katya stood puzzled for a moment until comprehension slapped her across the face. "You couldn't get pregnant again." 
 
    "Every month is a tick on the clock, and time runs out all the same, no matter how much magic we use." Selene absently ran a hand over her abdomen. "I was too late when I understood that." 
 
    This was all too much. Katya had been worried about time enough already, and now she was being forced to grapple with the fact she was going to have to decide whether or not she wanted children sooner than later. She didn't know that she would ever be able to let a man touch her again at all, but to know there was a clock ticking for her to figure it out… Children? 
 
    Her hand went to her stomach, the other to the fence as she tipped forward. Too much time, now too little, and there was no turning it back if she ran out. But she didn't want—  
 
    "You look a bit worse for wear, I'm sorry," Selene said, reeling in Katya's runaway thoughts. The older witch extended a steadying hand, which Katya gratefully took. "I'm afraid it's much more complicated than you were hoping." 
 
    Katya looked up at Selene in abject confusion. She'd just wanted to know if it was possible, or if planning so far ahead was foolhardy, but now the centuries spun out in front of her, unmade memories she was going to have with her for all of them, and whether or not she could deal with pain even worse than she already carried.  
 
    "But to answer your question: yes. I love my children. My sister. My husband. My parents. I just had to learn to accept that they only live here now." Selene patted her heart. "Grief is the shadow cast by a long life. You're too young to be hiding from it. You have time to heal, don't scar yourself further by forcing the issue. There is too much joy for you to experience in other aspects of your life, so don't shut yourself out from today in fear of tomorrow. The only thing worse than growing old with nothing but memories is growing old with nothing at all." 
 
    But it wasn't tomorrow that Katya feared yet. Tomorrow was a reasonable consideration.  
 
    It was yesterday that was tearing her apart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the light of a sun slightly higher in the sky than it had managed yesterday, Pretoria couldn't stop looking at her hands. What wasn't bandaged was paler and more tallow-like than before, and even though she had been out of the water almost an entire day, they looked the same as they had when she'd first gotten out. 
 
    For all that though, they also felt thicker. Swollen. When she walked, her joints felt different. Not bad, just different. Like they were working just slightly harder than they had been. 
 
    But she was also more tired than she had been in her life, and everything felt wrong. The elixir Niamh had put in her soup must have been wearing off.  
 
    That, or it was the effort of trying to not fall off the horse. 
 
    She had never been the best rider, but in her condition, she felt more like a sack of potatoes than a 'rider' of any description. The corded muscle in Niamh's arm was more than enough to hold her upright, but Pretoria was trying not to rely on it as they bobbed and swayed together. 
 
    "Nearly there," Niamh said. 
 
    The Irish witch, for her part, was an excellent horsewoman, and seemed to have a natural affinity for this horse in particular, whose name was Demeter. Pretoria didn't know enough about horses to judge Demeter beyond that she was light brown and did as she was told. That would have to be enough, as learning about witchcraft was proving to be far more useful. 
 
    EVE had known about Pretoria for months, before it was even founded. Niamh had already been here once to inquire about her, but had been sent away by Aunt Agatha without Pretoria ever being the wiser. Not only were there other witches out there, they had wanted to meet her, and she hadn't even known about it! 
 
    If Pretoria had been given the choice to join EVE from the off, she had no idea if she would have accepted. Before the incident in April, EVE was just as much a secret as Pretoria, and that kind of intrigue might have lured her away, but she couldn't say for certain. 
 
    She'd never ventured far from home, and in truth, had never considered it a possibility. The reason she'd never been to that lagoon was because she'd never ventured far enough away from home to find it. She was already the furthest she'd ever been… 
 
    "I can never go back." 
 
    It hit her suddenly, all at once. She reeled, almost sliding off of Demeter's back before Niamh caught her and hauled her vertical again. 
 
    "Few of us can," Niamh said. "Most of your sisters are the same way. We either hunker down in one place forever, or are scattered to the wind, never to return. In a Manifested witch's case, it's universally the latter. We're here." 
 
    Pretoria looked up from her stunned realisation to see a low stone house, set back from a low stone wall. Obscured mostly by ivy, it was split in the centre by a rickety iron gate that looked like it would be hard-pressed to keep out a terrier. 
 
    Still in tender bare feet, Pretoria slid off of Demeter and onto Niamh's back, having to be lugged through the brambles and overgrown weeds like a helpless lump. She had spent much of her life barefoot, and had soles as tough as leather, but whatever had happened to her hands had affected her feet as well, and the forest had not been kind to them. 
 
    Pretoria helped by rapping on the door, as Niamh's hands were busy keeping her burden from falling onto her arse. 
 
    When the door cracked open, a beady eye peered out. 
 
    "Already?" said a wizened voice that seemed disappointed in the fact. 
 
    "I'm good at my job. I found her," Niamh said. 
 
    The eye looked up at Pretoria and seemed to soften. "What happened?" 
 
    "They tied her up in a sack and threw her in the river." 
 
    The door slammed shut and a chain lock could be heard being unlatched before the door swung open wide, and they were beckoned inside by a little old woman dressed entirely in brown. 
 
    "Get her inside!" the woman said to Niamh before sticking her head out the door and pointing to Demeter. "Stay here and eat as much of this as you want. Good girl!" 
 
    The horse whickered and set upon her bounty before the door closed again. 
 
    Inside smelt of herbs and dried flowers, rich wood and burning candles. For being the home of a single person, it was cramped, every room packed with so many things Pretoria would need a week to put a name to them all. Every flat surface had something drying on it, from flower petals to orange peels, leaves like paper were laid out on plates and platters between vases with no water holding bare stems like earth-coloured straw. 
 
    But for as crowded as it was, it was also meticulously clean, with not even a single cobweb; there wasn't even dust floating in the rays of sunshine coming in through the windows. 
 
    "Come, come. The guest room will do nicely." 
 
    Pretoria wasn't about to curse her chance at a bed by asking why a woman who clearly hadn't had guests since Pretoria was born had a guest room that was in a condition suitable for them. Regardless, she was set down on a bed that was both perfectly made and clean, a condition Pretoria changed the moment she touched it. 
 
    "I'm sorry about the filth," she said sheepishly. 
 
    "Nonsense," the old woman said with an almost-rude level of dismissiveness. "You're from the village up the road? Agatha's girl, aren't you?" 
 
    "Aye." Pretoria was too tired to split hairs. She didn't even know that hers could be anymore. 
 
    The old woman tsk-ed, but said nothing more before she tottered back into the hall. 
 
    "Who is she?" Pretoria asked Niamh quietly. 
 
    "Eva's a bit of an apothecary," Niamh said, but the look of incomprehension of that word must have been clear on Pretoria's face. "An herb witch. This is a sort of safe house." 
 
    "For witches?" 
 
    "Aye. I get around. Met Eva… a long time ago. Before the—" Niamh shrugged. "Doesn't matter. A long while past." 
 
    "She didn't seem happy to see you." 
 
    "Not many witches are. But we help each other when we need it. Or, they used to. Since the Circus, we've been getting more reactions like yours. Eva's doing this for you, not me." 
 
    Eva then returned with a steaming pot on a silver tea service. "Drink. Eat. Sleep. Get your strength back and hopefully we'll have something for you to wear by the time you're up." 
 
    Pretoria wasted no time in inhaling the ginger biscuits and half the pot of tea, her satisfied exhale steaming even in the warm room. 
 
    The older witches looked down on her as she did, seemingly needing to confirm that she was able to. When she went back to finish the pot, they both visibly relaxed.  
 
    "She has wounds on her back that need tending," Niamh said. 
 
    "I saw. Not to worry, I'll do it while she sleeps." 
 
    Looking over her tea cup, Pretoria shook her head. "I can only sleep on my back." 
 
    Eva smiled down on her in bemusement. "A lot of things are changing for you, my dear. And I think you'll find a body in your state will take rest however it's presented, regardless." 
 
    There was nothing Pretoria could say to that, because she was asleep before she could open her mouth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie didn't drink coffee that often. Growing up, it had been a rare treat, served only on Sundays, or when company came over, which hadn't happened very often in the Brown household. And though there were many things about that time in her life she had let fall away, to change along with her as she grew older and into her own person, her coffee habit was one of the bizarre quirks that had stayed the same. 
 
    Vickie drank it like water, and Elise took it so thick and strong it was like a concentrate that any sane person would have diluted six or seven more times before drinking. She said it was the style on the Continent, with a fancy Italian name Millie could never recall without embarrassing herself. True or not, Millie was perfectly content letting the Continentals do things their way with no interference on her part. 
 
    As a result, Millie drank hers slowly, savouring it and letting the warmth and caffeine worm its way through her at a relaxed pace, rather than stabbing her in the chest all at once, the way Ivy's tea did. 
 
    By the time the rest of EVE came tramping down the stairs in a gabble of Russian and English, her cup was empty. 
 
    "Good morning," Millie said in time with Elise.  
 
    Vickie took her place beside Millie, the original ADAM-forged Coven together beside the new Russian one. The moment Yekaterina sat down, the hearth bloomed to life without her so much as looking at it. 
 
    The two Covens together formed EVE's beating heart. Its foundation. The new apprentices were technically a part of EVE as well, but still, to Millie at least, they were more like an auxiliary. The six of them at the table had been through too much together for it to be anything less than an ironclad circle. Closed, strong and without a beginning or end, the rest of EVE hung from them. They were sisters, in the old way witches had always seen themselves, and that's why they were the only ones at the table when the Longs came in with Selene and Ivy, to sit on the opposite side. Hekabe followed, circling the room a few times before deciding to curl up beside Anastasia. 
 
    They made their greetings, and more tea and coffee were served, everyone pouring for everyone else, 1,000 years of collective life counting for no more than 130. 
 
    Then Selene brought the room to attention, and it very much did. 
 
    "Our monthly brunch together has become one of my favourite traditions here," she said to universal nods and murmurs of agreement, "and I always find them refreshing, even rejuvenating. No magic, no pressure, just us." 
 
    Millie swallowed hard, and gripped Elise's hand without meaning to. The announcement the Russians were coming had started much the same way, and she now feared what came after a start like that. Change was change, and Millie could feel another one coming. 
 
    "But I have something to say today that… I never thought I would say, truth be told. Never in my wildest imaginings, even at the beginning of ADAM, when there was nothing but wild imaginings," Selene said with a wry smile.  
 
    No-one said anything. Millie wasn't even sure anyone else was breathing. She wasn't. 
 
    "Let me dispel the tension I've created then," Selene said, and cleared her throat. "I have… an invitation to extend." 
 
    A wall of brows furrowed in confusion prompted her to continue. 
 
    "EVE is going to Versailles." 
 
    Stunned silence. Even the house itself refrained from making any noise. The normal pops and creaks that came with the warmth of rising day paused, and the bricks that walled them in took stock of what Selene had just said. 
 
    She produced a folded sheet of paper from her sleeve. "On behalf of His Majesty's government, the witches of EVE are extended the opportunity to attend the signing of the treaty of peace between the Entente forces and Germany, bringing formal end to hostilities between them," Selene said, clear disbelief at the words clear on her face.  
 
    Victoria sat up straighter and cleared her throat. "I think I speak on behalf of all of us: why?" 
 
    The wave of nods that followed confirmed that she did. 
 
    "They couldn't wait to rid themselves of us," Vickie said. "They tossed us aside as an embarrassment, or worse, a threat. They authorised experimentation on us." Her steaming coffee froze into a solid block of ice so fast it cracked the china. 
 
    "The evidence at Mallory's court martial proved otherwise," Ophelia said carefully, but assuredly.  
 
    "How awfully convenient for them that Mallory took all of that responsibility on himself. I'd not thought him so ambitious," Vickie spat. 
 
    She, more than any of them, didn't buy the official story that Mallory had acted entirely on his own in searching out a way to counteract a witch's power. She was the only one to spend time in that asylum, and had seen first hand what had been done to Mary and Colette in their successful attempt to find out. As such, Millie had always deferred to believing her, even if none of them had seen any actual evidence to support why.  
 
    But there was very little that made Vickie outwardly furious, and anything connected to her time in the asylum was one of them. And Vickie, when she was angry, truly angry, was not the wild, punch-her-problems-until-she-was-exhausted tornado that Millie was, or the fiery explosion of light and heat that Yekaterina was.  
 
    Vickie was precisely the opposite. She slowed down, became cold; a methodical, merciless creature that broke a career criminal in five minutes alone with him; one who had not only stopped a bullet fired at her but fired it back. She was Millie's best friend, and a sister witch, but when she was given cause to pair her mind with her Manifest in anger, she could be terrifying.  
 
    Regardless, the only person Millie trusted more was Elise. So if she believed something, especially to to the degree that was hardening her features alongside Vickie's at that moment, Millie would believe it, too.  
 
    "So… why?" Millie asked.  
 
    As they awaited an answer, Vickie's eyes were the most dangerous type of angry: still. 
 
    "For our contributions to the war effort," Selene said. 
 
    "It's an apology, methinks," Ivy replied. "A way to get on our good side." 
 
    "In case they need us later," Eustacia said. "You, I should say." 
 
    "What about us?" Yekaterina said. "Russia signed a separate peace."  
 
    Svetlana shifted in her seat, her body language speaking of a deep disquiet. 
 
    Selene held her hands out wide. "They didn't specify. It just says that 'the witches of EVE' are invited to send a delegation of our choosing. I would presume you would be allowed to go if you wish." 
 
    "Versailles," Elise said quietly. Her face was almost as disquieted as Svetlana's, but in this case, Millie knew exactly why, and her grip on Elise's hand softened in sympathy. 
 
    Since she had left France three years ago, Elise has never been back. They had talked about it, about going to Paris together, but there had always been the fear that the war could start back up again and they would be trapped. Millie had long thought that an excuse, and to see the look on Elise's face confirmed it. If the war was truly over, then there was no reason not to return. 
 
    But as someone who had little desire to return home herself, Millie couldn't blame her. Home was where the pain was. Joy was here. 
 
    "You won't be expected to go," Selene said. "None of you have to, if you do not wish to. I leave it up to you, though we would rather not send the whole of either Coven." 
 
    "Why is that?" Katya asked. 
 
    Selene's features spoke before she did, and they were grave. "Because if the worst should come to pass, there must remain a seed from which we can re-grow." 
 
    It was the most beautiful way to say 'I don't want you to all die at once' that Millie could imagine. 
 
    But Elise gave no sign of having heard it. Her eyes wavered with indecision and memories that she still hadn't shared with anyone, even Millie. 
 
    "In addition," Eustacia began, "None of the six apprentices are going, which means they will be vulnerable, should someone choose to take advantage of your absence. So in addition, I will request that some of you stay to keep them safe." 
 
    "I will not go," Anastasia said immediately.  
 
    A wave of gratitude passed over the opposite side of the table, but it was with knowing sympathy for Anastasia's impossible position. The witch 'Alexandra Smirnova' could probably have gone with little incident, but the tiny chance that the very real, last secretly-surviving child of Tsar Nicholas II would be recognised in a place full of royals, rulers and diplomats was too great, and she had the presence of mind to realise it. 
 
    "And I am happy right here. I've seen France," Ivy said, turning her eye to Millie, Elise and Vickie. "Which leaves one of you three to stay. Or go." 
 
    "I will go," Elise said suddenly, looking up to Selene. "I must. You will need a translator, yes?" 
 
    "That means me, too," Yekaterina said. "Elise can't do all of it by herself." 
 
    "Merci," Elise said. 
 
    Millie swung her attention to her best friend. "I guess that means one of us stays." 
 
    "Go see France together. And have someone else pay for it, the way it should be," Vickie said with a wry smile, even if her eyes were still unhappy about why. Her smile faded to match them. "And keep them safe," she said, nodding at Elise and Yekaterina. 
 
    "Are you certain, Victoria?" Selene asked. "I'd thought you would want to bear witness to such an historic event. For personal reasons, besides." 
 
    "Whatever desire I may have is outweighed by who is extending the opportunity. If they wish to claw back some measure of goodwill from me, they can start with a genuine apology, not a bribe. Unless I am given sufficient cause to change my mind, I will stay." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Nastya, have you seen Sveta?" Katya asked Anastasia as the latter went about her knitting, sewing needles flashing in the sun of her bedroom window as she wove together something as-yet unidentifiable out of dark blue yarn. "She bolted as soon as breakfast ended. I'm worried about her." 
 
    "I saw her go out the back," Anastasia replied, "I thought she went out to the thinking path. Didn't she?" 
 
    "Unless she's on the other side of the airfield already, I didn't see her out there. Help me look for her, would you?" Katya said. 
 
    As the two of them made their way outside, Katya regarded the former princess, and the youngest member of their Coven. Though she was only seventeen, her eyes wore the years of middle-age. Brighter and more expressive than they had been just weeks earlier, they still didn't belong to the face they were set in. The circumstances of the brutal, cold-blooded execution of the Russian royal family the previous summer still wasn't widely known in the press, but in the course of coming to terms with it, she had made Katya privy to every horrifying detail. 
 
    Under the ruse of being moved to a safer location, the entire family had been led down into the basement of the safe house they'd been held in. The family and their close, personal staff had been made to wait in the dark until one of their captors came down and said a brief word about how they were 'sentenced to die' before the men who had been responsible for their safety opened fire. Anastasia's father, the tsar, her mother, three sisters and primary-school-aged haemophiliac brother were all gunned down in front of her, Anastasia only having been spared by the family jewels she had sewn into her corset for safekeeping deflecting the bullets. 
 
    She was still alive when she heard her would-be executioners debating whether to burn or bury her body. She Manifested before they could make a decision, vanishing into the Russian wilderness. 
 
    "How are you doing?" Katya asked. 
 
    "Fine. Why?" 
 
    "You have more reason than anyone to be upset at a reminder of what happened. I thought you might want to talk about it." 
 
    Anastasia's smile was small, but genuine. "Thank you, Katya, but no. I'm more worried about Sveta. I don't think she should go, either. Being around diplomats… what if she's recognised?" 
 
    "I think it's too late for that. She's been in the newspapers already." 
 
    "True. But her seeing them… she's too sensitive, I think." 
 
    It was an understatement, given Sveta's incredible Manifest, but Katya took Anastasia's meaning as intended, and nodded her agreement. "And Paris. She might be overwhelmed." 
 
    When they found her, it was in a place that it was both easy and difficult to be overwhelmed by: Ivy's greenhouse. Through the glass, they could see Sveta standing before a rose bush, staring out at nothing.  
 
    "Sveta?" Katya said, rapping on the door. Ivy was nowhere to be seen, so Katya let herself in, approaching Sveta from behind. "Are you all right?" 
 
    Sveta's long, auburn hair hung to the middle of her back, a fiery contrast to the muted colours she consistently wore now. The fabric was fine, and the flower patterns were complex enough to be interesting, giving her something to touch and focus on when she wanted or needed to, but bright colours would dazzle her in the sunshine, leaving beige to make her look perpetually drained. 
 
    Thankfully her green-and-gold eyes were as intensely colourful as ever, but when she turned them on the rest of her Coven, they were haunted. 
 
    "I never thought I would go back to that world," she said. "I thought this new Svetlana was the only Svetlana." 
 
    "You don't have to go," Anastasia said. "Stay here with me, Vita and Ivy." 
 
    Sveta shook her head weakly. "I think I need to. I can't call myself shut of something if I can't face it. That would mean the opposite, wouldn't it?" 
 
    "It doesn't have to be this way. You've barely talked about what happened to your family," Katya said, "but every diplomat in the world is going to be at Versailles, it'd be like learning to swim by jumping into the ocean." 
 
    Sveta nodded. "Maybe. Or maybe I need to stop hiding. Immunise myself by reminding myself of what happened. That's what you always say, isn't it, Katya? Little by little, take its power away." 
 
    "Reminded of what?" Anastasia asked before Katya could reply. 
 
    "Of the work my father did on behalf of yours," Sveta said. 
 
    Stop, Nastya, please, for the love of God, Katya thought, but only Sveta would have heard it, and the former princess plunged ahead regardless how loudly Katya screamed in her own head. 
 
    "But you said you enjoyed the traveling, the exposure to all the different languages and cultures." 
 
    Katya winced. 
 
    Sveta looked far away, through walls of glass and time itself. "That was before the war. Before the revolution. Father was one of the few holdovers the Bolsheviks kept when they took over. They needed his connections and personal relationships to help get us out of the war, and he agreed, to keep me and my mother safe." Sveta's fingers found the stem of the rose, the petals trembling in time with her heart. "But what they actually needed was someone to take the blame. They just needed to keep their promise to the people, and get the Empire out at any cost. No-one knew what the cost would be when my father started talking to the Germans, but when we found out, no-one wanted their name on it." 
 
    The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk had given away almost a third of Russia to Germany, along with most of its mining industry. They had been ruthless and exploitative terms, and not so much a treaty but a complete capitulation signed by a nation that had already imploded and was desperate to stop the bleeding in any way it could. 
 
    A blood-red petal shook loose and drifted down, drawing Katya's eye to the real blood seeping from Sveta's fingers as the thorns bit into her skin. 
 
    "They put no effort into it at all. Gave my father no support. They immediately framed it as German ruthlessness, that there was no better deal to be had, but they knew. They just wanted it over. So, believing that he was acting in good faith on behalf of Russia's new rulers, my father signed it. He did his duty." 
 
    Katya put her hand on Sveta's, trying to pull her fingers away from the tearing thorns, but they didn't relent. Sveta winced in pain, and there were tears in her eyes, but still she held on, still she bled. 
 
    "And as a reward, they took his life. The people in those territories blamed my father, and the soviets did nothing to disabuse them of that notion. They let those people tear him apart, and did nothing. They let him take the blame, started rumours about how he had sabotaged the negotiations to spite Lenin. Said his loyalty to your father and 'his war' made him want to make the soviets look as foolish as possible, to rob them of keeping their biggest promise to the people. And the people believed it. 
 
    "They sent us down there, on a 'fact-finding' mission. To help negotiate the displacement of thousands, to look the people in the eye as the Germans took their land and homes, and tell them face-to-face why it was good for them." 
 
    The soil was as quick to suck up Svetlana's blood as she was to give it, but in the end it remained black and cold. 
 
    "The people swung the weapons, but the soviets signed his death warrant. We were betrayed on every side." Sveta turned to her Coven, her eyes pleading for a help Katya didn't know how to give. "I wasn't with him and mother when they were butchered, and I Manifested too late to save them. Only when their murderers arrived at my door with intent to do the same to me. They said they'd come to take me to join my parents…" 
 
    Tears and blood, salt and iron spattered the dusty floor of the greenhouse. A place dedicated to life was forced to endure a story of death, and that it was Sveta's story felt like an utter perversion of both the location and their sister. Those beautifully alien eyes should never look as human as they did in that moment, Katya thought. Robbed of their gentility, their perception, they were mere windows then, into a pain that was horrifyingly familiar. The pain that had made all three of them who they were, and joined them as a Coven. 
 
    "Svetlana… I… there's nothing I can say," Anastasia said, her voice barely up to the task of such an admission.  
 
    "It's not your fault. My father served yours faithfully for over twenty years, even if he didn't always agree with the decisions he was asked to carry out. He did his duty to his king, and believed that signing that treaty on behalf of those who would later murder him would at least end the loss and suffering," Svetlana said, shaking her head. "For my sake, he believed. And it killed him." 
 
    "Sveta…" 
 
    "So that's why I have to go," Svetlana said, certainty suddenly solidifying on her features. "Versailles is the true end of my father's work, and I will see it done." Her hand wrenched free of the stem, and she looked down at the blood running freely from the four dark holes that had been punched in her pale skin, unimaginably painful for someone as sensitive as she. "No matter the cost to me, he deserves that much." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Whenever she was cross, Victoria inevitably found her way to The Shed. Exercising her magic had a calming effect on her that little else came close to replicating, even if she was forced to be more judicious with it than before. 
 
    "Good morning, Miss Ravenwood," said Martha Oswald, one of the new apprentices. With her short blonde curls and rosy cheeks, she looked even younger than her twenty years, like a primary school student that had snuck away from her lessons to see for herself what these witches were all about. 
 
    "Good morning, Martha."  
 
    She and two others were just getting ready for their practice time with one of the senior witches, but had yet to light the fires under their cauldrons or even set out their ingredients for the day. 
 
    As that senior witch was Millie today, Victoria didn't stop. She moved purposefully to her own work space, set apart from all the others, as her work required the most space. Bright red thread marked out the 'danger zone' around the perimeter, and it didn't take an apprentice long to find out why.  
 
    Though it was the only one to be visibly delineated from the others, to call her workspace private would be a gross exaggeration, but it had her desk, piled high with notes, surrounded by various pieces of rubbish and detritus that she performed her magical exercises with. 
 
    Largest among them was the other massive engine block that had been saved from the wreck of Juno. It was still the biggest engine Victoria had ever seen, but when she'd received it during the cleanup, it had hardly been recognisable. Scorched and cracked, it had been well beyond salvaging and destined for the scrapyard. But, both as a reminder of that day, and as a challenge, she had had it dragged out of the crater it had made when it fell to earth and brought here. 
 
    In two months of careful magic use, it was now as polished and whole as it had been the day it came out of the factory. In the light let in by the open doors, it gleamed, and Victoria still felt a sense of pride every time she looked at it. 
 
    What Elise did for bones and cuts, Victoria had done for solid metal, sealing the cracks by fusing the iron back together into a single block without need for any heat whatsoever, let alone melting it down completely and attempting to re-cast it. She had even gone so far as to scrape away the carbon scoring on the cylinder walls molecule by molecule, the same as she had done to the external burns and discolouration. 
 
    To the apprentices, it was a miracle, and the day-to-day progress an inspiration to them to keep trying, even if that had never been Victoria's intent. It was a pleasant byproduct, to be sure, but it had been meant for her, and her own designs.  
 
    Though the object was large, the work itself had been small. That had been the point, to use small amounts of magic over time, to train her body more effectively than the huge feats she had been doing because she didn't know any better. She was stronger, Elise had said as much, but there was still that nagging unknown now that made her hesitate to push herself.  
 
    So glorious had it been to discover her talent for magic, and that her Manifest should so closely hew to her own interests and strengths, that she had never stopped to think about what toll it might be taking. Until the Circus, there hadn't been any signs that there was any, she'd told herself. She'd written off the pain at the asylum as being solely from her self-inflicted head wound, but looking back, its stubborn refusal to heal should have made her question it more than she had.  
 
    The burst blood vessels in her nose and eye at the Circus were the reminders of how stupid she had been to ignore it. Though not nearly as dangerous as the head wound, it was a sign that when pushed to her limits, her body would still fail, even when she was completely healthy. She had three journals on this desk alone cataloguing her magic use, her feelings afterward, her health, every scrap of information she could think to write down to help ensure that it never came to that. She'd even learned to take her own blood pressure. But it was all still so new. There was no frame of reference for what was happening to her, or any of the other Manifested witches. No-one had written any of it down before. And though part of her thrilled at the idea that she was possibly pioneering an entirely new scientific discipline, the price that she had already paid for what little she knew had been high. What would more knowledge cost? 
 
    What if she were eager to pay it? 
 
    Victoria sighed. For all it had taken for her to get her mind as close to straight as she had, another frailty had taken its place. Another worry. 
 
    In her heart, and her mind, she knew that it was to be expected. No-one had ever done the things she could do, at least not that they had reliable records of. Every step she'd taken since her Manifest was into uncharted territory, and with that came risk; the same as all discovery had since the dawn of time. She was no exception. 
 
    But it was her own body. That she didn't know how it would respond to the demands she placed on it was, on good days, irritating.  
 
    On days like today, she chose to ignore it. 
 
    "Martha, Esther, Dorothy, come here please," Victoria called out. 
 
    "Yes, Miss Ravenwood?" Martha said when they arrived.  
 
    "How much would you estimate that engine block weighs? It's made of iron." 
 
    Esther looked at it in trepidation. "Several hundred pounds?" 
 
    "Close enough. More than you could lift, however." 
 
    "Of course," Dorothy said. 
 
    Nodding, Victoria looked away from the young women and down. Down into the metal, to the iron atoms themselves. The 26 protons clustered tightly against the 26 neutrons, and the 26 electrons whizzing around them at terrific speed. All perfectly arranged and balanced as they had been since they were forged in the heart of some long-dead star. 
 
    With a thought, she suggested they no longer be. 
 
    Magic surged into them, and those perfect distances between their parts began to shrink. Tighter and tighter she crushed them, squeezing away more and more of the empty space that lay within all matter.  
 
    When she was satisfied, she surfaced into the macro world, and the familiar disorientation washed over her before she could focus on the apprentices again. 
 
    They were staring at the ground. 
 
    There, on the same pallet, was the engine block still, only now it was four inches long. 
 
    "How about now?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "It looks like a toy!" Martha exclaimed, and rushed over to kneel beside it. "May I touch it?" 
 
    "Therein lies the lesson. What do you think?" 
 
    "Why not? It doesn't—" Martha reached toward it and there was a sudden crack of splintering wood. The tiny hunk of metal neatly snapped the slat it had been sitting on in half, crashing to the concrete and gouging out a tiny divot, sending concrete chips careening off the underside of the wood. 
 
    Martha yelped and fell over backwards in surprise, looking up at Victoria with a burning need for explanation. 
 
    "Because it retains the same mass, even though I made it smaller. Gravity is still acting on those hundreds of pounds, only now with a much smaller surface area over which to distribute that weight. If your fingers had been underneath it, they would have been crushed into paste." 
 
    Martha stared up at Victoria like she was mad. ""Why did you show me that? I'm not here to learn science." 
 
    "You're here to learn, full stop, Martha. That goes for all of you." Victoria gave them each a hard glance to emphasise the point. "Through science, I showed you just how dangerous even the most benign-looking act of magic can be. I gave you cause to be suspicious, yet you rushed right up to the result and almost lost your hand. I don't want to hear the words 'I'm not here to learn' from you ever again. That is all you are here to do." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Jesus, Vickie, are you sure your father was a professor?" Millie said as they strode away from a shell-shocked and bewildered-looking huddle of apprentices. Millie'd just come in to get started on their lessons to find that Vickie had already pulverised Martha's self-confidence into powder. It would be a long walk to get Millie to the point she could say she liked Martha, but the look on her face would be pitiful on anyone. 
 
    "Many of my father's students went on to become engineers. Engineers who don't pay careful attention kill people. And so can witches," Vickie said, her eyes shadowed. 
 
    "Those girls can barely make a soupy witchfog, let alone light, why are you acting like they're waving guns about?" 
 
    "Because the habits instilled early are the longest-lasting. Being here is a privilege, and they need to remember that." 
 
    "I don't recall you being quite the disciplinarian with me or Elise." 
 
    "You earned my trust by demonstrating your respect for your magic, and your limitations." 
 
    "And what happens when you send one of them away crying? Is she going to respect magic more? You're not your father, you're Victoria. He had training in this kind of thing. Let the actual teachers teach." 
 
    "Like you?" Vickie said coldly. 
 
    "I have yet to put a look quite like that on any of their faces, so yes, Professor. It takes more than just being able to shove more information into your brain than the next girl to be a good teacher. And by the way, I'm not acting hurt by that remark because I'm not. Something is wrong, so here is your chance to apologise and tell me what it is," Millie said, stopping just outside the door from The Shed that led to the residence. 
 
    Clad all in black on a June day, Vickie was like a void that sunlight would rather go around than bother in any way, but when she turned, her features were very human. "I'm sorry, Millie," she said. 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And… you're right. The announcement has troubled me more than I let on at breakfast." 
 
    "More? You snapped a cup in half." 
 
    "I know. It's…" Vickie crossed her arms over her chest, partially extruding her necktie out of her waistcoat. "Are we ever going to be free of ADAM? Of Mallory? After everything that's happened since we left, I had thought we were going to be able to move on. That perhaps Huxley was an anomaly, or the final death rattle of that time. I know, for you, it was where you met Elise, and truly got away from Aberdeen once and for all, but for me… I tried to kill myself, Millie." 
 
    Though it was something Millie knew only too well, Vickie had never actually come out and said it so plainly, and it struck right to Millie's very core, lancing across her heart with a blade as hot as tears. "I know," was all she could say. 
 
    "You, Elise, Katya… you've all helped me so much to get past it. To internalise and learn to live with it… but these constant reminders… it's like being fettered to my own corpse." 
 
    Millie winced at such a vivid metaphor, and tried to forget she'd heard it. "Well, I can confirm you are very much alive. And maybe it's like training, or practice. It can make you stronger if you have to face it down." 
 
    "I would like to think so," Vickie said. "But inside," she tapped her temple, the right one, Millie noted, "it's different. Training the body or magic makes you feel good afterward, and helps to ensure sufficient sleep. This… it comes to my dreams still." 
 
    "Are you still having nightmares?" 
 
    "Not like before, though they happen, and I still feel tremendous guilt over what I put you and Elise through." 
 
    There had been plenty of guilt felt on all sides already, and Millie was starting to resent the invitation herself for bringing it all back up again. That Vickie could talk about it so plainly should have been encouraging, but the fact she was having to at all hampered whatever positivity there might have been from it. "We've been over this; we've forgiven you, even when we said we didn't need to." 
 
    "I know. But every time ADAM comes up, it rips that wound open again. My suicide attempt, Colette, the asylum, the war… I just want to let it fade away, but circumstances will not allow it." 
 
    "The treaty, at least… the war will be over. Over over. Officially. Maybe this is the last time?" Millie said hopefully. "This is when the wound seals up for good?" 
 
    "I very much hope you are correct in that assessment," Vickie said. 
 
    Millie shrugged. "Well, even a broken clock is correct in its assessment twice a day," she said with a smile. 
 
    Vickie took her chastisement with grace and only the slightest twitch of her left eye. "You're far from a broken clock; you know precisely when to put me in my place." 
 
    "Often, it turns out." 
 
    "Don't push it," Vickie said. "Because I was about to say you also know when to ask, and when to listen, and that I very much appreciate it. But I don't think I can now." 
 
    "Oh. That would have been nice to hear." 
 
    "Wouldn't it have?" Vickie said, light once again returning to her eyes. 
 
    "Aye. What about that lot, though?" Millie asked, pointing a thumb back at The Shed. "Being left here with only Ivy and Nastya to run screaming to after you're done with them? They'll be gibbering wrecks by the time we get back." 
 
    "You say that, but rest assured it will be disciplined and articulate gibbering." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a small outdoor cafe in Bedford, Grace's cascade of tawny hair fluttered in rings and waves below the brim of her hat, long enough for the ends to be brightened by the sun. Where Katya was snow and ice, Grace was earth and heather. Soft browns and soft features to Katya's stark white and edges still hard from years of malnutrition. Grace cut a different silhouette to Katya, but dressed as she was in multiple thin layers, it was hidden beneath folds, drapes and creases of a pastel yellow that reflected just enough light into her eyes to let Katya see everything they had to say about what she was hearing. 
 
    "I don't know how long we'll be gone, exactly," Katya said. 
 
    "I'll be here when you get back," Grace said gamely, even if her eyes didn't. "And I'm not upset. I know what I signed up for with you." 
 
    Katya took her ribbing with a smile that hurt to put on. "Thank you." 
 
    "But," Grace peered out from the shadow of her enormous hat, "will you be all right?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Going back there. From what you've said, you don't have many happy memories of France." 
 
    "I hadn't thought about it. But it's Paris, not the east. Paris is beautiful, and I've never been to Versailles. I've heard it's very impressive." 
 
    "I'm sure it is." Grace stirred her tea unnecessarily. Then the truth that her eyes had held onto so tightly finally reached her mouth. "So you'll be staying with… one of them, then?" 
 
    "I don't think we'll be getting five rooms at the hotel, so yes. I hope you aren't… concerned about that." 
 
    "Just say 'jealous,' Katya. Don't talk around things with me like I'm a member of the press." 
 
    "Fair enough. I hope you're not jealous." 
 
    "Thank you. But would you blame me if I were?" Grace's smile was tight to the point of not being on speaking terms with her eyes. 
 
    "Yes. I've known them longer than you, and our relationships are very different." 
 
    "I know…" 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "You're comfortable with them," Grace said. "You won't be sitting in a chair next to Svetlana or Victoria's beds, will you?" 
 
    "We'll have two beds," Katya said. 
 
    "But if you don't?" 
 
    "We've talked about this. They're my sisters. It's different." 
 
    "But it shouldn't be, should it?" 
 
    "Yes, it should. You and I want… different things. Things I'm not ready for." Katya winced at how close she'd come to not saying 'and I.' Perhaps she shouldn't have.  
 
    "I know." Grace shook her head. "I know. And… I'm jealous. There, I said it." 
 
    "I'm sorry. I need time." Time she doesn't have, Katya thought. Time again. 
 
    Grace nodded. "And you'll have it." 
 
    Katya set down her cup. She looked across the table at Grace, at the confusion and hurt she never spoke of but wore behind her brown eyes. Also there, buried even more deeply, was doubt. 
 
    After so much soul-searching, her consulting with women far older and wiser than herself, Katya's own doubts crushed in on her, the weight of everything she'd been feeling (and couldn't feel, no matter how much she tried) all collapsed on her at once, forcing out of her mouth words that cut as though they had been made from razorblades.  "You don't have to, you know." 
 
    The doubt that had been buried in Grace's eyes punched right out of them, like a corpse brought back to life. "What does that mean?" 
 
    I don't know, was the honest answer, but not the one that would seal the wounds that were bleeding Katya white every moment of every day. 
 
    "Why should you sit around waiting for someone who's functionally immortal? You shouldn't be anchored to me, you should be living your life as you want to." 
 
    "How can you say such a thing? You think I'm not?" Grace's eyes narrowed. "You think I can't take it? 'Cause I'm not a witch?" 
 
    "I didn't say that…" 
 
    "You sort of did." 
 
    Katya sighed, throwing herself back in her chair to both get away from the hurt in Grace's eyes and because she couldn't support her own weight anymore. "This is all… very hard, Grace." Katya rubbed her eyes viciously, but they wouldn't clear. "I'm going to live a long time. A long time. I still can't fully accept it myself, and the idea that the best possible outcome is that I watch you grow old and die is… it's too much." 
 
    "Or, on the other hand, you get hit by a bus on the way home today, and I have to bury you. What about that?" 
 
    "I don't… I didn't think…" 
 
    "No, you didn't. France is a long way away, and a lot can go wrong between here and there. You may have centuries in theory, but you're just as likely to go early as anyone else, so don't think you can hold your immortality up like some foregone conclusion. Look at Inga." 
 
    Katya's eyes hardened in an instant, and she stared across the table in shocked disappointment. 
 
    "Sorry… I didn't mean it like that," Grace said. "But surely you see what I'm getting at? Nothing is guaranteed for any of us. It's my time to spend, so let me do so how I want to, all right? If I get bored, I'll let you know." 
 
    "Well, I appreciate the warning. I'll just live out the next four centuries heartbroken to keep that from happening, shall I? If I even remember you," Katya said. 
 
    The look on Grace's face was instantaneous and shattering, and Katya threw her hands around herself to keep from being pierced through the heart. 
 
    "I don't mean it that way. I can't—! It's…" A long, slow breath leaked out of Katya, and she had to force herself to plunge ahead. "Selene, Ivy, they have forgotten so much. They can't keep it all." She tapped the side of her head. "We aren't built for it. This early in my life, I don't know if I'll remember any of this. Arriving here, the Longs, even the Circus. Something of such magnitude now may not warrant being remembered over a long enough time… it saddens me. You've been so kind to me, so warm and caring… what if? What if I don't remember it? What if I can't remember it? Or worse…" Katya looked down at her hands, her unpainted thumbnails worrying each other with little clicking sounds. "My father outlived my mother by a decade. He was an emotional shell after my mother died, and there is a deep, secret part of me that will always believe there was some sliver of him that was glad when they pulled the trigger on the gun that killed him. I was there, and I watched the light go from his eyes." 
 
    A single tear slipped from Katya's cheek to darken a lonely spot on her brilliant blue dress. "He wasn't scared. I'd thought him brave for so long. Brave for his only child. But since I Manifested, and since spending time in the company of others like me, I think he might have been relieved. No more heartache, no more sorrow. His burdens lifted, knowing he would see her again. I think he fully expected me to follow him, and we would all be together. 
 
    "But I sold myself instead. Endured. Lived. I went through hell to survive, and now they have to wait." Katya's lips thinned into something that was not at all a smile, but a rueful expression of something she couldn't put words to. "Ten years. Fifty. A hundred? My parents awaiting me in heaven, looking down as I walk the earth an empty wraith, because I let my heart get away from me." 
 
    Grace said nothing, her face unreadable. 
 
    "I'd always thought Vita cold for never expressing interest in anyone. I've never asked her if it's by choice or by nature, but more and more I wonder if she might be right. I can't touch you, I can't hold you. I can't be what you want me to be. I may never be…" 
 
    Another dark spot sank into the sea of blue. 
 
    "I don't know what I'm saying. I don't know what I want. Or what I can handle." Katya looked across the table. "Say something. Please." 
 
    Quietly, Grace set down her cup. The china might as well have been cotton for all the sound it made. "You sound very confused," she said. 
 
    "I am," Katya admitted. 
 
    Grace nodded. "And I won't lie to you: you've hurt me. This," she tossed her finger back-and-forth between them, "what ever this is, hurts. I'm not practice, Katya. I'm not a stepping stone until you get your head together." 
 
    "I never said—" 
 
    "I can read between the lines. Work all the kinks out on someone who won't live a quarter as long as you, then run off to one of your witches. You think I'm disposable?" 
 
    "How on Earth did you come away with that impression?" Katya said, her raw, naked pain morphing into something else. 
 
    "Because you wouldn't be talking like this if you wanted to make it work," Grace said. "All I hear from you is a list of excuses why it won't, not reasons why it can, or that you're even trying to make it. If you want this to end, just say it." 
 
    "I don't know that I want that!" 
 
    "What do you want, then?" 
 
    "Time," Katya answered without thinking. "No, not want. I need— time." 
 
    "Time you think I don't have." 
 
    Katya shook her head, and the words she'd been so carefully guarding broke free of their shackles and spilled out of her all at once. "This was too early. I thought I could… I wanted the chance." 
 
    "There we have it," Grace said. "Wanted. Past tense. Sounds like you took your chance already." 
 
    "Grace, please don't do this to me. Everything has changed so much so fast—" 
 
    "To you?" Grace snapped. "To you? According to you I'll be dead in ten minutes, so what about me? What about what I want?" 
 
    "This?" Katya gestured to herself. "This confused, broken immigrant witch who's about to leave for weeks on end, and even when she's here, isn't really here, is she? You want that?" 
 
    "I thought I did. But you've made an excellent case against her." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie bounded up the front stairs to the residence after a long evening patrol. Her legs were tired, but they still responded like they were brand-new, and she didn't even need half the steps before she laid hand on the door and flung it open. 
 
    Elise was already home. 
 
    After their talk, she'd promised to make an effort to be home early one day a week to start, and today was that day. They weren't even going to bother eating first, and Millie made directly for the stairs. 
 
    But the moment her hand touched the bannister, she heard a distinct, heavy thunk come from the dining room and she paused. She'd heard that sound enough as a child to know exactly what it was, and a tense fear clamped down on her as to the why. 
 
    The sound of a liquor bottle striking wood was one that echoed in her dreams still, though not as much as before, one that meant something bad was about to happen; that she was about to lose a little more respect for the one who had made it. 
 
    Shaking her head clear, Millie turned from the stairs to face the light coming from under the dining room door. This wasn't that home. It was her new one, and though it may have been true on some unseen, unspoken level before, now, here, she knew that sound had been made because something bad had already happened. 
 
    There was a Manifest there, and although Millie didn't know who it was, it didn't matter. One of her sisters was in pain, and she pushed open the door to be there for her.  
 
    Sitting all alone at a table for twelve with a half-empty bottle was Yekaterina. Her hair was disheveled, her eyes limned in pink. The dignified, graceful Yekaterina that the world knew was nowhere to be seen, her slender fingers wrapped around the short crystal glass as she sat hunched, staring out the darkened window at her own reflection. 
 
    There now was only the private Yekaterina, the one only her sister witches ever got to see. This was not the outward face of EVE, nor the Firebird, it was a young woman in so much pain that she was willing to inflict even more on herself to try to forget it for a few blissful hours of inebriation and eventual unconsciousness. 
 
    Either so drunk or so lost, Yekaterina gave no indication she knew she was now sharing a room with someone until Millie spoke.  
 
    "Are you all right?" she ventured, not knowing what else to say to a face as drawn as the one she was seeing. 
 
    "I thought I was stronger," Yekaterina said slowly, her words slurred, her accent thicker. "I thought I could force it, make myself feel it. I did force it… and I broke." 
 
    Yekaterina's ice-blue eyes were always so strong, so fierce; crystals that served to focus the incredible power that lurked behind them, but when they swung up to Millie, they were merely circular piles of shattered glass. The lids over them were swollen nearly shut, her makeup smeared in streaks and slashes where she'd been rubbing them.  
 
    "I was stupid. Stupid. And now you get to see what it looks like when the Firebird crashes to earth. I'm sorry you have to see me do this, Millie."  
 
    This was thrown directly against the back of her throat and was gone in a single swallow. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Millie said. 
 
    When Yekaterina had first arrived, Millie had thought of her as the Ice Queen, clad all in white, with hair the colour of freshly-fallen snow. When her Manifest turned out to be the exact opposite, it made her even more imposing; the single, distilled essence of both fire and ice. But now, the ice was melted, the fires banked. She was just a woman, mortal and vulnerable. 
 
    Yekaterina nodded her thanks, throwing back another glass without a grimace. "I thought I was ready. Coming here, being with you, I felt… real. Whole again. And Grace came along with that smile of hers, that charm… I really thought I could take that last step. I had friends, a future. Stability. Finally, stability. What else to top it off but a pretty girl?" she laughed mirthlessly. "I forgot it's more than that. Not that I ever knew." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Millie asked. If Yekaterina was talking, she wasn't drinking, and that was all Millie wanted in that moment. Self-destruction through alcohol was a tune she'd heard before. 
 
    "I've never been with anyone long enough. I had… affairs… I couldn't be seen with a man, unmarried, or with a woman… at all. So, I had short trysts in the dark. Invisible indulgences in far away places were all I was allowed, so that's all I'd ever taken. Never," she waved a hand towards the window, "that. I was stupid to try. I should have listened to this," she thumped her chest over her heart, hollow and booming, "but, at least this one ended the same as all the others, so I have that familiarity, at least." 
 
    Millie pulled out the chair opposite Yekaterina and fell into it. Her own story was similar, if not quite as risqué. Millie had zealously guarded her own heart, unwilling to allow herself to feel anything beyond simple attraction until she met Elise. To know someone as strong as Yekaterina had felt much the same, only to be proven so wrong shot a sympathetic pain through Millie's chest. "How so?" 
 
    "They all ended as I left…" Yekaterina spun her hand, "…wherever it was they lived. I arrive, a torrid day or two, and then leave. Neat. Tidy." She threw back another glass. "Not like this. The one time I tried, when there was no reason for it to be cut short, there was every reason. I tried to ignore it, and I hurt her. Stupid," she muttered, her snow-white hair falling about her eyes.  
 
    "Not stupid. Optimistic," Millie said. 
 
    "Ha! You're very generous. No, I was stupid. I lied to myself, and her because of it. I tried to force it. To make my body do what I knew it wasn't ready to do. Make myself feel what I couldn't. It was a test, and I failed. And hurt a good woman in the process. She didn't deserve that." 
 
    "Neither did you, by the sound of it," Millie said, reaching for the bottle. When she brought it to her nose, she recoiled and all but threw it back. "You been nicking petrol?" 
 
    "Old habits," Yekaterina said. She paused, staring off into nothing. "You and Elise always look so happy…" 
 
    "We have our ups and downs," Millie said. 
 
    "Hundreds of years… Do you think I can be that happy some day?" Yekaterina asked in a voice so small it hadn't sounded like it came from her at all. It was fragile and wavering, on the verge of breaking altogether. 
 
    "I do," Millie said. "You should be. After everything you've done, and are still doing, for Vickie, Sveta and Nastya, you deserve to be happy, too." 
 
    "Thank you." She regarded Millie a moment. "I can see what Elise sees in you." 
 
    Millie cleared her throat. "Ah, hm… this is all her doing. I wasn't always good at talking about things." 
 
    "That may well be, but she saw something in you." 
 
    "Tall, gangly ginger, what's not to like?" Millie said. 
 
    "Ginger?" Yekaterina asked, her confusion amplified by alcohol. "The spice?" 
 
    "No, me. Freckly redheads. It's a slang term." 
 
    "Ah. Well, she's very lucky. And so are you. She practically ran up the stairs when she got home. She's waiting for you," Yekaterina said, tossing a hand at the door. 
 
    "I know," Millie said, heat rising to her face. 
 
    "And here I am, keeping you apart. But… one thing— can you do one thing for me?" Yekaterina asked suddenly, her neck and face flush with more colour than Millie had thought it possible for her to show. 
 
    "Could do," Millie replied hesitantly. She would consider herself lucky if the request of someone as many sheets to the wind as Yekaterina was only awkward.   
 
    But when Yekaterina looked at her next, there was a fierce earnestness smouldering in her gaze that made Millie forget for a moment how drunk she was. Whereas Vickie's intensity was always cold, Yekaterina's burned hot, and it roiled in her eyes, almost hot enough to burn away the pain that it shared them with. Almost.  
 
    "You never let her go, Millie. You hold her tight, and you love her with everything you have. Be happy together." 
 
    "That I can do," Millie said, unable to shake how guilty it made her feel in the face of Yekaterina's misery. 
 
    "Good." Yekaterina sat back, smiling a lopsided smile. "Go to her. I'll be fine here." 
 
    "You're sure? If you need someone to talk to—" 
 
    "Yes. Go, you big-hearted… ginger. Elise needs you more than I do. Take the bottle with you though, please. I've done enough damage tonight." 
 
    Millie stood and did as she was asked, snatching up the bottle before Yekaterina could change her mind. "Well, good-night, then," she said. 
 
    As she passed Yekaterina, the Russian's hand shot out to snag Millie by the sleeve. "Thank you for listening," she said. "You're a good woman, Millie. I'm… very happy I share this house with you." 
 
    Millie couldn't bring herself to smile, but she could nod and give Yekaterina a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder. "I'll see you in the morning." 
 
    The door swung shut, leaving Yekaterina alone with her her demons. 
 
    But as Millie left, there was just enough spark in Yekaterina's eyes that she pitied them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting cross-legged at the head of her bed, Victoria stared down at the other end. Wedged between the mattress and the frame was a ratty old textbook, hideously out-of-date and a scourge to the intelligence of anyone who might accidentally come across it.  
 
    For her, it had some sentimental value, as it was the very same one she had picked up in the asylum library that had triggered the first hints of her love of science when she had lost her memory. 
 
    There were five pencils embedded in it. 
 
    She had been doing so well. The memories of that place were finally moving into the background and losing their hold on her. Mentally, she was as strong she she had been since she'd left, and she was finally beginning to re-discover who the 'normal' Victoria Ravenwood was.  
 
    After the interviews, the pieces written about the revelation of EVE, and magic's, existence, the kind words said to her by the women of Longstown and in the letters she'd received, Victoria was even starting to like herself again. Even her note-taking was helping with that; her entire life had turned into a research project, allowing her to test hypotheses and experiment at will, even if there would be no formal accreditation of it. She, uniquely, was developing a scientific approach to something that had been folklore only a few years earlier. 
 
    But all it took was another reminder of the asylum, and what had happened there, to take a hammer to that confidence, and now she was taking out her need to defend it on the textbook. 
 
    Four more pencils were laid out on her bed in front of her, and she seized one with her mind, lifting it up to levitate a few inches above her blankets.  
 
    With a flick of willpower, she sent it rocketing straight forward, where it struck dead-centre and stuck fast, fragments of paper exploding out the other side. The force necessary to do so was considerable, but not enough to bring her worry about her health. She scratched a few notes all the same.  
 
    "Heart rate unchanged. Vision unchanged. No dizziness. No bleeding. No perspiration," she said aloud as she wrote with an engraved fountain pen, different enough to make certain she didn't accidentally destroy a writing implement she actually needed. 
 
    The next pencil would be more difficult. This one she lifted up, but moved towards the book slowly, like it was being pulled through the air by a lethargic ghost. When it touched the threadbare, worn cover, Victoria looked into both of them down to their most fundamental level, the level of the atom.  
 
    Countless numbers of them jiggled and shook, vibrating at the ambient temperature of her bedroom. But she didn't care about their movement, she cared about their arrangement.  
 
    Down on that impossible scale, the book was utterly gigantic, to the point it was unrecognisable. It was the entire world, with no shape to speak of, only what seemed like infinite distance in every direction she turned her consciousness.  
 
    The pencil, made of many more materials, was an enormous, multi-layered cylinder as wide as a galaxy, and she could feel from the beautiful, neat arrangement of carbon at its centre, all the way to the artificial complexity of the paint on the exterior.  
 
    With practiced deftness, she nudged the latticework arrangement of both until they were aligned just so, and she willed the enormity of the pencil forward. 
 
    Precisely the way she had designed them to do, the pencil moved through the book, though this time without the violence of kinetic energy, but with the smooth efforts of magic's influence over matter, weaving atom past atom, never touching.  
 
    Page by page, Victoria minutely shifted and slid the matter that made up the paper and the ink, the accumulated dust and fingerprints, the myriad other materials that got mixed up in a book that had been read first by children, and then the mentally impaired.  
 
    Once again, it helped Victoria remember how much she loved not only science, but magic. She was forged of both, and one influenced the other within her until they were one and the same.  
 
    Integrated as she had made them, so were the pencil and the book, now. 
 
    When the still-pointed tip emerged out the other side, Victoria let go. 
 
    Re-adjusting her senses from the impossibly-small to what, for a moment, felt impossibly large always took a moment, and so she sat still, letting herself remember what it was like to be enormous again. Discombobulated, she felt heavy and ungainly, restricted to a narrow sheath of meat and water, not the soaring, free-floating entity she felt like when she went down into the atomic world. 
 
    When she finally felt like Victoria again, she opened her eyes, looked down at her handiwork and smiled. The book would never be opened again, but what was inside didn't matter, only what it represented.  
 
   
  
 

 Not only was she conquering her fear, her memories, she was learning as she did it, and there was nothing more she could ask from her experiences than that. 
 
    Her ears were sluggish to return to normal however, and the knock at her door was like the sound of the world ending; three thunderous booms that made her throw her hands over her ears and shy away from the sound. 
 
    "Victoria?" said a voice on the other side; completely the wrong pitch, it sounded like a demon. 
 
    Shaking her head clear, Victoria unfolded herself and went to the door. She opened it to find Anastasia standing there with a perplexed look on her face. "Yes?"  
 
    "Selene requires you in the drawing room," the younger witch said, her eyes having to constantly re-focus on Victoria's face every time she blinked.  
 
    "What is it? Is everything all right? You look… out of sorts." 
 
    "She's with someone I've never seen before," Anastasia said oddly, her brow pinched together as if she weren't sure those were the words she wanted. The next ones were spoken with utmost assuredness. "I don't like strangers in our house."  
 
    Neither did Victoria. "Who is it?" 
 
    "I don't… know. She feels like a witch, though." 
 
    "A new witch? Is she young?" 
 
    Anastasia shook her head. "I don't think so." 
 
    As Victoria's senses re-aligned, she could sense her, too. There was a indeed a new, foreign presence in the house. 
 
    Another Manifest. 
 
      
 
    "Come in," Selene said. 
 
    As amusing as it may have been for Victoria to make her first impression by walking through the door, she refrained, and made use of it the same way everyone else did. 
 
    Seated at the table by the window was Selene, and the new witch. 
 
    So many of the witches at EVE had some remarkable aspect to their appearance; Millie's height, Katya's snow-white hair, Svetlana's unnerving eyes, but the woman sitting across from Selene was the most unremarkable person Victoria had ever seen. Looking at any one part of her made the rest of her appearance simply fall out of Victoria's memory, and she had to look back to remember what the woman looked like. Brown hair? But was it dark, or did it have highlights? Her eyes were… Victoria had to look again. 
 
    "Hello, Victoria," the woman said. Even her voice sounded like everyone and no-one. It was unique, as all voices were, but also so familiar that Victoria would have sworn she sounded like Ivy. Or was it Selene? 
 
    "Hello," Victoria said, the beginnings of a headache squeezing the back of her eyes. 
 
    "Forgive me, the effect will wear off in a bit," the woman said. "I'm Octavia." 
 
    "Pleasure to…" Victoria winced, but her eyes soon started to focus, as if she had been seeing double until now. Blinking madly, she was finally able to stand looking directly at the stranger. "…meet you." 
 
    "She is a strong one," Octavia—Selene—Octavia said.  
 
    "As I said," Selene intoned into her tea. 
 
    Now that her senses were under control again, Victoria could see that even though the overwhelming disorientation had passed, Octavia was utterly normal-looking, save for her eyes, which were the same sort of non-colour gray that Selene and Niamh had. 
 
    "What was that?" Victoria asked.  
 
    "Not one for small talk, is she?" 
 
    "You overwhelmed my senses, and I wish to know why. In my disorientation, you could have taken advantage of me, and I should like to know how to respond to someone who would enter my home and behave in such a manner," Victoria said.  
 
    Octavia raised an eyebrow and mouthed a little 'wow' to Selene. "A spitfire with a brain, I like that. Well reasoned, Victoria. I agree. That was my Manifest." 
 
    Victoria stood rock still and silent, letting Octavia determine whether she would earn her trust or not. 
 
    "My line of work is only possible because of it, you see." 
 
    Victoria crossed her arms. 
 
    "Octavia, she isn't going to play your games. Just tell her, for Morrigan's sake," Selene said. 
 
    "You dress the same, I suppose I should have guessed you'd equally lack for a sense of humour. So dour, the both of you," Octavia said as more of an aside to herself. "I'm a messenger, you see. I go where I want, when I want, because nobody can remember what I look like. Non-witches will piece together an idea from their memories of others, not from any visual evidence. Useful, no?" 
 
    "A sort of…social invisibility," Victoria said, her need for understanding overwhelming her emotional reaction. 
 
    "So you see, it wasn't on purpose. It's quite passive. Apologies if it made you uncomfortable; I had to see for myself," Octavia said. 
 
    "See what?" 
 
    "Poor Alexandra was still befuddled even after serving tea and being asked to fetch you. I imagine she still was when you saw her?" 
 
    Victoria nodded. It explained a great deal. 
 
    "It took you 20 seconds," Octavia said, holding up a pocket watch Victoria hadn't noticed. "A new record." 
 
    Not in the mood for flattery, Victoria changed the subject. "What kind of messenger?" 
 
    "Ah, well, that requires tea, I think," Octavia said, and gestured to one of the empty chairs. "Join us, won't you?" 
 
    Taking the seat closest to Selene, Victoria sat down, watching carefully as Octavia poured the tea. Surreptitiously checking the cup at the molecular level, Victoria didn't find anything that shouldn't be there. 
 
    "Your suspicion is unwarranted," Selene said. "She's here on official business." 
 
    Stirring in her two sugars, Victoria sat back and awaited explanation. 'Befuddled' was a word that should never apply to her, and the residual resentment left her feeling uncooperative. 
 
    "I understand you have chosen not to go to France," Octavia said. "I would ask you to reconsider." 
 
    "Any particular reason? I've made my choice." 
 
    "Because you don't strike me as the type who likes to be told what to do. If you reconsider, I won't have to." 
 
    Victoria nearly choked. "Pardon?" 
 
    Selene set down her tea with as much grace as she could manage, but it was clear even she was losing her patience. "Octavia, stop. You've never been as clever as you think you are, and your office won't protect you from people who have no idea it even exists. If you want these young witches to adhere to the old ways, you have to start giving them a reason to, not insinuating consequences if they don't." 
 
    Octavia looked between them, her mercurial eyes weighing what was arrayed opposite them, and her features softened. "Very well. What has Selene told you about other witches, Victoria?" 
 
    "Not a great deal. We seem a rather private lot." 
 
    "Ha! Not incorrect," Octavia said. "You know about the Councils?" 
 
    "I know the last one was before the French Revolution, and that Selene and Ivy were there." 
 
    Octavia nodded. "And do you know what was decided at that Council?" 
 
    "I do not." 
 
    "That witchcraft, witches, and magic were to be made secret. That all of us, everywhere, should hide away and remove ourselves from the affairs of the world. It was agreed upon unanimously," Octavia said, looking directly at Selene. "So imagine our surprise to see this—" 
 
    From her worn leather bag, Octavia produced a newspaper. 
 
    Taking up half of the front page was a slightly grainy photograph. Looking out from it was Victoria, along with Millie, Elise, Katya and Svetlana. Above them were the words: 
 
      
 
    HEROINES OF LONGSTOWN 
 
      
 
    "Care to explain?" 
 
    "The article does a decent enough job of it," Victoria said. 
 
    "Indeed. 200 years of secrecy, all gone in moments. You chose to use your magic publicly." 
 
    "I chose to save the lives of hundreds of people," Victoria said.  
 
    Selene smiled. 
 
    "One witch was killed; a Manifested witch at that. Inga Tupoleva. You dropped an airship on her." 
 
    Victoria swallowed. "Would you care to rephrase that?" 
 
    "Not particularly." 
 
    "You weren't there, and you don't know what happened. I've made my peace with the events of that day, and I won't be baited by a stranger into changing that. So state plainly why you're here or leave." 
 
    Octavia stared across the table for a long moment, slowly sitting back in her chair.  
 
    She smiled. 
 
    "I like you, Victoria. Bring that attitude to the Council, there are plenty who could do with hearing it." 
 
    "I'm sorry? What Council?" 
 
    "The one that is going to be held in France. The first one in 200 years, and you're coming." 
 
    "How charmingly presumptuous," Victoria said, taking a sip of tea. 
 
    "I think not, as you're the reason." Octavia pointed between Victoria and Selene. "It was thought you might like to defend yourself, and your decision. There are going to be a lot of questions, and a lot of rumours going about if you aren't there to quash them. There are a lot of witches arrayed against you, but I can see your rhetorical skills being a match for them." 
 
    Victoria knew an attempt to appeal to her nature when she heard it, and didn't rise to Octavia's transparent attempts. "I'm sorry, Millie and Elise are already going. One of my Coven has to stay here. Perhaps if you'd come sooner…" 
 
    "Millicent's not going," Octavia said flatly. 
 
    "What? Who are you to decide that?" Selene said. 
 
    "She's one of Niamh's, and not welcome. Personally, I understand the necessity of witches like them. I spend a lot of time alone, relying solely on my Manifest. If I had someone with a magic sword at my back, I would feel a lot better." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "Violence, of course," Octavia said, as if it were perfectly obvious. 
 
    "Are you unaware of what I am capable of?" 
 
    "Your Manifest is not expressly violent. It is, expressly, a fundamental unity with the laws of the natural world. There is many a witch that would like to meet you." 
 
    "I won't betray Millie that way," Victoria said. "She's my closest friend, and I will not countenance taking this away from her." 
 
    "You're not doing any such thing. You are expected to appear before the Council that is being held expressly because of you and your actions. Yekaterina also had a major hand in those events, and she is coming, as well. You're not going to put out Millicent, you are coming at the behest of your sister witches on the Continent. The core Covens are quite concerned about you," Octavia said. 
 
    "Flattering. Yet I have neither met them, nor sworn any sort of allegiance to them. I don't even know for certain that they exist." 
 
    "Granted, but that doesn't change anything. Millicent isn't going, Victoria. There's no betrayal there. It's not up to you." 
 
    "It is whether I go or not." 
 
    "That is your right, of course. But to refuse them would be unwise," Octavia said that was irritatingly matter-of-fact. 
 
    "And why is that?" Victoria asked, letting her ire slip from its scabbard just enough to show the stranger how sharp it was. 
 
    "I'm sure you have many questions you'd like answered, ones Selene has been unable to do for you? There are witches in the core Covens twice her age, imagine the knowledge stored away in those withered old heads." 
 
    "I see you think you know me. A specific example might prove somewhat more convincing." 
 
    "They probably know what happened to your tattoos, for one," Octavia said. 
 
    Victoria glanced down at her arm without meaning to. "And how would you know about that?" 
 
    "Ah, well, that would be Selene," Octavia said. "For all her differences she may have with the Crones, she has done her duty in keeping us updated on the status of your Manifests." 
 
    The blood drained out of Victoria's face, and she turned to Selene, who looked as upset as Victoria had ever seen her. 
 
    Octavia smiled. "She hasn't told you?" 
 
    "It was to ensure our history is preserved," Selene said tightly.  
 
    "You… told… others about me? About… what else?" 
 
    "Don't blame her, child. The Council has records on every Manifested witch for the last 1,000 years. You're too rare to not keep track of." 
 
    Victoria considered Octavia a moment before the latter's teacup suddenly disintegrated, her tea falling all at once to splash across her lap. She leapt from her seat, frantically swiping at her dress with her hand. Her napkin had caught most of the tea, sparing her any burns, as had the fact the tea was already slush by the time she touched it. 
 
    The edges of her sleeves stained as brown as the splotch on her dress, she looked at Victoria in frightened incomprehension. 
 
    "If you're so curious about my Manifest, address me as 'child' again," Victoria said, every word a frozen wraith in search of a heart to stop. 
 
    Octavia's mouth worked before a sound came out. "Are you going to let her speak to me that way, Selene?" 
 
    Victoria knew Selene was looking at her then, but her eyes were too busy boring holes into Octavia and she couldn't see with what expression on her face. 
 
    But she heard it. 
 
    "Yes. I will not tolerate you, of all people, coming here and talking down to one of my pupils. To say nothing of your repugnant attempts to drive a wedge between us." She turned to Victoria. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you. I'd thought it a formality, the way things had always been done. I never imagined it would be wielded as a weapon." 
 
    "A discussion for another time," Victoria said. "As for you, Octavia, I find your manner odious and unpalatable, and if you are the one this Council has chosen to make known their wishes, I see no reason to expect any better from them. So if you have said what you have come to say, I wish you good day." 
 
    Victoria stood to leave, nodding to Selene as she turned towards the door. 
 
    "A shame about Colette," Octavia called to her back. "You were there when she died, too, weren't you? That must be an awful weight on your conscience." 
 
    "I suppose you knew her, did you?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "I did. So far from home, Stripped, dying all alone." 
 
    "Stripped?" Victoria said over the keening in her ears. 
 
    "She was severed from her magic, yes? It's called being Stripped. And you watched." 
 
    Selene shot to her feet so fast the table shook, rattling the tea service. "Enough!" 
 
    Victoria held out her hand. "It's all right. A rather transparent attempt to get under my skin. Appropriate for someone who's supposed to be invisible," she said. "Driving a wedge between you and I, and again with Millie. Mentioning Colette. You've done your research, Octavia, so you have the advantage of me there; I know nothing of you, nothing I can hold over your head to bait you into doing as I wish. I can't threaten you without bringing down any more scrutiny, though I could open a hole in the earth and let you fall in, never to be heard from again. Your line of work must be dangerous; they must be expecting for there to come a time you fail to come back. 'She vanished, no-one can remember seeing her.'" 
 
    Octavia swallowed, her throat working; it didn't take Svetlana to see it was one of her worst fears. 
 
    "I won't do that, Octavia." Victoria stepped towards the older witch, snatching a teacup from the table as she did. She held it up so Octavia could see it clearly, cradling it in her upturned palm. With a mental flick, she gave it to gravity, letting the solid ceramic fall through the flesh of her hand to shatter on the floor. "But I could." 
 
    "Enough, Victoria. You've made your point," Selene said, placing her hand on Victoria's shoulder. 
 
    It was such a simple act, but one that Selene had never done before. One of necessity, Victoria knew, given the cold fury that was coursing through her, and one of genuine concern. But with the tone of Selene's voice and the casualness of her touch, it hadn't been of teacher to student, but of peer to peer. 
 
    Victoria leaned into it, and let herself be pulled away from Octavia, who looked between the two of them with an unreadable expression on her face. 
 
    "I apologise, Victoria," Octavia said. "I misread you." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    "But it doesn't change anything. The Council still expects to see you. And," Octavia held up a hand to ward off the assault she saw coming, "you may not have another chance to make your case. The case for EVE. Get the rules changed, win over support. Work with them, rather than against them. EVE can be the vanguard of enormous change, Victoria, and you can help steer it. You can't do it from here, though. You have to go to them." 
 
    "That is a far more intriguing argument," Victoria admitted. "I will think on it." 
 
    Relief visibly flooded through Octavia, and the tension that had been keeping her rigidly straight waned. Her shoulders slumped, letting her breathe for what seemed like the first time since she'd stood up. 
 
    "Millie would be furious," Victoria said to Selene. "And rightly so." 
 
    "If you wish, I will tell her that you have no choice. That this is an irrefutable summons, and it's out of your hands," Octavia said. 
 
    Victoria shook her head. "No. If I choose to go, I will tell her myself." 
 
    Octavia let out a long breath. "You're a good friend, Victoria. Something many witches don't have." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Having the doors open to The Shed when magic was happening was something that still took some getting used to. Katya couldn't say for sure that she had yet, and just having magic exposed to sunlight felt like it was somehow going to be undone by the fact. 
 
    Seeing her own face in magazines and newspapers was one kind of exposure, but doing magic essentially outside was another kind altogether. For her whole life, for all of their lives, magic had been a secret, done in the dark and away from prying eyes. Now, any LAC worker who happened by could look straight in and see not only magic, but people failing at it. 
 
    It was only the small people-doors for now, but come the height of summer, or if the concoctions of inexperienced witches got out of hand, it might be the bigger ones, leaving them even more open to the elements, and a world that wasn't used to seeing magic being practiced. Or existing. 
 
    As it was, it was the Russian Coven's turn to help out the apprentices, but daylight made seeing the dim results of their efforts even more difficult.  
 
    So did Katya's hangover. "That's good, Edith," she said, her teeth parting just wide enough to let the air out.  
 
    Sweat was pouring from Edith's forehead, and it looked like her brain was trying to force her eyeballs out of her face in an attempt to leap out at the problem it was trying to solve, but there was a tiny trickle of magical energy in her hand. 
 
    Not yet coherent enough to be a ball, it was more like a fog, or a blob, of energy in the cup of her hand. Dark red, the lowest energy colour. Yellow was the average most non-Manifested witches could produce, but they all started at red.  
 
    The little crimson blob was fuzzy on the edges, wavering and undulating as Edith tried to dial in her control as she fed it energy from within herself. 
 
    "Don't worry about brightness, that comes with strength. Focus on control first. Shape it," Katya said, springing a spherical white witchlight from her fingertip. Edith's eyes shifted over to look at it as it morphed into a more ovoid shape, flattening out sideways.  
 
    The ovoid began to rotate slowly at first, then began picking up speed, flattening out even more until it was a thin disc. Never so much as wavering in colour, its spun faster and faster until it flew apart into a glowing white thread. Like a curious serpent, the thread coiled up on itself to 'look' straight at Edith. 
 
    "That's amazing!" Edith exclaimed. 
 
    "It's control. This doesn't take power," Katya nodded at the little construct, "it takes focus." The witchlight thread creature spiralled upwards until it was just a thin line, and then, from the top down, began to dissolve, tiny white sparks raining down until it was gone completely.  
 
    "I'll never be able to do tha'," Edith said at her little pool of witchfog. 
 
    "Neither could I until two weeks ago," Katya admitted. 
 
    Vita's flying witchlights had just been the beginning. With a renewed interest in what could be done with them, Katya had turned her attention to shaping it, the same way she did fire. Her arcane flames had been far easier, almost instinctual, compared to witchlight, which had come as a surprise. 
 
    So had the fact she could manage it with a headache that threatened to split her skull in half. But for Edith, she could persist. "Even for a Manifested witch, there is much to learn. Never stop learning." 
 
    "Miss Ravenwood says the same thing." 
 
    "Of course she does." It was probably on the Ravenwood family crest.  
 
    "Don't think about that boy that lives above the baker's, focus on this," Sveta said to a blanch-faced Esther Williams. She shook her head. "No, Victoria is the strict one." 
 
    "I can't do this anymore!" Esther shouted suddenly, tears bubbling in the corners of her eyes. Her tiny witchlight vanished, and she stomped angrily away a few paces before turning on Sveta. "I hate it when you do that! Stay out of my mind!" 
 
    She disappeared out the door. 
 
    Sveta looked thunderstruck. Her lips were moving, but no words were coming out, and she looked after Esther in abject confusion. 
 
    "Excuse me," Katya said to Edith, and went over to Sveta. "What was that about?"  
 
    "I didn't… she…" Sveta muttered, but couldn't manage to complete a thought. 
 
    "Come for a walk," Katya said in Russian. She didn't make it an invitation. 
 
    When they were outside, Sveta barely looked up as she strode directly for the thinking path along the fence. 
 
    "Explain," Katya said, her headache giving the word far more bite than she'd intended. 
 
    "I'm sorry! It just… came out. I didn't even try to read her." 
 
    "Not that. Why did you say those things? You embarrassed her!"  
 
    Sveta had done the same thing to Victoria when they'd met, and the thought that Sveta had just wounded another witch with her own thoughts made Katya's every step heavy with disappointment. 
 
    "I don't… I didn't mean to. She wouldn't pay attention, and I just… said it." 
 
    "What? To punish her?" 
 
    "No!" 
 
    "To shock her into listening?" 
 
    Sveta stopped and turned with pleading eyes. "I don't know, Katya! I remember what I did to Vita, stop berating me! I don't want to know these things. The thoughts just… come out. I don't know where they stop and I start. Others think them, and then so do I. They think them, so they know them, and then I say them out loud, but they're supposed to be private thoughts… I know. I just can't…" Tears swelled in Sveta's haunted eyes, and she pressed her hands against them. 
 
    "Oh, Sveta, I'm sorry," Katya said, embracing her sister witch tightly for as long as she could stand to be held. 
 
    Warm tears soaked into Katya's shoulder as Sveta heaved with sobs. With one hand in her long auburn hair and another on her back, Katya tried to soothe Sveta as best she could. "I should know better how hard it is by now. I shouldn't have snapped at you." 
 
    "I thought I was doing better. I was so proud of myself…" 
 
    "I'm still proud of you," Katya said.  
 
    "Thank you." Sveta sniffed. "But ever since we learned we're going to France… I'm distracted by my own thoughts, so I take others. Then I can't—" 
 
    "Shh," Katya said, stroking the back of Sveta's head, "you don't have to explain. I should have known better. Taken better care." 
 
    "I'm not your daughter," Sveta said. "That's what cost you Grace." 
 
    Katya swallowed hard, savagely shoving those thoughts aside. "No, you're my sister. And in my Coven. It's my responsibility to look after you and Nastya. Or it should be."  
 
    Sveta pulled away just enough to look Katya in the eye, the gold flecks shimmering beneath her tears as if at the bottom of an ancient pond. "I'm sorry about what happened between you two," she said. 
 
    "Thank you, but never mind that, this is about you." 
 
    "But you deserve to be happy." 
 
    "And so do you. Is that why you've been spending so much time in the greenhouse?" 
 
    Sveta nodded. "It's quiet there. It's far from other minds… and the smells! I wish you could smell them as I do. See the colours. It's the most beautiful place I've ever been." 
 
    "But it shouldn't be a prison, no matter how beautiful." 
 
    "It can't be helped," Sveta said, looking away. "I just hurt people when I'm around them." 
 
    The bottom fell out of Katya's heart, shattering for the second time in as many days. "No, Sveta. Don't talk like that." 
 
    "It's true! I Manifested to protect myself, but it only makes people hate me. It keeps me safe by keeping me isolated…" 
 
    "I don't hate you, Sveta. Neither does Nastya. We love you. So does Vita. Millie and Elise, too. We could never." 
 
    "You will. If I can't control… this," Sveta jabbed a finger at her head, "you'll hear something you don't want to eventually, and you'll hate me like Esther does. I barely won back Victoria." 
 
    "She understands. We all do." 
 
    "Then why did you yell at me?" Sveta's eyes were open and raw, and the tiniest grain of salt would be painful beyond imagining. She would know if Katya was lying, and it forced her to assess herself as she only ever reluctantly did, especially today.  
 
    "I was shocked. You were doing better, and I forgot how hard that is for you. In that moment, I forgot that there's a lot more going on in here," Katya brushed her hand over Sveta's temple as she drew strands of hair away from her eye, "than I can see. That isn't fair to you." 
 
    "That's very kind of you," Sveta said. 
 
    "It's the truth. You know that." 
 
    Sveta nodded. "I do."  
 
    "Here," Katya handed Sveta a handkerchief. "Dry your eyes. I'll try to be a better sister to you from now on. I have time now," she said with a forced smile of self-deprecation. 
 
    "Very touching," said a voice from behind them. 
 
    Both Russians spun to see a woman neither had seen before. Katya could feel her Manifest, which meant she was a witch, but fire filled Katya's palms anyway. 
 
    "Oh, there's no need for that, my dear. I just thought I'd come out to see your little witch factory for myself," the woman said with a disgusted look on her face. Behind it, she was looking at them both like she expected something to happen, but Katya and Sveta just stared at her like the interloper she was. 
 
    "Who are you?" Katya demanded in English, letting her fireballs rise from her hands and float towards the other witch, who merely looked perturbed. 
 
    "Why are you looking at me like that?" the witch asked, the smugness in her voice evaporating as the sentence went on.  
 
    "I'm sorry?" What kind of question was that? Katya thought. 
 
    "She's disappointed," Sveta said, her irises glazing over gold. "Her Manifest is… not working." 
 
    "What? What does that mean, 'not working'?" Katya asked in Russian, to be perfectly sure Sveta hadn't merely misspoken. "Manifests don't… not work." 
 
    "You Russians have always been a vexing lot, and you two are no disappointments. Stay out of my head, young lady," the witch said. 
 
    "Then stay away from me," Svetlana said. Then her head quirked like a dog come across a curious noise. "You are terrified of me. Of what I can see in you." 
 
    "I'm warning you," the witch said, stabbing a finger at Sveta and taking a step forward. 
 
    Katya turned to face the stranger fully, her previously yellow flames now burning as white as the sun. "If you threaten my sister again, I will burn you alive and compose music to your screams." 
 
    "You fear truth," Sveta said to the new witch. "You have lived on lies for so long, you fear it will kill you." 
 
    The stranger flicked her eyes between the two Russians, Katya's flames clearly visible in the depths of the witch's pupils. 
 
    "She's never been threatened by a witch before today, and doesn't know if you're lying," Sveta supplied. 
 
    A fireball shot forward to within inches of the stranger, making her jump backwards.  
 
    "She's welcome to find out," Katya said.  
 
    Adjusting her hat and straightening out the carnation clinging to her lapel, the witch bit her lower lip. "All right. Perhaps I should introduce myself properly, then. My name is Octavia, and I have a message for you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the second time, Pretoria awoke disorientated, unable to account for how much time had passed, and soaking wet. 
 
    Opening her eyes was like coming up from under water, her vision swimming about until she blinked, clearing it of the tears that fell freely from her face. 
 
    Except she wasn't crying. 
 
    The more awareness returned, the more she felt something was wrong. Awakening on her stomach was strange enough, but why had she sweat so much? The sheets she was laying on were soaked through, and the blankets were clingy and uncomfortable.  
 
    Looking at her hands, they were exactly the same as they had been when she was on the horse: sickly and slightly swollen. That wasn't right. She should have dried out by now, no matter how long she'd been asleep. 
 
    Trying to move sent a sharp pain shooting up her back, and she was suddenly aware of the cool air that was blowing across it from the open window.  
 
    "Hello?" she said, wincing against the discomfort. 
 
    Footsteps sounded in the hall. 
 
    "You're awake, good," Eva said. "How do you feel?" 
 
    "Everything hurts," Pretoria said. "And I sweat through your bedding. I'm sorry." 
 
    The pause after that was too long for Pretoria's liking. 
 
    "You, er… do you always… sweat… so much?" Eva asked. 
 
    Unable to move more than her eyes without pain, they searched about for one of the two witches she knew were standing beside her, but couldn't find them. "No," Pretoria ventured, feeling as though that was somehow the wrong answer in spite of being the truth. "Do I have a fever?" 
 
    "No," Niamh said firmly. "Do you feel hot?" 
 
    Pretoria tried to shake her head, but her neck was too stiff and she gave up. "No. I feel… damp. Why did you take my robe off?" 
 
    "That was for your wounds. I applied a poultice to the worst of them, and a lighter salve to the more superficial," Eva said. "I didn't think you intended to keep it." 
 
    "Thank you." She was genuinely glad to see it gone, but too tired and in too much pain to be ashamed of the fact those clingy blankets were all she was wearing. "Did you use a honey binder or wax?" 
 
    "Wax. I didn't know how long you would sleep, and didn't want to attract insects." 
 
    Pretoria failed to nod again. "Good. But it won't breathe that way," she said. 
 
    Niamh suddenly filled Pretoria's vision as she knelt by the bedside. "I have a suspicion that won't be a problem for you." 
 
    In spite of the benevolent look on Niamh's face, panic thudded through Pretoria at the ominousness of such a statement. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "You didn't drown," Niamh said. 
 
    "I know. I'm here talking to you." 
 
    "But you should have, don't you think?" Niamh dabbed her finger in the soaked sheets and brought it to her tongue. "This isn't sweat. It's water." 
 
    Pretoria looked at it like it was poison. 
 
    "When you ran away from me, you ran deeper into the forest, in completely the wrong direction from anything, unless you meant to run all the way to the Vale, where there is no cover other than sheep. Which means you didn't know where you were, correct?" 
 
    Pretoria reluctantly nodded. 
 
    "Which means you also didn't when you came out of the river. So I would guess you were under water for a lot longer than you thought. Yet you didn't drown, and I know for a fact you Manifested. How much water did you cough up when you came ashore?" 
 
    "A lot." 
 
    "Two lungfuls?" 
 
    "I swallowed a lot, too. But…" Pretoria trailed off as a thought suddenly occurred to her. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    She'd been so scared an overwhelmed, it hadn't even occurred to her before. "I didn't cough. How could I have lungs full of water and not cough once?" 
 
    Niamh regarded Pretoria a moment, as if she wasn't sure how she would take what she had to say. But lacking an alternative, the Irish witch spoke. "Because you didn't need them anymore." 
 
    Something shot through Pretoria at that, something that burned like the truth, but the idea was insane. "What are you saying? I'm a fish? 
 
    "I'm saying you can't drown. I can feel your Manifest doing something at the moment, but nothing compared to what I felt at the river." 
 
    Pretoria shifted in a discomfort that had nothing to do with laying on damp fabric. "What do you mean? I didn't do anything." 
 
    "The burned-out boat and the five corpses they fished out of the river say different," Niamh said. 
 
    "What?" Pretoria asked as a second jolt shot through her. 
 
    "A fire started in your pursuers' boat, and rather than burn to death, they jumped in the river. But they all drowned. I'd have thought they'd be better swimmers than that, but…" Niamh shrugged. 
 
    "They… they're dead?" Pretoria said in horror. No, they couldn't be.  
 
    "Yes. I don't know how you did it, but…" 
 
    "I didn't!" 
 
    "I felt your Manifest, Pretoria. You did something." 
 
    "No! No, I didn't! I couldn't even stand up! I was lying there hiding… bleeding…" 
 
    "So it was a coincidence they dropped their lanterns in the boat? They were found in the hull." 
 
    "But I didn't… I wanted them to not see me… to just… go away… that's all! I didn't kill them!" 
 
    "They went away. I felt you do it." 
 
    Pretoria shook her head weakly into her pillow, burying her face in sopping wet fabric and goose feathers. "I just… wanted them to go, and they did." 
 
    "As is often the case with Manifests. The first time is the most frightening. But that's normal." 
 
    "No, it's not!" Pretoria snapped. "None of this is normal! You're telling me that I can't drown? And that I accidentally killed people… on purpose? How is any of this normal?" Pretoria's world collapsed on her all at once, blowing her  anger out of her darkest places. "Just because you live with a group of freakishly-powerful, irresponsible, selfish girls who call themselves witches doesn't mean you can sit there and tell me that what's happening to me is normal! This is all your fault!" 
 
    This time, what fell from Pretoria's eyes were genuine tears. She knew what those felt like. "I knew those people," she said quietly, "the ones I… that died. The ones you tore apart like animals. They were my neighbours. My friends…" 
 
    "They weren't your friends," Niamh said. 
 
    "They were until you happened! I was a novice witch, helping my aunt. Making things to help people, just like Eva here. I was happy. With no doctors around, no-one asked questions, or looked at me sideways. I was just the healer's niece learning her craft, and they were glad for me, or so I thought. Then EVE had to go and ruin it! You had to show off! Show the world how powerful you are, how much better at witchcraft you are than us lowly kitchen witches!" 
 
    "Pretoria, that's not—" 
 
    "Shut up! Stop telling me how I should feel! I was happy with my lot, and then you put the fear of God into good people, and they turned that fear on me. They were terrified of the kind of power you have. The power you used to rip apart helpless people…" 
 
    Niamh's face darkened. "They threatened your life, and mine. They had guns and knives. That is intent, Pretoria. And you know nothing of our history, or mine, if you think they deserved any other fate. Do not speak to me, witchling, about fear. I've seen it. I've lived it. I've been too late too many times, seen too many of my sisters die horribly for me to not act when I have the chance. What happened to you was evil, and evil cannot be excused, nor tolerated. To respond with anything other than overwhelming force is to abet it, and that I will not do." 
 
    Niamh let out a short, sharp breath, needing to gather herself before she could meet Pretoria's eyes again. "When you've heard the screams of a woman burning alive, looked into the staring eyes of a body broken on the wheel, held a shaking, shattered hand with all of the fingernails torn out as its owner's last breath flees her… then you can talk to me about fear. Your gift saved your life, allowing you to question why it was ever in danger in the first place." 
 
    Sighing, Niamh finally looked away, and she seemed suddenly tired. To Pretoria's shock, she set her calloused hand atop her own. "You should rest." 
 
    When she'd gone, Eva took her place, looking after the Irish witch with eyes Pretoria couldn't read. "She is the most passionate witch I've ever met, and I've met a fair few. Her methods make her an outcast, but it's hard to argue her results. Her cousin understands her, as do those young ones down in Longstown, by the sound of it." 
 
    "You don't?" Pretoria ventured. 
 
    "I don't know anymore. What did Agatha tell you about the nature of witchcraft?" 
 
    "That it has to be for a noble purpose. Magic can only be used with pure intent." 
 
    "Aye." Eva nodded at the empty doorway. "That witchblade of hers has been meting out 'pure intent' for over 300 years, and she's still going. I think a lot of us are secretly thankful that it's her and not us. Those Crones on the Continent can cluck and tut all they want, but they've never done anything more to stop her than a few words and a cold shoulder." 
 
    "She said you weren't happy to see her." 
 
    "I wasn't. The Circus made life difficult for all of us. Niamh and the others broke their word by using magic publicly like that. We were hiding for a reason." 
 
    "Even from me? I didn't know about you, and you live just up the road," Pretoria said. 
 
    "That was Agatha's choice. Some of us took our secrecy further than others. I've known Agatha and Niamh for a long time, from before the agreement. We couldn't force ourselves into your life." 
 
    "Even after Aunt Agatha… died?" Pretoria's voice broke on the word. So much had happened since that day, it didn't feel real. Everything since the moment she'd opened the bedroom door to see her lying there. She'd looked asleep, but her chest had been still and her colouring all wrong. "I was left all alone…"  
 
    Eva looked away. "You're the first casualty of their arrogance, and I am terribly sorry for what's happened to you. If it weren't for you, I would never have let Niamh in the door. So don't mistake: I don't like her." 
 
    Pretoria noted the lack of any response to her implication. "But?" 
 
    "There are few witches I respect more. Few eyes have seen more death and horror than hers, so give heed to what she has to say on the subject." Eva turned her ancient but perceptive eyes down to Pretoria once again. "I'm one of those that believes witches don't Manifest on accident. If you go to Longstown with her, you'll see what I mean. You'd be the seventh new Manifest Selene will have collected under that roof, and that cannot be for no reason." 
 
    Something in the old witch's tone piqued Pretoria's attention. "Is that a lot?" 
 
    Eva gave her a considering look. "How old are you, Pretoria? Going by your name, I'd bet this house on you being born in the summer of 1900." 
 
    Pretoria always knew her name would date her, and had never really been happy with it for that very reason. She couldn't fathom the type of patriotic fervour that was necessary to name your daughter after a battle. But she had to give Eva the credit due her, and confirmed her guess. "I'm eighteen." 
 
    The old witch nodded. "Seven Manifested witches, all under the age of 25…" 
 
    "Is that… good?" 
 
    "It has literally never happened before. Ever. What's happening down there…" Eva sighed, as though what she was going to say next would cost her something. "Though I and many of my sisters are deeply troubled by what they've done, it cannot be to no purpose. But there are nights I lie awake in fear of what that purpose might be." 
 
    Pretoria squelched as she shifted uncomfortably, both physically and emotionally. "Is she right about… me? The water?" 
 
    "She's lived in the company of almost nothing but Manifested witches for months now, so she would know better than I. But if you really want to know, you should go back with her. I understand your feelings towards EVE, and if you would prefer to stay here with me, you are welcome to. But with all of that power down there, there is quite a lot of knowledge to go with it. If you want to try to understand your Manifest, only another Manifested witch can hope to help you. That French healer might know a thing or two, at least. And if nothing else," Eva said with a wry smile, "Ivy will have plenty of recipes for you to nick, if you're going to keep making remedies. Nothing wrong with old-fashioned kitchen witchery." 
 
    Pretoria knew it well. It was her life, or had been. And truth be told, she hadn't known there was any other kind. But as she lay face down in a puddle that had formed from her own skin, she wished it had stayed that way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "How could you do this to me?" Millie shouted. She was too upset to do anything other than tower over Vickie, looming like a dullahan ready to tear off her own head and throw it across the room in frustration. They had known each other for what felt like forever, yet Millie couldn't remember ever being this angry with her. 
 
    Vickie threw her hands open wide. "It's not my choice!"  
 
    Almost a foot shorter than Millie, it didn't account for much, and her sharp blue eyes were hard with resolve. Even the tips of her sleek bobbed hair were jutting forward, daring Millie to assail her assertion. 
 
    She dared. "Yes it is! They don't want me, fine, I don't want them, but you don't have to agree with it!" 
 
    "I don't!" 
 
    "Then tell them to piss off!" 
 
    "I can't! I have to go!" The combined daggers of Vickie's eyes and hair turned away then. "I have to make them see." 
 
    "Oh, of course. Don't let me get in the way of a good argument. You deserve a chance to show off," Millie spat. 
 
    "That's not what this is about," Vickie said, ice returning to her voice. 
 
    But Millie was too much fire to care. "Isn't it? You get to go up in front of some of the most powerful witches in the world and argue. Change their minds, educate them. Lecture them, that's the better word. That's what you like, isn't it?" 
 
    "And if I do, they leave us alone. They may even help us; help we will need. Do you know how much trouble they could cause if they decide against us?" 
 
    They already had. They were the reason she and Vickie were fighting in the first place. 
 
    "No, I don't, since no-one bothered to tell me! A headache walked in and told me that I wasn't going to France anymore, and that was it." 
 
    "And that isn't my fault," Vickie said. "I was supposed to discuss this with you first, but Octavia decided differently, independent of me. She is horrid, and I do not care for her in the least. But I have given thought to what she had to say, even if I despise how she said it. Selene and I, not to mention EVE as a whole, are going to be on trial, and I will not back down from that. If we convince them that what we're doing is right, then when EVE needs help on the Continent, we may have a chance of getting it. If we don't, we're on our own." 
 
    "We've been on our own the whole time! We didn't even know they existed until yesterday! Who cares what they think?" 
 
    "I do." Darkness shadowed Vickie's bright blue eyes, and something within her shifted. Shadows seemed to lengthen, and the lights needed to work that much harder to keep the room lit. "She taunted me with watching Colette be Stripped. They accused me of killing Inga. They accused me of revealing magic to the world on purpose." 
 
    "So what?" Millie asked, crossing her arms in expectation. Mentioning Colette and Inga had been underhanded and cruel, but it didn't change her point.  
 
    "So, that will not stand. It took me a long, painful time to get over my guilt about Colette, and I will not let that woman drive me down that dark path again." 
 
    "So let her think that. We know the truth." 
 
    "Because if she thinks it, then they think it, and they will continue to do so unless I put the story straight." 
 
    "And that's more important than me?" Millie said. 
 
    "That's not what I said." 
 
    "You didn't have to." 
 
    "Fine. Let's say you go. They won't listen to you. They won't even let you in the building. Then what? You take Elise and sit outside, letting them decide without having our voice heard? Deprive Elise of her chance to speak?" 
 
    This time Millie looked away. 
 
    "I don't know exactly how this Council functions, but if you go, it can only end badly, Millie. Don't you see that? They hate Niamh, and by extension, you. They see you as her protege. Selene, Katya and Sveta will have to go it alone, and I will sit here, useless." 
 
    "So I get to do it, instead? You're going to take away the one thing I'm good at magically, and put the woman I love in danger? What happened to 'keep them safe'?" 
 
    Vickie shook her head. "I fought against Octavia for you. I insisted that you go instead of me. I don't want to do this, Millie. But I have to. EVE saved my life." 
 
    "Elise saved your life. Twice. And this is how you repay her? By taking away her protection? It's my job, Vickie. Magic or not, loving Elise or not, keeping you safe is my job. I've already failed once, when Huxley's goon attacked her, and I swore it would never happen again." Millie's witchscale flared over her hand, and she held up a glowing fist for Vickie to see. "It's the reason I have this. The only reason. I Manifested because of Elise. And you. I train with Niamh for you. I got stabbed at the rally for you. I don't have a life without you two, and if anything were to happen while you're over there…" 
 
    "Yes, Elise saved my life. And I've saved hers. And yours. And Katya's. Sveta's. Anastasia's. I will not hesitate to do it again, regardless of consequence to me. I will bring the world crashing down before I let harm befall any of them." 
 
    "That's what I'm afraid of," Millie said. She knew the look in Vickie's eyes, the determination that would lead her to break before she bent. It was the same determination that was thudding in Millie's chest, only there was no evidence that Millie acting on it would kill her. "The last two times you did, you almost died." 
 
    Without so much as taking a breath, Vickie deflected the idea. "What about those who remain here? Ivy, Nastya, Edith? With Niamh away, who will keep them safe?" Vickie swept her hand out at the rest of the house, the shadows retreating. "We are all here for each other, Millie, and our best chance of continuing to do so, to be here for all the future Victorias and Anastasias, is to win over those Crones that leer across the Channel at us." 
 
    Vickie turned, her boots thudding on the floor. When she looked up, her eyes, so often aloof and detached, were pleading. "But more than that is our original purpose. The one we learned the day we stepped off that lorry in The Shed. The war that killed our families cannot be allowed to happen again," she said, every word as taut as a fraying bow string, "and we cannot achieve that aim from here, alone. They may not know that, but we do. It's my responsibility to make that case." 
 
    Millie felt her resolve beginning to crumble. Cracks formed as it shuddered and shook, dust and chips cascading down the walls of her mind. She looked down at Vickie, who had brought her entire personality to bear and focussed it entirely on Millie. She could feel Vickie's Manifest coiled up within her, more alive than the magic of any witch Millie'd ever met. Even when Yekaterina would make her fire snakes, they were more like puppets compared to what was innate within Victoria Ravenwood. Like it wanted to come out, to unleash itself on anyone who stood in her way. 
 
    As Millie felt Vickie's Manifest slithering about within that fragile body, it was increasingly hard to deny that it might deserve the chance. 
 
    "It's not about you, or me," Vickie said softly. "It's about us and them, and making them one and the same. Can you do that and keep Elise and the others safe? Tell me you can, and I will believe you. It's not only Elise's life. It's our future. I can ensure both. I love you and Elise, and if you think you have a better chance at making that happen than me, then I trust no-one more to see that it's done." 
 
    Within Millie, a great gash split her resolve wide open, and doubt began pouring through like a river unleashed. "Vickie…" 
 
    "Say it. Give me your word. I won't ask Svetlana." 
 
    The torrent of the river arrived at Millie's heart, blasting against the sides and swamping it completely, leaving every beat muffled. 
 
    "Damn you," Millie said, throwing her arms around her best friend, copper piling atop jet. "You win." 
 
    Beneath her chin, Millie felt Vickie shake her head. "It doesn't feel like it." 
 
    "Tough. You own this now. You do what you said, and you take care of my Elise while you do it. There better not be a single hair out of place when she gets back. Believe me, I'll know." 
 
    "I do. I will. And a lot more besides," Vickie said. 
 
    Millie wanted to believe her. She needed to. In her heart of hearts, she knew Vickie was right, but admitting it felt like losing a lot more than an argument, it felt like she was abdicating her responsibility. Millie was a guardian, a latter-day knight in magic armour. What good was she if she stayed behind when EVE rode into battle? 
 
    She had to trust that it would only be a war of words. For that, Vickie was the right weapon. If not, then Millie would find it very hard to forgive her. Doubly so if she killed herself in the process. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The last-minute changes to EVE's delegation resulted in a flurry of preparations, including seeing Octavia off with the answers she wanted, much to Katya's chagrin. It felt too much like she had 'won' somehow, but now that she was gone, Katya began to feel like it was a worthy price for getting her out of their house. 
 
    They had no idea where she was going, and no-one had asked, whether it was to scoop up more witches for the Council, or to report directly back to the Crones in the far southeast of France. 
 
    That had been two days earlier, and now that their departure loomed only hours ahead of them, they had been allowed to spend their last night in Longstown as they would. Selene was already asleep, and Millie and Elise had chosen to spend it alone together, while Katya, Vita and Sveta gathered around Ivy in the common room, picking her brain about what they were to expect when they arrived.  
 
    Katya had already largely forgotten about Versailles. For all its historic ramifications, and what it meant in the context of her own life and what the war had cost, she was only going to be there as an observer. Whether she was there or not, the ink was already dry on the agreement, and her presence would change nothing. At any rate, Russia was not a party to it, and the civil war that The Great War had touched off still raged, continuing to tear apart her home as she breathed. Versailles might mean something for Vita and Elise, but Katya now was only going to support Sveta. It would be an event to see and later tell people they had been at, but the personal stakes were nothing for Katya outside what it meant for her sisters. 
 
    So it was the Council that weighed more and more heavily on her mind. Versailles was about the past. Ending a chapter in history. The Council was about writing a brand-new one, and Octavia had been the one to shove the pen in her hand, forcefully and without asking if she wanted it. 
 
    "She is insufferable," Katya said.  
 
    "Centuries of immunity from consequence will do that," Ivy said, lounging with her legs over the armrest of her favourite chair, her back nestled into the opposite corner. "And I don't know that she's ever brought anyone good news; another reason I don't think anyone is particularly happy to see her when she appears." 
 
    "Who does she think she is?" Katya said, spiralling a little fire snake around her finger, needing something relaxing to focus on to keep from burning the house down. It had been days since their encounter, and she still got angry every time she replayed it her mind. 
 
    "She thinks she's being clever. She puts newcomers on the back foot with that Manifest of hers, and it puts her in control." Ivy looked at Sveta and smiled her wolfish smile. "But she's never met anyone like you. Saw right through her, you did." 
 
    "I don't understand," Vita said. "Octavia's Manifest alters perception, does it not? Svetlana is, for lack of a better term, more perceptive. Shouldn't it have affected her more strongly?" 
 
    Ivy shrugged. "Svetlana?" 
 
    "I felt nothing. I saw only who she really is." 
 
    "The truth," Katya said, the little fire snake occupying enough of her mind to let the rest come up with an answer. "The core of your Manifest is seeing the truth. Everything else is a sort of… side effect, isn't it?" 
 
    "Sounds about right," Ivy said. "Octavia's Manifest makes her a walking lie, I suppose. Would explain it." 
 
    "What about Katya?" Vita said. 
 
    "No idea. It should've worked on her. Unless you're a lot more powerful than Miss Ravenwood here, and beat her record by 20 seconds," Ivy teased.  
 
    All this talk of Octavia's Manifest was lost on Katya, and she had other things for her mind to worry itself dull on, but talk of Vita and power grabbed her attention. "What record?" she asked. 
 
    Vita rolled her eyes. "How long it takes a witch to overcome the effects of her Manifest. It took me 20 seconds, which is, apparently, a record." 
 
    "She records something like that?" Sveta asked. 
 
    Ivy nodded. 
 
    "As you said, she is insufferable," Vita said. 
 
    "Yep. So, you wanna know about the Council?" Ivy said. 
 
    "Yes. Do we really have to go?" Sveta said, the hoped-for answer plain on her face. 
 
    She almost got it.  
 
    "Nnnnnnooo… but you should," Ivy said. 
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "'Cause there hasn't been one in 200 years, and Zoya was the only Russian at the last one." 
 
    "But that's where the secrecy agreement happened," Vita said. 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "With only one Russian vote?" Sveta asked. 
 
    "Only one showed up. To be fair though, you don't show up to a lot of things. Neither do we, frankly," Ivy said with a shrug. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Story time, girls! Scoot closer, you'll wanna hear this. You used the toilets? Need some water? No? Good. The core Covens, the Crones in particular, don't much care for British or Russian witches 'cause we aren't very good at listening. We just piss off back to our islands and do what we want, and you lot melt back into the endless wilderness and let winter take care of anyone who follows. Ask Napoleon about how that works out," she said to Vita. 
 
    "But we abide by a lot of the rules because it's usually in our benefit to do so. If all the witches on the Continent disappear, and Britain is the only place we're visible, guess where they keep looking? But if we all disappear at once, there's nowhere to start. Same goes for you," Ivy nodded at Katya and Sveta. "Squeaky wheel and all that." 
 
    "So why did you and Selene go to the last one?" Vita asked. 
 
    "'Cause we wanted to have our voices heard. Shape it a bit. Keep an eye on them, at least. We were young, then." 
 
    "200 years old is young?" Katya asked. 
 
    "Compared to 600? 800 now," Ivy said. "We were a couple of out-of-control kids compared to them." 
 
    "I'm 22," Vita said. 
 
    "That's another reason you need to go. You'll blow the dust right out of their skulls." 
 
    "Did they listen? Did you change their decisions?" Katya asked. 
 
    "Yes, but our arguments weren't… altruistic. We all wanted to go underground. Hide. We knew doing so would spare other witches our fate, so that's the case we made… and maybe we should have stuck to that, but… true to our youth, we shamed them, too." 
 
    "For what?" Katya asked. But as she looked at Vita, it seemed she already knew the answer. Turning to Sveta, there were tears forming in her eyes. 
 
    "For not being there." 
 
    "I'm sorry… Ivy, I don't know what happened," Katya said sadly. "You… don't need to tell me." 
 
    "It's all right. You need to know. We asked them what the point of the Council was if they didn't help us when we needed it most. They hate Niamh, as you can tell by how they treat Millie. We threw it in their faces that Niamh was willing to act when they weren't. Niamh kept other witches safe, not them." 
 
    "So you do know," Vita said. 
 
    "Yes. I know what she did. For me. For Selene. What she wouldn't hesitate to do for any of you. They wanted witches to disappear? Good, so did we, if the Council was going to stand by and act as though what happened to us was just… that we were just two casualties among many. A statistic to help their argument. But having two witches there who Manifested because…" Darkness shadowed Ivy's eyes, and the mirthful, sparkling jade flickered like a candle before an open window. "Well, we made sure they knew we were more than statistics. Selene's scars were much worse then, and we made sure they saw them. The look in my eyes. We showed them. Anyway, the vote was unanimous. We didn't make any friends, but we made a difference." 
 
    Everything Ivy had left unsaid was more harrowing than what she hadn't, and for Ivy's sake, as well as her own, Katya spoke into the gaping pit left behind by Ivy's story. "Will they listen to us?"  
 
    Spark mercifully returned to Ivy's visage, and she looked at the young witches around her in unvarnished, palpable pride. "God help them if they don't. So go. Please. Your lives have been tragic, and yet you've all become so strong. You go down into that dark hole and you bring the light with you. You show them why you do what you do. We were right to do what we did then, and you're right now. Things have changed, and they need to see it. Wear your scars like badges of honour, and you rip the respect due you right out of their wizened old hands." 
 
    "You don't care for them, do you?" Vita asked. 
 
    "Not really. Selene, Niamh and I have always taken exception to a lot of their decision-making, even without a formal Council decision. Being outside the old ladies' club has its disadvantages, too." 
 
    Vita blinked. Once, twice, as if she expected to hear something that wasn't coming. "What about Colette?" she asked. 
 
    "She's one of the decisions," Ivy said flatly. 
 
    Concern leapt into Vita's eyes, and they bulged out, straining for explanation. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "We should have told you a long time ago, Victoria. We kept waiting for Colette to do it, but after she died, it just… never seemed like the right time. But I suppose you deserve to know before you go." 
 
    "Know what?" Vita's voice was sharp with suspicion. 
 
    "You ever wonder why she never went home? Why she was here for so long?" Ivy asked. 
 
    "I had always thought for similar reasons as to why Elise doesn't." 
 
    "That's the reason Colette deserved…" Ivy looked up for a moment, and Katya knew it wasn't distance that kept her eyes so far away. "But not the one she got. No, she was, for lack of a better word, exiled." 
 
    Katya's fire snake evaporated in an instant at that word. "What?" 
 
    "They decided that Colette was abusing her Manifest. That she was acting selfishly and shaming all witches everywhere, even though nobody knew she was using magic, which kept it just on this side of the secrecy ruling. Even so, they didn't approve of her very much." 
 
    "But she was brilliant," Vita said. 
 
    "Aye, but they didn't care. They saw her talking her way into the highest social circles in Europe, and they took exception to that." 
 
    "Talking her way in?" Sveta asked. "With magic?" 
 
    "She Manifested pleading to be let off the rack." 
 
    All three younger witches blanched in horror, Vita collapsing lifelessly back in her chair like she'd been punched. 
 
    "Made her very persuasive," Ivy continued. "Told them what they wanted to hear, and they believed it. Let her go. She was always a good talker, but her Manifest made it stick." 
 
    "That was magic?" Vita asked, her face ghost-white. "I had always thought her gifted with a silver tongue." 
 
    "It was both, dear. A pattern you may have picked up on, yes? You never knew what a Manifest was when she was alive, but you can probably put the pieces together now." 
 
    Katya watched as Vita did just that, her eyes working at her memories, stitching them together into a tapestry that unfolded across her face. "I never even thought about it…" 
 
    "Well she had one, too. Very useful." 
 
    "Vita said she knew Mozart," Katya said. 
 
    Vita nodded. "And Beethoven. Bach. All of them." 
 
    Ivy's canine teeth caught her lower lip as her smile reclaimed its proper place on her features. "No-one enjoyed The Enlightenment more than Colette." 
 
    A rush of vertigo washed over Katya and she had to place a hand flat on the seat cushion to keep from falling off of it. Speaking of something that happened in the 18th century with such casual familiarity struck her with her earlier anxieties all over again. The elder witches really were that old. More than just an incredible number, they remembered The Enlightenment.  
 
    "Katya, are you all right?" Sveta asked, the barest hints of gold playing at the edges of her irises. 
 
    "Yes, thank you. Just a bit overwhelmed, that's all. But Ivy, the Council… they can exile witches? From what? Europe?" 
 
    "I say exile, but it was more like a shunning. They decided she wouldn't find help from any witch who agreed with them, which was most of them back then, leaving her little choice but to leave the Continent." 
 
    "I don't understand," Vita said, "how does that follow? She was doing well by herself, was she not?" 
 
    "Yes, but all witches need a place to run to when we get found out. When you feel the hangman's noose about to tickle your neck, you want to disappear for a bit. Witches are very good at hiding other witches." Ivy shot a deliberate look between Sveta and Katya. "But if they don't want to, you're on your own. There's no net anymore. Besides which, if everyone in this house suddenly stopped talking to you, would you stay?" 
 
    "But you didn't listen," Sveta said in admiration. 
 
    "'Course not, sod them. We're proud of her. Look how much blood she squeezed out of this turnip," Ivy said, tossing a thumb at Vita along with a look of pure affection and pride. "Same goes for Niamh. Kicked Millie right square in the arse so hard she Manifested armour." 
 
    Ivy's smile faded. "But we need them. EVE does, I mean. As Victoria put it to Millie in their row we all overheard, we can't stop wars from happening there from here, can we? At some point, if you're serious about this, you'll have to go over there and get your hands dirty. And if they decide to do to you what they did to Colette, you're gonna have a tough go of it. All those boltholes and hiding places you used on the way here?" Ivy nodded at Katya and Sveta again. "Witches. Sympathetic ones. You weren't going to be turned away as refugees. But in future, as… interventionists, let's say, that's very different. I don't think any Serbian witches would have been very kind to you if you'd been there to take down the Black Hand before Archduke Ferdinand got there." 
 
    "I could have stopped the bullet," Vita said. "None of this would have ever happened." 
 
    "If wishes were horses, dear. But there was no way to know that that's what was going to start everything off. She may be able to read minds," Ivy said to Sveta, "but she can't see the future. No-one can. So you have to be smart, and reasonable. As many differences as I may have with the core Covens, they're reasonable women, looking out for the greater good of all of us. Things will get heated, trust me, but remember you're all on the same side. Even the Germans." 
 
    "What Germans?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "Didn't think about that, did you? They're from the whole Continent, not just the Allied part. Germans, Austrians, Hungarians; even if those places weren't always called that, there are witches who call those places home, which is more important than the name. Whatever gets decided, they have to live with, remember. They don't have anywhere to go back to, because they're already there. The last big war was Napoleon's fault, not Germany's. There was no Germany then. So when you go there, you argue your hearts out, and you do us proud, but you also have to listen. Your power means they'll listen to you, but if you start dictating, they'll stop." 
 
    "Then what?" 
 
    "Who knows? We start over? Content ourselves with being a witch school?" 
 
    Vita caught Katya's eye at that, and a look passed between them that they both understood. That couldn't happen. They'd lost too much to give up, or to throw it all away in a hard-headed argument. 
 
    For themselves, for everything they'd lost, and most importantly for what they still had, they had to succeed. EVE would not go to waste, or content itself with 'good enough.' Anything less than doing exactly what they'd set out to do was failure, and the cost of the last failure had been tens of millions of lives. What would the next one look like? 
 
    Neither of them were willing to find out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    How did something completely private still manage to feel scandalous? 
 
    Watching Elise do her final packing clad in nothing but one of Millie's shirts was almost too much. It was long enough to be a dress on her, and the fact her hands had been completely swallowed by the sleeves was adorable. But then she would move, or turn, or God help her, kneel down… Millie swallowed audibly. 
 
    "Could you at least do a few of the buttons up?" she asked. 
 
    "Why would I do that?" Elise asked idly, stuffing a pair of rolled-up stockings into one of the clunky black formal shoes she would be lugging halfway across Europe to wear exactly once. 
 
    "I feel like I should be averting my eyes," Millie said, doing nothing of the sort, not even blinking. 
 
    Elise smiled the way spiders couldn't but would: lazy and knowing when the one they turned it on was helpless to get away. "It is nothing you have not seen before, ma chérie. I thought you would like it." 
 
    "I do!" Millie wiped sweat from her brow half-born from what she was seeing, and half from the fact it might go away. "You just usually… hide it better." 
 
    "Do you want me to hide?" Elise asked, pulling the sky-blue garment closed with a petulant moe. 
 
    "I most certainly do not," Millie said. "It's just… a lot." 
 
    "You must have much now before you cannot anymore. This must last for weeks, my Millie." Elise let go and turned, the hem of the shirt flaring out flat. It was only an instant, a brief flash of alabaster, but it was enough to make Millie's heart threaten to leap out of her mouth anyway. "I wonder why you do not do the same." 
 
    "I… hm… I wouldn't even be able to do one button of yours," Millie said. 
 
    "I know. More reason to try, non?" Elise replied with a wink before striding over to retrieve the blouse draped over her reading chair, the one Millie had taken off before clambering into bed. "This one," Elise said, holding it up. 
 
    "This one? This one what?" Millie asked. "That one's mine." 
 
    "Yes. This one I will take with me," Elise said, clutching it to her chest.  
 
    "It hasn't been washed!" 
 
    "That is why. It smells the most like you." 
 
    Millie's heart melted, reduced to a gooey treacle that would take days to collect again. It was the single most romantic thing she'd ever heard, and not something she had ever imagined anyone saying to her, not even as long as she and Elise had been together. 
 
    "Give it here," Millie said, holding out her hand. 
 
    "Why?" Elise asked, her face twisted like Millie was trying to snatch away a puppy. 
 
    "So I can sleep in it. It will smell like us." 
 
    "Non, I know what I smell like. I want you," Elise said. "This is you, and only you. The one thing I cannot bring with me." 
 
    Millie wanted to return Elise's smile, but had to bite her lip instead. It would never not hurt, she was sure. The suddenness of the cancellation, the row with Vickie, the fact she'd had no choice up until she did, but had had to agree with it anyway… it wasn't fair. It wasn't right, but she wasn't going to say it. Her face might, but she wouldn't give voice to it, not tonight. It was too late, and these were their last hours together for what could be weeks, Millie wasn't going to spoil it by complaining again. 
 
    Whether or not Elise could read it on Millie's face, she chose not to acknowledge it, and placed the shirt on top of her bulging suitcase. "Finished," she pronounced, and made a move towards the bed. 
 
    "Wait, wait," Millie said. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "Could you… spin around again?" 
 
    Between her smile, her hair and her skin, Elise made herself an angelic dervish, brightening the room with every rotation, making sure to lock eyes with Millie every time she came around. 
 
    Millie couldn't work her brain enough to count how many Elise managed, but it wasn't very many before she grew dizzy, toppling on top of Millie in a tangle of giggles and blankets. 
 
    "I take it back," Millie said after she gathered Elise into her arms, holding her tightly. "Never wear anything else." 
 
    "I did not plan to," Elise said. "At least in summer. But you may have to buy more shirts." 
 
    "A small price to pay," Millie said. "Any colour preference?" 
 
    "They are not yours if I choose. I will be surprised." 
 
    "All right." Holding Elise closely, with her face resting on the side of her head, Millie was warm and content, every sense filling her with nothing but Elise, and she sighed in happiness. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "I love you. I don't know that I tell you that enough." 
 
    "You tell me every morning and every night." 
 
    "See? All that empty space in the middle. Don't I say it in my sleep?" 
 
    Elise laughed. "You do not. But I feel it more than words at night. Even asleep, you make me feel very special." 
 
    "You are special." Millie kissed Elise on the temple. 
 
    "And you. I would not be here without you." Elise twisted to face Millie, running her fingers down the side of her face, holding her entranced with touch as much with the shining blue gems that were the sparkling window into her soul. "I love you, too. I will miss you very much." 
 
    "Me too. But you've got an early start tomorrow. Even angels need to sleep." 
 
    Elise smiled wickedly, amused at the very idea. "I will sleep on the train. Tonight is for waking, ma démone roux." 
 
    As Elise brought her lips to Millie's, her witchlight winked out, plunging the room into total darkness. They didn't need to see; in the few hours they had left together, they only needed to feel.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria couldn't bring herself to look at her clock, or her watch. She didn't want to know what time it was, because it was either too early or too late, depending on how fast the gears in her head were whirring. 
 
    Between Versailles, the Council, her guilt about Millie, and now learning what she had about Colette, sleep was not forthcoming, no matter how much of Ivy's draught she took. Victoria's mind simply would not stop, and she buzzed with a nervous energy that even using magic couldn't burn off. 
 
    They were leaving in the early morning, and she just wanted the sun to come up so they could get on with it. All the darkness outside was going to waste as she was sat on the edge of her bed, kicking her heels in agitation. 
 
    She may have been dressed for sleep, but it had been an optimistic endeavour, and she was seriously considering changing again so she could pack her nightclothes when a knock came at the door. Startled, she welcomed the distraction. "Come in," she said. 
 
    When the door opened, it revealed Katya in her white nightgown, with a white witchlight following just over her shoulder, leaving a pale apparition stark against the darkened hall. "I saw light under your door. I can't sleep, either." 
 
    "I'm glad I'm not the only one," Victoria said, gesturing to her overstuffed reading chair. "Pardon the books." 
 
    Katya picked up the one on the cushion and her witchlight floated closer so she could make out the title. "Theories on Atomic Structure," she read aloud before setting it on the desk. "Really, Vita, can't you read tawdry romances like everyone else?" 
 
    "Those are under the bed," Victoria said. 
 
    Katya's silvery eyebrow arched. "Really?" 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "I think you a fibber, Miss Ravenwood," said Katya as she fell into the chair's red velvet embrace. 
 
    "Good," Victoria said cryptically, much to Katya's amusement. 
 
    "Keep your secrets, then. This is a nice chair," its occupant said, running her hands over the padded armrests. 
 
    "It was a birthday gift from the Longs," said Victoria. 
 
    Katya squirmed back-and-forth, settling in so she sat just right. "I'll have to keep that in mind for when mine comes around. So what's keeping you awake?" 
 
    "Everything," Victoria answered. "You?" 
 
    "I didn't think our chat with Ivy would be so… revealing. I thought she would have some advice, a few faces to look out for." Katya tucked a few errant snow-white hairs behind her ear. "But it feels like she dropped the world at our feet instead." 
 
    Victoria nodded. "She did." 
 
    "Oh, it's not just me, then. Good." Katya looked down at her toes as she stretched her legs straight out, just grazing Victoria's bed. "She told you even more though, didn't she?" 
 
    "You mean Colette?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "Tell me about her," Katya said. "I know how much she meant to you, but you don't speak about her very often." 
 
    Victoria nodded, suddenly fascinated by a piece of lint on her thigh. "I know. It's partly deliberate, I admit. For someone who shaped me as much as she did, one would think I would be more forward in speaking about her." 
 
    "I understand why you don't, though. You shouldn't hold it against yourself. I'm the same way about my grandmother. She was the one who made me a witch, taught me the basics; witchlights. But she's my past. I have too much future to worry about, it seems," Katya said a trifle too lightly. Her face bore the weight her words didn't. 
 
    Victoria cast her eyes over the mountain of books piled along the wall and that formed a miniature fortification around her desk, falling last on the ones set apart from the others on top of her desk, the ones she had shared in her time at ADAM with Colette. The ones that still bore her hand on so many pages. 
 
    "She was so worldly," Victoria began. "I'd only ever seen the world through books, but she'd actually been to many of those places. She spent two hundred years in the salons and cafes of Paris, Vienna, Prague and finally London, listening and learning. The idea that she 'abused' her Manifest is poppycock. She used it to better herself. She talked her way into high society because that's where the great thinkers were. The artists, the philosophers, even the scientists, in some cases. She spoke about Voltaire with the same passion and reverence she spoke about Franz Liszt, but never about riches or even the trappings of wealth. It was always the people and the ideas." 
 
    "She sounds remarkable." 
 
    "She was. I just wish I'd had the chance to speak to her more about her life." Victoria looked down at her hands. "Or taken the ones I had. But the war… it consumed everything for me. Everything I know about her is almost incidental. Idle chat over breakfast while I was itching to get back to my blackboard. I sometimes feel like I used her." Victoria held out a hand to keep Katya's thoughts from being voiced through her open mouth. "I know! I didn't. She was my mentor, and it was her job to make me into the strongest witch she could. And she did an exemplary job with a difficult student." Victoria allowed herself a wry smile. "But she had much more to offer than that, and I didn't take the opportunity. All those nights she would go out… wherever it was she went, I never accompanied her. Many times she would come back with some new insight, some new way of seeing a problem, and I wonder just who it was she went to see. There were always rumours of opium dens, or other illicit activities, but I never put much stock in them."  
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "Either I didn't want to, or didn't care," Victoria said with a shrug. "Winning the war was all I cared about. As long as she was clear-headed and helpful, I didn't pay much mind to what she did in her free time. I never let myself have any anyway, so what did it matter? So I thought at the time." 
 
    "And now?" 
 
    "Another regret for the list. Now that I have the sum total to pick apart and analyse, I know I wouldn't be here without her. I wouldn't be me." Victoria outstretched a hand, and a volume on quantum physics leapt from the top of the book pile into her waiting fingers. "She set my path, and made sure I walked it." 
 
    "I wish I could have met her," Katya said. 
 
    "So do I. I think you would have liked each other." Running her hands over the leather-bound cover, Victoria felt the gold filigree beneath her fingers, and in her mind. The thin layer of gold stood out starkly against the animal hide, mineral over animal, simple upon complex, but both with their own structure, their own alignment of what, ultimately, had come from the same place. As different as they felt in one sense, they were similar in many others. The gold, the leather; Victoria, Katya; they were all made of the same thing on a small enough scale, and it was a unity that made it so much harder to understand how things could turn out so differently.  
 
    Victoria and the Council had both known the same woman, and yet had come to vastly different conclusions about who she actually was. 
 
    People were infinitely more complicated than the universe they inhabited, because they weren't obligated to play by the same rules. Some denied the rules even existed. 
 
    It made her think back to the investor dinner she and Katya had attended; to her impassioned arguments, and how they had been received by her audience. 
 
    "Katya, if I have to speak to this Council, and the subject of Colette comes up, you may have to give me another tongue lashing to keep me from alienating every witch in Europe. I feel they may try to hold her against us. Me," Victoria said, every word making her skin itch. 
 
    Katya's brow furrowed. "How could they do that?"  
 
    "They've already done it to Millie with Niamh, haven't they? I would assume the same strategy would apply." 
 
    "Well, if that's true…" Katya picked up a book seemingly at random, which turned out to be The Complete Works of Edgar Allen Poe. "Not this time. We aren't arguing on behalf of the Longs anymore. This is about us. If we can't argue passionately about ourselves, then why even bother going?" 
 
    "It's not just us, though, is it? It's Europe's future, potentially." 
 
    "I think you're getting ahead of yourself, Vita." 
 
    "No. Our lives are going to be centuries long. We have to start thinking in those terms. The next war, if it happens, will have ramifications that stretch into those centuries. France was decimated early in this war because they were still acting like Napoleon's army from a hundred years ago. So much has changed in the last five that I have no idea what will happen in the next hundred. A century from now? It could be fought on the Moon, if this pace keeps up." 
 
    "I don't know if I'm ready for that," Katya said, her eyes unfocussed. 
 
    "Me neither." Victoria said. "And yet—" a smile began to form and she exerted her Manifest, concentrating on a slender volume on the top of her desk. "'Eagerly I wished the 'morrow, vainly I had sought to borrow, from my books,'" it flew directly into Katya's lap, "'surcease of sorrow—'" 
 
    The ghostly white witchlight shifted to hover just over its ghostly white creator, who barely made it past the inscription before she looked up with a knowing, mournful smile for a woman she would never meet. 
 
    Victoria's eyes fell on her dresser, and she thought about what lay in the very back of the bottom drawer for the first time in over six months. "I will forget her, nevermore," she said. "And neither will they." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Don't you wish you had someone to say good-bye to you like that?" Katya asked Vita as Millie and Elise continued an extended, increasingly scandalous farewell in the middle of the foyer. Even from the bottom of the stairs, it felt like she was too close. It was achingly romantic, but that wasn't something Katya needed just then. What she needed was a distraction from it, and Vita was closest to hand, as Selene was still in last-minute discussion with Ivy elsewhere, while Sveta was with Nastya and Hekabe. 
 
    "Not particularly," Vita replied without looking away from the parasol she was fastening, as though Millie and Elise were doing nothing more than sharing tea. Then again, they were all in the same Coven, maybe she was used to it?  
 
    Katya tore her eyes away from the two in the foyer, having come to the conclusion such a thing was impossible. "Are you so cold inside?" 
 
    Vita swung her gaze up at Katya. "Like the far side of the moon." 
 
    "The dark side?" 
 
    "There is no 'dark side.'" A tiny witchlight burst into existence, hovering before two fists Vita held up, and she began to orbit them around each other. "The side facing away from us faces the sun when it's between it and Earth, so—" 
 
    "All right!" Katya held up a defensive hand. "That answers my question even better." 
 
    "Doesn't it just?" Vita said proudly, her eyes twinkling with a distinctly Victorian mirth. 
 
    But her demonstration had revealed something far more interesting than orbital motion. "Vita! Is that… colour you're wearing?" 
 
    Not only was there colour, there was shiny jewellery, too! Dark green bridal gauntlets peeked out from under her black sleeves, anchored around the middle finger of each hand by a solid metal ring. 
 
    Suddenly flush, Vita tried hiding the back of her left hand with her right, but that only gave Katya a better view.  
 
    Snatching up Vita's hand, she took a closer look. "It is! And gold!" Katya's eyebrow raised in firm approval. "I would have never pictured you in bridal gauntlets. Something you want to tell me?" she teased. 
 
    Yanking her hand back, Vita's indulgence had obviously run its course. "They were Colette's," she said. 
 
    Katya felt her smile melt from her face to splatter on the floor. "I… didn't know that." 
 
    Vita ran her fingers over the back of one and gently twisted the ring. "Aside from the books we shared, they're the only effects of hers that I kept. I don't even remember taking them, to be honest. I remember entering her bedroom after getting home from the asylum, seeing everything as she had left it… after that, it gets… hazy." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Katya said. 
 
    "Thank you, but there's no need. They do stand out a bit," Vita said, holding her palms out so they could both see the sharp deltas stretched across the backs of her hands. A deep forest green, they still managed to look radiant next to her customary black. "The image I remember most of Colette is her hands. When she was writing, on paper or blackboard, or reading. Showing me how to make my first witchlight; I was always looking at her hands, it seemed. These are my strongest memory of her, physically." 
 
    "What made you put them on?" 
 
    "I wanted to make sure some part of her got to return to France." 
 
    Katya smiled sadly. "I never thought you the sentimental type." 
 
    "Then you'll be relieved to hear that's not the only reason. I want the Council to see them. To see what's left of her." Vita's voice was the creak of a river frozen solid beginning to flow again, leaving anyone who fell in to freeze or drown.  
 
    Katya frowned. "You've made this personal." 
 
    "No, I didn't. It always has been. Summoning us like dogs, threatening us with nebulous consequences if we don't come to heel; acting as though our allegiance should be automatic upon revelation of their existence. They exiled Colette from her home, shunned Millie without even meeting her… I didn't do that." 
 
    "You may have a point," Katya admitted, "but we have to rise above that. Personal squabbles or vendettas get us nowhere." 
 
    "A noble contention, what makes you so sure?" 
 
    "If they're as old as Selene says, they already see us as mewling infants. Making it about ourselves will only reinforce that. Passion, yes, but couched in objectivity." 
 
    "They're witches. We're nothing without our feelings." 
 
    "Passion is a feeling. 'You hurt my friend, so there' is… petty? Is that the word?" 
 
    "I see what you're driving at, Katya, but…" Vita sighed. It was a lonely sound. "Very well. You've proven time and again that you're better at this sort of thing than me. I acquiesce." 
 
    Katya felt her smile begin to re-form. "Good. Though I would have preferred to hear 'surrender.'" 
 
    "You'll have to work much harder to get that out of me." 
 
    "A task for another day," Katya said. 
 
    "Indeed. Time, however, takes no prisoners." Vita looked down at her watch. "You know, we really must be going, Elise!" she called. "Millie, would you kindly… disentangle yourself?" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was done. 
 
    Elise, Vickie, they were all gone, and to Millie, the resulting emptiness in the house was crushing. Six Manifests were missing, and it felt like they had been replaced with a dark void. It wasn't just their absence, it was the fact that it felt like they had been replaced with literally nothing. A nothing that felt like something, which shouldn't have been possible. Yet another bit of wrongness to the entire situation. 
 
    The love of Millie's life, as well as her best friend. The entirety of her Coven was gone, and it hurt so much worse than she'd thought it was going to. The week Vickie had been in the asylum had been uncomfortable and strange, since it was the first time they had been separated since being brought together, but they were a Coven now, and having both her and Elise gone was already ten times worse, and it had only been an hour.  
 
    Ivy and Anastasia were still there, and Millie was reassured by the gentle pressure of their Manifests, but not much. They were her sisters as well, but not her Coven. Even without that word, they were still the two most important people in her life, and for the first time since she'd arrived at the munitions factory, Millie felt alone.  
 
    There was no fire in the hearth, no-one playing the piano. No footsteps, no laughter. It made the residence no longer feel like a home, just a building she happened to live in.  
 
    Trudging up the stairs, she first entered her own bedroom, but that only made the feeling worse, so she opened the door that connected it to Elise's. 
 
    Immediately, she was overwhelmed by the smell.  
 
    The tiny glass bottles of Elise's perfume were all well-stoppered, but Millie was so familiar with the fragrances they were shockingly powerful without Elise there. Flowers. Spring. Elise had always smelled like hope. But without her there as the source, it smelled like the exact opposite. 
 
    Millie fell onto the bed, the one they had shared for months, the only one she had ever shared with anyone, and ran her fingers over the sheets until they reached Elise's pillow. Snatching it up, Millie clutched it to her chest, holding it tightly to herself. 
 
    It was going to be hard, she'd known, but it was far worse than hard. It was already destroying her. She and Elise had never been apart since her arrival in England, and even before they admitted their love for each other, they had been in constant proximity, no more than a few rooms apart for three years. 
 
    Unable to stop herself, Millie began to cry. A few tears at first, but quickly devolving into ugly sobs that poured into Elise's pillow, spattering the floral pattern with a dark, splotchy rain.  
 
    She let the tears come. Everything within her she bawled out until she could hardly breathe, her nose plugged up to the point she couldn't smell Elise anymore, and she fell over sideways to be in contact with as much of her as possible. 
 
    There she lay, for how long she couldn't say, until there was a knock at the door. Unable to move or think, she ignored it. 
 
    "Millie?" came Ivy's voice from the other side. 
 
    "I'm here," Millie managed. Just enough so Ivy wouldn't worry she was dead.  
 
    "May I come in?" 
 
    No, Millie wanted to say. She wanted to roll around in Elise's bed, be alone with her, but something made her reconsider. "Go ahead," she said. 
 
    The door opened slowly, and Ivy stuck her head in far enough to see what condition Millie was in, and frowned. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Ivy said. Entering, she shut the door quietly behind her and sat down on the corner of the bed. "I wish you could have gone." 
 
    Everyone knew Millie's thoughts on that by now, so she said nothing. 
 
    "The first time is the worst. Especially when you've never been in love before," Ivy said softly. "But she'll be back before you know it, and the reunion will be the sweetest thing you've ever felt." 
 
    "I feel like my heart is missing," Millie said. "Like I'm not whole anymore." 
 
    Ivy's ancient green eyes were sympathetic. "You aren't." 
 
    "She's not dead. She still loves me, and she's coming back. Why does it hurt so much?" 
 
    To Millie's horror, Ivy smiled. 
 
    "Because you're young. It's natural to fall to pieces the first time. But when she gets back, you'll be whole again, and stronger for it. I know you don't want to hear it, but it'll be good for you, in the long run." 
 
    Millie snorted, an unfortunate reaction with her nose in the condition it was. "It does sound like something an old person would say." 
 
    "And they don't come much older than me, so you'd better believe it." 
 
    Though Millie could do little more than stare straight ahead, the tears began to ebb. "I suppose you're right." 
 
    "You wanna hear me sound old again?" 
 
    "Do I have a choice?" Millie said. 
 
    "You'll look back on this and laugh. Probably by the time she gets back. In fact, I bet you don't even tell her about this." 
 
    Millie looked over at Ivy, who was smiling her lupine smile. There was mischief in her eyes again, and Millie couldn't help but be reassured by it. "How much?" 
 
    "I'm right, you take my lessons teaching those hopeless girls out there about witchlights for a week. You confess your big heart out, I scrub the cauldrons myself the week she comes back." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Really." Ivy's smile broadened in her confidence. "One of us has been already been your age." 
 
    Millie suddenly saw the tear stains in the pillow in a different, more objective light, and relaxed her grip, but still held on. "You have an odd bedside manner, you know that?" 
 
    "Good thing I don't sit at many bedsides. Come on, get up. We still have to get through the day, only with half the people." 
 
    When Millie was finally on her feet again, she followed Ivy outside to The Shed, and got to work. If she was going to be counting the days, she needed to at least make sure they went by as fast as possible. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The wind lashed Pretoria's hair, covering her face in a black veil as she stared out at the setting sun. 
 
    After days of rest, once she and Niamh had said good-bye to Eva and gotten underway again, movement had decreased the amount of water pouring out of her considerably, now barely more than normal sweat would have on a warm day. Her wounds had healed enough for travel, though her back was still sore and tender, but she could move without bleeding everywhere for the first time since she'd come out of the river. 
 
    The clothing she'd been given didn't quite fit, but she was still immensely grateful for it. It was a simple dress that Eva had pulled down out of her attic, but not terribly out of fashion, given they were as far from London as you could get and still be in England. Things like fashion trends didn't make it this far north very often, and even when they did, it was years late. 
 
    "You're making the right choice," Niamh said over the howling wind of the open box-car they had stowed away on. She hadn't trusted showing their faces on a proper passenger train, one crime to cover another, though Pretoria couldn't say for certain what she was guilty of anymore. "And a brave one." 
 
    Not that she'd had much choice. Eva wouldn't have been able to tell her anything about her Manifest, and if Pretoria really had been responsible for Gloria and Ephraim's deaths, directly or indirectly, she had to understand it or risk hurting someone else. 
 
    Or herself. 
 
    She thought back to how much blood had surged out of her at the moment… it… happened. How dizzy it had made her, how overwhelmed she had been by it. So it had been go to Longstown or be terrified by her own body for the rest of her life. 
 
    From the scant newspaper articles her aunt had read to her, Pretoria knew something about who was awaiting her in the South, but now that she was actually on the way, she thought for the first time about what they would think of her.  
 
    She was a bumpkin from the middle of nowhere; a poor Northern girl who couldn't even read. Would they think her a simpleton? The magic she'd heard about made these other witches seem like goddesses, why would they even talk to her? A Manifested witch who knew nothing about anything sounded dangerous, and she wouldn't be surprised if they wanted to put her down like a rabid dog. She just wished she knew who to blame for making her rabid in the first place. 
 
    Speeding steadily south, she was being torn away from the only life she'd ever known, and as darkness swallowed the green hills and rock-strewn fells to the west, part of her was dying with the light. 
 
    Every inch she covered took her farther away from home than she'd ever been, every one of which she would have to make up if she ever wanted to return.  
 
    As the miles fell, the harder it was for her to keep track of them. Not only had she never traveled this far, she'd never traveled this fast. Her first time on a train was as a stowaway, and it kept her from thrilling at the experience. 
 
    She hadn't earned this. Any of it. It had either been stolen or thrust on her, depending on how she felt at any given minute. A week of uncertainty had turned into days of disbelieving horror which had become minutes of bleak, agonising terror; then seconds and minutes of nothing which only ended in her dragging herself out of the river utterly changed, both mentally and physically. 
 
    Flying into a tunnel, the world went utterly black and deafeningly loud. 
 
    But as Niamh coughed and gagged on the fumes blown backwards from the locomotive, Pretoria sat as she had before, effortlessly holding her breath until they were out the other side. 
 
    When the air of the North filled her lungs once more, she savoured it. Cold, crisp and clean, it was how air had always tasted, but now, only when she knew she was soon going to be breathing air that was foreign and different, did she truly appreciate it. It was invigorating, and she breathed deeply of it. Her chest swelled, and whether it was because of her Manifest or her pride in where she had come from, she didn't give much thought to. 
 
    She was a Northern girl headed South. And though there were parts of her she couldn't explain, or even understand fully, they had taken nothing away from what she had been before she was transformed. That she would take with her knowingly and proudly. 
 
    No, she didn't know what a Manifest was, and no, she couldn't read. But she was a hard-working, honest witch who had done nothing wrong. Nothing to deserve what had happened to her. 
 
    Or had she? 
 
    Five people were dead. People she had called friends, neighbours, known her entire life, because there was no-one else to know. She knew their names, and their children's names. A few of them had only been alive to try to kill her because she'd saved them from illness years earlier. If she had known that helping them would result in them trying to murder her, would she have ever helped them? 
 
    The fact that circumstances were such that she even had to ask that question hurt almost as much as the fact that in the end, it was very possible they had died because of her anyway. 
 
    She looked down at her puffy, sickly hands. The hands that had done it because this power within her, this Manifest, had enabled her to. She felt the water. The movement, the weight. Felt it move. Surge, faster than normal, as if someone had pushed it. 
 
    Someone. 
 
    Looking out again, as she had by the river, she raised one hand, only this time toward the bright red sliver of what remained of the sun. When she dropped it, the sun was devoured by the distant hills, the same as the river had devoured the people she had once called friends.  
 
    And like the river, when the act was done, there was yellow-orange fire stretching away from her, a ribbon defined by contours of earth. 
 
    Only this time, when the fire faded, the river was more than simply cold and dark; it was strewn with stars. 
 
    A sudden gust of wind buffeted Pretoria's face, and the veil of her hair was parted.  
 
    The stars were bright, but chill and distant. 
 
    The same as Longstown. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It had been a long and difficult day wrangling six apprentice witches with only three people, which necessitated tea. As they waited for the water to boil, Millie took advantage of the time to try to impart a lesson on the most difficult student of them all. 
 
    "It won't bite," Millie said. "Just… look— I'm fine." 
 
    Ivy looked dubious about whether or not that was true, a look that was more akin to deciding whether or not Millie had lost her mind. 
 
    "What? Your plants are more dangerous," Millie said. 
 
    "My plants are natural." 
 
    "No they aren't. You made them that way." 
 
    "Beside the point. They come out of the ground, and are made of water and sunlight. This…" 
 
    "Is a telephone, not a bomb," Millie said as she picked up the earpiece and put it to her ear without exploding or bursting into flame. Ivy still looked unconvinced.  
 
    Returning it, Millie poked the lacquered-wood housing with a long finger, pressing against it until her skin was as white as witchscale. "See? No armour or anything." 
 
    "It's electrical." 
 
    "So are the lights." 
 
    "And I still don't trust those completely, either," Ivy said, casting a look up through the thick fringe that curled over her eyebrows. 
 
    Millie sighed. "You've gotten this close to it, what's a few more feet?" 
 
    "That's when it gets you. I do know something about electricity." 
 
    "Just enough to frighten you, it sounds like." Though when Millie looked at the contraption again, she had to admit it was an odd-looking thing, the twin bells mounted above the mouthpiece making it look like a perpetually-surprised being from another world, confused as to how it had ended up trapped in EVE's kitchen. 
 
    It was Ivy's turn to sigh, but hers came with a disbelieving shrug. "I don't know why you think this is so important. I've muddled through the last four centuries just fine without it. If I want to talk to someone, I'll go see them, or write them a letter. The same way it's always been done." 
 
    "What if they want to talk to you? Or need to?" Millie nodded at the telephone as it hung in perfectly nondescript banality on the kitchen wall. "Would've made the Russians a lot less of a surprise, wouldn't it? Oh," Millie clicked her fingers, "I recall someone telling me about what happens when you can't change, and how important modern communication is. Do you know who that was? I remember her chiding Zoya about not keeping up with things like that." 
 
    Ivy's seemed suddenly far more trusting of electrical lights as she sought them out in order to avoid looking at Millie. 
 
    "I even waited until everyone else was gone to help you. Take it slowly. If it zaps you, witchscale is a very good insulator," Millie said with a broad grin. "I think." 
 
    Ivy blanched. 
 
    "I'm joking! See?" Millie picked up the receiver and held it against her ear again. Then the operator picked up and she slammed it back down again before she could say anything. 
 
    From the stairs came the enthusiastic thumping descent of a teenager learning there was a conversation happening without her. 
 
    Anastasia's dark brown hair was pulled up and back by a white bone barrette, revealing the full force of her enthusiasm for what she'd just walked into. "Who was that?" she asked. 
 
    "Who was who?" Millie replied. 
 
    "On the telephone. I heard you hang up." 
 
    "What? Oh, no-one. I was just showing Ivy how it worked," Millie said. 
 
    "Again?" 
 
    "What do you mean, again?" Ivy said. 
 
    "My room is right by the stairs. I can hear you when the door's open." 
 
    "Were you eavesdropping on us?" Millie asked. 
 
    Anastasia lowered her dark blue eyes the way a seventeen-year-old does to someone over the age of 20. "And who would do such a thing?" 
 
    "That was different! You were outside!" Millie said. 
 
    "And you're in the kitchen!" 
 
    Millie was relieved to see Anastasia's smile follow, and not just because it meant Millie was off the hook, but because it meant Anastasia could smile at all. Through her Coven, she had made remarkable progress these last months. The trauma was still there, especially when she was still, but when she had something to focus on, she was far more alive and aware than she had been in the weeks following her arrival at EVE. 
 
    The loss of her family, her status and her country as she knew it would have made many people suicidal, as the war already had to countless victims of it, but the former princess had made a determined effort to deal with what had happened to her, refusing to shy away and dealing with it head-on. It had done much for her, and Millie was quickly coming to think of her as the little sister of EVE's developing family. 
 
    "Ladies, please. If I try this contraption, will you stop fighting?" said its eccentric aunt. 
 
    For all that had happened to the last Romanov, she still had a youthful energy about her, and it was infectious, causing Millie to have to fight off a giggle to say, "It may be the only thing that will do it."  
 
    Anastasia nodded. "It's true. You should hurry, I just learned the word 'ginger' and I can feel the need to try it." 
 
    "Oi, you watch it, Missy." 
 
    Exerting her Manifest, Anastasia vanished, leaving nothing behind but a stifled snicker. "Watch what?" 
 
    Shaking her head but smiling, Ivy took the final few steps towards the telephone. She stared at it like a puzzle, as if trying to figure out how to start. But she knew how, and knew everyone else knew she knew, and so bravely reached out for the receiver. 
 
    The moment her hand touched the polished black ear piece, a godawful metallic racket shattered the anticipatory quiet. Ivy yanked her hand away like it had shocked her, and fled the kitchen. As the door to the dining room swung freely in her wake, Millie could see her peering in from around the doorframe. 
 
    None of them had ever actually heard it ring before. 
 
    But before Millie could even turn back, Anastasia already had her face pressed to the mouthpiece. "Hello? Niamh! It's Nastya. I know, but no-one else would answer," she said, sticking out her tongue at Millie. "You're back! What? Wait, the train, but you're not at the station? Who? That makes no— all right! I'll tell her. As soon as possible, yes. Good-bye." 
 
    When Anastasia hung up, the look on Millie's face reached down her throat and yanked out the answer to her unspoken question. "Niamh's at the next station, and she wants us to send a car for her." She looked up with eyes that been bled dry of mirth. "She found a Manifested witch." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing in front of the residence just as they had the day the Russians arrived, Millie couldn't help but notice the stark contrast from that day. Then, all of EVE had been waiting, lined up and expectant, if anxious. Six Manifested witches and the Longs had been there to welcome its newest members as a group. 
 
    Now it was just Millie, Ivy and Anastasia, hastily assembled with ten minutes warning and no idea what was coming beyond a single telephone call that had been as short on details as it had been length. 
 
    "You're sure she didn't say anything else?" Ivy asked Anastasia. 
 
    "Yes," the young witch replied for the third time. 
 
    "This feels strange without Selene here," Millie said. "It doesn't feel… official." 
 
    "I'd've thought you'd gotten used to improvising. It seems like it's all we do," Ivy said. 
 
    "Where's Hekabe?" Anastasia asked. 
 
    "After her performance at your arrival, I made sure she was well distracted this time. And in a locked room." Ivy's eyes should have been twinkling at a remark like that, but they were looking straight ahead, dull with the concern behind them. 
 
    Anastasia looked aghast. "You didn't!" 
 
    "'Course I did. You didn't see the look on your face when she came out that door," Ivy said, pointing back at the one they had just emerged from. "I know it worked out for you. This is different." 
 
    "What makes you say that?" Millie asked. 
 
    "Niamh asked to be picked up anonymously in the next town over after secretly hopping a freight train all the way from Cumbria, with only ten minutes warning." 
 
    "That doesn't mean…" 
 
    Ivy shook her head. "You weren't around for the days when witches had to be smuggled, Millie. I know what it looks like." 
 
    As one who had been, Anastasia went pale and very still. 
 
    They all looked up at the sound of a black, nondescript motorcar chugging down the gravel lane towards them. Nothing like the ostentatious Rolls-Royce that the Longs used on official business, it was a beat-up but sturdy piece of war surplus that could be found by the thousands on the broken, barely-existent roads that were being hewn into the British countryside. 
 
    Rumbling to a stop before them, Niamh leapt out with a graceful speed that Millie still envied and threw open the opposite door to let out the only other passenger. 
 
    Before Millie even got a look at her face, she could feel her Manifest, but it was unlike any other she'd ever felt. It had the same sense of magical presence as everyone else's, but it felt more primitive somehow; raw and unpolished. The way Yekaterina's fire looked next to a witchlight, this new witch's Manifest felt next to Niamh's and Ivy's; flickering and unstable, rather than smooth and contained. 
 
    The face that appeared looked straight at Millie with honey-coloured eyes, which would have been startling if not for the unvarnished anger that was contained in that unusual hue. Framing that anger was long, stringy black hair, gripping her scalp and shoulders like a mass of tentacles. Even in the low light in the shadow of The Shed, her sickly white skin shone slightly as though she had run here. 
 
    She passed all of them without a word, letting herself be guided by Niamh into the residence, leaving the other three with no choice but to follow. 
 
    Inside, Niamh was speaking to the new arrival in low, hushed tones, holding up a key and pointing this way and that before leading her to the stairs. The sickly witch held up a hand, cutting off the tour after 30 seconds. She took the key without speaking and trudged up the stairs alone. 
 
    A few footsteps echoed from the hall before a brief silence. 
 
    When the sound of the door slamming shut smacked against the walls and their ears, everyone allowed themselves to breathe again. 
 
    Niamh turned to Ivy looking like she bore a mountain on her back. "Her name is Pretoria. I was almost too late to save her. I would have been if she hadn't Manifested," she said. 
 
    "So recently?" Ivy asked. 
 
    "I felt it happen. You were right to prioritise her, Ivy." 
 
    "That's not why," Ivy said. 
 
    "I know. But Agatha's body was barely cold when they grabbed Pretoria. In the time it took us to hear about it and get up there, they had already held their 'trial' and sentenced her. She Manifested after they threw her in the river." 
 
    Anastasia's hands flew to her mouth and she looked up the stairs. "Someone tried to kill her?" 
 
    "Her neighbours." Niamh sighed, crossing her arms over her chest. "Pretoria said they were afraid of us. That EVE turned them against her." 
 
    "Is that why she looked like she wanted to kill me?" Millie said. That, or she was trying to hide the fact she was probably scared out of her mind. 
 
    "Yes. She saw your photograph in the newspaper, but it's Victoria and Yekaterina she hates the most. Where are they?" 
 
    As Ivy filled in an increasingly-shocked-looking-the-more-she-heard Niamh on the whereabouts of the rest of EVE, Millie looked to Anastasia, who seemed just as unsteady about all of this as Millie felt. 
 
    "Hate? How can a witch… hate another witch? I thought we were sisters," Anastasia said. 
 
    "Aye. I guess we're all still people though, too." 
 
    Shaking her head and crossing her arms, Anastasia's Manifest surged and she vanished like she'd been blown away by the breeze. "I can't live in a house with someone who hates me. I know how that ends." 
 
    Ivy turned to them and looked straight at Anastasia. "Come back to us," Ivy said. "Nothing will happen to you." 
 
    "I've been told that before, too," said a disembodied Anastasia. 
 
    The two older witches shared a look. "There's nowhere else for her to go," Niamh said. 
 
    "She can go to the other house, or sleep in The Shed for all I care. You used the word 'hate,' Niamh, and you brought her here anyway. Near me. Why did you do that?" 
 
    The betrayal in Anastasia's voice was heartbreaking, enough even to shake Niamh's usual stoicism. "I didn't think about it. All the way down here, I just wanted to get her under this roof, away from anyone who wanted to hurt her. I didn't think about who was already here." 
 
    "I won't trust her with my secret," Anastasia said. "But I don't want to be Alexandra in this house. This was a place for Anastasia to be reborn, to grow into the new person I was forced to become." 
 
    "I didn't bring her here to join EVE, I brought her here to keep her safe. This is probably temporary, and besides which, it's only been a few days; give her time. Show her what EVE is and why we're here together, and maybe she'll come around." 
 
    "And if she doesn't?" Millie asked. 
 
    "We'll burn that bridge when we come to it." 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, after Ivy and Anastasia had turned in early, Millie found Niamh sitting alone in the common room in front of a dark fireplace, staring into the cold, black bricks as though there was something there. If there was, Millie couldn't see it. 
 
    "I didn't expect to find you here," she said. 
 
    "Where else would I be?" 
 
    "In bed, sleeping off your trip? You look exhausted." 
 
    "That's because I am. I'm tired." 
 
    The hairs on Millie's neck stood up at that, and not the good ones. "You had a rough go of it up North, I take it?" she said, slipping into the chair beside her mentor's. 
 
    "Between the two of us, we killed eight people," Niamh said flatly. 
 
    Millie swallowed hard. "Both of you?" 
 
    "Her Manifest. It's… I don't know. The river…" Niamh stared deeper into the dark fireplace, as if the words she wanted were lurking beneath the soot. "She did something. I felt it, but I don't know what she did. What I do know is that within minutes, five of the people who tried to kill her were dead. In a boat, searching for her body, presumably, they caught fire but drowned before they could burn to death. Or rather than, I don't know." 
 
    Silence stretched between them, Millie unwilling to prompt an answer she didn't know if she wanted to hear. 
 
    "I don't believe in coincidence, Millie," Niamh said anyway. "That girl Manifested the ability to not drown, and I believe something else beside it. Those people lived on that river, the idea that all of them would drown together in that place at that moment on accident is preposterous." 
 
    "All right," Millie said. "But Vickie can walk through walls. Svetlana can read minds… is that so different?" 
 
    "It was the first thing she did after not dying. Her Manifest saved her from drowning, but also let her do… that." 
 
    "Maybe. You said you don't know what she actually did, though. Even if she did kill her would-be executioners with her Manifest, that's all you do with yours. It's dangerous. So is mine. And Vickie's. Yekaterina's. You see the same pattern I do, right?" 
 
    "This was different." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "It was instinctive. She just did it. I haven't seen her so much as take a drink of water other than tea since I met her, let alone move it. Or command it, or whatever I felt her do. I felt her Manifest in the water, felt it as it moved with her down the river. Then it stopped, I guess when she climbed out. Then… something. Like when Victoria does something show-off-y. Something big." 
 
    "So we train her. Help her, like we all are doing." 
 
    Niamh shook her head. "That hurt in Anastasia's voice… she's right. Pretoria could be dangerous, and I brought her here without thinking. 300 years of getting witches like her to safety, I didn't even think about the ones that were already safe. The ones she might endanger." 
 
    Millie's hackles stood up. Endanger? In this house? "Does she hate us that much?" 
 
    "Maybe. She ran off into the night as soon as I said 'Longstown.' And you saw the look on her face when she got here, you tell me." 
 
    The idea of a witch being dangerous was absurd, yet the reality of what Millie had seen in Pretoria's eyes made it unnerving, and for a brief second, she was glad Elise wasn't home. If she had been, Millie would have probably charged up the stairs and demanded to know Pretoria's intentions under pain of being strangled by witchscale. Millie would have been the dangerous one until she got a satisfactory answer. As it was, she was slightly more willing to give the new witch a chance. Perhaps she shouldn't have been, or maybe it was more terror than fear she'd seen in the young witch's eyes. 
 
    Trauma was a part of a Manifested witch's life, and they had all dealt with it differently. Pretoria had just suffered hers, and wouldn't be in her right mind yet, if what Niamh was saying was true. The worry, Millie realised, was that Pretoria might turn out to be one of those who were never in her right mind again after suffering as she had. 
 
    It made Millie think of Yekaterina, and how she had looked the night she'd broken things off with Grace, along with the things she'd said. Millie hadn't heard the whole of the story of what had happened to her before she fled Russia, but it was clearly still affecting her over a year later. Vickie, Anastasia, even Ivy, there was no way to know in what way or how long it would be before they recovered, if ever. 
 
    "What about what you did?" Millie asked. Niamh was another example. Millie had long ago accepted that Niamh had killed people in her past, but something about hearing that she had done it just a few days ago and not a few centuries made it feel far more real. As far as Millie knew, Niamh was the only witch in history to Manifest in a way that was expressly violent, and Millie still wasn't privy to how it had happened. Whatever it was, it resulted in dangerous being the first word to describe the Irish witch, for good or ill. 
 
    "What about it?" Niamh said. 
 
    "Aren't they going to look for who did it?" 
 
    "Oh, that. I didn't give them reason to." 
 
    "But you said—" 
 
    "Millie, I learned a long time ago how to make what I do look like something else. I left them in a condition that says 'wild animal,' not 'magic sword.'" 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Why so many questions? By being careful, that's how. I'm good at killing people," Niamh said without a trace of pride or happiness.  
 
    "I know. And I worry it's going to catch up to you someday." 
 
    Niamh looked away. "I do, too." 
 
    Millie was used to honesty from Niamh that felt like getting hit with a cricket bat, but something in her tone made this time hit especially hard, and the bat was full of nails. "You do?" 
 
    "The world is shrinking, love. I can feel it. This island is much smaller than it used to be. It would have taken me ages to get to Cumbria before, now I can do it in an afternoon. And I was still too slow." Niamh shook her head slowly before her witchblade flared to life. "They had guns, Millie. Semi-automatic pistols from America. If it hadn't been dark, or in somewhere more open… they might have had me this time. Your Manifest is the one for this century. This is old world." Her slate-gray eyes followed the line of the ethereal white 'blade' from her fingers to the pointed tip, filling them with white fire. "And the old world is dying, if not dead already." 
 
    "But you saved Pretoria's life. We save the ones we can," Millie said. 
 
    Niamh looked over from her blade and smiled. "Elise?" 
 
    "She knows more about saving people than anyone." 
 
    "True. How do you think she's doing over there?" 
 
    "I wish I knew." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The City of Light lived up to its name, as Victoria caught her first look at Paris. The train twisted around a bend in the track, and the horizon was ablaze with artificial light, a beacon burning upon the divider between earth and sky that was impossible to mistake for anything other than one of the great cities of the world. 
 
    She nudged Elise's arm several times before her eyes even budged. 
 
    "Elise, look," Victoria said. 
 
    Slowly, Elise rose from her deep sleep, awareness taking its time in forming on her features. Blinking a few times, she followed the line of Victoria's finger out the window. 
 
    Her face was a war of clashing emotions as she stared out at the city until the train turned back again, taking Paris away with it. Though the horizon was dark once more, Elise didn't look away. 
 
    "I did not think I would see it again so soon," she said. "When I saw it last, I was full of hope and excitement. I thought I would be when I came back… but I am not." 
 
    "I understand. Not to the same degree, but I think I can," Victoria said. Nottingham held the same place in her mind. She too, wouldn't know how she would react to seeing it again until she did. 
 
    "Though I am not from Paris, it is somehow still special. I could never go to the city when I was a small girl, we were too poor. But as far away as Bezonveaux is… was…  Paris had a kind of feeling… I cannot express well." 
 
    "Romantic?" Victoria ventured. It was the word most often associated with Paris in books and in the popular mind in Britain, at least. 
 
    "Mysterious? Perhaps both. Attraction. Yes, that is the word. I could only pass through when I went to England, but it still felt like a dream. To see the Eiffel Tower, even from far away, did not feel real. Though I had left my family, I felt as though I had… accomplished something. My mother and father never went there. Nor did my brother. Just being there, I felt successful. I traveled further than anyone in my family. It felt like I took them with me." 
 
    "That's a beautiful story," said Victoria. London had never had a chance to hold that kind of place in her imagination, since she had been going there since she was eight. To her then, it was loud, smelly and crowded, and she couldn't wait to go back to Nottingham. The city grew on her slightly as she got older, as she became more aware of things like history, culture and politics, but her first impression had proven to be a lasting one. 
 
    "Thank you," Elise said. "But they will never know my success. And since they are gone, it feels… bad, but also good?" 
 
    "Bittersweet." 
 
    "Yes. That is my feeling." 
 
    The train trundled along, and Victoria swayed in her seat along with the motion, her hands folded in her lap. Though she felt closer to Elise than almost anyone, Victoria still didn't know what to say or do in that moment.  
 
    "I'm sorry Millie isn't here," she said eventually. 
 
    Elise nodded, finally tearing her eyes away from the window. "Me too. But if she is not, I am happy you can be. You are part of my success, and I do not have to return alone." 
 
    "Thank you. That means a great deal to me. I just hope I don't embarrass you with my French." 
 
    "People will understand, as long as you try. That is most important." 
 
    For Elise's sake, Victoria could do that much. 
 
    The train sped on towards the light. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The hotel room was ancient and reeked of cigarettes, but the bed was soft, and that was all that mattered to Katya as she flopped backwards onto it, letting her hands and feet hang off the edges. 
 
    It had been a long trip. 
 
    They were on the top floor, so as to get Sveta away from as many people as possible, but the window was apparently only for keeping the wind out. As she stared up at the yellowed ceiling, the sound of Paris at night came in just fine, washing over her with the shouts and laughter of those just leaving the bars, and the excited jabbering of those just entering. Hoofbeats sounded alongside the chugging of motorcars, making Katya wonder how she had ever gotten to sleep in a city. Though more modern than St. Petersburg, the life of a city was the life of a city, and Paris made many of the same sounds and smells as her home. 
 
    Her old home. Her first home.  
 
    Compared to her new one, it was quite the racket. An airfield at night doesn't make any noise, even with the windows open. Crickets, of course, but that was it. It didn't sound like a city, or a town, even. It sounded like night.  
 
    And the stars. She already missed them. She'd glanced up a few times as they'd made their way here, but she hadn't been able to make out a single one, whereas at home, the entire sky was awash in them. It looked like night. 
 
    Katya blew out a breath. How so much had changed. 
 
    But not only for her. 
 
    "Sveta, are you going to be able to sleep here?" 
 
    After so long in the peaceful, relatively sparsely-populated Longstown, being suddenly plunged into a population of millions was clearly taking its toll. Her long auburn hair was unkempt and wild, having been shaken free of the pins that had been put in it, and she was quietly humming to herself.  
 
    Then one eye popped open, circling crazily before landing on Katya's face. It was a harrowing moment before it showed any recognition of what it was seeing.  
 
    "It's so loud." Sveta's voice was a pitiful plea without being a request. "I can't block it out well. It's better up here, but…" Though she managed to get both eyes open eventually, they simply stared straight ahead from just over her hunched shoulder. "I'll try." 
 
    Smiling grimly in sympathy, Katya moved to sit beside Svetlana, gathering up strands of her hair to begin trying to get them back in some kind of order, if only to remove one irritant by keeping it out of her face. "I don't pretend to understand how you see the world, but can you focus on something else?" 
 
    "Like what? It's dark outside, and we're alone." 
 
    "Well, me, then. Or Vita, she and Elise are just on the other side of this wall. Aren't we positive?" Katya said, plucking one of the pins out of Sveta's hair and fastening it again. "Or my touch. That's something, isn't it?" 
 
    "Thank you, Katya," Sveta said. Her eye flicked up to Katya's wrist. "But I know you too well. If I listen to you, I'll hear even more. Things you don't think loudly." 
 
    "You're in my Coven, I'm an open book to you," Katya said. 
 
    "You believe that," Sveta said sadly. "But it's not true." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "There is much you do not say. Your captivity still weighs heavily on you. Your guilt about Grace." 
 
    Katya swallowed. "Yes. I know I can't hide that from you; I think about those things a lot," she said. "But just because I don't bring them up doesn't mean I'm hiding them from you. You have enough of others' emotions pressing on you for me to presume to put mine on top of them." 
 
    "But I'm your sister. Shouldn't you feel comfortable doing that? Who else should you be able to confide in more than another member of your Coven?" Sveta shook her head. "I longed to be closer to you and Nastya for so long, but it's my Manifest that's preventing it now." 
 
    Katya watched as Sveta shrank even smaller. "I should have asked you before presuming, I'm sorry. I would like nothing more than to have someone to talk to about it. Are you sure my insecurities and anxiety are a good distraction?" she asked lightly, taming the last of Sveta's hair. "There, all done." 
 
    "I'd like to think them more than just a distraction," Sveta said. "I'm your friend." 
 
    Katya smiled for real this time. "I know, and I am very grateful. But what kind of friend would I be if I didn't make sure you get the rest you need? You brought the sleeping draught Ivy made, didn't you?" 
 
    "Yes. And the eye mask. And the earmuffs," Sveta repeated for the third time since they'd left Longstown. "It should be enough." 
 
    "Is there anything I can do?" 
 
    Sveta yawned, her eyelids drooping. "Try not to think too loudly," she said dryly. 
 
    "What if I think loudly about quiet things?" 
 
    "That would be all right. Just keep thinking about the stars until you fall asleep." 
 
    Katya looked to see Sveta's eyes completely normal. "You heard that?" 
 
    Sveta nodded. "It gets easier the more time we spend together. Your colour was wistful." 
 
    "What colour is that?" Katya asked in genuine curiosity. 
 
    "A shade darker than nostalgic," Sveta said with a noncommittal hand motion. "Sort of— gray… ish." 
 
    "That's already a non-colour, how can it be gray-ish?" 
 
    "I'm sorry I can't perfectly describe the colour of an emotion, Katya." 
 
    "Touché." 
 
    Sveta smiled. "Bonjour." 
 
    "That means 'good morning.'" 
 
    "Oui." 
 
    "Right. I think we're both delirious enough to go to bed, then," Katya said, flopping back down on her own. 
 
    "Enchantée, ma chérie," Sveta said proudly. 
 
    Katya shot bolt upright. "What did you say?" 
 
    "Enchantée, ma chérie," Sveta repeated, with perfect inflection and somehow, even more pride. 
 
    Katya stared, looking for any sign that Sveta was joking, but the earnestness on her face summoned a great bubble of laughter within Katya that only would only need the tiniest prick to burst. "You don't know what that means, do you?" 
 
    Sveta shrugged. "I can hear Elise say it every night before bed." 
 
    The total innocence in her voice broke Katya completely, and she threw her head back so far in laughter she fell over. Tears were streaming down her face by the time she could gather herself together enough to form a coherent sentence again. "And to whom does she say that?" she managed before another fit of laughter doubled her over again. 
 
    "To Millie…" 
 
    "Her lover." Helpless giggles shook Katya to the point her stomach started to hurt. "Behind closed doors…" snort "…in bed. Sveta, I know you don't have to be able to read minds to put that together. Here's a hint—" 
 
    Katya's last loud thought of the evening forced every ounce of blood in Sveta's body into her cheeks. 
 
    "Oh! Oh, no! No, no, no! I didn't—!" 
 
    "It's all right, Sveta," Katya purred as she patted the bed. "If that's how you really feel…" 
 
    Sveta's face contorted in utter embarrassment before disappearing under her covers. 
 
    "Already? Don't you have something to say to Elise first? She's just next door. Why don't I—?" 
 
    "Don't you dare!" 
 
    Katya made like she was about to knock on the wall, but was stopped short by a pillow striking her square in the face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pretoria looked out from the window in the room she'd been given, and into the heart of the sun rising over Longstown. 
 
    Buildings, scattered trees, patches of grass, there was little to like. The air stank of petrol fumes and was full of the sound of industry coming to life. Off to her right, she could see the women who worked here streaming in through the gates, chatting and laughing with one another. A shocking number of them had hair as short as Niamh's, though it was probably that Ravenwood witch's influence, by the looks of it. Nets and hats could keep it out of machinery, Pretoria knew that much; you didn't have to cut it off. 
 
    What else had they influenced? The Long Aircraft Concern seemed to be going along quite nicely all throughout the war, why did they open a school for witches? How had they even known about them? Pretoria hadn't even heard of other witches until what EVE had done. 
 
    And who's fault was that? was a question Pretoria would rather not think about the answer to, so she thought about something else, something more immediate: she'd soaked her sheets again. 
 
    Days after whatever had happened to her had happened, she was still leaking, and it was beginning to settle in that it may be something she was going to have to live with forever.  
 
    Her hands were still swollen, her skin still soft and the wrong shade of pale, her hair stringy like wet grass. Only her eyes had been spared from transformation, and for that she was grateful. They were what had always set her apart, but had also been her favourite feature. Amber, honey, she had heard them referred to in many ways, usually whispered behind the hand of whoever had said it. But at the end of the day, they were yellow. She'd never known anyone else with yellow eyes, or anywhere close to it. But she'd never seen gray eyes until she'd met Niamh, and then it had been her turn to stare.  
 
    But whatever Pretoria was, or had become, she wasn't about to be a burden, so she tore off her sheets and hung them out the open window, propping up a chair to keep them from falling into the grass below. Compared to Cumbria, Longstown was warmer and drier, and she hoped they would dry quickly, before anyone noticed. 
 
    She did it quickly to avoid looking down. She'd never seen a house with two floors before, let alone been inside one. That was to say nothing of how big it was. She hadn't counted the bedrooms, but she had never pictured so many doors in a single hallway outside of a hotel. Not that she'd ever been in one of those, either. But that made sense! This was… a house! And it had nothing but witches in it? Built a dozen yards from the most gigantic thing Pretoria had ever seen that wasn't a mountain, the house was brick, yet the wood floors were shiny! Why? Wood was dusty and gave you splinters every now and then, the surface she couldn't help but slide her bare feet over now was like dark brown glass. There was a rug, which was normal enough, she supposed, but it had little tassels on it. Were those for catching dust? The wardrobe in the corner was big enough to hold every piece of clothing Pretoria had ever owned, what had they expected her to be able to bring South? 
 
    If they were trying to impress her, well… they were succeeding. Even that ginger she'd seen downstairs was the tallest woman Pretoria had ever seen. Was anything about this place normal? She had no idea, and it made her even more hesitant to leave her room. What would she find if she did? 
 
    With nothing else of interest in her room, however, there was little to do, other than wait for someone to come get her. 
 
    She didn't have to wait long before someone did. 
 
    When she opened the door, standing there was one of the other witches who had been waiting for her and Niamh. 
 
    Her black hair was tousled and unkempt, but clean, long enough to tumble over shoulders hidden by a black dress slashed seemingly at random with white patches and strips, like fragments of shattered glass. 
 
    When she looked at Pretoria it was with warm, open eyes the colour of jade, and they narrowed with a smile that until now Pretoria had only ever seen on dogs. It would have been uncouth to call what she saw there fangs, but she didn't know what other word to use. Far from threatening, they were shiny white, and their owner clearly enjoyed people's first response to them, as her smile widened when she noticed Pretoria's eyes flick down. 
 
    "Good morning," the witch said. "I'm Ivy. Welcome to Longstown, Pretoria." 
 
    "You know my name, too?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "I do. I knew your aunt. I'm very sorry to hear about her. And you." 
 
    "Th-thank you," Pretoria stammered. "You knew her?" 
 
    "Not well. But I lived up in your neck of the woods for a while when I was younger. She and Eva taught me a lot. I hope I can return the favour; you must have a lot of questions." 
 
    Pretoria's brow pinched together. This was not at all the welcome she had been bracing for, and it had caught her flat-footed. "I… yes," she said. "Eva… Eva said you knew recipes." 
 
    "Not as many as I've forgotten, I'm afraid. But I think it's recipes of a different sort we should worry about right now. You must be starved." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The restaurant on the ground floor of the hotel was busy, with waitstaff flitting in every direction to keep up with the demands placed upon them to get the army of diplomats, translators, and journalists that had descended on the city for the signing ceremony on their feet and out the door. 
 
    EVE was no different, they hadn't much time before their only pre-conference obligation: meeting a member of the Foreign Ministry to receive their credentials and hopefully some modicum of explanation as to why they were here in the first place. 
 
    As Versailles was almost an hour outside of Paris, it was an early morning for all, and it was reflected on their faces, and those of everyone around them. The smell of coffee warred with that of cigars for domination, particularly for Victoria, who kept her cup of steaming black liquid directly under her nose in hopes of bolstering the former's chances. 
 
    The sounds of a dozen French conversations buzzed above the clinking of silverware, leaving EVE's the only one carried out in English as a waiter emerged through the fog of cigar smoke to freshen their tea and coffee only to vanish back into it again.  
 
    They had all been famished after their journey, and now that only the barest scraps of evidence that there had ever been a breakfast on the table remained did Victoria look between Katya and Sveta to broach the topic that had been on her mind since she'd woken up. 
 
    "You two seemed awfully rowdy last night," she said, stirring sugar into her third coffee.  
 
    "We had a disagreement," Katya said, her eyes dancing behind the heat mirage put off by the tip of her cigarette. "One that resulted in us coming to blows, I'm afraid." 
 
    Elise jerked up, shooting a look of concern between them. "You had a fight?" 
 
    Sveta nodded. "A pillow fight." 
 
    At this, Elise visibly relaxed, while Victoria merely dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a napkin. "Really, how old are you?" 
 
    "Old enough to not care if you approve," Katya shot back, a long tendril of smoke streaming from the corner of her smile. "Jealousy doesn't suit you. Unlike that," she said with genuine appreciation as she gestured to the formal suit Victoria was wearing, complete with tails.  
 
    It had started life as one for a young man, but Victoria had had it tailored to her proportions, rather than enduring another tiresome go-round with the dressmaker about having a men's suit custom-made for a woman out of whole cloth. Though Victoria was pleased with the final result, the time constraints of the last-minute decision for her to come had also conspired against her, making it feel somewhat second-hand. Even if no-one else would be the wiser, being amongst such august company in it left her feeling more conscious of her appearance than she would have been in something bespoke. 
 
    "Jealousy? However did you reach that conclusion?" she asked, deliberately ignoring the compliment. She wouldn't have known what to do with it if she'd accepted.  
 
    Katya reached out to tap her cigarette on the ashtray with an arm clad in white. The rest of her dress was lighter-weight and less voluminous than most would have chosen for an occasion as formal as the conference, but was far better suited to the warm weather. The blue and red accents were subtle, but spoke volumes; the three together were the colours of the Russian Empire. "Easy. When is the last time you had a pillow fight?" 
 
    Victoria hesitated, making tiny stalling motions as she thought. "Well, I—" 
 
    "Never. Right," Katya said. 
 
    Sveta nodded. She was dressed similarly to Katya, though forgoing the (to her) amplified discomfort brought on by a corset left her appearing more shapeless than her taller counterpart. Her long auburn hair was done up in threads of silver beads and clasps; Katya's deft talent for hair arrangement on full display. 
 
    "See? Elise?" Katya said. 
 
    "Millie has long arms. I do not fare well. And she has armour." She looked radiant, her dress a shining pale blue, the same as her eyes. Her hair was much less ornate than Sveta's, a single thick braid that lay down her spine to the small of her back. 
 
    "She doesn't use it, does she?" Sveta asked, her eyes twinkling with the answer she received before anyone else. 
 
    "Yes," Elise confirmed. 
 
    "That's cheating!" Katya exclaimed in mock horror. 
 
    "But I also cheat," Elise said, colour rising to her cheeks. 
 
    Katya must have noticed, as she leaned in a conspiratorial distance to ask, "How?" 
 
    Elise glanced around, but the other tables were deep in their own conversations. "I do not button my shirt. It is very distracting," she said, biting her lips together but unable to hide her smile at saying something so ribald over breakfast in public. 
 
    Katya didn't even try to hide hers, smiling hugely as she raised her coffee cup in toast. "Well done." 
 
    As their cups clinked together, she turned to Victoria. "Pray tell, what would you do, Vita? Glower?" 
 
    "I would expand the pillow to the size of the bed and smother you with it," Victoria said proudly. 
 
    "So, you'd cheat." 
 
    The others all shook their head in a disappointment Victoria couldn't suss out the earnestness of. 
 
    "Forgive me, are there rules to this I don't know about? Isn't a fight about winning?" Victoria asked the table at large, but kept her eyes on Katya. 
 
    "You've really never had a pillow fight before," Katya said in disbelief. "I thought Sveta was just playing along, but you… well, then." She took a drag in her cigarette, the tip glowing as brightly as the amusement in her eyes. 
 
    "Well what?" Victoria asked. 
 
    The other three witches said nothing, but shared a look that left Victoria glancing between them in anticipation of an explanation. 
 
    "Over what?" Elise asked Sveta, with a sidelong, teasing glance at Victoria. 
 
    "What's funny," Sveta said. "Now I need a new pillow. Mine… exploded." 
 
    Shaking her head, Victoria took out her watch. "If you are quite done, it's almost time to meet our envoy, so we can get on with this." 
 
    Though their expressions said they wanted nothing more than to continue talking about pillow fights, the others nodded and reluctantly got to their feet to shuffle down the hall to the conference lounge. 
 
      
 
    Regardless of the fact the word 'conference' appeared in front of it on the door, they ended up in what looked like a normal hotel lounge. Adding to the misnomer was the fact that there was little conferring actually going on, as EVE stared with keen indifference at the envoy assigned to them as he made his introductions. 
 
    He was still a young lad, by Katya's estimation, not even 30. Whatever his full title, she was confident it started with 'Junior'. 
 
    "Greetings, I am John May, of His Majesty's Foreign Ministry, and I should like to thank you for accepting our invitation to attend the conference. Your presence is most welcome," he said into a sucking vacuum of anti-enthusiasm. 
 
    Vita especially had lost none of her naked skepticism for her government's decision. She couldn't be bothered to sit down as she snatched Mr. May's credentials and began giving them a thorough going-over.  
 
    "And what is the nature of our presence to be?" she asked as her examination bore down to the microscopic level, going by the fractional increase in pressure from her Manifest. What that would tell her, Katya had no idea, but whatever she found was satisfactory, and she handed them back without a word. 
 
    Folding them neatly, he placed them back in an interior coat pocket. "We were made aware of your contributions to the war effort in both munitions manufacturing and other, more clandestine work, Miss Ravenwood, as well as the sacrifices made by your family. You have my condolences." 
 
    "Thank you." Vita crossed her arms in anticipation of a real answer. 
 
    "And in light of the events this past spring, having those of your… notoriety was seen as a boon to the public relations aspect of Versailles. You all have stories to tell, and are worthy of bearing witness to the closure that today's conference will bring," May said. 
 
    "And who will be telling our stories?" Katya asked. 
 
    "They've already been written, and will be included in several magazine articles to be published in the coming weeks." 
 
    "Without asking us?" Sveta said. 
 
    "They won't be terribly in-depth, I'm afraid, just a touch of colour. But as there will be hundreds of people in attendance, no-one's will be, lest you feel we've singled you out for lack of attention," Mr. May said with a beaver-like smile that came off as smarmy and backhanded. 
 
    "Well, as long as it's egalitarian," Katya said. 
 
    May ignored this, as a diplomat was wont to do when it came to something he didn't want to hear but had no leverage to do anything about. "You will be expected to be available for photographs, but otherwise you will have no official duties. You are guests of His Majesty's government, not employees." That he was looking at Victoria when he said the last didn't go unnoticed. "However your… abilities should remain inactive. No weapons will be permitted anywhere on the grounds." 
 
    Vita shared a look with Katya, which she was happy to return. "Except us. Understood, Mr. May." 
 
    His eyes went wide, as though Vita had spoken some great secret aloud. Katya supposed she had, though it wasn't great, it was obviously open. 
 
    "We will stop whatever trouble you are leaving unsaid," Sveta said, almost sounding bored. "That is the real reason you asked us." 
 
    May looked between them like he wasn't sure if he was dreaming this or not. "Right," he managed after he recovered, though he had clearly not been trained to expect the kind of reception he was getting, and blundered forward to reach firmer ground. "Now, though you are attending as guests, your actions will reflect on His Majesty's government, and Britain as a whole, so I will ask you to behave as you would in any other formal setting, and adhere to the highest standards of conduct, the same as you would if His Majesty was attending himself. Diplomacy is a fine art, and even the slightest—" 
 
    "Do you know who my father was?" Sveta interjected, looking at him with eyes limned in gold. "No, you don't, so spare me the lie that sits so easily on your tongue. His diplomatic record was second to none, and through him, I've attended more functions like this than you have, so I would ask you to act the proper statesman and not talk down to us as though we were ignorant children." 
 
    Four witches turned as one in eager anticipation of Mr. May's response. 
 
    The first was to clamp down his facial features completely, making him look as though he had suddenly acquired some kind of illness that turned his face to stone. The second was to begin perspiring. 
 
    "Apologies," the young man said. "You have the advantage of me." 
 
    "Yes, I do," Sveta said. "As the most junior of His Majesty's delegation, it's to be expected." 
 
    May's facial paralysis showed some signs of recovery, though the result was far from flattering on one so young. 
 
    "Thank you for your concern, Mr. May. We will comport ourselves with utmost dignity, have no fear," Vita said. "Good day." 
 
    Having no recourse, May handed off the credentials that would admit them onto the grounds of Versailles and into the conference before beating a hasty retreat. 
 
    When he was gone, Katya turned to Svetlana with eyes wide with both surprise and pride. "When did your tongue sprout those barbs?" 
 
    Sveta's face reflected neither surprise nor pride. "I'm tired, Katya, that's all." 
 
    "I'm not complaining." 
 
    "I know. But given what I said, I could have handled myself with a bit more tact." 
 
    "Nonsense," Vita said. "I think he needed to hear it." 
 
    "Perhaps. He saw this as a thankless job anyway. I let him go early." 
 
    Though it should have been a joke, Sveta's face was drawn, and it kept Katya from laughing. 
 
    "But at least now we know why we're here," Vita said. 
 
    "What trouble?" Katya asked. Her bemusement at May's discomfort had evaporated, leaving her only what Sveta had said. 
 
    "His colours were nervous. He is very anxious about something, but not the treaty itself. That is already decided. There is an unknown that he fears," Sveta said. 
 
    "Unknown?" Elise asked. 
 
    "I do not know how to say it better. There is fear that something untoward may happen. I caught stray thoughts from others at breakfast. It is small, but real. There is an undercurrent of fear everywhere I turn my attention, except amongst you. We are here just in case, though he could not say it aloud." 
 
    "Plausible deniability. Of course," Vita said, a note of irritation in her voice. "He couldn't tell us the real reason. Thousands of women worked the factories and lost their families, yet not one that wasn't a witch was invited. To risk asking us here, however, they must have some kind of concrete reason to fear something happening." 
 
    "At a peace conference? What could?" Katya said. 
 
    "He didn't know. That is why we are here. We can solve many different kinds of problems," Sveta said. 
 
    "We can also cause them," Elise said. "If I were German, I would not be happy to see us." 
 
    At that, the room fell silent. 
 
    Outside, Paris got on with its day, the people completely oblivious to the weight that had just crashed into the first floor of the hotel they were walking past. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stepping into the most gigantic thing Pretoria had never imagined, she almost fell over backwards as she craned her neck to try to find the ceiling. 
 
    "We call it The Shed," Ivy said as she led Pretoria deeper into its cavernous maw. 
 
    "Why?" Pretoria asked, dumbfounded at such a mundane name for something so extraordinary. 
 
    The older witch shrugged. "'Dunno. It's shed-shaped? Holds things well enough."  
 
    Above the door was a yellow banner with an apple core painted on it. There was writing on it as well, but Pretoria held her tongue. There was no point in embarrassing herself so early if she could help it. 
 
    "This is where we do a lot of the more practical work," Ivy explained. "Potions, things like that. Keeps the fumes down." 
 
    Needing a space this size to do something so simple struck Pretoria as absurd, but she held her tongue again. Besides which, doing it in here would be like doing it outside, and everything Pretoria had ever been taught about magic said that that was forbidden. 'Never let the sun shine on secrets,' Aunt Agatha had told her many a time, and made sure she followed to the letter. 
 
    "But you didn't need a place like this, did you?" Ivy said. "Aggie probably taught you in a little workroom, right? Or the kitchen?" 
 
    Aggie? Nobody called Aunt Agatha 'Aggie' unless they wanted to get smacked with a spoon. "How did you know?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "'Cause that's how I learned. 'S the traditional way, innit? These girls started that way, but wanted something more. A bit ambitious, I suppose. They see what Victoria and Millie did and think they can do the same by coming here." 
 
    "Manifesting?" 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "Can they?" 
 
    "The only answer is no-one knows. I didn't see those two Manifesting at first. Didn't even believe in magic when I met 'em," Ivy said with a grin. "But looking back on it, they were always different. Special." 
 
    Didn't believe in magic? Pretoria couldn't imagine how such an alien thought was even possible, let alone how someone who had ever done so could become as powerful as those two. That had to be backwards, didn't it? That was like an atheist becoming the Pope. 
 
    "How so?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    Ivy looked at her with a long, measuring gaze, and seemed to consider whether or not she was worthy of an answer. When Ivy looked away, Pretoria felt like she's just been tested, but she wasn't sure for what, or if she'd passed. 
 
    "Because they worked for each other, not themselves. They were always going to be a Coven, Manifested or not. I envy them." 
 
    That sounded a lot like a confession to Pretoria, and it coaxed her tongue into working. "Why?" 
 
    "Because if I was ever as close to anyone as they are to each other, they've been dead for 400 years. I know a lot of witches, but I don't know them. Not like that." 
 
    "400 years!?" Pretoria exclaimed. She had to have misheard her. Ivy had a peculiar way of speaking, but surely she couldn't have said something so patently ridiculous. If she had, it had to be some kind of joke, didn't it? 
 
    "Aggie never told you that part? What else didn't she tell you?" Ivy said with complete seriousness.  
 
    Pretoria would have sworn Ivy sounded bitter in that question, but her mind was still reeling about the bit just before that. "No… no, she— 400 years? How old are you?" 
 
    "A lady never tells, but old ladies don't care. Really old ladies don't remember." Ivy smiled a private smile. "I recall being told I was a babe in swaddling 'round about the same time as Queen Elizabeth, so…" Her eyes worked for a bit before giving up. "That old." 
 
    That meant nothing more to Pretoria than 'really old' had, but she tried to look impressed anyway. "Oh," she said. 
 
    "Mm."  
 
    Locking the thought off with all the other impossible things she was being introduced to, Ivy led her to a line of cauldrons set out along one side of The Shed, the young witches behind them looking up from laying out their ingredients at her approach. 
 
    Pretoria gaped.  
 
    They were doing magic with the doors open! People could see them! No wonder Aunt Agatha and Eva both had been so unhappy with EVE. Pretoria had quailed at the idea, but to see it was like a slap in the face. 
 
    Whatever her qualms, the young women behind the cauldrons seemed indifferent to how big her eyes were, or how unthinkable what they were doing was, and gawped at the odd-looking stranger that had been led into their midst without a hint of self-awareness that they were doing so. 
 
    "Pretoria, these are our apprentices. Apprentices, this is Pretoria," Ivy said. 
 
    "Is she a witch? She doesn't look like one," said a blond girl that couldn't have been much older than Pretoria. 
 
    Suddenly self-conscious, Pretoria began absently trying to straighten her perpetually-bedraggled hair, but to little effect other than to wring more water out of it. 
 
    "She knows more than you do, Martha, so be nice to her. She's here to have a look around. See if she likes the look of the place." 
 
    A short-haired brunette with the roughest-looking hands Pretoria had ever seen on a woman looked over. "Welcome, Pretoria," she said. Her accent, like everything else in this place, was new to Pretoria. 
 
    "Thank you," she said. 
 
    "See? Good for you, Edith. At least the Welsh have proper manners," Ivy said.  
 
    The warm words were suddenly torn to shreds as a horrific roaring sound echoed off the walls and concrete floor. It vibrated Pretoria's chest and overwhelmed her ears, her hands flying to them as she threw herself to the ground. A snarling, snapping trail of noise hammered her head, and she felt water spray over her knees as she tried to shake it clear. 
 
    But just like that, it was gone, and Pretoria risked opening one eye. 
 
    Everyone else was where they had been, the apprentices staring down at her like she'd lost her mind. 
 
    "Haven't you ever heard an aeroplane before?" Martha asked, her face contorted in comical disbelief. 
 
    Pretoria looked to Ivy for confirmation, and took the older witch's proffered hand. 
 
    "That's all it was, dear. On your feet." 
 
    Purple with embarrassment, Pretoria couldn't meet the eyes of anyone, and looked down in shame at the puddle she'd made.  
 
    To her left there was snickering and whispers, to her right, the oddly reassuring presence of Ivy. It was from there a hand touched gently on the small of Pretoria's back. 
 
    "Come, love. I'll show you the rest of the zoo when the animals have cleaned up after themselves," she said with a significant look at Martha. 
 
    It was a long, silent walk before sunlight brushed Pretoria's face again. 
 
    "It's all right, you know," Ivy said. 
 
    Pretoria kept her eyes downcast. 
 
    "There's a lot more witches like you than them. They're here first 'cause they were easy to find; had telegrams and such. Doesn't make 'em better 'n you. Probably the opposite." 
 
    Pretoria blinked, and something splashed in the grass. 
 
    "A Manifested witch is a tested witch, Pretoria. You don't pass if you're not ready." Black and white shards of fabric billowed as Ivy turned. "What you have is very rare. I'm asking you to take my word for it, I know. Aggie never taught you about Manifests, fine, neither did we teach Millie and them. It had to happen before we did, and it's very hard to accept when you don't know it's coming." 
 
    "Then why does it feel like failure?" Pretoria asked, water running from her scalp into her eyes. It trickled down her back, making her borrowed clothing sticky and dark. 
 
    "Give it time. Here, let me show you something," Ivy said. "Close your eyes." 
 
    Confused, Pretoria did. 
 
    "Good. Now feel." 
 
    "What do you mean 'feel?'" 
 
    "Don't think. Feel. The sun, the wind. Your own magic. Others' magic." 
 
    "Others? But that's im—" 
 
    "Don't think, Pretoria. Feel. You'll see what I mean. Let this place in." 
 
    Left little recourse, Pretoria did as she was asked, and tried to empty her mind. It was a simple exercise that Aunt Agatha had taught her to always do before attempting more complicated magic, but one that Pretoria had never been particularly good at. She was always having stray thoughts break in, or would let herself get distracted by noises she heard or stray smells that would wander in through an open window. 
 
    But that's what Ivy wanted her to do, wasn't it? To feel all the sounds and smells of this alien place. 
 
    Her eyes closed, Pretoria listened. 
 
    She heard birds singing the songs of spring; the sounds of that aeroplane already in the far distance. The train whistle as it screamed its presence to the entire town. The wind in the grass. In the shadow of The Shed, it was cool on her face, blowing the hem of her dress about. She smelled petrol and oil, but thankfully also the flowers and trees in bloom. 
 
    Then she felt something else. 
 
    Not a sound or a smell; something that came into her head directly without passing through her nose, ears or mouth. 
 
    It was almost like the feeling she got when someone stood really close to her, a kind of… presence. The sensation that came with something taking up space, but without actually knowing for a fact it was there. She felt it most strongly coming from her right, but more faintly from… the house?  
 
     "What is—? It feels so… strange. I can feel this… pressure all around me. Is that my Manifest?" Pretoria said, opening one eye to look at Ivy. If she sounded crazy, she wanted to see it on the older witch's face before she could deny it. 
 
    Instead Ivy smiled. "No, dear. It's mine. And Niamh's. Millie, Alexandra. It's all of us." 
 
    "I don't understand." Pretoria closed her eyes again and tried to grasp the feeling again. The idea that she could feel a Manifest was both exhilarating and preposterous at the same time. 
 
    "Since it's such an intense concentration of magic, every Manifested witch can sense another. It's real obvious once you know it's there, innit?" 
 
    "And you can feel me, too?" 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "Can those… apprentices… feel me?" Pretoria didn't know if that's what she should call them, since she didn't feel like much more than one herself, but had no idea what other word to use. 
 
    "Right now, none of them can. They aren't strong enough." 
 
    "How can that be? Aren't we strong? Doesn't that stand out to them?" 
 
    "Just like you until a short while ago, they only summon magic when they need it. You and I, we're more," Ivy spun her hand around trying to grasp the right word, "permanent. Especially you. Your Manifest is always on, like Svetlana's. There's more to it than that, but that's the basics." 
 
    To help get beyond them, Ivy led Pretoria inside the second-most remarkable building she'd been in that hour. 
 
    "It's called a greenhouse. Or a hothouse, depending on who you ask. I like greenhouse, because, well, you can see," Ivy said. 
 
    Pretoria could see. There were plants of all types in pots of all sizes, on tables, racks, big ones on the floor, it was an unthinkable amount of diversity in one place. She wouldn't have known what to call half of them, or what they even were. Fruit? Bulbs? That one looked like it had teeth! Was that a cauldron? Why would a greenhouse have a cauldron in it? 
 
    Risking a peek over the black iron rim, Pretoria caught a glimpse of something that could have been either a root or a snake. When it moved, her head snapped back to Ivy fast enough to make her dizzy. 
 
    "What is this place?" Pretoria asked. "How…?" 
 
    "That would be my Manifest," Ivy said, stroking a vine hanging from the ceiling. That Pretoria couldn't figure out where it started was unnerving enough, more so than the fact it was purple. 
 
    "This is where I spend most of my time. I grow things, make new ones. Be useful, which is all we can ever ask." Ivy turned to Pretoria with a broad smile. "My little kingdom. I try to be a good queen." 
 
    It was the most beautiful place Pretoria had ever set foot. It was warm and humid, but it smelled of earth and life. Soil, flowers, herbs, the air itself was alive with everything around her. It was so far removed from home, yet so familiar, she forgot about where she was for a moment. Ivy was much like Aunt Agatha, only she smiled much easier, and seemed to embody magic in a way that her Aunt had never come close to. If magic was noble, positive, then Ivy was its human incarnation. 
 
    "It's wonderful," Pretoria said. She didn't know what else she could say. It was strange, but for all that strangeness, it was alluring. It was different in a way Pretoria had never even dreamed about, and she found herself gazing about Ivy's little kingdom in awe. The only word that came to mind was 'magical.' 
 
    "Not what you were expecting, is it? No cackling, no gratuitous showing off of power. Haven't talked down to you once," Ivy said. 
 
    "I… I don't…" 
 
    "I know what other witches say about us, dear. Niamh's brought back enough noes for us to get a fair picture. She told me what you said. And I saw that look in your eye when you got here." 
 
    Pretoria said nothing, looking down at a leafy bush as it danced in windless air. 
 
    "Give us a chance, Pretoria. That's all we ask. You've been through a terrible ordeal, and we won't force you to do anything you don't want to. We will listen to what you have to say. Please do the same for us." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Though Victoria hadn't given much thought to the place before she'd agreed to come, it was still hard to believe she was standing in the gardens of the Palace of Versailles. They stretched away from her in every direction, exquisite in their meticulous maintenance, every bush, tree and flower perfect in colour and shape, lending everything she looked at a kind of unreal grandeur that she would have expected to only find on the wall of a museum. Roses of red and white, bright yellow daffodils, white lilies, all surrounded by endless rows and walls of brilliant green hedges. 
 
    But it was real. Kings had trod these stones, and borne witness to history of all kinds. Yet here she was, only yards from some of the most important, powerful men in the world, about to sign one of the most important documents in history. 
 
    She was mad to ever think she wouldn't have wanted to be here.  
 
    There was a weight to it that she couldn't deny. The momentousness of it pressed down on her and made her wonder what right she had to see it happen in person. A young woman from Nottingham, she was nobody. Whatever hubris had sprouted in her mind about her power as a witch withered as she looked about her to the assembled dignitaries, and the true power in the world. 
 
    But the more she looked, the closer she found herself standing to Elise, Katya and the others. 
 
    All of the power, the majesty, the significance…they were the only women. Not a single diplomat, not a single translator was female. 
 
    The only reason there were any women at all to witness one of the most consequential moments since the fall of Napoleon was because they were at best, a last resort to prevent a nebulous 'something' from happening, and at worst, living weapons, a threat brandished before the vanquished. 
 
    But a weapon was a kind of tool, and Victoria didn't much like the feeling of being a tool, regardless of the circumstances that designation may have gained her access to.  
 
    Members of the German delegation stood chatting amicably with the French. Smoke from the cigars of British admirals mingled with that of German generals, and Victoria felt a familiar hollowness carve itself out of her chest. 
 
    700,000 young British men had been killed in the war, including her twin brother William. Over a million French, a million German, even more Russian, so many no-one had any idea what the actual number was yet. 
 
    Her own parents. Elise's entire village. All the civilians who had been killed, injured, displaced, raped, forced from their homes, lost everything they had ever had. 
 
    For what? 
 
    So the men responsible could smoke and drink together in the most outlandishly decadent place Victoria had ever imagined? She knew the history, she knew why they had chosen this place, but it was a very different kind of symbolism that Victoria took from that choice.  
 
    She looked to Elise, and saw that same weight in her eyes. The futility, the waste, the sheer pointlessness of it was plain to see as she stared out at nothing. The kindest, gentlest soul Victoria had ever known was battered and bruised, even though it was the closest to home it had been in three years.  
 
    "Are you all right?" Victoria asked. She knew the answer, but didn't know what else to say.  
 
    Elise was slow in coming back from wherever it was she had gone, and her eyes took their time in swinging over to Victoria. "No," she said. 
 
    "Me neither," Victoria admitted. 
 
    "I wish I had not come here," Elise said. "I was happy at home." 
 
    Millie should be here, Victoria thought. Whatever future memory Victoria may have of this place, being able to say she was here was not worth the extra pain it put in Elise's eyes that she should have to endure it without the woman she loved.  
 
    Resentment burbled within Victoria at what had led to her being here. The war and the Council both had conspired to hurt her sister, and Victoria found herself regretting her earlier enchantment at her surroundings.  
 
    She looked at Katya and Svetlana, and to the emptiness in their eyes as well. Svetlana, who took so much joy in every sensation, was surrounded by new ones, but didn't look like they interested her in the least. She looked tired, and all of the newfound joy that was on her face so often at EVE was completely absent now. 
 
    Katya, much better at guarding her emotions, was more difficult to read, but looked like she regretted her decision, as well. 
 
    History, by definition, was in the past. And it was very much the past that was draining all the colour out of the present.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the first time under natural light, white magic flashed and sparked, as Millie swatted away Niamh's witchblade. With the doors open to The Shed, and Niamh's words still fresh in Millie's mind, their sparring had an entirely different feel to it than it ever had. 
 
    Before, it had been a private thing done behind closed doors in low light, a way for Millie to improve and learn before she was one day forced to use what she'd learned in public. 
 
    Now, it was as if she could smell the blood on Niamh's hands, and it was spraying across Millie's lips every time their hands collided. Her Irish mentor had killed three people only a few days ago with the very sword she was using right now. It had torn human beings open, ripped their throats out, been the last light to fade from their eyes as they expired at her feet. 
 
    Millie's attempted knifing was sobering and horrifying in its what-ifs, but seeing the determination in Niamh's eyes, the ferocity with which she advanced, Millie felt more acutely than ever the why of what they were doing. 
 
    So Millie could do it too, if she had to. 
 
    The Irish witch spun away to catch her breath. "You've gotten stronger, girlie," she said with the first smile Millie had seen on her face since she'd returned from Cumbria. 
 
    Millie was slow to return it. "I did a lot of press-ups while you were gone," she said. "I didn't have any punches to dodge." 
 
    "I said I would do it," Anastasia said from a few yards away. Unwilling to share the house alone with Pretoria, she had made herself an audience, standing only a few yards away from the action. Her eyes had been huge the whole time she watched, her fingers barely moving as they lay on Hekabe's great, shaggy head. 
 
    Niamh looked at her indulgently. "Only if you want to break your hand. She's still too slow to get out of the way." 
 
    "Oi!" Millie protested. 
 
    But when Niamh turned back, her gray eyes were no longer indulgent. It was the instructor who looked out from them once more. "That's why you got stabbed at the rally, isn't it?" she asked. 
 
    The truth a mortal thrust, Millie chose to parry. "Who told you?" 
 
    "Who didn't? Everyone saw it. One person fainted. She thought you were dead. You would have been, without that armour." 
 
    "I know," Millie admitted. Her first dream on her first night alone without Elise was of her returning from France to find Millie dead. 
 
    "Good. What happened?" Niamh asked. 
 
    Millie had already repeated the event in her mind a thousand times, and her conclusion spilled out. "I knocked down the first one easily. I got cocky and forgot about the one behind me." 
 
    Niamh nodded, but kept silent. 
 
    "I had my witchscale out." 
 
    "Made you comfortable." 
 
    Millie nodded. "If I hadn't, if I'd just been out on patrol, or if he'd gone for my neck…" 
 
    "So what will you do about it?" Niamh asked. 
 
    It had been a horrific dream, looking down on her own corpse through Elise's eyes, her own throat a ragged, bloody, gash… "Pay better attention. Treat everyone seriously until they're down. Cover all my vital areas," Millie said. 
 
    "That's good, what else?" 
 
    "What else can I do?" 
 
    "Take him out before he can do anything," Niamh said. "Preventative self-defence." 
 
    A fine enough sentiment, but Millie shook her head. "I can't." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because this isn't the woods in the middle of nowhere, Niamh. There are rules I have to follow. I can't just punch everyone who looks at me cock-eyed." 
 
    "Pity." 
 
    "It's not funny. He would have killed anyone else." 
 
    "Aye, but you broke his nose," Niamh said, not bothering to conceal her pride. 
 
    "And his wrist." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    "And you would've been shot, unless you can deflect bullets with that thing," Millie said, gesturing to the witchblade still burning at Niamh's side. 
 
    She looked down, considered it a moment. "Aye." 
 
    "You need a partner," Anastasia said. 
 
    "I know," Millie and Niamh said together. 
 
    That was when one of the side doors opened, and Ivy walked in with Pretoria by her side. 
 
    The younger witch still looked to be perpetually sweating, but the anger had diminished from her amber eyes, leaving her to simply look overwhelmed. 
 
    "Hello, Pretoria," Niamh said, her witchblade winking out. 
 
    "Hello," she replied weakly. 
 
    "This is Millie and Alexandra," Ivy said, pointing between them in turn. 
 
    Anastasia stiffened, unable to keep the look of frustration from her face at having to go by that name. The apprentices knew her by that name, but she so rarely interacted with them that she probably hadn't heard it in weeks. But here, among her only living friends, it was clear her thoughts on having to use it hadn't changed since Pretoria's arrival. 
 
    Millie made her introductions as gracefully as she could in exercise clothing and slightly out of breath. 
 
    "You're the tentacle one," Pretoria said in response. 
 
    Niamh was suddenly consumed by a coughing fit so bad it made her turn away. 
 
    "I do more than that," Millie said, letting her witchscale envelop her again from head-to-toe. 
 
    "Oh," was all Pretoria said before turning to Anastasia. "What about you?" 
 
    Anastasia stared at Pretoria with hard eyes, her face set like it had been carved by a sculptor who'd just learned his wife was leaving him. 
 
    And as silent as a statue, she turned and walked away, the door slamming behind her, making Pretoria jump. 
 
    "Please excuse her," Ivy said. "Much like you, she's still adjusting." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Hall of Mirrors. The most famous room in the Palace of Versailles, it was over 200 feet long, one wall lined with arcaded windows, the opposite with hundreds of mirrors in arches of the same shape, making it seem much vaster and even more open than it already was. It was very deliberately as ostentatious as Louis XIV could make it, a way to show off his unconscionable wealth and power, given how rare mirrors were at the time. 
 
    Decadence on a level only achievable by autocratic despotism made up every surface Victoria's eye fell to. Pairs of enormous crystal chandeliers hung at regular intervals from the ceiling, which was a work of art all by itself, looking much as she'd always imagined the Sistine Chapel did. More than 30 individual paintings soared high above, another self-aggrandising indulgence of the French monarch responsible for the room's existence. 
 
    Every fixture and ornament was gold or bronze, reflecting even more light, both natural and that coming from the countless candles burning in both the chandeliers and those held up by the army of guéridons that stood beside every window and mirror. 
 
    It was the very room where Germany had become a country in the first place 49 years earlier following France's defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, and now that humiliation would be re-visited upon Germany in the form of the treaty that would bring a formal end to what some had begun calling the First World War. Though while technically accurate, it was a name that struck Victoria as unintentionally pessimistic. 
 
    Or at least, it had. 
 
    Then she'd sat down and read the text of the surrender agreement, and that new name felt more apt than she was comfortable with. 
 
    On first glance, the terms were were ruinous and humiliating, not an equitable agreement to bring an end to a conflict that both sides agreed should have never happened in the first place. It was punitive, and the rumours amid the scuttlebutt that Victoria had picked up was that it was mostly France's doing. They wanted to punish Germany, while the British had wanted something that would be longer-lasting, and help to keep Germany strong enough to stand before the gigantic geopolitical question mark that was the new Soviet Union. 
 
    Regardless of which side wanted what, the actual result was not the one Svetlana had imagined. 
 
    "This is nothing," she said, her face contorted into the closest to anger Victoria had ever seen it. "The terms they dictated to us were a thousand times worse." She was flipping through her copy of the document in disbelief, almost as if she were looking for a clause that would multiply its effects somehow. 
 
    Katya held hers closed tightly against her chest. "This undoes all of it… It really was all for nothing."  
 
    "We gave away a third of the country! Germany has to shrink its army, give up some territory, pay reparations, and hand over a few colonies to the Japanese?" Svetlana's copy snapped closed and she took a deep breath. "And they have the gall to be offended by this?" Her eyes were gilded daggers, pointed straight at the German delegation. "Where was their precious mercy when they had their sword to our throats? Their 'equitable terms' when my father asked for just that?" 
 
    Though Victoria knew on an intellectual level that the situation between Germany and the Allies was completely different than it had been with Russia, she still found herself increasingly sympathetic to Svetlana's outlook the more she sat with the document in her hands.  
 
    Victoria wanted to be objective, and play out the next decade or so living under the agreement they held, but she found herself feeling similarly, but for different reasons.  
 
    She knew that 'punishing' Germany would accomplish nothing. Nation-states simply didn't work that way, short of complete annihilation. But even that was no guarantee, as the treaty also determined that the state of Poland would now exist again for the first time in 123 years. 
 
    She wanted to agree with Svetlana and the French, but the rational part of her, the part of her that wanted a permanent solution to Europe's seemingly-terminal need to rip itself apart every twenty or thirty years made her look down at her copy of the treaty dubiously.  
 
    Annihilate Germany or help rebuild it, save its people and point it at the Soviet Union. The treaty they held in their hands was neither of those things. The Kaiser was no more, but Germany wasn't truly defeated. It was weak enough that if the war started up again, the Allies would undoubtedly come out victorious, but strong enough still to be a foundation to re-build upon on its own terms, not Britain's. Not soon, but at some point. 
 
    For her own sake, Victoria had had to learn to overcome her emotions and not give in to her darkest impulses, and it was still difficult for her to do. The world had done it, but only partly, and she couldn't help but wonder if that festering remainder would be enough to ensure that the infection began to spread again. 
 
    That infection was why EVE had been founded in the first place, but now that the true scale of what they were undertaking was beginning to become apparent, it made her suddenly glad that she was going to be meeting other witches. 
 
    They were going to need all the help they could get. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Pretoria sat in 'her' bedroom with the door and window open. She needed the feeling of air moving over her to help keep her from hyperventilating. Fresh air, not any that had been trapped in the walls of this house, or had already been breathed by other witches. But at the same time, she needed to be alone. If anything else new happened, she would go spare. 
 
    It felt like she'd gone from nothing to everything in a heartbeat, and she couldn't keep up with it anymore. So much had happened, so much had changed, she couldn't keep her head straight anymore. 
 
    And that was only since she'd arrived in Longstown. 
 
    She'd met everyone and seen everything, but it still felt like she knew nothing. This place, the people, all of it was so much bigger than she had anticipated. Niamh's witchblade had been shocking enough, but armour? She still didn't understand Ivy's Manifest, and that made it all the more intimidating. 
 
    Ivy called herself a queen, did that make her plants her subjects? So she… talked to them? Commanded them? That wasn't how plants worked at all! 
 
    And that was only half of the witches that should be here! What if Pretoria was here when the other half got back? If they were as strong as Aunt Agatha had made them out to be, she would be smothered by their Manifests. 
 
    And The Shed. It was so big! Standing next to it, it was hard to believe that it had been built by people, to say nothing of the fact it could even stay up at all. There was a mountain made of wood on the other side of the house, and no-one seemed to think that was out of the ordinary. And there were two of them! 
 
    Aeroplanes, outdoor magic, telegrams, water in the walls, they even had special rooms just to house fixed, water-filled chamber pots that you didn't have to take out! Pretoria thanked God that it had been Ivy to answer that question, as she'd grown up without them too, and had seemed sympathetic to Pretoria's astonishment at learning what those shiny white chairs were for. She'd had a brief moment of pride at being able to feel the water, sense it there in the tank near the ceiling, only to immediately go purple with embarrassment at the explanation as to why. It was in its own room! Everyone would know when you were— 
 
    Pretoria shuddered at her remembered shame. Longstown was lunacy. 
 
    She missed home. Everything there was the right size and smelled right. Was the right temperature. The constant, reassuring sound of rushing water, the voice of the wind in the trees, continuing renewal. Fresh, clean, natural. 
 
    Familiar. 
 
    Even her own body wasn't that anymore. Nor her clothes. Her thoughts. 
 
    Nothing was the same. Everything had changed, and she'd had virtually no say in any of it. Yes, she'd agreed to come here, but what choice had she had, really? Stay and be hunted down again? Take the blame for Gloria and Ephraim's deaths, like she had everything else at her 'trial'? The trial where they had pronounced her guilty of being a witch. 
 
    Of that, she was guilty, but her punishment was so much stranger and now, more frightening, than death. Death was an end; this was being forced to start over, to learn everything again whether she wanted to or not. 
 
    It would be so easy to give in to despair, she knew. She felt it within her, but she had never in her life been one to do so. She was positive, helpful. She was good, the way she had been raised to be. Or at least had wanted to be. 
 
    Not good enough, apparently, she thought. 
 
    No, she couldn't think like that. She had to adjust, to grow. She knew she did, or she would go mad.  
 
    She tried to empty her thoughts, to feel the place and the magic around her. To make it normal, take away its frightening newness and differentness. If she continued to be afraid of (or at least shocked by) what was behind every door, she would never sleep again. Despair or simply being overwhelmed, she had to take some kind of control. The last time she'd charged blindly into the woods, she'd ended up here, and she wouldn't do that again. 
 
    Though she thought of home, it was Ivy's reassuring voice that echoed in her head, encouraging Pretoria to feel. 
 
    When she finally managed after several steady, deep breaths in silence, she felt… something behind her, and her eyes snapped open.  
 
    But when she turned to look, there was nothing there. 
 
    "Hello?" she said. 
 
    The feeling persisted, even when she was fully aware and awake. It was a familiar feeling, one she'd felt often enough in the woods of home; the feeling of eyes on her. Following every movement she made, watching silently. Was it that gigantic dog she'd seen prowling around earlier? To her relief, she quickly realised it couldn't be, because on top of the feeling was something else. A sort of pressure coming from her open doorway. 
 
    A Manifest? But there was nothing there. Maybe whoever it was had walked past already. 
 
    In a house full of witches, Pretoria guessed that odd feelings would be normal. With so much magic and so many strong personalities, it must be her mind misinterpreting all the new sensations. That, combined with being in a new place, and still groggy from lack of proper sleep meant that— 
 
    "Go home," a voice whispered in her ear. 
 
    Pretoria jerked away from the voice, swatting at thin air as she toppled off of her bed. Her heart hammered in her chest and it took everything within her not to scream as she scrambled to her feet, looking about desperately for the source of the voice. 
 
    There was no-one there. 
 
    "You're not welcome here…" the voice said. 
 
    A woman's voice, with an accent Pretoria had never heard before. It wasn't British, she knew that. 
 
    "Who's there?" Pretoria called, looking about her frantically over and over again, as though she had simply not seen whoever was there. She flung open her wardrobe, checked under the bed, there was nowhere else anyone could be! 
 
    "Leave this place." The voice was now so near Pretoria would have sworn she could have felt the heat of breath on her neck, and she swiped at empty air again. 
 
    "Who are you?" she demanded. 
 
    "A ghost," the voice said from behind her. 
 
    Whipping her head to the sound, Pretoria's long, damp hair flew out and smacked wetly into nothing, leaving watery streaks in thin air. 
 
    Puzzled, Pretoria watched the streaks move. They were breathing. 
 
    "Not a very good one," Pretoria said, and shook her head again, spraying water in every direction, leaving the outline of a face standing just in front of her. A face that suddenly turned, accompanied by the sound of footsteps ringing on the wood floor, the pressure retreating along with them. 
 
    Pretoria stared after it, after the Manifest as it flew down the hall to slam and lock the door at the top of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a hall of light, the only sound was the shuffling of paper as the documents were laid out before the dignitaries, the sun reflecting onto them from the wall of mirrors as though they were being blessed by some higher power. Humanity had managed to haul itself back from the brink of complete destruction, and it seemed someone approved. 
 
    In such a solemn, historical moment, the entire room was a frozen tableau, as though Victoria was looking at a painting of the event, rather than standing in the room as it happened. 
 
    As relative nobodies, guests with no official role, the witches of EVE were stood at the very back of the crowd, unable to see much past the sea of black suits that stretched out before them. As the tallest, Katya may have had better luck, but she wasn't really looking, keeping her eyes on the floor. The others were much the same, though Svetlana would occasionally look up at something or other she had sensed in the crowd before looking down again.  
 
    Between the clothing and the atmosphere, it almost felt like a funeral. 
 
    As Victoria stood silently with her arms clasped in front of her, she realised that was, in fact, the appropriate word for what was happening right in front of her. 
 
    This was the death of the old world. 
 
    The world of kings and empires, of colonisation, of 'gentlemanly' warfare carried out by men in white gloves with sabres. Of isolation, of information travelling at the speed of horse or sail, of any semblance of security provided by living far from the front lines of conflict. 
 
    Starvation, rationing, disease, conscription, there was no escaping the tentacles of war anymore. Victoria's parents had been killed in their beds from a bomb that had been meant to kill her, hundreds of miles from the fighting. Going to work at the munitions factory had been liberating, a way for her to finally seize some semblance of control over her future, but in so doing she had unwittingly made herself a target. 
 
    'Crowns will roll in the gutter,' Friedrich Engels had predicted about what became the First World War, and it was true. The empires of Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia, and the Ottomans, all gone. 
 
    Though Britain retained its monarch, it had lost its crown as the financial centre of the world, and in the course of prosecuting the war had passed it to New York.  
 
    The world Victoria and everyone else had awoken to on June 28th, 1914, was gone. Today, June 28th, 1919, was the first of the one that would replace it. 
 
    A low susurrus swept through the crowd as something Victoria couldn't see occurred, but drew her eye upward all the same. 
 
    Magic thrummed in Victoria's breast as a realisation washed over her along with the sound. It was such an obvious and stupid thing to even put into words, but it was exactly the thought she needed to have in that moment: funerals were for the survivors. 
 
    A new world. 
 
    As the sound dissipated, and Victoria allowed the faintest light of hope to catch within her, Svetlana suddenly jerked her head up and began frantically looking around. 
 
    Her eyes were gold. 
 
    "What is it?" Victoria whispered, her tone enough to draw the instant attention of Katya and Elise, but quietly enough no-one else seemed to notice. 
 
    "I sense ill intent. Vile, caustic intent." Svetlana blinked once. "There will soon be violence." 
 
    Looking back at the crowd, it was exactly the same. There was no hint of anything out of the ordinary, but Victoria knew better than to ask Svetlana if she was sure. 
 
    "What can I do?" she said. 
 
    "There is… danger. Something that should not be here." 
 
    At that word, a dozen heads snapped around to look at the alien-eyed Russian in confusion, horror and surprise. 
 
    "Find it, Vita. Now." 
 
    Power surged into Victoria and she unleashed her consciousness to race through the crowd, searching desperately for anything that had no place at a peace treaty signing. But she had only worked on sub-microscopic scales before, and it was slow going at first until she expanded her view, and the world shrank before her, zooming into a tighter focus that would have given her vertigo were she still aware of her inner ear. 
 
    Gold, glass, iron, brick, wood… none of it was out of the ordinary! 
 
    "Hurry!" said the disembodied, booming voice of a goddess from everywhere at once. 
 
    Victoria was aware of movement all around her, shadows shuffling, shafts of light stabbing through what had been dim, it all seemed to be happening impossibly slowly. 
 
    Her quarry came to her suddenly, a mass of hideously-beautiful chemicals, bound in metal and surrounded by a tightly-packed cloud of steel ball bearings. 
 
    Without thought to her own well-being, Victoria hurled her consciousness at it, making it the sole focus of her world. 
 
    As it raced towards her, it grew overwhelmingly large. When she slowly became aware of just what it was she was looking at, she had to force herself not to recoil from it. Trinitrotoluene. A length of solid metal embedded into it, with copper wires streaming away. 
 
    A bomb. 
 
      
 
    "My God," someone said, and Katya instinctively threw her arms in front of Sveta and Elise both, her Manifest swelling within her in an instant, ready to be hurled at the first person to come near them. 
 
    "What on Earth is happening to her eyes!?" someone else exclaimed. 
 
    "Get Victoria against the wall," Elise said, her tone brooking no questions as she pushed past Katya's arm and reached toward her Coven-mate. "Her mind is elsewhere. We must keep her body safe." 
 
    "She what?" Katya blurted. 
 
    "Do as I say!" Elise snapped. She had the look in her eyes of a mother guarding her young, and Katya obeyed without a second thought. 
 
    Awkwardly, they manoeuvred Vita to the very back of the hall, using the wall to prop her up. Though she responded to basic manipulation, it was like trying to pose a life-sized doll to keep her from falling over. 
 
    "Svetlana?" Elise asked. 
 
    "There are many minds… so many colours… she is trying," Sveta said from somewhere far away. 
 
    "What can I do?" Katya asked. 
 
    "Protect us. Our Manifests will take over soon…" 
 
    Katya shared a look with Elise at that, but as more and more attention fell on them, the less she could worry about what it meant. 
 
    "I will make sure she is healthy, you must keep others away. If Victoria is moved too much, it may be more difficult," Elise said, her fingers pressed tightly against Vita's wrist. 
 
    Katya knew she shouldn't ask, but she had to know. "What will be?" 
 
    "Finding her body again." 
 
      
 
    So simple. 
 
    On a fundamental level, it was all so simple. Beautiful complexity, intricate lattices of molecules; all of it could be undone with a thought. 
 
    Copper was no different, and with a simple suggestion and a trickle of magic, the wires began to disintegrate. From one end to the other, the metal began to unravel, spooling apart like rope coming unentwined. 
 
    Victoria watched as it happened, a glorious eruption of elemental thread, two then four soon hundreds of strips of molecules lost cohesion with one another to become discreet chains, those chains further devolving into individual links until those too surrendered and became something akin to dust. 
 
    At this scale, copper lost its reddish hue, and it looked like everything else, distinctive in only the arrangement of its protons and electrons. 
 
    From the ugly, monstrous perversion it had been made into, Victoria unmade it, resulting in something pure, the way it had been when it was originally forged. 
 
    Now, it was beautiful, and no threat to anyone. 
 
      
 
    "Guns," Sveta said. 
 
    Katya was beyond questioning anymore. "Where?" 
 
    "Three. Near the front. Vita must find them." 
 
    Unwilling to look into Vita's unblinking eyes, Katya shook her gently. "Vita! Vita! Find guns, Vita!" 
 
    Suddenly, Sveta's eyes were no longer the most terrifying thing in the room. 
 
      
 
    "Viiiiiiiiitttttttttttaaaaaaaaa…" said some unearthly being bigger than the world. 
 
    "Ggggguuuuuuuuunnnnnnnsssss…" 
 
    But guns were ugly, hateful things, not like what Victoria had created. Why could no-one see? She had de-fused the bomb and made something wonderful in the process. It was right there in front of them. Pure, elemental copper. 
 
    "Ffffiiiiinnnnndd thhhheeeemmm…" 
 
    The world shook around her, an enormous swaying motion as though she were afloat in a tiny dinghy being thrashed by a kraken in the middle of a hurricane. 
 
    With a wrenching start, lucidity crashed into her and she cast around for the source. 
 
    Find the guns. What guns? They were at… a peaceful place. Peace… 
 
      
 
    "Can you feel her Manifest?" Elise said, looking only inward. 
 
    In the mounting panic erupting around them, Katya forced herself to close her eyes and block it out. Vita was all that mattered.  
 
    But when Katya found her, she couldn't stop the cry that tore from her throat.  
 
    Vita wasn't where she should be. Her Manifest was a hundred feet away from her body, near the signing table. 
 
    Katya's eyes snapped open and she dared to look down into the ones only inches from her own. 
 
    They were empty. 
 
      
 
    All around Victoria, the universe went insane. 
 
    The noise was deafening, a cacophonous sort of white noise that couldn't be attributed to anything, a low roar that swamped her like a tidal wave, leaving her just as deaf and disorientated. The world all around her began to move, and she lost her sense of place as every bit of matter she focussed on raced away from her all at once. 
 
    Her anchor chain had snapped, leaving her in a cold, dim sea being lashed by a tempest. 
 
      
 
    The words 'gun' and 'bomb' went off throughout the hall like fireworks the colour of three different languages, sweeping away from EVE like a firestorm, consuming the room in terror and panic. Bodies jostled and fell, no one of them sure of where the threat was coming from and so had no idea in which direction to flee. 
 
    Out there in the middle was Vita, the only thing that was still. 
 
    "Vita! Vita! Find the guns or come back to me! Just move!" 
 
      
 
    A single command exploded in Victoria's consciousness, and she latched onto it with desperate fervour. Move. 
 
    She did, expanding her view once more, racing towards the 'surface' and making the world shrink away. Once she had something approaching her bearings, the panic within her settled slightly, and she felt closer to whole once more. Guns. Guns and a bomb? 
 
    Whoever it was, and whatever their plans, they wouldn't succeed, and Victoria sought something simpler than TNT, far simpler than copper: iron. 
 
    In such an old building, there wouldn't be much, but people were panicking, and everything was moving in every direction. 
 
    There. Three of them. Iron lumps with casings full of chemicals. Gunpowder. 
 
    Victoria dove 'down' once more, seizing the first pistol and disintegrating the firing mechanism. 
 
    She didn't watch it unravel. 
 
    She didn't have time. 
 
      
 
    "One," Vita croaked. 
 
    Her eyes were still vacant, but her lips had moved, shocking both Katya and Elise. 
 
    Svetlana was huddled between them, eyes gold, her body shivering with the effort of actively using her Manifest for so long. 
 
    "Lay her down," Sveta managed, "or she will fall." 
 
    "She'll be trampled!" Katya said. 
 
    Elise snapped a surprised look at Sveta, but nodded after a moment's thought. She shot a look at Katya. "Stop that from happening." 
 
    Nodding, Katya held Vita under her armpits and began to lower her. For as little as she weighed, she was still dead weight, however, and the effort of trying not to drop her meant Katya was sweating by the time she and Elise got her flat on her back. 
 
    Prone that way, with her empty eyes open, Vita looked like a corpse. With an apology, Katya forced her eyelids shut for the sake of her own sanity. 
 
    Elise said nothing, continuing to monitor Vita's heart rate and breathing. 
 
    "Two." 
 
      
 
    Victoria sought out the last gun, a tiny revolver. 
 
    More panic, more movement, she hurled herself at the lump of metal with the full force she was able to summon, but at the scale she was operating in, something so big moving felt like it was racing away from her at the speed of light. Her sense of time and distance was completely haywire, but she threw her mind after it anyway in a desperate bid to keep up as it crossed a distance that might as well have been to the next solar system. 
 
    Though she managed to keep up, doing so left it hard to focus. Then her quarry moved again, and the iron became empty space. 
 
      
 
    Shouts erupted from somewhere in the crowd, and Katya could feel the stampede that began shaking the floor under her as she sat with Vita's head in her lap. A wall of black surged towards them, as bedlam spread through the crowd like wildfire, and bodies began rushing in every direction at once to get as far away from it as possible. 
 
    Katya threw herself between the crowd and her sisters, keeping them between her and the wall. As she chanced a look out between flashing legs and swinging arms, her attention was immediately arrested by the one thing she shouldn't be seeing: a man standing still and all alone. 
 
    He thrust his hand into his jacket. 
 
    The instant Katya saw the glint of metal, her power surged within her and burst from her mind without needing to be guided. 
 
    The gun was out and cocked when its wielder suddenly began to scream. 
 
    Light bloomed brighter than all the candles above him and he dropped the gun to throw his hands onto the fire that was consuming his hair, the pomade in it lighting it up like a torch.  
 
    It was a high-pitched, piercing shriek that reached Katya's ears the moment it reached his scalp. 
 
    "Vita, the gun!" Katya cried, unwilling to let the man go until he could no longer pose a threat. 
 
    "Yes," Vita said, her voice a distant echo, even though her mouth was only a foot from Katya's ear. 
 
    Taking that as confirmation that Vita had disabled it, and no longer able to stand the hideous sound she was extracting from the would-be assassins' lungs, Katya snatched her fire back and slammed her control over it again. 
 
    She lost sight of him as he fell to the ground under a scrum of men already generous with both fists and canes, beating him senseless in a hail of decidedly un-diplomatic curses. 
 
      
 
    Dark. Adrift. 
 
    The roar of the world was distant and unimportant. Background noise; thunder on a summer afternoon. 
 
    She sat with her prize as it lay still now. She had caught it, and it was hers. 
 
    Iron. So much iron, but others, as well. 
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    Down she went, and as the world grew darker, her quarry grew larger. 
 
    Down and down. 
 
    Atoms. 
 
    So small, and yet so large. Simple, yet complex. 
 
    Iron. She knew iron. Twenty-six protons, twenty-six neutrons, twenty- six electrons. Perfect in symmetry, she was arrested by the presence of so much, of so many combinations and connections between it and the other elements. Long chains of molecules went ignored, however, as she went deeper, drawn inexorably downward. She had been enchanted not by beautiful complexity, but by simplicity. By the beating heart that lay at the centre of a single atom: the nucleus. 
 
    All those protons and neutrons packed so tightly together, yet not. She could shrink that distance with ease now, but only to a point. The energy that always resisted kept her attention this time. 
 
    Why do you resist me? 
 
    Between those basic structural parts was energy. So much energy. The bonds between them were so strong… 
 
    She looked closer. 
 
    There was a tension there that took her breath away. For all her experimenting, she'd never simply looked before. 
 
    She could do so now. She'd caught her prey. It was hers to with as she wished.  
 
    She looked closer. 
 
    She felt it. She had spent so much time compressing, shrinking… what if she did the opposite? What if she released the tension, rather than increasing it?  
 
    How?  
 
    What if she tried to cut off a proton? Turn iron into manganese? Could she do that?What if she cut it in half, to make aluminium? 
 
    Then she would be an alchemist. 
 
    And dead. 
 
    No, she couldn't do that, the tension holding it together wouldn't just release, it would snap. Violently. Splitting the heart of an atom would unleash all of that tremendous energy all at once. 
 
    My God… 
 
    She flew away. From her terrible realisation, from the atoms themselves, from everything, she flew. 
 
    Flew into nothing. 
 
      
 
    Tearing her attention away from the chaos, Katya looked to see the gold begin to fade from Sveta's eyes.  
 
    In a single rush, Sveta seemed to come back to herself, and she looked about in confusion and disorientation. 
 
    "It's all right, I'm here," Katya said, throwing out a hand to steady Sveta's shoulder. 
 
    "Thank you," Sveta said, immediately turning her attention to Vita. 
 
    "Vita? Vita!" Svetlana cried, seeing something Katya couldn't. 
 
    "She is very far away," Sveta said. "She is having trouble finding her way back." 
 
    At that, Elise began to tremble, tearing off her shawl to press it to Vita's forehead. 
 
    Helpless and colourless, the only movement was the rise and fall of Vita's chest as she breathed. Below her closed eyelids, her eyes were still. 
 
    Katya felt useless. All she could do was hold Vita's head in her lap and fret. Sveta was doing something, going by the feel of her Manifest and the look in her eyes, while Elise was keeping track of Vita's every heartbeat. What could Katya do? What good was fire here, when the person most important to her could very well be dying in her lap? Literally losing her mind amidst the chaos that had erupted at the second-most important thing they were doing on this trip. 
 
    A place of peace, and end to the war, yet someone had needed to dole out one last act of violence. One more death in a conflict that had seen too many, and Katya was sitting. Worrying, rocking back and forth trying to keep from screaming. 
 
    Vita had saved them, and this was to be her reward? A brilliant mind lost in the aether, leaving the body an empty husk. Katya had made the mistake of looking into her eyes before she'd closed them; the beautiful blue had been dim and vacant. 
 
    Lifeless. 
 
    Around them, men were shouting and moving, seemingly as lost as Vita as to where they should go. One of them drove his knee square into Katya's back before stumbling away and towards the door. She felt tugs as several shoes trampled her dress pooled behind her, the breeze created by frightened men running past. 
 
    She looked down into Vita's face as it twitched with every jostle of Katya's body, and something within her snapped. 
 
    "Get back!" she bellowed, as twin lines of arcane fire arced along her spine, racing from her neck to her waist. In an instant, the lines flared blinding white, raw magical energy boiling out from them in two great sheets that unfurled into the faces of everyone within a dozen feet. 
 
    The crowd immediately scattered, shying away from the great wings of flame as they curled out and away, creating a buffer of empty space around the four huddled witches. 
 
    But the spectacle lasted only a moment before the wings deformed, slithering away in twin ropes that spun about the four of them into a solid wall, cutting them off from the rest of the room. The heat that roiled off of it created an even larger buffer, parting the crowd around them in a sundered forest of yelps and shocked gasps. 
 
    Sveta's face was taut with concern. Lit in the flickering light of arcane fire, she spared Katya's construct no attention. "What is it?" she asked Elise, who never took her hand off of Vita's wrist. 
 
    "I think she has never used her Manifest like this before," Elise said softly.  
 
    "She's not bleeding," Katya said in relief. As the heat of her fire wall licked the bare nape of her neck, she locked off the shape and size of it. All she had to do now was feed it energy to keep it up, freeing her mind enough to talk. 
 
    "It was not power this time, but intense focus. I could feel her mind racing around the room." 
 
    "That's what that was," Sveta said. "I felt her… everywhere. Not her colours, but her thoughts. Her concentration was… moving." 
 
    "But she cannot find her way back," Elise said. "Where is she?" 
 
    Svetlana looked out, but her Manifest was swamped by the magical energy of the wall of fire that hemmed them in.  
 
    "I felt her near the one I set alight," Katya said. "With the gun." 
 
    "No," Elise corrected. Whatever her connection to Vita, it was letting her power past Katya's magic the more she let her concentration move from Vita's physical body. "She is more… adrift. And alone." 
 
    A single tear spattered onto Vita's cheek.  
 
      
 
    The space that was between the stars was nothing to that which existed between galaxies. To be trapped between either would be a crushing isolation that the human mind was not at all equipped to deal with. 
 
    Victoria was no different. 
 
    She didn't know where she was. Everything was so big it might as well not exist. She couldn't focus on atoms and molecules anymore, she was too far away. The sense she normally had for them was gone, and she was detached from everything, floating freely in an abyss that had no end and no beginning. 
 
    There was, thankfully, still colour. She was not in a black void, but a colourful nightmare that flitted between painfully bright and terrifyingly dim. 
 
    Were those… light waves? But there were pieces, as well. Pieces of… light? Was that what she was seeing? But why were there waves, too?  
 
    Where was she? The she that was her physical form, where was it? Did she still have one? 
 
    Witch. That word was important. That's what she was, wasn't it? 
 
    The colours. All of the colours in existence rained down on her, and through her. She was colour. And shadow. 
 
    Alone. She was alone. There was nothing else here.  
 
      
 
    Katya ran her fingers along Vita's cheek, willing her to hear her mental pleas to return. She knew it was pointless, they didn't share the same kind of bond Elise did. Wait…  
 
    "Elise, use your Manifest on her!" Katya said suddenly. 
 
    "But there is no damage. I cannot do anything." 
 
    "Yes, you can. You have a type of bond, right? She has access to your Manifest." 
 
    "In a small way." 
 
    "It will have to be enough. If she can still use her Manifest, she might be able to use yours. Your healing reaches out to the patient, in a way, doesn't it? If she can sense life, then couldn't she sense her own body?" 
 
    "I… perhaps," Elise said, determination hardening in her eyes. "Yes. Yes, I will try." 
 
    "Do it," Katya said. She stared down into Vita's slack, expressionless face as she cradled her head. "Bring her back. Please." 
 
      
 
    Something. 
 
    Where there had been nothing, there was now something. 
 
    A beacon made of darkness, beckoning to her. 
 
    Suddenly she was moving. Yanked backwards, she hurtled through space, through the colour-filled nothing toward the something. Something enormous. Looming in her direction of travel, there was a darkness at complete odds with the colours, a void into which she was being inextricably drawn. 
 
    At terrific speed, it felt like she was outpacing light, and all colours began to dim and fade as the dark place grew to become all there was. 
 
    Then it was gone. 
 
      
 
    With a terrifying gasp, Vita's eyes flew open as her entire body spasmed at once, jerking her head off of Katya's lap to thud onto the cold wooden floor. 
 
    "Where!?" Vita shouted, her eyes wide with incomprehension and an almost elemental-level fear. Her hands flew up and began frantically batting her her chest, arms and face. "Who!?" 
 
    "You are in Versailles. You are safe now. Be calm," Elise said slowly. 
 
    "This!" Vita exclaimed, staring up at her twitching fingers like she'd never seen them before. "What!?" 
 
    Keeping her fingers pressed to Vita's forehead, Elise took a badly shaking hand in the other and made the same soothing noises she would have to a frightened child. "You have come back to us, Victoria," she said. 
 
    Whatever was passing between them other than touch and words, Katya couldn't have said. There was some kind of magic happening, but she couldn't discern what it was, which was normal, except now it was terrifying. It was a kind of magic Katya had never experienced before. It was healing, of a sort, but it was as though Elise was sewing Vita's soul back into her body, and that filled Katya with a kind of horror even her nightmares had never been brave enough to conjure. 
 
    "Look at me, Vita," Sveta said. "Breathe. Just breathe. Feel your body again." 
 
    Thankfully, Vita's breathing began to slow, and the terror was fading from her eyes, leaving behind an exhausted confusion. "Svetlana? Elise." Her dazed eyes swung up. "Katya." 
 
    "Yes. How do you feel?" Elise asked. 
 
    "Heavy." Vita watched as she slowly raised her free arm, her hand hanging limply off of her wrist. "Very heavy." It thumped back on the ground and she closed her eyes. 
 
    Seeing her eyes shut again, panic seized Katya's heart once more. "Elise?" 
 
    "She has merely passed out, Yekaterina. Please take down your wall so I can fetch help." 
 
    "Help? Who can help her better than you?" Katya demanded, only reluctantly cutting off her energy to let the wall dissipate into a roiling mirage of hot air. 
 
    To her relief, Elise smiled. "I cannot carry her back to Paris alone." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dressmaker's shop was not a place Millie was overly fond of. It had its purpose, of course, and had so far been successful in keeping the residents of Longstown from having to run around naked everywhere, but she had never understood the appeal of wanting to come here. Even the look on Elise's face when she brought home something new wasn't enough to change Millie's mind about wanting to do the same herself any more than was practically necessary. She'd already put in her order for more shirts, having been assured that they would arrive at her door before Elise did. She'd gone for colours that Elise might like, having no real intention of wearing them outside herself, unless it was under a heavy coat and a scarf. Lavender did Millie no favours. 
 
    That left her to fully dedicate herself to the day's work: getting Pretoria her own clothes. As the only one close to her age that was on speaking terms with her, 'the tentacle one' had volunteered her services as an escort and tour guide, but certainly not as anyone who could give constructive input into the new witch's fashion choices. 
 
    It hadn't been a difficult decision. Pretoria needed clothes, so there was no getting around being here, but hearing about her reaction to The Shed, and the look of being utterly overwhelmed by where she was left Millie sympathetic to the new arrival, and less inclined to believe that what truly lie in her heart was hate. 
 
    Because Millie had been Pretoria once. 
 
    Alone; far from home, by choice in that staying would have been worse; arriving in a place that seemed insane and incomprehensibly different. Both the munitions factory in Nottingham and ADAM both had knocked Millie back on her heels, and it was in both places that she had needed someone like Vickie to help her adjust and not run screaming back to Scotland. 
 
    Millie remembered being terrified of Ivy the first time she'd met her, so strange in her mannerisms and appearance, to say nothing of having Hekabe at her side all the time. Selene even more so. She still had an ethereal otherworldliness about her that made her intimidating, but it was only having Vickie at Millie's side that had calmed her nerves enough to keep her in place long enough to get used to it. Had she not been so fortunate, Millie would have nothing of what she had now. She would have never uncovered her Talent, never met Elise, never been able to count herself among the sisterhood she had become so protective of. 
 
    They had all been Pretoria at one time, and they were only who they were because they had each other. 
 
    And on top of that, no matter what kind of person Pretoria was, if she went back to Cumbria, her life would be in danger. Millie would do everything she could to prevent that from happening, regardless of how Pretoria may feel about them. That meant being there for her. She was a witch, and she deserved that much.  
 
    But as Pretoria stood on a pedestal being poked and prodded, reduced down to a string of numbers, Millie didn't really know what to do with herself. She'd cleaned her fingernails, played with her hair. She'd even surreptitiously nicked a pin to test against her witchscale. When it had immediately bent in half, she'd shoved it into her pocket, and now she had to remember it was in there to avoid stabbing herself. 
 
    Patience had never been her strong suit, and now she was going spare. 
 
    "'Scuse me, Miss Brown," said the voice of Eliza Stone from a foot below Millie's ears as she pushed past with an armload of fabrics. 
 
    Between her high voice, round spectacles and perpetually-tousled hair, Millie had always thought of her as mousy, but it was the height difference that sealed it. Millie was tall for a woman, yes, but there was something about Miss Stone that made her seem even smaller. Maybe it's that she was always buzzing around, darting from doorway to doorway. 
 
    But as she approached Pretoria, Millie watched the young witch's eyes in the mirrors she stood before. If she was going to cause trouble for Eliza, Millie had a few choice words already lit in the back of her throat, ready to blister Pretoria's ears. 
 
    She needn't have bothered. 
 
    Those odd amber eyes weren't looking for trouble at all. They followed Eliza's every move, watching as the seamstress' assistant held up different colours and patterns, widening every time she had to pull out her tape measure again. Every time it came near her hips, Pretoria would stiffen like a board, and Millie would have sworn she could see how hard her heart would start beating. 
 
    Millie had wet her lips to keep her smile from tearing them open. She's never done this before. 
 
    It made sense, of course. From what Niamh had said, Pretoria's home would have to undergo a population boom to even rise to the description of 'village.' Elise was from somewhere similar, and had described having to make her own clothes, or trade with the neighbour's daughter, who was only a year older. Neither she nor Pretoria had sisters, so at least they'd been spared having to wear hand-me-downs. Although Millie had no sisters either, her size and gangly limbs had left her vulnerable to the curse, sometimes being the fourth one to inhabit certain articles of clothing, only slightly altered to account for the fact she was the only girl to ever wear them. 
 
    Watching Pretoria watch Eliza was endearing, and humanising, the rest of the session passing much more quickly as Millie moved from bored chaperone to interested spectator.  
 
    Soon enough, though, it was over, and once Pretoria had made her fabric choices, they arranged for delivery to the EVE residence and had the invoice sent to the Longs directly. As they left, Millie caught Pretoria once more flicking glances at Eliza, leaving her looking more suspicious than impressed, and Millie had to bite her smile to keep it down. 
 
    "You seemed to enjoy yourself," Millie said amicably as they walked along afterward. 
 
    "I didn't even know there was such a thing as a dressmaker until today," Pretoria said. "My aunt and I made all our clothes." 
 
    Millie swallowed her smugness at having sussed that already; it was the first time Pretoria had volunteered anything personal about herself. "Were you any good at it? You seemed a bit suspicious of Miss Stone in there." 
 
    "I was… decent. Nothing I made fell apart," Pretoria said. 
 
    "About all you can ask, really," Millie replied. "Your aunt was a witch too, right?" 
 
    Eyes that had been moving from shop window to shop window shot suddenly to the ground, and a hint of colour rose to swim beneath Pretoria's cheeks. 
 
    This time, Millie didn't bother to hide her smile, and gave the flustered younger witch a friendly reminder. "It's all right. It's not a dirty word here. Witch, witch, witch. See?" 
 
    "It's…" Pretoria started, but reconsidered. "I guess I never really hid it, but after what happened…" 
 
    Millie silently cursed herself. "I'm sorry, of course. Ivy speaks highly of her." 
 
    "I learned everything from her. She raised me all by herself, taught me witchcraft. It's still hard to believe she's gone," Pretoria said. 
 
    In a house full of women who'd lost their families to varying degrees of tragedy, Millie didn't ask for elaboration, instead choosing the mercy of changing the subject. "Have you had any problems here yet? Anything I can help you with?" 
 
    Pretoria's eyes flicked to Millie and away, indecision clear on her face. 
 
    As it was a question that, to Millie at least, didn't leave a lot of room for indecision, this time she did press for clarity. "It's all right, you know. We won't take it personally." 
 
    "I… no, it's stupid…" 
 
    "Go ahead. I want to hear it," Millie said in what she hoped was an inviting tone. 
 
    It was another block before Pretoria decided. 
 
    "Your house is new, isn't it?" 
 
    "Aye, built last winter." 
 
    "So that wasn't a ghost I heard, then." 
 
    After a split second of confusion, the answer settled on Millie like a lead cape. What else could they have expected in a house full of women who had the power to take on every problem themselves? Still, she blew out a frustrated breath. "No, it wasn't." 
 
    "What was it?" Pretoria asked, thankfully in a tone that was more perplexed than frightened.  
 
    "A problem for later. Right now, I can show you the rest of the town, if you'd like." 
 
    After a moment's thought, Pretoria nodded. "All right." 
 
    "Anything you'd like to see in particular?" 
 
    Pretoria's answer came with surprising swiftness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "What is the name of it, again?" Pretoria asked, looking down into the lazily-flowing river that bullied its way through the centre of Bedford. It was much the same colour as the River Eve in Cumbria, but shallower, and the greenery from which she peered down into this one had been put there artificially. 
 
    "The River Great Ouse," Millie said. 
 
    "Ooze?" Pretoria asked. That's what it sounded like Millie'd said. Even with her accent, Pretoria couldn't imagine what other word it could have been. 
 
    Millie shrugged. "I'm not from around here, don't ask me. I think it's spelled differently, but I've never seen it written down. Are you sure you're all right here?" 
 
    For a brief second, the horrific sound of Pretoria's lungs purging themselves echoed in her mind, but passed almost as quickly as it came. "I think so." 
 
    "All right. If you want to leave, tell me," Millie said. 
 
    Pretoria nodded, and followed Millie's lead as they walked along lush green grass, maintained by a kind of park called the Embankment, though the idea of needing to set aside a special area so you could remember what the world was supposed to look like still struck her as crazy. Pretoria's entire village had been built along the river, and it had been a struggle to keep nature from taking it back. 
 
    "Is this what London's like?" Pretoria asked, casting a suspicious eye towards the flats and other buildings that kept the reassurance of the horizon from her. 
 
    A sudden fit of coughing doubled Millie over, and it was a suspiciously long time before she was able to answer. "Ah… no. No, London is… bigger. Much bigger. I don't recall many trees along the Thames." 
 
    "What? What is there?" 
 
    "Parliament, for one. The Tower. Lots of things." 
 
    "Oh." None of those sounded terribly interesting, or worth ruining what Pretoria remembered a proper riverside to be. 
 
    "You're very strong for coming here, you know," Millie said suddenly. "I don't think I could have, if I were you." 
 
    It was Pretoria's turn to shrug. "If you were me, you would've grown up on the river. I learned to have a healthy respect for it early on. So close to the mountains, the meltwater could come in quick in the spring. You never fully trust it, I suppose." 
 
    "But you loved it, didn't you? I can hear it when you talk about it." 
 
    Pretoria kept her eyes on the water. "I still do." 
 
    "Aye, of course," Millie said, shaking her head. Her great mane of coppery hair swirled about as she did, amplifying her dejection. 
 
    "But yes," Pretoria said quickly. "I didn't know anything else until…" She swallowed hard, trying hard not to remember the grit of brown silt scratching at her throat as she did. "Until I had to leave. The river giveth, and the river taketh." 
 
    "What did it… giveth?" Millie asked, an arch of copper bent over one eye. 
 
    "Fish, mostly. It ran the grain mill, washed our clothes and our bodies, quenched our thirst." 
 
    "You drank it?" 
 
    "Of course. We lived only a few miles from the source.  And it tasted a lot better than the dreck that comes out of the pipes here, I'll add." The very idea was still incomprehensible. Where did it come from? How did it get inside the house? From here? Is that why it tasted like metal? 
 
    "All right," Millie said, even if she didn't sound convinced. 
 
    But Pretoria didn't need the towering Scot's agreement, she knew what water was supposed to taste like. "So why did you ask me to stay out?" 
 
    "To get you away from that house. To show you there's more here than your room and your thoughts," Millie said. 
 
    Pretoria had surprised herself when Millie'd asked where she might want to go when she said 'a river.' It was reassuring to know that it was her automatic answer, and her earlier refusal to give into fear of it had had its intended effect. 
 
    As far as the why, Pretoria had to admit, it did feel good to stretch her legs. Artificial as it was, having the trees overhead and the sound of rushing water in her ears again was refreshing. A flare of red caught the corner of her eye, and she turned to see Millie looking at her. 
 
    "And I thought you might like to talk," she said. 
 
    "Why would I want to do that? Ivy told me enough," Pretoria said. More than enough. There was a tiny part of her that thought she was dreaming, and all of this would go away in the morning. It was more likely than being real, at this point. Or maybe she just wanted it to be. 
 
    "Aye, I heard. Did you listen?" 
 
    Pretoria bristled. "You think I didn't?" 
 
    "I don't know you enough to answer that. I want to, though." 
 
    "Why? What do you care?" 
 
    Millie's long legs chewed up quite a bit of distance before she answered. "Because I see parts of me in you," she said finally. "And I very much needed someone to answer the questions I guess you have." 
 
    "Why do you think I have any more?" 
 
    "Because I had them, too, and you wouldn't have that look on your face still if you knew the answers," Millie said not unkindly. 
 
    Pretoria turned away all the same. "You're surrounded by Manifested witches. The way I understand it, you have been for years. There are older, wiser witches I can go to for answers. Thank you all the same." 
 
    "I'm not talking about magic. You're a long way from home, and you can't go back anytime soon. Parents are gone, no brothers or sisters. Other things." 
 
    "Are you trying to recruit me? Is that why you care?" Pretoria asked sharply. What did someone like Millie Brown know about loss? She had everything she could want. She had a home, a job, friends, strength, confidence, respect. She was even famous to the point a nobody from nowhere like Pretoria Ferguson had heard of her.  
 
    But if there was hurt in the Scot's eyes at Pretoria's tone, it was gone before she could say for sure that's what it had been.  
 
    Millie looked to the path ahead. "That would assume we want you." 
 
    Pretoria stopped so fast she almost fell over. "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "EVE is built on more than magic and hope, you know. It's built on trust, too. And part of trust is honesty, with each other and yourself. If you're going to lie to yourself, why should anyone trust you with their life? You can't trust you." 
 
    Blindsided, Pretoria took the offensive. "Who said I wanted to stay?" 
 
    "No-one did. Least of all you. But that doesn't mean we can't help you before you leave. You've been through a lot, and you have a chance to talk to others who have, too. Sounds better than dealing with it all yourself, doesn't it?" 
 
    "Wh—? Aren't you a security guard? Why are you talking like this?" 
 
    "Because I'm a witch first. And witches help each other. None of us would be who we are without the others. Some of us would be dead." Millie's normally lively green eyes were gravely serious. "And I don't want that to happen to you." 
 
    "Out of the goodness of your heart, I suppose," Pretoria said as they began to walk again. 
 
    "A Manifested witch's heart is, by definition, good," Millie said. 
 
    "That doesn't sound like you. I barely know you, and I know that. What happened to honesty?" 
 
    "It is honesty. It's a lesson I had to learn, because I didn't know. By the look in your eyes, you didn't either." 
 
    "Of course not! I didn't ask for this!" Pretoria exclaimed, shoving her hands out and waving them in front of Millie, water droplets spraying across the water's surface and adding Pretoria's part to the river. 
 
    "And you still blame us? None of us did. It's something we all—" 
 
    "No, it isn't! You didn't—!" Pretoria exclaimed before savagely forcing herself back under control. "You didn't kill anyone," she finished quietly. 
 
    "Do you know for sure that you did?" Millie asked. 
 
    Pretoria hugged herself tightly. Of course she did. It was her fault, why else did she look like this? "I believe the people on that boat would still be alive if I hadn't Manifested," she said.  
 
    "But you wouldn't be," Millie said. "I know who I would prefer, if it was only one of you." 
 
    "You're not God, you don't get to make that decision." 
 
    "No. And I didn't. You did." 
 
    Pretoria recoiled like she'd been slapped. "How can you say such a thing?" 
 
    "Because you're here. I've seen what happens when you threaten a Manifested witch's life. I've been that witch, Pretoria. It's why we Manifest at all. To protect ourselves, or others." 
 
    Pretoria thought on this as they approached a large stone bridge that marked the end of the path along the river. Graying with soot and age, it had once been white, she guessed. Sturdy, made up of large stones, it looked like it had been here for a long time, and would be for a long time yet. Stairs led from their path up to the road that ran over it, forming a literal corner for the figurative one she found herself backed into. 
 
    "And how many people has EVE killed?" she demanded. 
 
    "Well… none," Millie said. "Other than Niamh." 
 
    "So all of you, all of you who Manifested to save lives, whether your own or someone else's, none of you killed anyone?" 
 
    "No," Millie said. 
 
    "Then it's no wonder none of you look like this," Pretoria said, grabbing a handful of wet hair and letting it go to slap onto her shoulder again. "I've seen the pictures. That Russian fire witch is…" Pretoria swallowed, but pushed ahead, "…very pretty… and I've heard she can make fire come alive! Is that true?" 
 
    "Sort of. It looks alive, but it's not alive, really." 
 
    "Close enough. She Manifested, and not only is she beautiful, so is her magic. She helped people. You helped people. Look at me," Pretoria said, looking up at Millie so intently the tall Scot had no choice but to comply. "Am I?" 
 
    "Are you what?" 
 
    "Beautiful. Even Miss Ravenwood has a confident dignity in her photographs, what about me? I look like a kelpie. Is that beautiful? Or does it match my magic? Gloria and Ephraim were excellent swimmers, there is no way they drowned on accident." 
 
    "Pretoria, you can't—" 
 
    "Stop telling me what I can't do! You weren't there! I know what I felt! I killed them. They're dead. Do you understand? People that helped raise me, the parents of children I played with… oh, God…" All the blood rushed from Pretoria's face and her knees went weak, but she swatted away Millie's attempt to steady her and she fell against the rough stone of the bridge. "They were parents… Gloria was to be a grandmother…" 
 
    The tears, when they came, were painful. The most painful she had ever shed in her life, they fell in the name of people who had tried to murder her. Stinging as they emerged, she let them burn hot streaks down her face. They tasted of salt and fear, and blinded her to the world as she fled. 
 
    Away from Millie, away from the river, away from the trees and the grass, she stumbled up the stairs into the gathering and unfamiliar darkness.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Starving, freezing, paranoid, running for her life across half of Europe, Katya had never been as mentally exhausted as she was when she arrived back at the hotel. 
 
    She'd stupidly, naively hoped they could have snuck out of Versailles without incident, getting Vita someplace she could rest, but their notoriety, gender and the fact Katya had made wings of fire shoot out of her back meant the press were waiting with baited breath to hear what EVE had to say about someone trying to blow up a peace conference. 
 
    Then word got out that EVE had stopped it, and a manageable press scrum had turned into a near-riot of reporters shouting a wall of questions. Katya had been successful in begging off the others out of respect for Vita's very obvious incapacitation, but had had to throw herself to the wolves to keep them from following them back. 
 
    For five hours she'd made herself available to both press and police, and she didn't know if she had even kept her story straight by the end, though she couldn't have lied if she'd wanted to. Her brain had been reduced to the consistency of mushy peas by the end of hour one, in no state to make up anything. 
 
    Repeating the story ad nauseam did help to drive it deeper into her mind, however, and she couldn't help but replay it over and over, even now that she had it to herself again. 
 
    By the time she'd gotten back to their rooms, Vita was awake again, and between Katya's relief and her fatigue, she hadn't eaten anything. She'd even waved off Elise's offer to restore her magically. All she wanted to do was collapse into bed and sleep for a thousand years. 
 
    If only. Vita being awake meant she was thinking, and to the increasing concern of everyone else, doing so out loud. 
 
    "So now, not only do I have to worry about killing my body, I could literally lose my mind, as well? Unacceptable," Vita said as she paced at the foot of Katya's bed. Sveta and Elise were on the other, as Selene looked on from the chair pushed out from the desk by the window. 
 
    "But perhaps with practice…" 
 
    Elise shook her head. "You must accept it, or you will harm yourself beyond your ability to be healed. Do you wish to repeat being… gone?" she asked. 
 
    The fact that Vita didn't immediately say 'no' did not go unnoticed. 
 
    "Stop it right now," Katya said. "I can see the gears turning behind your eyes. It's bad enough you've spent the last hours taking notes when you should have been resting; you will not turn yourself into a vegetable to satisfy your curiosity about whatever you saw down there. I don't know how you could even conceive of it." 
 
    But that was clearly what she was doing. "It was so… different. I could see so much, and yet barely anything. I felt like…" 
 
    "No!" Katya snapped. "How dare you even entertain such thoughts? Do you know what you put us through? How panicked we were? The light was gone from your eyes, Vita. You looked dead!" 
 
    "But we know what happened now. How to bring me back," Vita protested. "I could learn so much if I only had the time—" 
 
    Katya shook her head. "I hate this side of you," she said flatly, unable to look at who she was talking to. 
 
    Vita stopped her incessant pacing and stared at Katya with wide, uncomprehending eyes. 
 
    "Do you love learning more than us? Is knowing something no-one else does so important that you would put your friends through hell to gain it? Hm?" 
 
    "Katya, I—" 
 
    Katya exploded from her bed and bore down on Vita like an avalanche. "How can you be so selfish? After everything you've been through? After everything we've been through? All of us? We've all lost so much, and you would take yourself away from us for what? You would put Millie and Elise through that again?" She savagely yanked back her sleeve to expose the scar on her left wrist. "Look at this." 
 
    "You've shown me," Vita said, unable to avert her eyes.  
 
    Good, it meant she was listening. 
 
    "And you've already forgotten! Your suicide attempt left no scars, so perhaps you need to see mine to remind yourself of what you did." 
 
    Vita's eyes darkened. "I have never forgotten. Not ever. Don't presume to tell me anything about that time in my life." 
 
    "Then don't give me cause to! You remember? Truly? Do you remember how Millie looked when she found out? Elise?" Katya pointed to her on the other bed. "Your Coven? I confided in you because I thought you understood. I thought we were kindred spirits, Vita. We'd both made the same selfish, tragic choice, and I thought you regretted it, the same way I do. But now, even with me here telling you how stupid this recklessness is to your face, you're still thinking about doing it anyway. Well, why don't you think about the people around you? There is more to life than knowing everything. Let some questions lie for the sake of your friends. Put us first, for once." 
 
    Vita folded in on herself, hugging her arms tightly to her chest. "I have to know things. Know more. I have to prove myself." 
 
    "Goddammit, Victoria, you're the most powerful witch in the world, what do you have to prove?" 
 
    The answer came rushing out with an intensity that only Victoria Ravenwood could summon, as every word was backed up by the magic within her. It was thrashing in frustration, showing no signs of how much it had already been taxed that day.  
 
    "My father was a doctor of physics. My grandfather was a doctor of physics. I should be the next, last Doctor Ravenwood, and the idea that I won't be for no other reason than I won't be allowed to is galling, Katya. Utterly galling, and I will not stand for it! I will bully my way in if I have to, by proving hypotheticals as concrete, beyond-doubt reality, the way only a witch can do it. The knowledge we all so desperately seek will be visited on them by a woman, and they will have to acknowledge it. Indisputable, provable truth can be proven by anyone, and I will do it to a degree that will kick down all the doors they refuse to unlock. So I am thinking of you. All of you. All of the little girls out there who aren't being given even as much of a chance as I had, all the women slaving away in lives they hate because the opportunity to better themselves through education is being kept from them for no reason," she said, slashing a gesture to her bag on the floor. "We have no say in government, our futures, even our own bodies, Katya."  
 
    Vita began pacing again, a tigress trapped behind iron bars. "Yes, I am the most powerful witch in the world, and if that is what it's going to take to change things, then so be it." 
 
    "You don't know that. Things are already changing." 
 
    "Not fast enough." 
 
    Katya let out a long, mirthless laugh and her hand clamped over her scar. "You don't want things to change quickly, believe me. Fast change is rarely good change." 
 
    Vita looked away, but Katya wouldn't have it. She strode over to the stalking tigress and grabbed her by the tail. "You are not here to change the world all by yourself," Katya said. "That is hubris, and dangerous." 
 
    "Then why do I have this power, if not to use it for that? Why else?" 
 
    "I don't know. But I do know you are not a god, and neither am I." 
 
    "I've made my feelings clear on being labelled a god, Katya." 
 
    "You said your feelings. You haven't shown that you believe them, boginya." 
 
    Vita bristled.  
 
    "Oh, you don't like that name? Show me you don't deserve it. Promise me." 
 
    "Promise you what?" 
 
    "That you won't do that again. That you won't lose yourself in that… void… just to prove yourself, or for the sake of learning more about it. You've said many things to me, and I want you to prove you mean them. Demonstrate that you care about me, and all of us, by caring about yourself. I asked you before, when it came to walking through walls, and you didn't promise anything. You, in fact, kept right on walking through walls to prove a point." Katya shook her head. "Not this time. You promise me, Vita." 
 
    Vita looked straight into Katya's eyes, but she didn't say a word. 
 
    "I knew you couldn't do it. I knew it!" The words exploded from Katya along with the first tears. She couldn't help them, she was so tired; Angry, frustrated, sad, she felt everything at once, multiplied by exhaustion. Grace, Octavia, Versailles, all the work they had yet to do, it all came rushing out of her, aimed directly at the person she counted on most to be a constant in her life. "All I asked is for you to act like a human being, and you can't even do that for me. You're not a crusader, and the heathens aren't going to fall before your might. They're going to fight back, and we're going to lose you, to either them or yourself." 
 
    Unable to stop herself, Katya threw her arms around Victoria and squeezed her tightly. "You can't keep doing this to us. There's going to come a time when you come back, and we won't be here waiting." 
 
    To Katya's astonishment, she felt Vita's return the hug, and her sleek raven head pressed into Katya's shoulder. "All right," she said. 
 
    "What?" Katya said in shock. 
 
    "I promise." 
 
    "Say it, Vita. All of it. I won't believe you unless you say it." 
 
    "I promise I won't go back into that void, or deliberately attempt to lose myself for the sake of knowledge. But I reserve the right to do it under dire circumstances." 
 
    A new kind of tear spattered on Vita's shoulder. "Will you promise to be a sister first? Sometimes, at least?" 
 
    "I will try," Vita said. 
 
    "I suppose I can't ask for more than that." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the way Pretoria had left her, Millie was in a sour mood. She couldn't help but feel that she'd failed somehow. That the tough love approach that Niamh always took had backfired, and now not only did Pretoria still dislike Millie and the others, she seemed on the verge of not even liking herself. 
 
    Those strange amber eyes, when Millie had seen them last, had been so full of hurt and betrayal that it twisted Millie's guts to think that she had been partly responsible. 
 
    Ivy had confirmed that Pretoria had returned to the residence, but had been holed up in her room without taking dinner or even answering the door. Millie could sense her Manifest in there, doing whatever it was that that made it feel so different. Whether it was because it was new, or just the nature of it, they might never know until Elise came home, but for now it had been decided to give Pretoria her space. 
 
    But one who wouldn't be given her space was one who had definitely had a hand in Pretoria's regression, and it was her doorway that Millie darkened, filling it as solidly as the door did. Kicking up one foot, she leaned against the frame with her arms crossed and a distinctly unimpressed look on her face.  
 
    "Nastya, I've just heard the most unbelievable story," Millie said, staring down at the former princess as she sulked on the edge of her bed, which at least meant she knew she'd done something wrong. Hekabe looked up from where she'd been laying, took in the look on Millie's face, and decided she'd rather be somewhere else. 
 
    Letting her pass, Millie stepped into the room without invitation, crossing the distance to Anastasia in two long strides. She flushed and looked away, unable to hold Millie's eyes as she loomed over her. 
 
    "So you heard it, too? News travels fast here." Knees popping as she knelt down, Millie drew the young witch's attention with sheer intensity. "I'd love to hear your explanation for it." 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about," said a voice that knew only too well. 
 
    "Of course not. First there was the Angel of Longstown, who turned out to be Elise, and now I hear tell of a ghost?" Millie regarded Anastasia intently, peering at her as she thought she would never look at anyone: the way her mother had looked at her her whole life. "You wouldn't happen to know who it is, do you?" 
 
    "It was a joke," Anastasia said, without even the conviction of a proper lie, more like an improvised, flailing deflection. 
 
    But Millie had doled out enough of those in her life to know what came next: Anastasia would simply double down and dig in, making Millie's job a thousand times harder. 
 
    Searching within herself, she drew on her inner Elise. "It's not funny. Why did you do it?" Millie asked softly, her voice measured. 
 
    Unnerved, Anastasia's eyes flicked to this unfamiliar, soft Millie. "You know why," she said. 
 
    "Why don't you tell me, so we avoid any confusion." 
 
    "Because I don't want her here!" Anastasia snapped. "Niamh should have known better! I don't trust her…" 
 
    "Have you talked to her?" 
 
    "She hates Vita and Katya, why should I talk to her? She doesn't deserve it." 
 
    "You don't know that. She's been through a lot," Millie said. 
 
    "And I haven't?" 
 
    "Oh, only the one who's had it the worst gets any sympathy? I guess that's you, so the rest of us can go kick rocks. I'll just give my Manifest back, in that case." 
 
    "That's not what I meant and you know it," Anastasia said. 
 
    "Do I?" 
 
    Anastasia threw her arms over herself in a little huff. "Why are you taking her side in this?" 
 
    "I'm not. I'm giving her a chance." 
 
    "I wish I could do the same," said the voice of not a put-out teenager, but the scarred victim of a horrible injustice. 
 
    "I know it's not easy, but—" 
 
    "Not easy? My family was murdered by people who hated us. Someone I had no choice but to entrust with my well-being looked me right in the eye when he shot me in the chest. They tried to murder me, Millie!" 
 
    "And so did Pretoria's neighbours. Except they tried to kill her by tying her up in a sack and throwing her in a river. She's been betrayed every bit as badly as you." 
 
    "It's not the same." 
 
    Getting nowhere, Millie switched tacks. "Oh no? Did your mother love you?" 
 
    As intended, this caught Anastasia completely off-guard. She looked horrified at the very idea. "What? Of course!" 
 
    "Well, mine hated me, how's that for betrayal? Your father was the king of Russia, mine was a drunk who didn't remember he had a daughter half the time. But I only lost three siblings to your four, so I guess I shouldn't complain." 
 
    "That's horrid, Millie. I don't like this." Anastasia looked away into the shadows. 
 
    "Neither do I. I also don't like you pretending to be a feckin' ghost to scare someone who's scared enough." 
 
    "She isn't scared! She figured out it was a witch too quickly." 
 
    "Not of you. How long has it been since what happened to you?" 
 
    "A year next month," Anastasia answered without thinking. 
 
    "It's been a few days for her. She's looking for any reason to justify what happened. I imagine you do the same thing? Only she doesn't have a Lenin to stand up and say it out loud. She has to figure it out for herself." 
 
    "I'm better, Millie, not good. Please don't use his name so glibly." 
 
    "You're right. I apologise. But you have something in common with her. As far as Ivy knows, you are the two youngest Manifested witches ever, and you Manifested for the same reason." 
 
    Anastasia considered this, her eyebrows pinching as her eyes searched something Millie couldn't see. "That may be true, but why are you only sympathetic to her? Do you not understand why I wouldn't trust her? I saw that look she gave you when she arrived. I know that look, Millie. You can understand my discomfort in having her here?" 
 
    Millie sighed. "Yes, I can, but I'm trying to be fair to both of you. She's a Manifested witch, not a revolutionary. I have to believe that has to count for something. And just so you know I'm not talking out of my arse, I'll tell you something: I've been shot by someone I trusted, too." 
 
    "You have?" Anastasia asked, unable to keep the morbid curiosity out of her voice. 
 
    "Yes." Millie pulled her blouse down her shoulder to expose the pale white scar where Mallory'd shot her when they'd broken Vickie out of the asylum. It was the night Elise Manifested, but she had been in no condition to prevent the wound from scarring, having wiped herself out saving Vickie's life. 
 
    "But your Manifest…" 
 
    "Was weaker then. This," Millie raised her shoulder, "was only a day or two after it happened. It barely came up to my elbows then." 
 
    "Unlucky." 
 
    Millie shrugged her shirt back up. "Could've been my face." As she re-did the buttons, she considered Anastasia again. "Look, I don't know how long she's going to be here, but if two-thirds of our Covens are out trying to win over other witches, we have to do our part, too. At least give her a chance. If she turns out to be horrid, we give her the boot and forget about her, eh? But if she's one of us, she deserves the opportunity to show that, too. Her Manifest is… stressful, Nastya. Her body is different. It's a lot to adjust to. I was considerably more prickly than her at your age, and didn't have half the reason to be. But I turned out all right, didn't I?" 
 
    "Vita says we have Elise to thank for that." 
 
    Millie couldn't help the smile that tugged at the corner of her mouth. "You lot talking about me when I'm not here?" 
 
    "I asked her about ADAM. She told me how the three of you used to be." 
 
    "That feels like ages ago. 'Lot's changed since then," Millie said. "Never thought I'd have to sit down and give witches even younger than me a talking-to, that's for sure." 
 
    "I'm sure Ivy's tired of doing it." 
 
    "Ha! It's Niamh you have to look out for. Her first talk with me lasted about two minutes before she brought out that sword." 
 
    Anastasia's dark blue eyes lit up at the mention of that, and it heartened Millie greatly to see it. "Tell me more," she said. 
 
    "Only if you promise not to harass Pretoria anymore." 
 
    Anastasia considered. "What if she deserves it?" 
 
    "Let me make that decision. If she does, then I'll help you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hurt and confused, Pretoria felt like everything within her was twisting and writhing, a mass of fat worms hollowing her out to the point she was about to collapse in on herself. Scales were falling from her eyes, but what she saw afterwards was strange and unfamiliar. There were shapes and colours that refused to turn into things she knew, but always seemed on the verge of doing so. 
 
    One winter when she was younger, a terrible snowstorm had blown down from the Pennines, blanketing everything and freezing the river. Safe inside with her aunt, she'd looked out the window into the blowing snow, and sworn she'd seen things lurking just beyond the trees. The longer she'd looked, the more she saw. Faces, figures, shapes of things she'd only heard about in stories, all of them alive and moving about just behind the swirling, dancing flakes. 
 
    Like half-remembered dreams, they flit about on the winter wind, always just beyond her grasp. Never still, never making a sound, they were almost things, as frightening as they were intriguing. 
 
    That was how she felt now, except the almost things were inside her. She couldn't feel them directly, but she was aware of the voids they left behind, of what wasn't there, and the thin wisps of the things that had yet to take their place. 
 
    Wisps. Spirits. Ghosts. 
 
    Unable to stop the water from her skin as she slept, now she couldn't stop the tears from her eyes. 
 
    Talking to Millie should have helped her. She should feel more solid, secure. But it had had exactly the opposite effect, and she'd made Pretoria think about what had happened, and it was all boiling out of her at once like a horde of scarabs, ready to tear her sickly flesh from her bones.  
 
    Now that she'd dared to look back, she couldn't stem the horror that was bursting from where she'd tried to bury it. 
 
    Everything was gone.  
 
    Even herself. They had taken everything, leaving her in this altered state, this Pretoria that wasn't Pretoria. This monstrous, altered Pretoria who could barely tie her shoes anymore, or sleep through the night without needing to change her sheets in the morning.  
 
    The perpetually damp, sickly-looking girl who was being forced to acknowledge that the people she'd trusted hadn't always had her best interests at heart. That she had been betrayed, the people she'd built her life around and turned on her like a pack of wolves, baying for the chance to end it. 
 
    The young woman who had been lying to herself since she'd left home, and believed everyone else's lies that agreed with her, because that's what she did, wasn't it? Agreed with everyone. Did as she was told, never asking questions. Keeping her head down, obeying her elders. Never talked back, was a good little witch from the time she'd known she could be one. Made her witchlight, made her potions, learned the recipes by heart because she'd been told she didn't need to learn how to read, and she'd believed it. 
 
    Aunt Agatha had said that. Why hadn't Pretoria questioned it? Why hadn't she stood up for herself? She'd just believed because she was supposed to. 
 
    Always, always doing as she was told, to the last detail. Trusting that everyone meant what they said. 
 
    Millie meant what she'd said, hadn't she? about honesty. About truth. 
 
    And the truth was, Pretoria had been betrayed. 
 
    By others and herself. 
 
    You stupid girl. Too stupid to think for yourself. Too stupid to see it coming. Too stupid to get away once it had. Too stupid to understand there is no such thing as justice for the weak like you. You trusted them when they said 'fair trial.' You trusted them when they said it would all be over soon. You trusted them when they tore the clothes from your back and put you in that robe, because it would make you look 'more humble.'  
 
    Millie, Victoria, the Russians, they were strong. They stood up for themselves. Drew a line and refused to cross it, and they were rewarded. The world had knocked them down and they'd come up swinging. 
 
    You stayed down and let it walk all over you. 
 
    Weak. Spineless. Coward. 
 
    You gave up. 
 
    The tears suddenly stopped. Everything did. 
 
    That's why she was the way she was. That's why they'd put her on trial and not Aunt Agatha. 
 
    Pretoria had bound cuts, made elixirs for stomach ulcers, bled poisons from children, the same as Aunt Agatha, they wouldn't have meant her harm for that. 
 
    They feared her too, but they respected her. Everyone knew we were witches, but no-one said anything until she was dead. 
 
    They had actually been afraid of Aunt Agatha. 
 
    Not you. Meek little Pretoria, orphan girl. All those years of suspecting but not being able to bring themselves to turn on Aunt Agatha publicly, they took it out on you. 
 
    Gloria and the others had said it was because she was a witch, and they had been right! A weak witch. Witches were strong, like Niamh. Like Millie. Like Ivy.  
 
    Gloria and the others had been right to call you twisted and unnatural. A real witch stands up for herself. Even they knew that. 
 
    Pretoria's eyes flew open and she stared at her swollen, sickly hand as it slowly turned into something more like a claw, her fingers rigid, the tendons tight and stark white as they strained against the muscles as she fought herself to a painful standstill. 
 
    That was why. It couldn't have been anything else.  
 
    Niamh's Manifest was beautiful and astonishing, so was Ivy's. EVE was nothing but beautiful Manifests; they fit their wielders perfectly. 
 
    So what did that say about Pretoria? This miracle that saved the lives of so few witches had spared her a horrific death, only to turn her into this? 
 
    Something wanted her alive to realise what she was. She had been spared in order to be taught a lesson; she would be punished with something worse than death for what she had done. Tormented on earth for hundreds of years as a monster before being tossed into the lake of fire for the rest of eternity. 
 
    With the tension in her hand, water bubbled up through her skin, collecting with itself to from larger drops to run down her wrist or fall to the floor. 
 
    Her body was crying because it knew, too. 
 
    This was her fate. 
 
    The realisation ripped from her throat, a long, mournful cry that sounded like she'd just come across the lifeless body of her only child. A strangled, hideous sound, it went on until her lungs were empty and sharp pains stabbed through her abdomen, doubling her over into a tight ball of mental and physical agony. 
 
    You should have run, but you were too weak. You should have known.  
 
    You should have stood your ground, but you let them take you. Drag you from your own home without even a cry for help. No-one helped you because you wouldn't even help yourself.  
 
    You didn't even mean to kill them. 
 
    The only time you've ever stood up for yourself was on accident. 
 
    Her next breath was long in coming, and painful in how sharp and sudden it was. But it was wasted as she devolved into ugly, wracking sobs that felt more like convulsions, her heels smacking the backs of her thighs, her elbows smashing against her knees. Her thick, stringy hair felt like a mop as it dragged across the floor and she hid her face to avoid looking at it. 
 
    She ground the heels of her hands into her eyes so hard she saw stars, anything to keep the world out and the darkness in. 
 
    If she was blind, she couldn't see what she'd become. 
 
    The stars grew brighter and more painful, and she cried out, louder and more painfully than before. Her throat was ravaged and raw, but she couldn't stop screaming.  
 
    In response, she felt a sudden hand on her shoulder, but Pretoria shook her head violently, and she heard water spatter against the wall. Or maybe it was blood. 
 
    "Go away!" 
 
    "No," said a firm, Scottish brogue. 
 
    Pretoria felt another hand gently close on her wrist, but she jerked it away, and spots exploded across her private darkness. 
 
    "You're going to hurt yourself," Millie said in a voice Pretoria would never have imagined capable of being so soft. 
 
    "Then let me! I deserve it!" 
 
    Then Pretoria felt something even more alien than her emotions. A cool, mist-like sensation was crawling along her wrists, sliding up to insert itself between her hands and face until she could feel neither.  
 
    Gently, but firmly, the energy swelled, pushing her hands away. No matter how hard she pushed back, she made zero indent, as though it was simply absorbing everything she could throw at it.  
 
    Even when her arms were shaking with exertion as she strained, the thin sliver of a barrier was immovable, and both arms gave out at once to smack flat onto the floor. 
 
    The cool energy shifted, coiling around her wrists and gently binding them together so she couldn't move them again. 
 
    "There," Millie said in that same impossibly-soft voice. 
 
    As badly as she wanted to know what Millie had done to her, Pretoria couldn't open her eyes. Wouldn't open her eyes, she admitted. 
 
    "Please go away," Pretoria said pitifully, her sobs reduced down to a steady stream of tears that pooled with the water leaking from the rest of her. "Leave me alone." 
 
    Familiar words, but this time Pretoria's power didn't come.  
 
    "I can't do that," Millie said. "I know where this goes." 
 
    Defeated in even that decision, Pretoria couldn't stop the sudden cry of surrender that burst from her, tears, spittle and snot exploding across her bound hands. Her head thudded against the floor three times before that same cool feeling swelled under it and she gave up completely. 
 
    She could feel Millie looming over her, both physically and through the slowly expanding pressure of her Manifest. But that would mean she was using it. 
 
    Curiosity drew one eyelid painfully open. 
 
    Before Pretoria's spot-spattered eye was a faintly glowing white fog, looped around her wrists to hug the floor and spread out below her head like an ethereal pillow. She followed the fog back to see it connected to Millie's fingers. Following them up to her face, her lips were smiling, even if her eyes weren't. 
 
    Beside her was Ivy, looking down with deep, soulful eyes that made Pretoria turn away. The idea that she might have disappointed her somehow was shocking in how intensely her body rejected the idea.  
 
    "Thank you, Millie," Ivy said. "Could you leave us?" 
 
    "I'll be outside," Millie said as her Manifest retreated within her, leaving Pretoria's hands free. She hadn't the energy to do anything with them. She simply stared straight ahead as Millie left and quietly closed the door behind her. 
 
    In the silence that followed, Pretoria wanted to cry. She wanted to scream, she wanted to tear her disgusting, bedraggled hair out. Peel her soft skin off until she bled as much as she leaked, hold her head under water to see if she really couldn't drown, anything to escape the reality of where she was and what she had become. 
 
    She didn't want to die, that's what they wanted. But how could she live? 
 
    Like this? A monster. A literal monster. 
 
    In every story she'd ever heard about kelpies, they looked exactly like she did: perpetually wet; long, black hair; magical women that emerged from the river to kill. The river was her only home now, wasn't it? That's where kelpies lived. She could lurk about in the still parts, eating raw trout and scaring children. 
 
    But why? Why had she been twisted into this creature who still called itself Pretoria? Why? 
 
    "It's all right, love. Tell me what you're feeling," Ivy said softly. 
 
    She didn't want to. She couldn't. Saying it made it real. Saying it meant it actually happened. Saying it made all of her insides outside, and anyone could see them and judge her for it. Saying it meant she would have to deal with it. 
 
    They hadn't killed her, they'd cursed her. 
 
    Somehow, someway, without any magic she'd ever heard of, and in the name of wiping out magic, they'd cursed her. 
 
    But why? 
 
    "Why?" Pretoria said aloud, unable to hold back the torrent of misery that bloated her insides. Saying one word brought the next one with it, and that one the next, like she was pulling on a chain of her deepest fears, making her gag on every link as it was heaved out of her mouth. "Why did this happen? I did… I did everything I was asked. I listened, I obeyed. I was good! I was accepted!" 
 
    Ivy let out a long breath, shaking her head sadly as she looked down on Pretoria as she lay crumpled on the floor at her side.  
 
    "No you weren't," she said. Her face was grim, the usual light in her eyes snuffed out, the twin jade rings aged and worn. "You were tolerated. 'N there's a big difference between those two things." 
 
    "You never knew them," Pretoria said miserably.  
 
    Why? Why was she defending these people after what they had done?  
 
    Because they can't do it themselves anymore, thanks to you. 
 
    Ivy shrugged. "Not personally, no, but I know people. People don't try to murder people they accept, they fight to protect them. They'll turn on people they merely tolerate in a heartbeat." 
 
    "No… I helped them! When they got sick, they came to me, or when they got injured… I lived there my whole life. I helped deliver their children! I knew them…" Pretoria desperately wanted it to be true. Why wasn't saying it making that real? Why did it hurt so much to say? 
 
    "You sure about that? If you knew them, you would have known to leave, don't you think? All the looks, the whispers… You thought you knew them. They knew you, though, didn't they? You were the different one. Knew things they didn't. Could do things they couldn't. That eye colour alone… anyone else have that eye colour up there?" 
 
    Pretoria shook her head. 
 
    "Didn't think so. So let's say you aren't a witch. Just Pretoria Ferguson, perfectly average girl, except for those eyes. Right? So, when this anti-witch hysteria sweeps through Cumbria, and they go looking for witches to sate their bloodlust, or more likely, to find a scapegoat for something, who d'they pick out first? Hm? You think those eyes don't put you at the top of the list? It doesn't matter that you were a witch, you were different. That gets you nabbed, every time." 
 
    Pretoria shook her head, still in a denial she couldn't explain. "How do you know?" 
 
    In the dark, Pretoria felt more than saw Ivy's gaze shift once more, but Pretoria couldn't meet it. 
 
    "Do you think I'm odd?" Ivy asked, fixing her eyes firmly on Pretoria whether she looked up or not.  
 
    "Wh- I don't…" 
 
    "Yes you do. Everyone does. You know how I know?" 
 
    Pretoria shook her head. It's all she could do. It was the only answer she had to give. 
 
    "'Cause I am odd. So they nabbed me and my sister. They nabbed Niamh. Selene. Hundreds of women. Arrested. Tortured. Maimed. Raped. Burned. Drowned. Hanged. Murdered. You think we did anything to deserve it?" 
 
    "No." They didn't. 
 
    "No," Ivy said. "How many were practicing witches?" 
 
    "Some?" 
 
    "Sure. Some. A handful, maybe. Did that handful deserve it?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "No. But do you think we believed we were accepted? We were all someone's daughter or sister or niece. Did that spare us?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "It never does. When the mob wants blood, it takes it. It doesn't matter how they get it." 
 
    Again, Pretoria was compelled to defend the indefensible, and again, she didn't know why. "Fear made them do it! Fear put into them by you!" 
 
    "It's when we're afraid that we act the most like our true selves, Pretoria. You don't think when you're afraid, you just react. All of the civilisation, the mores, the restrictions of polite society, not the least of which is the belief in the law, falls away. Fear burns away all of it, leaving raw, naked animals behind. And animals act on instinct, not on what's rational or acceptable. They act to make the fear go away. Full stop." 
 
    Pretoria felt tears burn her eyes, and she snuffed them out, blinking them angrily back. "It was you…" she said again weakly. 
 
    "Yes, it was. And what did they do with their fear of us? Try to understand it? I don't recall getting any letters from Cumbria asking us to explain ourselves. Is that why they waited until Agatha was gone? Is that why they tried to murder a helpless young woman? Because they were so afraid?" 
 
    "It was you…" 
 
    "Two months after the Circus?" 
 
    "They said so! They never said 'witch' until you! Then they said I'd done all manner of horrible things to them. The spring flood this year, the tree that fell on the Edwards' house, that I cursed Mrs. Stevenson, and that was why she couldn't get pregnant… I put… unnatural temptations in the heads of married men…. that the Circus made me bolder, and so… " A massive sob wrenched itself from Pretoria's core, and she heaved the final charge out of her like the black poison it was, "…they said I killed Aunt Agatha." 
 
    "This was at your… trial?" Ivy said, her lips grimacing around the word. 
 
    "Yes." Terrifying as much as it had been humiliating, the entire town had been willing to air its dirty laundry because it had a convenient target to pin it all on. So many transgressions, mishaps and unexplainable things had been explained by blaming Pretoria, and she'd stood there and taken it. In that awful robe, dishevelled, filthy and starving, she'd taken it. Not even tried to fight back. 
 
    "And how long after Agatha's death did they wait?" Ivy asked pointedly. 
 
    "The next day. They came to our house and dragged me out. Threw me in Gloria's attic. Stripped me, put me in that robe. Starved me, kept me from sleeping until I started losing my mind. I couldn't keep my thoughts straight…" 
 
    It had made the whole experience even more nightmarish, never knowing if she was awake or dreaming, what was real and what wasn't. By the time they started asking questions and levelling accusations she might have actually believed that she had done all those horrible things. 
 
    "Aggie was a hard woman, if I remember correctly. I wouldn't have crossed her, even if she wasn't Manifested." 
 
    "She had a hard life," Pretoria said into her knees. 
 
    "So they waited. But Aggie died, and they came. Those men and women, so brave, conquered their fear of an old woman by waiting until she died to go after her niece because of something that happened two months earlier, hundreds of miles away," Ivy said, unable to hide her contempt. Her face was twisted in utter revulsion at the idea, as though she was being forced to breathe in the smell of rotting flesh. 
 
    But as swiftly as it had appeared, it was gone, and it was the softer, benevolent Ivy that spoke again. "It was Aggie's heart that killed her, wasn't it?" 
 
    Pretoria slowly shook her head. She didn't want to think about that, either. "I don't know. They took me before I found out. Why do you say that?" 
 
    "Niamh found her pills while you were recovering at Eva's. Aggie should have told her," Ivy said sadly. "Eva could have made something. Or I could have, if she was desperate. But she kept to the pact more than anyone. Stopped talking to us after that. 'S why she wouldn't let us see you." 
 
    "What pact?" 
 
    "Details aren't important, now, love, but it's why witches are secret. Why no-one knew 'bout us. She kept her heart secret, too. And look what happened." Ivy swallowed, her fingers working in thin air. "Your Aunt Agatha was over 300 years old, did you know that?" 
 
    Pretoria shook her head. 
 
    "She probably had another few centuries in her. But…" Ivy looked down as a globe of witchlight rose from the back of her hand, shifting slowly between colours, from red to blue and back. "I'm very sorry, Pretoria. For everything that's happened to you, I'm very sorry." 
 
    Through Pretoria's grief, through her pain, both self-inflicted and visited upon her, she thought she heard something in Ivy's voice that made Pretoria finally turn her head to face the woman sitting beside her. 
 
    "Maybe it was my fault, in part. I don't know which part is worst, though. But that doesn't excuse what those people did to you. Nothing does. With Aggie gone, they should have been there for you. The same as Aggie was for you when your mother died, we should have been there for you. Your sisters," Ivy said. 
 
    "I don't have any sisters," Pretoria said. Would it have made any difference? They would have been taken, too.  
 
    "Oh, but you do. How many Manifested witches can you feel right now?" Ivy asked. 
 
    Surprised at the question, Pretoria had to re-gather her thoughts and let her still-waxing magical senses gather the answer for her. "Four, I think." 
 
    Ivy nodded. "Plus the five in France. How many of us have families, would you say?" 
 
    "I wouldn't want to guess… I don't know." 
 
    "Good choice, because the answer is all of us. And none of us." 
 
    Pretoria managed to sit up partly, confused but intrigued. 
 
    "The families we were born to are all dead. Our fathers, our mothers, our siblings… gone. Many of them tragically. That's the none. What we do have is each other. This here," Ivy gestured around them, "EVE, is our family by choice. We are all sisters here, and each and every one of us would die for the other. Millie can deflect bullets because she loves so fiercely. That act that you decry as the reason your neighbours turned on you was Victoria almost killing herself with her own Manifest because the lives of her sisters and hundreds of strangers were in danger. When you accept someone, when you truly believe that someone is part of your family, your community… that is how you act, Pretoria. You surround them with your swords pointing out." 
 
    Wetness ran down Pretoria's cheek and stained her lips with salt. 
 
    "Witch hunts don't happen because they expect to catch real witches. They happen because they don't. They're led by thugs and monsters who have the most to hide, so everyone thinks they don't." 
 
    "But… you're so powerful, shouldn't they fear that?" 
 
    "Why fear? Why not ask us for help? Why not hope that their daughters can one day be that strong? After the Circus, we were cursed and reviled by many, yes, but we also got letters from people who hoped their daughters could be witches, too. It doesn't work like that, of course, but they asked. Those apprentices out there wanted to come here because of what we did."  
 
    Ivy's witchlight turned pure white, growing bright enough to make her fang-like teeth shine as she continued, "Think about that first wolf that came to man. The wolf that would become the dog. What if we'd just killed it because it was scary? What if we'd simply doused every fire we encountered before it could burn us? Where would we be?" She let out a long breath. "It took me a long time to accept it, as well. The betrayal. The excuse-making, the shapes I had to twist my mind into in order to avoid blaming them for what they'd done. So I don't expect one conversation to change your mind. But when you hear the same answer from one of us after the other, I hope you will start to, at least." 
 
    "What about what I've done?" Pretoria was shaking with everything she was hearing, and everything that yet needed to come out. "Ivy…" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    The deepest, blackest secret came out in a retch. "I confessed. At my trial… They broke me and I confessed." 
 
    To make it stop; so she could sleep; for a crust of bread, she'd confessed to it all. Pretoria hung her head in abject shame. 
 
    "I know, love." 
 
    Pretoria sniffed. "You do? How?" 
 
    "Because we all do, in the end." 
 
    "In front of everyone, I swore on a Bible…" 
 
    "And you didn't mean it." 
 
    "I gave up and… I lied. I lied to survive, and now… now I look like this." Pretoria held out a sickly hand in the dim witchlight.  
 
    To her astonishment, Ivy took it. 
 
    "Yes, you survived. And surviving changes all of us. Come here," Ivy said, and put her arm around Pretoria's shoulder the way Aunt Agatha never had. "You survived, Pretoria. And now you're safe." 
 
    At those words, the dam within Pretoria broke, and she threw herself into Ivy's embrace. For everything that had happened, for all she had been through, for the loss of her only family, for the mother she never knew, Pretoria cried. 
 
    As her shoulders heaved and she ran short of breath, Ivy held her close. She sang a wordless song of comfort as she rocked Pretoria like a child, reassuring her it was going to be all right. 
 
    It couldn't be, she knew. As long as she looked like this, she would be reminded why. If a Manifested witch was a tested witch, Pretoria had failed.  
 
    She had been shattered, and killed the ones responsible. 
 
    They had broken her, and as she sobbed uncontrollably, it felt like she was breaking all over again. She would never feel whole, she would be scarred forever. 
 
    Tortured, executed, altered, and forced to re-live it all over again in a new place in front of strangers, she felt more than ever that she had been cursed. 
 
    Ivy was kind, and so had Millie been. Niamh had very literally saved her life. 
 
    But Pretoria was broken, emotionally and magically, and that made her dangerous. EVE, the idea, may have been the ultimate impetus for her suffering, but the women who made it up deserved better. 
 
    Ivy's voice was soft as she sang, so much so that it didn't echo into the dreams that followed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya couldn't even cry anymore. Her eyes were swollen and red, but the tears wouldn't come; she was simply too exhausted. Holed up in her hotel room with Sveta, neither of them had the energy to even sit, and were curled up together in Sveta's bed on top of the covers in a kind of paralysis. Even Sveta's Manifest was cooperating, letting them be close together without shouting into Sveta's mind. Though as Katya shivered and shook, holding onto Sveta like she would be torn away if she let go, it didn't need to. 
 
    "Stupid Vita," Katya moaned. "Stupid! How could she even… she hesitated. Hesitated! She would have done it again." 
 
    "It's not all her fault," Sveta said, gently stroking Katya's hair in little soothing motions. "She is very driven." 
 
    "Off of a cliff," Katya spat.  
 
    From the door came the sudden rap of their coded knock, and Katya disentangled herself from Sveta before straightening herself up as best she could in the time it took to get to the door. The knock sounded again as she reached for the knob. 
 
    It opened to reveal Selene accompanied by Elise, and Katya waved them both in. 
 
    "What is it? Where's Vita?" Katya asked. 
 
    "Asleep," Elise said. "She will be until tomorrow." 
 
    "Is she all right?" Sveta asked, having managed to partially sit up. It was only when Katya looked back at her from afar that she saw how utterly exhausted she looked. The bags under her eyes were more like bruises, the lids over them hooded, leaving her looking punch-drunk and stupefied. 
 
    "There was no haemorrhaging or lasting damage. I checked again before putting her to sleep. She would not otherwise." Elise looked almost as tired as Sveta, and seemed grateful when Selene took over. 
 
    "And she is why I am here. I am… concerned… about Victoria." 
 
    "We all are," Katya said, a touch too defensively. 
 
    "I know. But there is something deeper that worries me. What happened this afternoon is… disquieting," Selene said. "Please sit, all of you." 
 
    They did, all in a row, leaning on one another to keep themselves upright. Katya, to her own amazement, somehow had the most energy of the three, and wound up in the middle. But with the warmth and presence of her sisters pressed against her, she was more than happy to serve as a lodestone. 
 
    "Before we go to the Council, and you meet the Crones, along with everyone else that will be there, I must make clear to you my concerns about Victoria." Selene looked between them deliberately, one by one. "Concerns I have kept to myself for the longest time, but now I feel I must share with you. I didn't think it would be necessary, but today has provided too great a compulsion for me to ignore them anymore. 
 
    "Whatever you think of other witches, of the other Manifests that you may be imagining will be at the Council, or if you think there will be witches even more powerful than you've yet met…" she shook her head. "In the few months that Victoria has had her Manifest, she is already quite possibly the most powerful witch who has ever lived." 
 
    Selene let the words sit, the truth in them rising over the three of them like they were being submerged in it.  
 
    "I, nor anyone else, have never heard of a Manifest even remotely close to Victoria's," Selene said quietly. "Whether it even has an upper limit, no one can say. The only check on its expansion is Victoria's desire to learn. Every new scientific breakthrough is a potential avenue for her power to grow into. Every new rule discovered, she can learn. Every new rule she learns, she can break. Her Manifest is utterly unique in its expandability and adaptability. Witches don't… do… what Victoria does. The asylum, the Circus, this afternoon…" Selene took a deep breath. "I will confide in you three, and you three alone, that she terrifies me. I see her walk through walls, know that she can stop bullets…and I understand in my bones that that is but a fraction of her potential. When I would send my reports to the Council concerning her development, I will admit that it was not only to satisfy my obligation as a record of our history, but to articulate my fears about her. I worry about the reaction she will receive when we arrive. As I never received a response, I don't know how they will view her. They may already see her as a threat; when they take a closer measure of her Manifest and realise for themselves how strong she is…"  
 
    Selene took a deep breath, clenching and un-clenching her scarred fingers. "That makes you very important," she said, her eyes falling on each of them leaden with the weight of her words. "Yekaterina, you have gotten through to her in a way that I, quite honestly, didn't think was possible. To get her to even acknowledge her feelings is a gift that I am truly grateful you possess, let alone everything else you have done to help her deal with them. Svetlana, you can see her true feelings, and yet she has taken to you faster than almost anyone I have seen her with. And Elise… you are her Coven. You've saved her life twice, and she trusts you implicitly. 
 
    "We must be here for her. That she ever got to the point of attempting suicide is the most shameful thing that I have ever allowed to happen. But I fear that she will, in the end, end up taking her own life, albeit unintentionally. Yekaterina, you were right to confront her, and excoriate her as you did. She must remember that she is a human being, and not merely a conduit for that Manifest of hers." 
 
    "Selene," Katya began quietly. She was so tired. Was she about to spout nonsense, or perfect clarity brought on by her brain misfiring? She forged ahead. "You feel it too, don't you? That… thing inside her." 
 
    "I feel something within her, Yekaterina, but I will not subscribe to the idea that it is anything other than Victoria. Svetlana?" 
 
    "There is only Victoria," Sveta said. "There is no 'thing' within her." 
 
    "But it feels… coiled, or tensed, within her all the time." 
 
    "Her magic is different," Elise said. "The same, but different. I cannot explain the feeling well. I feel her life energy, her magic as it runs through her body… but that is all there is. I agree with Svetlana." 
 
    "Then what is it that we feel?" Katya asked. "I feel that it's what's going to get her killed." 
 
    "Her ambition, perhaps. The desires she laid out to you run very strong within her. She must remain anchored so they do not carry her away," Selene said. "Elise, Yekaterina, Svetlana, do you love her?" 
 
    "Of course," Katya said first, the others echoing on top of her. 
 
    "Then she must know that. She needs a reason to be here, with you." 
 
    "I told her as much," Katya said. 
 
    "Yes, but she must feel it. She is rational and intelligent, and receptive to rhetoric, but her heart, for all she tries to present it as hard, is fragile. She, more than any of us, needs to feel how much you care about her. Her logic often overrides her feelings, and she is very good at hiding them." 
 
    "Unless she is provoked," Elise said. 
 
    "Yes," Selene said. "We've seen what she is capable of when she is angry. Do you know what she's like when she's happy? As happy as you've seen her unhappy?" 
 
    None of the three witches arrayed on the bed had an answer. 
 
    "Neither to I," Selene said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The EVE residence was dark and quiet, save for the whisper of Pretoria's bare feet across the wooden floor and the thoughts racing in her mind. She hadn't a clue what time it was, she just knew she'd woken up from a fitful sleep famished, so she followed her stomach's growls down the stairs into the kitchen.  
 
    It was the biggest one she'd ever seen. 
 
    It had four burners (four!) on the stove, cupboards galore, along with two breadboxes and a strange object on the wall she couldn't imagine using to cook anything, especially the twin bells on the front. The black wire might have been for cutting cheese, but it was so alien to her that she had no choice but to ignore it for fear of her brain catching fire. 
 
    Striding across the kitchen in her pool of white witchlight, she opened one of the breadboxes and tore off a hunk of what she found inside. 
 
    Soft and brown, it was the most delicious bread she had ever tasted. It made her jaw ache in happiness as she savoured every chew until she had sucked every drop of flavour out of it. There were notes of honey and oats in it, making it slightly sweet, but perfect for fresh butter, which she wasn't courageous enough to try pilfering. 
 
    Bread, in her experience, was hard and filling, not something she would ever have called enjoyable. But this? She could hardly call it bread at all. 
 
    Swallowing the last of it, she searched for a water glass in the shifting shadows cast by her witchlight. Learning how to make it fly was still inconceivable to her, even if she'd seen it done, so she used hers as she always had, perched on top of her head. 
 
    Retrieving a glass, she held it in her hand and stared at it. 
 
    She looked from it to the taps and back again. 
 
    She wasn't thirsty. 
 
    Come to think of it, she hadn't been thirsty since she'd climbed out of the river. How could that be? She was shedding water with every movement (or even without moving at all), where was it coming from?  
 
    If she wasn't thirsty, why had she reached for the glass in the first place? she wondered before she realised the answer: habit. Bread for her had always been so dry, she had needed water afterwards every time she ate it. 
 
    Now? Not only was the bread moist and delicious, she didn't need water at all. For anything.  
 
    Except as a tool. 
 
    Setting the glass down on the counter, she shuffled away from that thought and pushed into the dining room. 
 
    Before a great window was a great table, with twelve chairs arrayed around it. She'd never seen a table with twelve chairs around it before, and it was beginning to dawn on her just how little she'd actually experienced in her life.  
 
    Scared to death by an aeroplane; electric lights, indoor running water, soft bread, big tables, she felt like someone in a fairy story who'd accidentally been transported into the future. 
 
    It was the future in that she'd traveled several hours by train to get here, but how could that account for how different things were? But not only was it the same time, it was the same country. She spoke the same language as everyone else in this house, but it felt like she'd been deposited here from some far-away land. 
 
    But, of course, she had been. 
 
    Grasping the nearest chair, she pulled it out silently on the plush carpet and sat down heavily to stare into the blackness of night, her witchlight flickering to nothing to make it total. She knew it was so dark because The Shed was right there, but she still took some comfort in pretending that night looked the same here as it did at home. There may not have been any stars, nor rush of water nor the wind singing through the trees, but it was dark and quiet. 
 
    And she was alone. 
 
    But not really. The pressure of other Manifests was there, so she knew she wasn't, but sitting by herself in the dark, they were surprisingly easy to ignore. As long as her thoughts were elsewhere, the pressure went away and she could feel alone again. 
 
    Did she want to, though? 
 
    Ivy had let her cry herself to sleep, tucking her into bed without waking her. Millie had reached out to her as so few had done in her life: to be a friend. But she'd said something else, hadn't she? 
 
    Honesty with yourself. 
 
    But every time Pretoria tried, the same two words came up: broken and dangerous. 
 
    Why should these people be forced to live with that? 
 
    If she left this place, they wouldn't have to, and Pretoria would be alone. All alone. A bizarre freak with the deaths of five people on her conscience and no idea how her own body worked anymore. Where would she go? What would she do? 
 
    She had no idea. 
 
    Ivy's warmth still radiated within her, she could still feel where their hands had been clasped. EVE had been welcoming and kind to her, but something in her rebelled at the idea that she had to stay here because of it. Was that really a choice? Did she want to be here or did she just lack for options? 
 
    Do you want to see the disappointment on their faces when you fail your next test? How will you do it this time, give up or kill someone?  
 
    Water dripped onto the table in the quiet marking of time as she thought. 
 
    Half of EVE wasn't even here. The half she had been told to resent. What would happen when they came back? She would have to look Miss Ravenwood and that Russian in the eye and have this conversation with herself all over again. 
 
    Would that be so bad? She didn't know. She knew how she felt, but that didn't make it right. She'd been wrong about Millie, and Niamh had saved her life. Ivy was wise, even more so than Aunt Agatha, Pretoria was forced to admit, and had shown her nothing but kindness. 
 
    There was every reason to stay, but that very kindness was also the reason she should leave. She could hurt them, or worse. Those kind souls would be forced to share a house with a murderer because she was too dangerous to be let loose on the world. 
 
    Why should they? What did Pretoria have to offer? She couldn't read, she didn't know how her Manifest worked, she dripped water everywhere, soaked the sheets every night, mistrusted everyone she met, had cried like a child into Ivy's shoulder until she passed out… why would they want someone like that? Even if she accepted herself, which she didn't, why would they trust her? They wouldn't want to share a house with someone who had killed five people without meaning to, or even knowing for sure how she did it. What would keep her from doing it again? It would disrupt whatever sense of community or family they had to allow someone like her in the middle of it. 
 
    She'll drown you in your bathtub if you cross her. 
 
    She looks like that because her soul drowned first. 
 
    She's probably a kelpie, but this one won't even leave your guts behind. 
 
    Looking down at the table, her ghostly white hands were visible even in the near-total darkness, what little ambient light coming in from outside enough to reveal her fingers splayed apart, flat against the dark, rich wood. 
 
    At least they aren't webbed, Pretoria thought. You're enough of a freak as it is. 
 
    It was stupid. All of her soul-searching was pointless, wasn't it? They weren't going to want to keep her around. They were being kind to her so she wouldn't be dangerous to anyone when she left, that's all. Keep her around long enough to find out why she was broken, fix it, then be done with her. Sensible.  
 
     Niamh brought you here because she didn't know what else to do with you, not because you have any value to EVE, Pretoria thought. Your Manifest is all wrong; dangerous. A curse. It saved your life to see what you did with it. Now you'll have centuries of living with the answer, walking the earth as a murderer, a confessed kinslayer; twisted and evil.  
 
    This isn't a respite; you weren't saved, it's the start of your penance. 
 
    The darkest forces within Pretoria were pulling her in every direction at once, and it felt like she was going to tear herself apart. So much had happened, things were so different since Aunt Agatha had died, but she hadn't even been allowed time to grieve. Every choice she'd made had been the wrong one. She shouldn't have trusted Gloria, she shouldn't have trusted herself. She wanted to trust Ivy so badly, but how could she? How could she trust anyone anymore, least of all herself to make a decision like this? 
 
    But; stay or leave, it was the only choice she had.  
 
    The sound of Ivy's voice. 
 
    The feel of Millie's Manifest saving Pretoria from herself. 
 
    That assumes we want you. 
 
    You're not welcome here… leave this place. 
 
    From the stairs came the creaking sound of someone descending them, and Pretoria became aware of the pressure of a Manifest coming along with it. She didn't turn to look, keeping her eyes focused on her hands as she tried to keep them from shaking. 
 
    "Can't sleep?" said the voice of the 'ghost.'  
 
    Fat fingers clenched into balled fists, and Pretoria pushed herself to her feet. "I know how you feel about me, Alexandra," she said. "So I won't bother you anymore." 
 
    Without looking at the Russian witch, Pretoria made her way to the other door, through the kitchen and out the back door into the night.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For all that fire could no longer harm Katya, hot coffee was still perfectly capable of scalding her tongue and she cursed, spitting it back into her cup with as much dignity as she could manage, which wasn't much first thing in the morning, especially this morning. 
 
    She'd tossed and turned all night, everything about the previous day repeating over and over in her mind with no helpful conclusion to show for it, and as a result, she would need to get as much coffee into her as quickly as possible if she was going to face the trip east that still loomed ahead of them like a thundercloud.  
 
    Already having run out of wits to rub together, she tried very hard to forget they were only halfway through this misadventure, and Vita had almost died already. Again. 
 
    To help do so, she declined a newspaper, any reminder of Versailles, and contented herself with merely looking about the smoke-hazed restaurant as it gradually filled up. With all the dignitaries about, she felt safe enough to be sitting by herself. She recognised a few faces from the conference, but not a one said so much as a word to her. The familiar feeling of eyes on her and unspoken recognition crawled over her skin, but this time she knew who was looking: everyone who came down the stairs. 
 
    Now that the world had seen the Firebird, she didn't try to hide. She couldn't. The wings hadn't even been on purpose, they'd just… happened. An unconscious flare for the dramatic to answer a very conscious need. She was well and truly stuck with the nickname now, however.  
 
    While waiting for her coffee to become drinkable, she pulled out her fourth cigarette of the morning. It was different from her usual, longer and black, which made it much more French somehow, even if she could probably get them in London if she looked hard enough. At least they packed a punch, and she let the smoke sit in her lungs for a good while, only trailing out reluctantly when Elise appeared and sat down beside her. 
 
    "Good morning," Katya said in English, blowing the smoke out of the corner of her mouth. The table beside them was occupied, and she was too tired to police her tongue in French. "How's Vita?" 
 
    "Still sleeping. And Svetlana?" 
 
    "Likewise, thank God. We need to get her out of this city. I worry about the rest of this trip." 
 
    Elise nodded. "And you?" 
 
    "Me?" Katya considered the glowing tip of her cigarette. "This is breakfast," she said, taking another long drag. "I didn't sleep." 
 
    "May I check you?" Elise asked. 
 
    "Of course." Katya offered her bare wrist. 
 
    "I expected worse," Elise said as she pulled her hand away. Her eyes were dull, but she seemed almost relieved to be out of her room, confident enough in Vita's recovery to leave her alone with Selene. "But you must eat real food." 
 
    "Yes, nurse," Katya said petulantly. 
 
    "Do not forget it," Elise responded. 
 
     "I won't." 
 
    The waiter came round and Elise received her own coffee before pointing at the menu and ordering something Katya couldn't hear over the rest of the conversations going on around her.  
 
    When he'd gone, Katya's anxiety regretfully pulled out a hammer and took it to the French witch's bubble of calm. "I need to ask you something, after what happened yesterday." 
 
    "Of course. You may ask me anything." 
 
    It was a long pull on her cigarette later before Katya had the wherewithal to actually do it. "What are we doing? Sveta and Vita are both… I don't know the word, injured? Damaged? Selene has been quiet for nearly the entire trip, save last night, and I still don't feel like I have a grasp on just what we're walking into with this Council. But EVE's future is somehow riding on it." She shook her head, letting smoke slowly drift from her nose, making little 's' shapes in the air. "Can we do this?" 
 
    Elise considered her cup, spinning it slowly on its saucer. "Truthfully, my life would not change much if we do not succeed. I would be doing what I am doing anyway, regardless. But it would devastate Millie and Victoria. Niamh, as well, I think." 
 
    "I thought you would have been most enthused about our mission," Katya said. "The war cost you everything." 
 
    "It did. And I do not wish to see it repeated. But in Longstown, with Millie, with my work, I have come close to finding peace in my life," Elise said. "I feel I am where I should be. If I will have to pause it often to come back here, to perhaps do… ugly things… I am in no hurry." 
 
    Katya looked at Elise, the sun slanting through the window to make her platinum hair glow, and she could see why Millie thought of her as an angel. She was the most merciful, empathetic person Katya had ever met, and if there was anyone in the world who 'deserved' happiness, it was Elise. 
 
    "You are a kind soul," Katya said quietly. 
 
    "Thank you. But because you feel differently, it does not make you a bad one," Elise said. "You lost as much as I did, but you were there when it was taken. Perhaps I would not be so quick to move on if I had. I know only a part of what you saw, but I heard what happened to Anas— Alexandra. Victoria… Victoria watched the rescuers pull the burned bodies of her parents from the wreckage of her home. Bezonvaux, for me, is still my memory of it. I fled early in the war. I was drafted as a nurse far behind the front lines. In my mind, it still looks as I remember it, and that my family is waiting for me. I know they are not. I know it is all gone, but I did not see it. I did not… feel it. So mine is perhaps not the opinion you should be asking for." 
 
    "I disagree. You're the most level-headed out of all of us. It's one thing that makes you good at your job." 
 
    "That is kind. But there are many, many more women like you, and fewer like me. They need EVE. It is for them, and you, that I will do whatever is asked of me. My present happiness is not worth future horror. So yes, we can do this. We must. The way they have treated my Millie, I will not let them do the same to EVE. They will account for how they have behaved toward us." 
 
    For only the second time since Katya had known Elise, there was steel in her voice, and fire in her eyes. For Octavia and the Council to have awakened that in her, Katya took as a very positive sign. The last person to do it had killed himself in prison. 
 
    Elise's eyes flicked up, softening in an instant as they followed someone approaching from Katya's left. "But they will not if you do no eat."  
 
    A plate of cheese, bread and fruit suddenly appeared in front of Katya, and she looked up to see Elise smiling.  
 
    "Your strength is most important, and you cannot neglect it. So eat. Doctor's orders," Elise said, popping a pilfered grape into her mouth. 
 
    "Doctor?" Katya asked. Now that there was food actually in front of her, enticing her eyes as well as her nose, she was suddenly ravenous. 
 
    Elise shrugged a little shrug. "Perhaps some day." 
 
    As Katya set about decimating her plate, they were approached by a young woman. She was dressed in fine if not flashy clothes of creams and yellows, a dark blue bag clutched in both hands over her stomach. From under a broad-brimmed hat, hair the shape and colour of freshly-planed cedar dangled and bobbed as she looked down on the two of them with eyes of glittering green. 
 
    "Are you the Firebird?" she asked in German-accented English. 
 
    Power instantly coiled within Katya, rising to the surface to be unleashed with a thought. Breakfast forgotten, she met the stranger's eyes easily. "Who's asking?" 
 
    "My name is Helga," the woman said, extending her hand. "And I am here for the same reason you are." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie did up the laces on her boots so fast she gave herself rope burns. The knots were halfhearted and messy, since she needed her eyes to drill into Anastasia. "And you waited until daybreak to say something?" she hissed. 
 
    "I didn't know she'd left!" Anastasia was in near-hysterics, which brought Millie a cold, twisted kind of comfort, but not enough to tamp down the slow-moving explosion within her that was growing nearer and nearer the surface. 
 
    "What did you expect?" Millie barked, throwing her jacket on against the dawn chill. "She did what you told her to, didn't she? Sneaking up on her in the middle of the night, of course she left!" 
 
    "I didn't sneak up on her, Millie! I wasn't using my Manifest, I just asked if she couldn't sleep! I didn't know how else to start talking to her," Anastasia said, holding her arms around herself defensively.  
 
    "You could've apologised," Millie said. 
 
    "I didn't have the chance, did I? As soon as she knew it was me, she bolted." 
 
    "Again, you waited until now to say anything?" 
 
    "I thought she went back to bed! How could I have known she would just run off into the night like that? I'd thought her smarter." 
 
    Millie had, too, and that was another reason she was so furious. Pretoria should have known better than to run off into the night in an unfamiliar place wearing nothing but her nightclothes without telling anyone. 
 
    It was too familiar a situation for Millie to be anything other than terrified, and she was masking it with anger. She knew it, too, and blew out a long breath she tried to make sound like a sigh as she tied the belt on her jacket. "If she comes back, you tell Ivy right away, understand?" 
 
    "Of course," Anastasia said. 
 
    "Right. If I don't come back with her, and she doesn't return on her own, you and I are going to have a long conversation," Millie said. "If anything's happened to her…." 
 
    "Millie, I'm sorry. All right? I'm sorry! I didn't want this to happen." 
 
    "Then maybe you shouldn't have said that you did, eh? And do not try to make up for this by going to look for her yourself. You stay here and wait for her to come back. Clear?" 
 
    "Clear," Anastasia said. But the look of utter dejection in her eyes made the fire within Millie wither a bit. 
 
    "Look, she probably just went to clear her head and got lost. I'll check the security checkpoint and the police station first, then go from there." 
 
    As Millie turned to leave, Niamh came thundering down the stairs, already dressed. She passed Anastasia without a word or a glance. "I'll check the infirmary and the church. She may have not even left the airfield if she didn't know she would be able to get back on. If not, those eyes of hers will at least stick in peoples' heads if they've seen her." 
 
    Slamming the door behind them, Millie's boots crunched on gravel as she and Niamh strode down the path away from the residence, the only sound that early in the morning. 
 
    "You shouldn't have been that hard on her," Niamh said. 
 
    "Oh, bollocks. She's lucky I didn't take her head off. You're the one who should be angry with her, considering." 
 
    "I am angry with her, but until we know what happened to Pretoria, you can't unleash it on Anastasia like that. What if we're wrong? What if Pretoria had been planning to leave all along? Now you have to apologise to her. Just stow it until you have all the facts." 
 
    "A leadership lesson?" Millie said. 
 
    "Of those with only two digits to her age, you're the oldest, so that's exactly what this is, yes. Pretoria is young, and what she did was stupid, but she's an adult capable of making her own decisions. I know it's hard to keep you from shooting your mouth off, but try, will you?"  
 
    A pang shot through Millie's chest and made her turn to the woman beside her as if she were a stranger. "What was that for?" 
 
    But Niamh's gray eyes gave no hint as they stared forward into the wind, and neither did her voice when she spoke. "Just find her." 
 
    With that, Niamh split off towards the infirmary, leaving Millie to continue on alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "You are not the only ones the Council has… irritated," Helga said as she sat in a purloined chair between Katya and Elise. The more she spoke, the more Katya was intrigued by the confident German, who also happened to be a witch. Her English, while accented, was perfect, a result of studying music in several conservatories before the war. Though she wasn't Manifested, she sat with impeccable posture and had no trouble maintaining eye contact with two witches who were. 
 
    "I presume you've met Octavia?" she asked. 
 
    Katya and Elise's faces answered for them. 
 
    "I see. Then I imagine the message to you was much the same as it was to me." 
 
    "Come, or else?" Katya said. 
 
    "Something like that. But as every witch I have ever known is deathly afraid of the Council, or at least defers to them to the point it's the same thing, I was a good little witch and did as I was told, to the letter. Then I heard EVE was coming, and I saw a chance." 
 
    "For what?" Elise asked. 
 
    Helga's eyes sparkled, eager to spill her secret. "For an alliance. What do you know of the makeup of this Council?" she asked. 
 
    "24 witches, all hundreds of years old," Katya said. "A bit stuck in their ways. Arrogant." 
 
    Helga shook her head. "That's how it used to be. The war scattered or killed many of the old members. There will be a record number of younger witches at this one. Well, if young means under 100 years old, at least." 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "By being very German and following the rules," Helga said with a wide grin. "So I asked, and they told me. They need young German witches especially now. Through the war, privation, and the horrid winters we've had the last few years, many of the older witches that lived isolated and alone are gone. Octavia kept finding them when no-one else even knew to look. When she found me, she was relieved, though honestly, I think it was more because she was just tired of searching. I can't imagine why else she would have invited me. No-one seemed to mind, however." 
 
    "Wait, have you been to the meeting place already?" 
 
    "Yes. I met several Council members and the Crones on my way here. Everyone else has largely arrived already." Helga's green eyes flicked between Elise and Katya questioningly. "I thought you were arriving so late to be dramatic, after the show you put on in Versailles." 
 
    "We're arriving exactly when we were told to," Katya said with a resigned sigh and a look to Elise, who appeared just as perturbed as Katya felt. "We would have left already if we'd known." 
 
    "Ah." Helga set down her cup. "Well, for the record, it was a very good show," she said with a small nod to Katya. 
 
    "One of my Coven almost died," Elise said, each word a hammer striking iron, and Helga shied away from the sparks. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I didn't know that." 
 
    "That part not make the papers?" Katya asked. She could barely remember what she'd said to the press, but she couldn't imagine it was her best work. What they'd made out of what she'd said would remain a mystery until they got home. There was too much left to do to worry about it. 
 
    "Only that Miss Ravenwood was instrumental in stopping the assassination attempt. It said nothing of what it had cost. I think they were overwhelmed by the wings," said Helga. "They were—" 
 
    "Making space for Elise to work. Bunch of gibbering apes," Katya spat. "At least it ruined all the pictures, correct?" The idea that anyone would have gotten a picture of Vita lying helpless on the ground was both mortifying and infuriating. 
 
    "It must have. None of the morning editions had any pictures of you actually working." 
 
    Katya smiled. "Good." 
 
    "You knew that would happen?" Helga asked. 
 
    "Magic ruins photographs. Did you not know that?" Elise asked. 
 
    "No. It's never come up." 
 
    Tossing a forget-about-it hand at Helga, Katya sat forward. "Never mind. You said something about an alliance?" 
 
    Helga nodded enthusiastically, clearly grateful for the change of subject. "I should like to speak to the rest of EVE to continue this conversation, if possible." 
 
    "All right," Katya said, without even looking at Elise. 
 
    Helga seemed surprised. "You… you trust me? Already?" 
 
    "No, but there's a human lie detector waiting for you on the top floor. If she doesn't like what you have to say, it'll be a long trip back down." 
 
    To Katya's astonishment, Helga smiled. "Then I should like to meet her." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    How was it so hard to track down a girl with yellow eyes? 
 
    The checkpoint guard had seen her leave, but didn't think to worry about someone leaving, for which he had received quite the blistering from a very agitated Scottish witch, but the police hadn't heard or seen anything. None of the shop owners were awake yet, so that left random townspeople, and random chance.  
 
    Millie's anger had been tempered by frustration and the fact she hadn't eaten yet, making her more irritated than anything as she barrelled through the morning mist, her wall of hair leaving quite the hole behind. 
 
    Longstown was safe, as was Bedford in general, she told herself in spite of the attack Elise had suffered in April. That had been a one-off, targeted assault, and not something that had even come close to being repeated. Certainly, if Elise's attackers, who had thought she was Yekaterina, had known what the white-haired Russian was capable of magically, they wouldn't have come within a hundred yards of her. 
 
    Well, the world knew now, and everything about Pretoria screamed 'witch,' from her eyes to her overall appearance, her hair especially fitting some of the less-flattering stereotypes of what a witch supposedly looked like. 
 
    Millie hoped it would grant the wayward Northerner a wide berth, keeping her out of trouble until she could be found. 
 
    But the whole reason Pretoria was here was because of those who hadn't been afraid of her, and that's what kept Millie's feet moving and her stomach empty. She tried to avoid thinking about her own near-stabbing at the rally, because every time she did, she failed to come up with a reason why it shouldn't terrify her. 
 
    It kept her legs moving and her eyes peeled; she couldn't stop for a moment if there was a chance some kind of harm might befall Pretoria. 
 
    It was Millie's role, wasn't it? A guardian. She'd failed to protect the love of her life, and been three yards away from Inga when she was killed. She'd stayed behind in part to keep the ones who remained here safe, and Millie would be damned before she let anything happen to a sweet girl who had as much in common with herself as she did Anastasia.  
 
    The more Millie walked, the more she realised Niamh had been right. She shouldn't have snapped at Anastasia; Millie was just covering for her own fear, for the parts of herself she saw in Pretoria.  
 
    More so the parts of Vickie she saw in her.  
 
    Millie had never been suicidal in her life. It was an alien concept to her, but after Vickie and Colette, it was chillingly real, and with everything that had happened to Pretoria in such a short time, it wasn't difficult to imagine the temptation. 
 
    The night Vickie'd left to kill herself, she'd given little sign things were that bad for her. She had been morose for awhile, with less energy once the war ended, but that could have been said for any of them, or even the nation as a whole at that time. 
 
    Millie had missed it. So had Selene. Ivy, Colette, none of them had foreseen Vickie stealing a pistol and putting it to her own head on Christmas Eve. Vickie claimed it had been spontaneous, but Millie still strongly suspected she said that just to lessen the guilt felt by the rest of them. 
 
    But it was the idea that it might not have been that increased Millie's pace. What if Pretoria had fallen as deeply as Vickie had? The loss of her family, her bizarre Manifest, being taken far from home, and the possibility she had accidentally killed people she'd known since she was little was enough to supply a lifetime of confusion and pain. For all of it to happen in a fortnight would leave anyone walking a very fine edge. 
 
    And even if they didn't go over completely, it was a very sharp edge that could leave scars anyway. Vickie had survived, but Millie knew she would never fully heal. She would live with that decision for the rest of her life, and Millie didn't want that for anyone else if she could help it. 
 
    Vickie had needed help, and hadn't gotten it. 
 
    Pretoria would. 
 
    Millie pressed on into the parting mist. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria was doing as she always did when she had a conundrum she couldn't digest: she paced, in the vain hope of breaking it down faster. With six people in the room, there wasn't much space to do so, but everyone seemed content with giving her as wide a berth as possible. She'd only been awake ten minutes, and though refreshed, her mind was still trying to yank itself out of the treacle it had become mired in, both from her exertions in Versailles, and the complete emotional dismantling she had received from Katya. She'd slept a dreamless sleep, thanks to Elise, but that made it feel like it had all happened only minutes ago. In the time she'd been asleep, the world had continued to spin, and the people on it had been very busy. 
 
    That's why there was a German staring at her. 
 
    "You're saying a fault line has developed along age lines?" Victoria asked the witch named Helga. Svetlana vouching for her intentions had been the sum total of their pleasantries before Victoria had seized on the olive branch the young German had brought with her. "That this isn't a unified front that we're going to be walking into?" 
 
    "Yes," Helga said, the sun catching in her bright green eyes as they tracked Victoria moving back-and-forth in front of the window. "Many of us feel as Yekaterina told me EVE does. We didn't know about the Council, either, and resent it. We came because we were told to be scared of them." 
 
    "We came to show them we aren't," Victoria said. 
 
    "You're much more powerful than us," Helga responded. 
 
    Having been around exclusively Manifested witches and apprentices who weren't yet witches at all, Helga felt strange to Victoria. There was clearly magic within her, a power that made her feel different from normal people, but without the presence that a Manifest had. It was an odd occurrence when Victoria realised she had never actually felt a 'normal' witch before. To do so under the present circumstances made it odder still. 
 
    "And you live far away, out of their reach," Helga concluded. 
 
    "So I've been told. Yet here we are," Victoria said. "Selene?" 
 
    It took a long moment for the older witch to focus on anything, and Victoria's stomach tightened. 
 
    "Forgive me. I did not realise how many friends I'd…" Selene took a deep breath, "…lost. But what Helga is saying makes some sense. The last Council was somewhat similar, albeit very different in the details. How old are you, Helga?" 
 
    "25." 
 
    Selene nodded. "The centuries didn't mean as much last time," she said. "But the 20th— the 20th is proving to be quite effective at changing that.  How many others have you talked to your age that will be seated?" 
 
    "Six." 
 
    "Including yourself?" 
 
    Helga nodded. 
 
    "Plus four, if Sveta is seated. That's not even half," Victoria said. 
 
    "True, but that would only leave three you would have to persuade to make a majority." 
 
    "Is that enough?"  
 
    "A majority is enough to make a decision, though it can be more easily challenged. The unanimity of the last one is one reason it has lasted this long. That and its effectiveness. But with only thirteen, another Council would surely be convened, possibly within a decade. The results of whatever is decided will be far more predictive of how long it would last." 
 
    "Helga, do they know who will be seated already?" Sveta asked. 
 
    "Mostly. I think there are a few latecomers they are waiting on," Helga said. 
 
    "Not including the intentional ones," Katya muttered. 
 
    "The war scrambled all the usual means of arranging this, apparently. That's why it's taken three months since the Circus to get it together." 
 
    "That would ascribe a degree of innocuousness to Octavia's intentions that I am unwilling to extend," Victoria said. The more Helga spoke, the more Victoria was coming to resent the Council's messenger, which she hadn't thought possible. She'd spoken to Helga weeks earlier than EVE, even though EVE was the focus of the entire event. Her aggressive distaste for them certainly didn't help Victoria's assessment.  
 
    "Do you know any other Russians so far?" Katya asked. 
 
    Helga held out her hands apologetically. "No, I'm afraid not. I've mostly been in contact with others from what used to be Prussia, and the Low Countries." 
 
    "At least we're not the only ones in the dark," Victoria said. 
 
    "No, just the deepest in it," Katya replied. 
 
    "Helga, do you believe the other young witches you've been in contact with will vote as a bloc? Or that they can be convinced to do so?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "It depends on what the proposal is. That is one thing that's been missing from my meetings with the others; I have no idea what we're actually going to be talking about." 
 
    "Us," Victoria said. "Octavia said that we would be 'defending our decisions' from the Circus. I don't know what that entails, or what will be voted on. She was quite circumspect about it, and I detested her too much to press for details." 
 
    "Understandable, but short-sighted," Helga said. "Though I am not one to talk. I agreed to come here without asking the same question. It's all a bit overwhelming, to be honest." 
 
    "It is that," Katya said. 
 
    "Selene?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "The Council I attended was convened to solve the problem of our persecution. That was its sole purpose, and the debate was around exactly how. Stories were told, evidence presented. Arguments made as to the best way to go about it. As two of the four Manifested witches present, our voices carried more weight than others. I don't know how that dynamic will function this time." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "If the subject is Manifested witches, to defer to us while at the same time being the object of inquiry would be odd, would it not?" 
 
    It was sound logic, and Victoria had no counter. In her row with Millie, Victoria had called it a 'trial' without really having a basis to do so beyond Octavia's antagonistic behaviour. But now that the Council was so close, the deliberate ignorance with which she had been saddled began to grate against her all the more. With Versailles behind them, there were no distractions from what was coming, and Victoria despised the feeling of unpreparedness that was sinking into her bones. 
 
    But if the rest of the Council was already planning ahead, waiting for EVE to walk into a trap, they would have to do their best with what resources they had in the time that remained them to disable it. 
 
    The five of them, a stranger, and an hour before they departed east. 
 
    It would have to be enough. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun was already well up and Millie was becoming frantic. She'd been flying all over the village, talking to every person she could think of to talk to, and even a few she hadn't. Being randomly pounced on by someone who looked as Millie did with the near-crazed look she knew was in her eyes had to be quite the way to start one's day, but what else could she do? 
 
    Accidentally running into Niamh had only made it worse. With that hope dashed, they'd split up again to double-check all the places they'd already been, as if they would find Pretoria hiding under a table one of them hadn't overturned. 
 
    That the police and the infirmary had both turned up nothing Millie took as a positive sign that Pretoria hadn't gone down the darkest path, but it also increased the chance that she had left Longstown entirely. If she were still here, surely a witch with yellow eyes would stand out enough to be memorable? But it was as though Pretoria had taken Anastasia's Manifest with her when she left.  
 
    With no leads to run down and no better options, Millie headed for the Embankment, to retrace the steps she'd taken with Pretoria earlier. She had to allow for the possibility that the younger witch had simply jumped in the river to be taken wherever it led. It was foolhardy, but it would explain why no-one upriver had seen her.  
 
    What if she had? Pretoria would be miles away by now, with no way to know where or if she'd gotten out.  
 
    It was a thought that stopped Millie in her tracks. 
 
    If Pretoria had taken the river, she could be anywhere between here and the North Sea. 
 
    No. No, Millie wouldn't accept that. Not yet. As long as there was still daylight, there was still hope. 
 
    Pushing herself onward, she trudged her way further along the Embankment. She would make it to the bridge, at least. Whether she could make it up the stairs to go over it, she didn't know, but she would at least get to the point she had to find out. 
 
    How had this happened? Where had she gone wrong? 
 
    Vickie, Colette, Elise, Inga and now Pretoria. What good was she if this kept happening? All the training with Niamh was pointless. She hadn't needed to throw a single punch to have five preventable fates befall five different witches. 
 
    She'd had one job. Elise, Vickie and the others were off in France doing important, complicated things that required a lot more than just having two functioning eyeballs in their heads, and the first chance Millie had to prove her worth without needing the others and she'd failed spectacularly. Niamh was upset at her for some reason, she'd bitten Anastasia's head off and then lost Pretoria, probably forever. An unstable, emotionally vulnerable, potentially very powerful witch was out there somewhere, all alone and probably angry. 
 
    Or catastrophically sad. 
 
    What would the others say when they got back from France? What would Elise say? 'Stick to hitting things, it's all you're good at' was one. 'Ma chérie, I know you are incompetent, but I love you anyway' would be another she would be lucky to get.  
 
    Stupid ginger twit, what made you think you could be a counsellor? You barely know how your own mind works half the time.  
 
    Up ahead was the white stone of the Town Bridge, four of the five great maw-like arches beneath gulping down the Great Ouse and spitting it out the other side. On the water were a handful of geese awaiting any tasty morsels that might be thrown in by the people on the opposite bank. Above them, people milled about, looking down over the side, trying not to lose their hats. 
 
    For them, it was a day like any other, perhaps a bit more pleasant. Carefree couples, children laughing, doting mothers, none of them seemed to share the turmoil that was scouring Millie's insides like steel wool. 
 
    How she would love to be on that bridge, arm-in-arm with Elise, feeding the geese. A simple dream, but all the more painful because it was so simple, and yet as far away as wanting to visit the Moon. 
 
    As she covered the last few yards, she looked at the stairs that led up and over the bridge. Did she climb them? Was there a point? The bridge was massive, a natural ending point. From here, she couldn't see any further down the river; the white stone might as well be a wall.  
 
    She got close enough to see her own shadow thrown up on it, familiar and yet not. The century-old stones were uneven, making her silhouette jagged and strange. 
 
    If she turned around, it would look exactly the same. The bridge would be indifferent. So would the geese, and the people looking at her as she stared at her own outline. 
 
    It wouldn't matter. 
 
    Millie turned. 
 
    She looked across the river, to life as it went on normally on the other side. 
 
    Water babbled as it broke on the feet of the bridge, flowing neatly around them and on without slowing. She could see the bright orange legs of the geese as they paddled, fighting against the current to stay stationary and be rewarded with bread. The wind in the trees, the insects skipping over the surface of the water, there was motion all around her, yet Millie was still. 
 
    She couldn't bring herself to move. To move past the wall, or to give up and go home, either would require a will she didn't have.  
 
    So she stared at the river. 
 
    But the longer she stared, the more she became aware of something else there beside the geese and the children. 
 
    She had never felt it in such a context before, and that made it slow to pick out, or even recognise. 
 
    There, somewhere on the other side of the river, was a raw, flickering Manifest. 
 
    Tearing up the stairs two at a time, Millie raced over the bridge and didn't bother with the stairs on the other side, leaping directly onto the pavement and letting her witchscale keep her ankles from exploding when she landed between a surprised-looking couple and a now-irritated goose. 
 
    Glancing around, her gaze was drawn to the single arch of the bridge that didn't have water under it, and she peered into the dark alcove. Seeing nothing, she let a witchlight fly, sending it ahead of her as she ducked under the low ceiling, half walking and half crawling into the cool darkness. 
 
    Just ahead, her witchlight caught a pair of amber reflections. 
 
    "Pretoria!" Millie exclaimed, and lunged forward to close the distance between them before Pretoria could take off again. 
 
    "Millie?" Pretoria said, her voice hoarse and disbelieving. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "We've been looking for you all day!" 
 
    "We?" 
 
    "Niamh and I have been worried sick about you! Why did you run off like that without telling anyone?" 
 
    Pretoria's eyes narrowed. "Why wouldn't I have?" 
 
    "I'm sorry?" That made no sense.  
 
    "You didn't really want me, did you? Why would you want a broken witch? I spared you having to ask me to leave." 
 
    "What are you talking about? Don't say such things." 
 
    "I'm broken, Millie. And dangerous. I'm no use to anyone. It was a good test, I almost didn't pass it," Pretoria said, looking away from Millie to the grimy stone before her. "The ghost was the final hint." 
 
    "What test? You aren't making any sense. Come back with me and we'll talk," Millie said. 
 
    Pretoria didn't laugh. It was too sad and haunting a sound to be a laugh, even if it shared other qualities with one. "I'm where I should be. This is where trolls and monsters live, isn't it? Under a bridge?" 
 
    The sentiment was sad enough, but the way she'd said it made it devastating, and Millie involuntarily reached out to her. "You're neither of those things." 
 
    "I'm not going back with you," Pretoria said, shrugging off Millie's touch. "For the first time in my life, I'm deciding something for myself, and I've decided that EVE is for witches who are intact and strong. Not…" she held up a pale, blood-streaked hand and considered it "….this. This is a punishment, not a gift. And I think God is angry enough with me to not pretend otherwise. Who knows what He'll do to me next if I throw it back in His face." 
 
    Bubbles formed in Millie's blood at such familiar words. Words her mother had spoken to her after her oldest brother Michael was killed in battle. She had seen Millie much the same way Pretoria saw her Manifest, and old hurts twitched beneath the mountain of earth Millie had long ago buried them under.  
 
    "That's not true," she said quietly. "It is a gift. A unique one, but a gift." 
 
    "You don't live with it," Pretoria said. "With this… I'm all wrong, don't you see? Nothing about me is normal, and never has been. I was turned into this so the world could see how I really am! This is how I look on the inside, Millie. Wrong, weak, easy to tear open; a twisted mockery of everyone else. I committed an unforgivable sin the minute I received this 'gift,' and five people are dead, marking my soul forever. I lied, I confessed to things I didn't do, I let my Aunt die from something preventable… I can't take back what happened. I'm locked in this course in this shell for a reason, and it's up to me to find out why for myself. Trusting people gets me hurt or you killed, so don't try to undo it. It's done. Save your soul for someone worthy of it." 
 
    Tears wanted desperately to form in Millie's eyes, but she wouldn't let them. She bore down on them and forced them deep within herself; Pretoria needed to see her clear-headed and confident, not the blubbering mess hearing such brutal self-hatred made her want to collapse into. "I don't accept that, Pretoria, and neither should you." 
 
    "It's not up to you. Not now. I have to choose, or be cursed even worse," Pretoria said. 
 
    "It is. Yours is one interpretation, and I refuse to believe it's the right one. I can't believe that." 
 
    "As if you know better? Nice try. You sent Alexandra to make sure I chose correctly." 
 
    "She went to apologise to you, Pretoria." Millie's eyes stung with the power of that realisation. The look in Anastasia's eyes when Millie'd left, the desperate need to be believed that Millie had been so angry as to not see, she saw clearly now. For Anastasia's sake, as well as Pretoria's, Millie had to make it right. "She felt terrible about you running off. I had to yell at her to get her to stay home in case you came back. You two are more alike than you know, and you would do each other a lot of good, I think." 
 
    "Oh, do you?" Pretoria spat. 
 
    "I do. You want to know what else?" 
 
    Pretoria stared into the shadows. 
 
    "You call yourself broken. We're all broken. EVE is what makes us whole again. You and Alexandra have no idea what's happened to the other, but when you find out…" Millie shook her head. It couldn't wait, Pretoria had to hear it now. "That girl Manifested because someone who hated her tried to kill her, too. Someone she trusted. You gave her no reason to trust you, and so she didn't. She was scared, and acted like it. Sound familiar? But she wants to make it up to you. I know she does. Give her the chance, and you'll realise EVE is a place to grow again. Together." 
 
    "And the dangerous part?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "We all learn to control it. We help each other. Victoria and Yekaterina can help you tremendously when they get home, if you let them. Manifests happen for a reason, but not for the one you think. You're going to help people with yours, Pretoria. A lot of people. I don't know how or when, but you will. EVE has already saved or helped hundreds, and I'll put that fact as the more likely purpose up against your guess of punishment any day. I know it's hard right now, but—" 
 
    Water splattered against the underside of the arch with how forcefully Pretoria shook her head. "You don't know! None of you do!" she shouted. 
 
    But Millie kept her voice calm and reassuring. "I do. We all do. We all had to adjust. Few of us knew what a Manifest was when it happened, and if we did, we sure as hell didn't know what it was going to be like, or that it was even going to happen at all. But when it did, we were changed for the better. Made stronger, I believe for a reason."  
 
    Saying it out loud now, sitting so close to someone so hurt and confused, Millie believed it more than she ever had. Elise, Vickie, Ivy, they were all so strong, in their own ways. There was a strength in Pretoria as well, it was just buried under doubt and confusion. Niamh had seen it, or at least suspected it, and so had Ivy, well before Pretoria had even Manifested. 
 
    "I can't… I can't think like that," Pretoria said. 
 
    "You can. Why do you think you can't?" 
 
    "Why?" Pretoria held out her hands, palms up, blood running freely from several rips that tore across them from knuckle to heel, as if they'd been peeled. "Don't you see?" 
 
    "No, not really," Millie said. 
 
    "Then you're blind." 
 
    "You're the one sitting in the dark with her face in her hands. Maybe it's you? You think of that? You think about all of us who've tried to help you since you Manifested, and how none of us have judged you? You're the only one pillorying you. We want to help." 
 
    "I believed that for a bit," Pretoria said weakly. "But you just wanted me to be less dangerous. To get me under control before I killed anyone else." 
 
    "That's not true." 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "No," Millie said with the finality of a hammer striking an anvil, and Pretoria flinched.  "That right there? That's the most hurtful thing you've said since you got here. Everything else about you we have accepted, embraced, encouraged… and that's how you interpret it? After Ivy stayed up with you and—" Millie let out a long exhale, purging the hurt along with her anger. "Pretoria, look at me." 
 
    Slowly, she did. 
 
    "You asked me before if I think you're beautiful. The answer is yes. You are beautiful, it's your mind that's twisted and confused. You need time to deal with what's happened to you." 
 
    "Now I know you're lying," Pretoria said. 
 
    "No. And this isn't a test. I'm telling the truth when I say that we only want to help you. The only way I can prove it is to show you, though." 
 
    Blood dripped onto the stones as Pretoria pointed up the river. "You said you didn't want me. Right down there." 
 
    Splitting hairs would get her nowhere, and Millie conceded the point. "I know. I was wrong to challenge you like that. I took the wrong approach, and I'm sorry, Pretoria." Millie took up the hem of her skirt and ripped off a long swatch. "Here, give me your hands. How did you do this?" 
 
    "The concrete," Pretoria said. She held her hands out without looking at them, or much of anything. "My skin tears easily now." 
 
    Millie looked down to see wet, bloody handprints. "Well let's get you back. Ivy will have something to fix you up." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No, Pretoria. No more. Please, just come back with me. EVE is a home for those who don't have them anymore. Like you, like us," Millie said, fixing Pretoria with open, unwavering eyes. 
 
    "I'm not like you. You can't trust me," Pretoria protested, but the fight was clearly fleeing her. 
 
    "I trust you," Millie said, winding the fabric over Pretoria's wounds. "You were true to yourself, and came to the river. I should have come here, first, I suppose. But most important, you didn't leave Longstown. You stayed." 
 
    Pretoria watched as Millie worked, wincing only slightly. "I didn't know where to go." 
 
    "Aye, because you were already where you needed to be," Millie said, glancing up to see what Pretoria thought of that. 
 
    Her lips trembled, her only outward reaction. 
 
    "We have some experience with this, you know. EVE is new, but its members aren't. Ivy and Niamh are over 400 years old, they've seen everything. And they want you here, too." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    Millie tied off the makeshift bandages. "Yes. We want you to stay with us, Pretoria, if you need me to repeat it in plain English." 
 
    "Or Scottish." 
 
    Millie's eyes flicked up to see the faintest glint in Pretoria's. "Aye, or that. Not like you're far off," Millie said with a knowing smile. 
 
    "Aye, that I ken," Pretoria said, her lips curving just enough at the edges that Millie felt a thousand pounds lighter.  
 
    "Good. There's a lot more for you to ken back at the house." 
 
    But when Millie tried pulling Pretoria to her feet, the younger witch hesitated, tugging Millie back down again. 
 
    "Will you really help me?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "Yes. But only as much as you are willing to help yourself," Millie said. "It has to start with you. You have to take the first step. You have to let us help you." 
 
    Pretoria looked into the river again, as if she were consulting with an old friend. When her gaze swung away, her amber eyes seemed content with the answer she'd heard, and she let Millie pull her to her feet.  
 
    Together, they stepped back into the sun.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "It looks like something out of a Mary Shelley story," Victoria said as she stood looking up at the house that EVE would be staying in for the duration of the Council. 
 
    It was ancient and slightly decrepit, made of wood discoloured by age and the elements. Even the trees growing around it didn't seem to be bothered by the fact it was July, and were content in pretending it was still January. Were they even alive? 
 
    As they mounted the stairs, her heavy boots thudded on each one with a hollow sound that made her hesitate to trust her full weight to the next. But they held, and when she stepped inside, the foyer turned out to match the exterior perfectly. 
 
    "It looks like no-one has used this place since the last time," Selene said as she led her charges into the main hall, Octavia trailing behind with a look on her face that all but confirmed it. Much to the chagrin of everyone present, she had been made EVE's chaperone for their arrival. That she didn't seem particularly pleased about it gave Victoria a petty sort of pleasure that was anything but. 
 
    "You stayed here then, too?" Katya asked. 
 
    "Yes. And as large as it is, Ivy and I had to share a room. Odd how the keys are so easily misplaced for somewhere so infrequently used." 
 
    "Did it look like this then?" Elise asked, running her finger over the banister and coming away a fuzzy dark gray. She grimaced. 
 
    The floor was the same colour, as were the ceilings, thanks to the cobwebs. Each footprint they left in the dust was accompanied by an echoing boom that spoke to the fact there were virtually no furnishings, rugs, or anything else to help absorb noise. 
 
    "I think it was built looking like this," Octavia said with a look around that was anything but sympathetic, almost as if the condition of the house was expected. "It should have fallen apart by now." 
 
    "Why hasn't it been maintained?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "Because you never visit. This house is for those without anywhere else to stay," Octavia said. 
 
    "For those who don't already have pre-existing relationships? Alliances they can draw on?" Katya asked with a cocked, indisputably snide eyebrow. 
 
    Octavia didn't look at her. "That was the subtext, yes. At the very least, your particular cabal has the deepest pockets. You should ask the Longs to fix it up for you." 
 
    Selene turned suddenly. "Thank you, Octavia. I remember this place well enough that we no longer need impose on you. We only require the keys." 
 
    "Very well," Octavia said, obviously glad for the excuse to leave. She handed Selene three keys. "I'll be back tomorrow at dawn to fetch you." 
 
    "Dawn? So early?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "For you. The Crones want to see each of you privately before the Council begins properly." 
 
    "And why is that?" Katya asked, sharp with suspicion. 
 
    "Because you're Manifested witches. Regardless of the Council, you are entitled to consultation with them. It's not required, but you're part of our history, and they're the ones who keep it. Whether you like us or not, at least have some respect for the thousand years that have come before you, and the thousand years to come. You're in the middle of it." 
 
    "Go to them," Selene said. "You are witches, and our history is important. I do not want my pupils to be the only gap in it." 
 
    Seeing both Selene and Octavia in agreement was unnerving, and Victoria felt no choice but to agree to their request. 
 
    "Thank you," Octavia said, looking relieved, rather than smug that she'd won out. "And dress warmly. It's still wintery down there. The last thing we need is you getting them sick." 
 
    "Down?" Sveta asked. 
 
    "The Crones, the Hall, it's all underground. Didn't you know…? Oh, of course you didn't," Octavia said with a look at Selene. "How else do you think it stayed undamaged when Europe set itself on fire? Be awake and dressed at daybreak. You're going first, Victoria." 
 
    With that, Octavia spun on her heel and left, leaving the door unlatched as she did. 
 
    "Thank God," Victoria muttered, and cast her eyes about the place they would call home until the Council had concluded. "There must be at least eight rooms in this house. I could just magic the locks on the other ones." 
 
    "No, Victoria. We will rise above their pettiness and do as we are asked. Another few nights sleeping in the same rooms won't kill you. In fact, you'll probably be glad of it come nightfall." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "It's a very old house in an unfamiliar place. It's draughty and makes all manner of unpleasant noises. Ivy and I barely slept when we were here, and you have a long few days ahead of you. Take comfort in each others' presence and try to get some sleep. The Council begins tomorrow, and you will need every one of your wits about you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pretoria rose before the sun after a fitful rest she couldn't really call sleep. She had expected Niamh to be furious with her for running away, but she had seemed more relieved than anything when she'd walked back in with Millie. It was Ivy that Pretoria had had the hardest time looking into the eyes of. She'd looked so hurt that Pretoria would do such a thing, and made her promise she would never do it again. 
 
    Pretoria had agreed without hesitation, and while it had been enough for Ivy, it had kept Pretoria from drifting off to sleep. 
 
    She was staying in Longstown. 
 
    For how long, she had no idea, but Pretoria knew she would never be able to bring herself to break her word to Ivy.  
 
    Knowing for sure was somewhat of a relief, however, and Pretoria found herself wandering without an escort into The Shed, all the change and upheaval driving her to seek solace in the familiar, more basic magic she used to practice with such joy. 
 
    The magic Aunt Agatha had taught her, and never would again. 
 
    Now that Pretoria had survived the rapids, she found herself in the glassy stillness beyond, broad and empty. The horror was past, the frantic uncertainty, and she had to take the first step Millie had mentioned, the first step in a world without the woman who had raised her. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    Pretoria had never known her own mother or father, having been raised by her aunt since she was a baby. She was the only family Pretoria had ever known. 
 
    But that didn't mean they had always gotten along. Ivy had been right to characterise Aunt Agatha as 'hard.' She was stern, always demanding obedience, and Pretoria had been only too happy to give it to her. All her life, Pretoria had avoided conflict, anything to keep people from being upset with her. 
 
    Aunt Agatha had always made clear the importance of the secret of witchcraft and magic, that others were to never know the things done to help them were supernatural in nature. Even if many suspected, it was never to be confirmed. There was the two of them, and everyone else, who was to be kept at a distance, to keep prying eyes and ears away. Witchlights had only been permitted when the shutters were all closed, with candles already lit. Only help when asked. It had worked for a long time, until it didn't.  
 
    To know that Aunt Agatha had been killed by her own obstinance should have been more shocking. She'd hidden her heart condition from her own niece, from her friends that could have helped her… for what? Some mouldy old decision from hundreds of years ago? 
 
    It explained why she had been so furious with EVE, and why she had made extremely clear to Pretoria how awful they were, to mould her impressions before anyone else could, and like the good girl she was, Pretoria had believed it without question. Aunt Agatha hated EVE, so Pretoria did, too. Aunt Agatha said Pretoria didn't need to learn to read, so she hadn't. 
 
    'Good witches know their recipes by heart. Writing them down risks someone else finding them,' Aunt Agatha had told her. Always secrets. Even what happened to her parents. Pretoria still didn't know, and now she never would. 
 
    So Pretoria would mourn. She would cry, at some point, she knew, for the life she had been severed from. She loved her aunt, but now that she was gone, Pretoria was seeing that there was an entire world beyond their tiny cottage, a world she had been denied her entire life. 
 
    In death, in betrayal, in all that she had suffered, there was a chance she had never been afforded before: she was going to be allowed to be herself, along with the ability to decide what that meant.  
 
    And as Millie had said, Pretoria had to take the first step. In this case, however, it was a step back. She had to ground herself again before she floated away.  
 
    She strode over to the brand-new stockroom that had been built up against one wall beside the pantry. The wood was still bright and smelled strongly of pine. She breathed it in, took it within her and held it. It was the strongest natural smell she'd come across since she'd arrived, and it was comforting in a way she felt in her bones. Something so simple, so familiar, it steadied her hand and her thoughts as she opened the door. 
 
    Along the other three sides were shelves from floor to ceiling lined with jars. Some glass, some ceramic, fewer stone and a handful wood, they were all neatly labelled with what Pretoria assumed were their contents. Having no idea what they said, she didn't want to risk opening any of them. Aunt Agatha had taught her to respect her ingredients, and some would be spoiled by exposure to air if they weren't immediately used. 
 
    But there were so many! How could they all be useful? The recipes she'd learned were all simple and easy to memorise, how could anyone possibly do that with what looked to be over a hundred different ingredients? 
 
    Lifting her witchlight, she peered into one of the glass ones to see what looked like dried blackberries. Beside that orange peel. The latter she knew, even if it was rare, but had never gotten to actually use. Nettles, leaves, sprigs, wood shavings, she knew what to do with maybe a third of what she saw, and that was just in the glass ones. 
 
    She ran her fingers over one of the stone jars, felt its rough finish. As natural as the wood, it was cool to the touch, and she had to fight the urge to lift the perfectly-fitted lid. 
 
    Before she could, however, the side door nearest her opened.  
 
    Heart hammering in panic, she looked about for something to excuse why she was here alone in the dark, but time ran out when the face of Edith Baker appeared in the doorway. 
 
    "Goo' morning, Miss Ferguson," she said. "I di'n't think ta see you out here." Her face was open and warm, her brown eyes a genuine match to her words. Her denim coveralls were pressed and clean, but the grooves and lines of her hands were almost black, and Pretoria suspected it was as clean as they got. 
 
    "Miss Baker," Pretoria said. "Are you… on your way to the factory?" 
 
    "The other hangar. I'm a mechanic, no' a factory worker," Edith said matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Oh. You do both? That and magic?" Pretoria asked in disbelief, her need for an excuse forgotten. 
 
    Edith nodded.  
 
    "I haven't seen you in the house," Pretoria said. 
 
    "I live in the LAC dormitories, like the other 'prentices. House isn' big enough, and I ain' a proper witch yet," she said with a shrug. "But I get ta live wi' the other mechanics, so i's all righ'." 
 
    "Why are you here so early?" Pretoria asked. It had still been dark out when she'd come in. 
 
    "I do it when I can," Edith said. "I need t' catch up ta th' others." 
 
    "Why is that?" Magic wasn't a race. In fact, doing it quickly was bad; her attempts had resulted in some of the worst smells Pretoria had ever encountered. Smells she'd had to stew in because she hadn't been allowed to open the window. Perhaps doing it in a place as enormous as this wasn't such a bad idea, after all. 
 
    "'Cause I'm rubbish at magic," Edith said. "Did you know I go' this job 'cause I had the Talent? I di'n't know anything 'bout magic or nothin' 'fore then. I think I got conscripted-like." 
 
    She seemed remarkably ambivalent about something Pretoria would have seen as providence. "I… no. I don't know how anything works here, to be honest. But why do you say you're rubbish? Magic is hard." 
 
    "Too hard. I can' ge' it, no ma'er how many late nights I spend. I keep makin' mistakes; I can't make a witchlight. Or fog." 
 
    "Fog?" 
 
    "What you make 'fore witchlight, innit?" 
 
    "I've never heard of such a thing," Pretoria said. She couldn't even picture it. 
 
    "You made witchlight on yer first go?" 
 
    "Well, no… it took a long time to make the first one." She'd made spits and sparks first, of course. Fog? 
 
    "Wow, you're strong." Edith shrugged. "Tha' why Mistress Ivy likes you?" 
 
    "I don't know. She seems nice." It was an understatement that Ivy didn't deserve, but Pretoria couldn't find the words to describe how she felt about her. It was as though Ivy had slotted herself into a hole in Pretoria's life that she hadn't even known was there, but like an ache she had simply gotten used to, when it was gone, the difference was hard to believe. 
 
    "She is nice. She 'n Mistress Selene are real patient." 
 
    "And Miss Ravenwood?" Pretoria asked, unable to stop herself. Hers was the face she saw when she thought of EVE. Her black helmet of hair, the aloof, but dignified look in her eyes. Dressed like a man, she didn't seem like a witch at all, but Ivy and the others had only spoken highly of her, the complete opposite of what Aunt Agatha had said. 
 
    "She's… severe. Like her hair. She's not mean or nothin'… jus'… I dunno. I don' think she's good fer teachin'. But she sure is powerful. I got knocked on the head real good at the Circus, but I know I saw her holdin' up Juno in thin air with magic." 
 
    "You were here for that?" In all the rhetoric about that day, Pretoria had never given thought to anyone who had been here who wasn't a witch. Of course there would have been witnesses; the ones Ivy had said owed their lives to the open use of witchcraft. 
 
    "Tha' I was. Hired a few weeks before," Edith said with pride. 
 
    As she recounted the story of the Flying Circus, it was quite a bit different from the one Aunt Agatha had told Pretoria. It wasn't scary or foolish, the way Edith told it. Every word rang with awe and respect, like she couldn't believe not only that it had happened, but that she had been here to see it. The way the panicked crowd had all stopped at once to stare up at the spectacle of a skinless airship hanging in thin air, to watching every scattered fire around the airfield go out at once. The aftermath of how all of Longstown had rallied around its witches in support, instead of tearing them apart out of fear.  
 
    EVE was almost like a mascot for the town now. They were proud of their witches, as they were of themselves, and the Longs. 
 
    The revelation of magic's existence had shocked people around the world, but only here in Longstown was it seen as a right. Of course that second hangar was a training ground for witches, and of course they were the strongest witches in the world; the ladies of Longstown could do anything. 
 
    At the outing of its one local witch, the people around Pretoria had tried to murder her. 
 
    At the outing of nine, the people around EVE had immediately developed a palpable, unshakable pride in them. Everything they needed to know about magic they learned the day EVE had saved their lives; it was everyone else who had to catch up. 
 
    "Look here," Edith said, and turned her shoulder to show Pretoria the patch that was sewn into her coveralls. 
 
    On it were two large letters in white, followed by a crescent moon. Crossing in front of the moon was the solid black silhouette of what was clearly supposed to be a witch, riding a broomstick. 
 
    "A secret joke. No' official or nothin', but we all wear 'em," Edith said with an enormous smile. 
 
    Her smile faded. "It's what keeps me tryin'. They believe in me. I don' wanna disappoint 'em." 
 
    "Even Miss Ravenwood?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "'Specially her. She almost killed herself fer us. And afterward, you didn't see wha'…" Edith looked away. "Not supposed to talk 'bout tha'. But she and Miss Yekaterina are very strong. An' Miss Brown, too. Mistress Niamh…" Edith whistled, as impressed as Pretoria had been. "They use it for us." 
 
    "Witches?" 
 
    "LAC, Longstown, even gettin' the vote now, too. All 'o us." Edith looked down, scraping a bit of gunk out from under an extremely short fingernail. "I don' know if I can be a goo' witch, but I'm a goo' mechanic, and you'd have ta kill me ta get me ta leave 'em." 
 
    It was a ringing endorsement, for sure. But it was so different from everything Pretoria'd been told, it refused to solidify in her mind as true. "But weren't people angry? Scared?" 
 
    "Scared? Maybe a' first. I was," Edith shrugged. "But they's ours. And they're us. Them protesters, them cowards what write letters to the papers, and especially them cluckin' hens who should know better can all get stuffed. If they wanna complain, they can come talk ta Mistress Niamh and Miss Brown. They'll set 'em straight. Just like those blokes at the rally." 
 
    Pretoria regarded Edith; her short, tousled hair that would have been scandalous at any other time or place; her labourer's hands, lined, calloused and scarred; her accent, so unlike any Pretoria had ever heard. But her eyes were bright and shining; she was so proud of where she was and who she worked for. That she was working at all, a young, unmarried woman making her own money in a job that so few women could do, yet still so humble. For her working-class appearance and demeanour, she was a thoroughly modern woman; yet another thing Pretoria had had no exposure to until coming here. And there were hundreds more like her, who took it as a given that they should be here, and they fought fiercely to protect it and each other. 
 
    And now Pretoria. 
 
    It was going to be up to her to prove herself worthy of them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In cool air barely touched by sunlight, Octavia led Victoria on a twisting, meandering labyrinth of tunnels and stairs, coming back to the surface occasionally only to plunge once again into darkness, with only their witchlights to light the way.  
 
    She was not at all keen on the fact she was having to trust Octavia implicitly, but thus far she had been deadly serious about her responsibility, and showing none of the traits that had earned her the mistrust Victoria had for her. 
 
    When they climbed a final set of stairs, they emerged from a stone doorway set in what Victoria thought to be a steep hillside, but when she turned around, was actually an earthen barrow. One of a dozen or so that she could see, part of a rolling, undulating field of brilliant green with no real landmarks in any direction that she cast her gaze. 
 
    Octavia led Victoria to a different mound several down from the one they had emerged from. It was exactly the same as the others, but from the outside with the door closed, it brought to her mind a bunker.  
 
    "Here," Octavia said finally, gesturing to a door that had been bleached gray by untold years of sun and rain. "I won't be going in with you. This meeting is for you, and you alone. I will return to fetch Yekaterina." 
 
    "What should I do if I finish before you return?" Victoria asked. There was literally nothing here other than identical mounds of earth, and she had no idea where she was. 
 
    Octavia smiled a smile that seemed pleased Victoria didn't know something. Her answer did nothing to change that impression. "You won't." 
 
    "Very well." Victoria straightened both herself and her clothing, adjusting her necktie, sleeves and buttons until they were just so, her fingers falling lastly on the rings of Colette's gauntlets. 
 
    Octavia pushed open the door. 
 
    When it closed again, it took the light with it, and Victoria was standing in pitch blackness. With no visual cues, the space felt small. The air was close, and she had the distinct feeling that there wasn't much of it between her and the ceiling, even at her slight stature. 
 
    "Hello?" she said tentatively. "My name is Victoria R—" 
 
    "We know who you are, Raven of the wood. Step forward." 
 
    It was an ancient rasp that broke apart and sealed back together, one voice, two, three, then one again. Dissonant but clear, each word enunciated with an accent that sounded out of time, rather than place. 
 
    From only a few yards ahead, three dim, wavering witchlights began to glow a sullen, tired yellow, flickering like fire, but not. Weak as they were, they barely illuminated who had made them, and Victoria had trouble making out any detail in the dark and the murk that the light revealed. 
 
    The air grew thicker, heavy like fog but lacked for any sort of colour, as though it was denser somehow, scattering light the way cloud did without being visible itself. 
 
    Ignoring that impossibility as best she could, Victoria felt for their Manifests, but found nothing. There were suggestions of silver hair and wrinkles, hunched backs and claw-like fingers grasping their witchlights in upturned palms like brandy glasses.  
 
    "Are you the Crones?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "If that is the name you know us by," said one voice. "We have many others, but if you found this place, then we are who you seek." 
 
    "I didn't seek you out, I was told to see you." 
 
    "And you came." 
 
    "At your behest. I came as a courtesy, a show of good faith," Victoria said. 
 
    "You have questions," one of the Crones said. "Many, many questions." 
 
    "Yes," Victoria replied. "Who are you?" 
 
    "Always the first," the middle voice said. "We are the repository. The eldest. The last to know the original three." 
 
    "The original three? As in Morgan, Nimue and Avalon? Preposterous. They were mythical," Victoria said. 
 
    "So was what you do every day, until it wasn't. 1,500 years from now, you will be a myth as well. As is the fate of us all. Do you not wonder what story your myth will tell of you, Raven of the wood?" 
 
    "Why do you call me that?" Victoria, driven by her curiosity, stepped closer to the witchlights. 
 
    "It is what you are. Your strength is great, such as we have never felt before, but within you is a darkness that likewise we have never felt before in a Manifested witch. They are creatures of light, of hope and second chances. Survivors." 
 
    Victoria stepped closer. Eyes in the flickering light looked down on her from a slightly raised dais. Eyes that were white as fog. She shuddered, but soldiered on. 
 
    "I survived, as well. My Manifest saved me." 
 
    "From whom?" 
 
    "Myself," Victoria admitted. She knew there was no way they didn't already know, thus there was no point in hiding it, yet the admission cost her all the same. 
 
    "Yes. You, Raven of the wood, Manifested in darkness. Your path may yet lead you into the light, but there will forever be darkness within you." 
 
    "I know that. I force myself to deal with it every day of my life." 
 
    "We speak not of your self-loathing. Darkness in you, Raven of the wood, is temptation. Your power is great, and so will be your desire to use it. You know why you cannot." 
 
    "It would kill me," Victoria said, absently stroking the inside of her left arm. 
 
   
  
 

 "Yes. You are mortal, as all of us are. But in your short life you have seen much, been aggrieved, and you may feel the need to right wrongs to which you have no right." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Before you Manifested, you dreamed of laying waste everything east of here, did you not? Of murdering thousands in the name of what happened to your family. Those who made you an orphan and a twin with no other half were going to suffer at your hand. These were your dreams, yes?" 
 
    Victoria couldn't hold the old crone's eyes. Rheumy and blind as they were, they saw too much. "Yes." 
 
    "And now you have that power. Or you will soon. In Bavaria's weakened state, Britannia's witches could do as they would. Take the train east, Raven of the wood, and slaughter thousands. Today. Have your revenge." 
 
    "I will not," Victoria said. 
 
    "And why not? Because it would kill you? You, who were so eager to throw her own life away for nothing, won't do it now when it would have the direst of consequences? From whence comes this sudden sense of self-preservation?" 
 
    "How little you think of me to assume that my reasoning. You think I would murder innocent women and children over a fantasy? It would change nothing." 
 
    "Fantasy? You are capable—" 
 
    "No, I am not! Those darkest thoughts came from a woman in pain. A woman who had lost everything and no longer cared about anything else. In the middle of a war, both sides slaughtered each other without rhyme or reason; mine would have been only to add a new and more horrific way of doing it. But those thoughts were a fantasy because they never had a chance of becoming true. I was angry, yes, and though I have my monstrous qualities, I am not a monster. I can barely live with the attempted murder of myself, I could not live with successfully doing it to thousands of strangers." 
 
    "You think the darkness within you feels the same way?" 
 
    "I am the master of this body, and this power. To yield either would to be to put that gun to my head again, and that I will not do. 'The darkness' within me is me. I am my darkness, and the light. It has taken a great deal for me to accept that. There is no separate 'dark thing' within me; only me." 
 
    Movement for the first time, as one of the other crones turned to speak to her directly. "That is correct. The vengeful part of you killed herself, letting the real you live. Did you ever wonder why you Manifested after the war was already over?" 
 
    "I thought it a cruel twist of fate." 
 
    "It was the only way it could ever be. Why do you think it has never happened before? Why there aren't armies of us ruling the world with magic? Those who desire power are the least worthy of it, would you not agree?" 
 
    "I would." 
 
    "And you, Raven of the wood, did not acquire your power until you'd given up your desire for it. The good, decent Victoria Manifested saving herself from the vengeance-driven Victoria." 
 
    "You make it sound as though I have two personalities." 
 
    "Nothing so dramatic, though there must have certainly been diverging aspects within you, strong enough to almost be considered distinct identities." 
 
    This was not going at all how Victoria had envisioned. This wasn't about facts and reason anymore, it was metaphysical conjecture, but every word spoken to her since she'd plunged into the darkness was a lance across her heart, a truth she knew deep within her but couldn't admit to. She feared there were more truths coming, and so she kept silent. If she didn't voice them, then perhaps the Crones would grant her the mercy of doing the same. 
 
    They didn't. 
 
    "So yes, you are correct, Raven of the wood. You are your darkness. A black thing that flits between shadows." 
 
    "Shadows are defined by light," Victoria interjected, trying to stave off what she felt hurtling towards her. 
 
    "Yes. And you are fortunate to be surrounded by very bright lights. But they only serve to deepen your shadows, do they not?" 
 
    Victoria didn't answer.  
 
    "Raven of the wood, are you confident you can keep your power in check? That you will live out the years that are typical of us?" 
 
    "I am learning more of how my Manifest affects my body. I am judicious in my use of magic, and do not exert myself beyond the minimum." 
 
    To this well-reasoned, honest answer, the response was laughter. The cracking of dried wood, the crumbling of dry leaves to dust sighed out from the three ancient forms arrayed before Victoria. 
 
    "News of Versailles precedes you, even here. You think your power makes you strong?" 
 
    Victoria's blue eyes hardened in the cold that enshrouded her. She didn't know if she was being challenged or mocked, but she would accept neither. The Crones' age gave them wisdom, but it didn't make them prophetic. Just as Selene and Ivy's habit of sounding so derived from their having seen and experienced so much, so it must be true of these three. At twice Selene's age, they would be very wise indeed, but Victoria wouldn't stand for this treatment any longer. 
 
    In the asylum, at the Circus, at Versailles. She had nothing left to prove.  
 
    "Of course it does," she spat. 
 
    "No, Raven of the wood. Your power does not make you strong. Circumstances will dictate you use it eventually." 
 
    "Not on that scale. If EVE is successful—" 
 
    "It's the only reason you have it." 
 
    "There is no such thing as fate!" Victoria barked. Sharp, severe. "The future is unwritten, and there are trillions— realistically countless possible permutations as to how the next five minutes will play out, let alone a far-distant 'some day.' I appreciate that you are using your wisdom, experience and no little theatrics in trying to scare me into behaving myself, but I am my own person, and my choices will determine my future. You cannot see it, and I will be damned before I let you dictate it to me." 
 
    "Indeed. We speak not of prophesy. Merely probability." 
 
    Victoria looked between them, caught off-guard. "A change of tack to appeal to my nature?" 
 
    "To stand by and let tragedy occur when you have the power to stop it would be monstrous. To not be tempted by your power to change the outcome of events would be inhuman. Do you think you can live hundreds of years without encountering either of these circumstances? That you will do nothing, good or ill, with a power such as yours in all that time? Unlikely. You are special, yes, but human. With all of a human's strengths and weaknesses. One of them will summon that power within you, and it will kill you." 
 
    "Either in the light, or the dark, your power will be called upon, and you will answer. It is the nature of a Manifested witch." 
 
    "And what of the others? Will they be getting the same speech?" Victoria asked, her hands shaking. 
 
    "The others are not you. You are re-writing the laws of the natural world. You are taking the very fundament of the universe and twisting it through the mind and will of a fragile young woman. You are intelligent, yes, but small. The forces you wield are very large, and as old as time. To pretend you understand them fully is hubris, pure and simple." 
 
    "That's why I study. I learn. Always." 
 
    "Yes. And that is admirable. But the universe is very large. It may not care that you poke and prod it so. But it might." 
 
    "You're speaking of unintended consequences?" 
 
    "Yes. But it matters not." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "You won't live long enough for it to matter." 
 
    Until that moment, Victoria had never quite understood the phrase 'as if someone walked over my grave.' 
 
    She did now, and she was suddenly very cold. 
 
    "But there is a way to avoid that fate," the centre Crone said, the tone of one offering a stranger an apple, one Victoria suspected was poisoned. "Give up your Manifest. Live out the remaining decades of your life with the peace of mind that you may do anything you wish with no fear of it bringing you harm." 
 
    "You mean sever me from my magic?" Victoria said in horror. "Strip me?" 
 
    "It would spare you your fate," the Crone said. "The fate you so strongly protest does not exist, would not, in fact, exist, were you to abandon the means by which it will claim you." 
 
    "I would rather die," Victoria said. 
 
    "You will anyway." 
 
    "You think me so selfish? That I would just give up my gift like that? That I would sell so cheaply that which cost me so dearly?" Victoria looked between the wizened faces and shook her head. "I truly do not know you. I cannot fathom how you see me, or the world, if you think that an offer I would entertain for a single second. If this is the point we've reached, then we have nothing more to say to one another. Good day," Victoria said, and turned to leave. 
 
    "If you so wish. But know one thing…" 
 
    Victoria stopped, but didn't turn around. "Yes?" 
 
    "Your choices are your immortality, Raven of the wood. When you are gone, they will be the means by which you are remembered. Choose wisely." 
 
    Without a word, Victoria left the dark refuge of the oldest witches in the world, unable to decide if she'd just made her life harder or not. The fact that her eyes never left the ground as she did didn't help to inform her either way. 
 
    Neither did the fact she had to consciously force herself to take every step. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "You have much to learn, Yekaterina Konstantinovna. Your grandmother was known to us, but she abstained from contact for most of her life, over Octavia's advice." 
 
    Refusing to give in to the theatrics and intimidation Vita had mentioned, a bright white witchlight floated over Katya's head, illuminating the three ancient witches before her with heatless light. They had proven thus far to be both as insightful and infuriating as she had been warned about. "I'm beginning to see why," she said. "But what does Octavia have to do with anything?" 
 
    "She visited your grandmother when you were still very young. That was when we learned of you, Yekaterina. The Talent was obvious in you before it should have been, and your grandmother was concerned. It was the one and only time she ever sought contact with any witch outside of Russia." 
 
    "I don't remember her at all." 
 
    "You wouldn't, thanks to her Manifest. But one exposure was enough, thus it not working on you when she visited you in Longstown." 
 
    "Why didn't she say anything?" Katya demanded. Octavia had known her already? Been the one to betray her existence to these people? Katya had reason enough to despise her, now it was hurtling towards hate. 
 
    "We don't blame you for your attitude. She has done little to earn otherwise, nor we by sending her in our stead. Though, if your grandmother had listened to Octavia, none of this would be coming as a surprise to you. You might have been spared your… experiences." 
 
    "You don't know me," Katya seethed. "I don't know what that woman told you about me as a child, but you do not know me, so do not presume to speak of my 'experiences,' as you so blithely put it." 
 
    "I see we have as much to learn as you. And we are willing to teach you." 
 
    Katya crossed her arms. "Teach me what?" 
 
    "Why your hair is white, for one." 
 
    Without thinking, Katya's hands flew to her hair protectively, as though they could snatch it from her like the fire had done. 
 
    "Do you know?" a Crone asked. 
 
    "Grandmother said it was my magic starting to show itself," Katya said, her voice regressing to the size it had been when she'd heard it said.  
 
    "A truth, but only part of one." 
 
    "What is the rest?" 
 
    "Your Manifest was split," the witch said. 
 
    "Split? I don't understand." 
 
    "Your ability to summon and manipulate fire emerged… a year ago?" 
 
    "Yes. When I fled St. Petersburg." 
 
    A Crone nodded. "When was the last time you burned yourself?" 
 
    Katya thought back. And back. "The fire that killed my mother," she said as she realised it. "When my hair burned off." 
 
    The old witch looked closely at Katya's face, as if searching for something, though she still wasn't convinced any of them could see. "I don't see any scars." 
 
    "I recovered from my burns without any." 
 
    "Quickly?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Like a sunburn." 
 
    "I suppose," Katya said.  
 
    "And it never occurred to you that a fire that could consume all of your hair at once should have burned you far worse than that? You should have terrible scars. But you have beautiful, unmarked skin." 
 
    "Thank you." Katya was 80 percent confident they were guessing. "But, I'd always thought it because of how quickly it passed over me," said the other 20. 
 
    "No, Yekaterina. You partially Manifested." 
 
    "Impossible, I was too young. Surely, Grandmother would have—" 
 
    "It's not unheard of. Some refer to it as a double Manifest, but that is a misapprehension. They may seem separate, but one is always an aspect of the other. Though the time between the start and the completion of yours is unusual." 
 
    "Over ten years!" Katya exclaimed. It was unbelievable. Why would Grandmother have never said anything about it? Had she even known what a Manifest was? Would she have recognised it? 
 
    "As I said. Yekaterina, that fire should have burned you badly, possibly enough to kill you. Yet it didn't. And you've had white hair since that day?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Even the hair that wasn't burned off? The hair you didn't have until you became a woman?" 
 
    Katya's hair had been white for years before then, and she'd been fair-haired before the fire, so it had never once occurred to her that the only place she should have found white hair was on her head. 
 
    Combing her fingers through it, she nodded in dumbfounded disbelief. 
 
    "Because your Manifest has been active since then. Your immunity to fire happened that night. But an eleven-year-old's body cannot handle the power of a full Manifest, so it lay dormant until another triggering event. That is the usual pattern in cases like yours. Your grandmother nurtured your Talent even before she could know you had it, making you a very strong witch from a young age. But you needed to grow into your potential." 
 
    "But I could have died multiple times before the forest! I watched my father die without it happening! They held me captive, raped me… I could have stopped it! My Manifest would have let me kill them all!" Fire swelled in Katya's palms, the barest release of the pressure within her that threatened to explode her apart.  
 
    Just this, she thought as she looked down at the flickering flames. Unmoving, they were like any lantern or candle, only they burned without wick or oil. This alone, I could have taken them all with me instead of bleeding out on the floor. 
 
    "And that's why it didn't happen. It completed as an act of mercy that saved not only you, but those children. After it was too late. After you chose to flee. We do not Manifest as a tool of revenge." 
 
    "Niamh did. Millie might as well have." 
 
    "They aren't here, and never will be. They are abnormal, and are to be shunned for their abhorrent Manifests." 
 
    Katya's fire flared brighter, coming alive to dance and writhe around her fingers. Her fire. "What is this, other than violent? Anyone I turn this on would be fortunate to come away merely scarred." 
 
    "That is not its only purpose, as you demonstrated the first time you used it. A sword has only one purpose." 
 
    "And what of a shield?" Katya shot back. 
 
    The old witch said nothing. 
 
    "You have a record of every Manifested witch born in the last 1,000 years, don't you? How many of them were bad people?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Katya shook her head. "If you want to call them abhorrent, explain to me then the exact nature of a Manifest and why it happens." 
 
    Further silence. 
 
    "You can't, can you? Then how can you use such a word to describe my sisters? Niamh has saved more witches in the last two months than you have in decades, I would wager." 
 
    "She serves her purpose." 
 
    "How very kind." Fire swirled over Katya's head, living and writhing, it twisted into the shape of her frustration. "You're blind, or maybe not. But you can feel that, can't you? The heat?" 
 
    "Yes," a Crone said. 
 
    "Good. It will leave this room all the colder when I'm gone." Katya turned to do so, but stopped short. "I almost believed you about my hair. But if you are so wrong about people I care about deeply, then your word is worth less than nothing. But there is a word that I will take with me from this conversation. A single word." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "Horseshit." 
 
    Katya stalked away, leaving chill darkness behind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finally, Pretoria felt ready. 
 
    The shutters were closed, her door locked. There was nothing left to do. 
 
    Still unable to bring herself to try the electric bulbs, Pretoria sat on the edge of her bed in the light of a handful of candles. Normally, she was of the opinion that any more than one per person was a waste, but right now she needed the extra light. 
 
    On the table before her was a glass pitcher, filled halfway with water. The candles were placed to either side and behind it, so she could see the thin dark line of the water's surface inside.  
 
    She had been staring at it for what felt like hours, but had probably only been a few minutes, working up the gumption to do anything more than stare. 
 
    If she were to stay in Longstown, to live in this house, she couldn't be afraid. Of herself, her Manifest, her intentions, none of it. Like the snake in the garden, she was going to have to walk right up and grab it.  
 
    For all Ivy and the others had done for her, she had to do something for herself, and now was the time. She would not fear her power any longer. To earn her bed and bread, she would work to better herself without needing to be told. Edith worked harder than anyone here, and she was happy. She knew who she was, and her place. She'd earned it. 
 
    But now that Pretoria was sitting here brimming over with intentions, she had to actually act. One way or another, she would learn what she was capable of.  
 
    The water sat unmoving, awaiting. 
 
    What if it worked? Did she want to know for sure? Did she want to remember what it felt like? Did she want to know she could do it again?  
 
    What she had done at the river had been out of fear and betrayal. She hadn't even known she could, or that it was going to happen. 
 
    But it had, and five people were dead. 
 
    That had to be it, didn't it? An extreme outburst of magic brought on by her extreme feelings. She couldn't do… that… on purpose, surely? 
 
    This Manifest had already changed her body against her will, making her into someone else whether it saved her life in the process or not, but it was done. It did its thing in the background while she got on with the process of living with it and cleaning up after it every morning. 
 
    But what if the water moved? That would mean she could do what she did at the river again. It would make her… powerful. 
 
    One thing about her Manifest, she never had dry lips anymore, but that didn't stop her from licking them nervously as she stared into the glass, to the warped version of reality that she could see on the other side. Maybe that's what she was most afraid of; that doing this would warp reality. Or hers at any rate. 
 
    Tearing her eyes away from the pitcher, Pretoria quickly stood and began to pace. Her bare feet made swishing noises as she dragged them across the floor, unable to focus enough to pick them up completely. 
 
    She didn't want to know, but she had to know. It was the only way to control it. If it was just tied to extreme emotions, she had to know that, too. The truth was so important, but there was too much comfort to be found in a lie to make her want to confirm it as such.  
 
    Turning to look out a window she'd already shuttered, Pretoria was suddenly struck by an intense pang of loneliness. She missed her Aunt Agatha dearly, and wanted nothing more then to see her again and ask for advice what to do. She had always been so wise, always knowing the answer when Pretoria had a question, always knowing the right course of action when she had doubts. 
 
    Life had been so simple when she was alive. Pretoria had known her path, the one Aunt Agatha had laid down for her; the same one Aunt Agatha had walked already. All Pretoria had had to do was not step off and she would have been fine. 
 
    But she hadn't stepped off.  
 
    She'd been pushed. 
 
    And now the path was gone, washed away by the river. 
 
    Hugging herself tightly in her strange new clothes, Pretoria heard the pitter-pat of water dripping onto the floor from her hair, and she began to move again. 
 
    When the river had taken the path, it had dragged her along with it. Out of her control, she had been scoured along the bottom to continue on in a cloud of her own blood, only to spit her up in a strange place she'd never been before. 
 
    It was time for a new path. Her path. She wouldn't wait for someone else to cut it for her.  
 
    What if she could control the river? What if she could tell it where to take her? She was an excellent swimmer and a decent fisher, but both of those were just results of what the river allowed her. It could have dragged her under at any time, refused to give up anything and forced her to go hungry. The water had had the power. 
 
    You have to take the first step. 
 
    Turning to look back at the pitcher, Pretoria kept her eye on it as she padded back to the bed and sat down once more. 
 
    Then Pretoria looked at the water. Into it. Felt it.  
 
    Imprisoned in glass with no choice but to take its shape. The air smashing the surface as flat as a windowpane and forcing it to exist at whatever temperature it decided. All she would have to do was nudge the table with her foot, and it would fall to splash on the floor, sprawling out into whatever shape the floor determined, there to sit until it evaporated. 
 
    It was powerless. 
 
    The longer she stared into it, the more she felt it. Its presence in her mind and body. The weight of it on the table and in herself. 
 
    Narrowing her amber eyes, she stared at the thin line that marked the border between air and water, keeping one eye on the candle flame in the air, and the other on the reflection in the water. 
 
    Within her, something stirred, and her mind was consumed by a single word:  
 
    Move. 
 
    The flame above burned steady and straight. 
 
    The one below did not. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Svetlana returned to the guest house an hour after Katya, she was pale as milk and just as solid, making Katya rush over to hold her upright. The look in Octavia's eyes was enough to still Katya's heart, and the older witch beat a hasty escape from what she must have seen in the younger's. 
 
    "What happened in there?" Katya asked, helping Sveta over to a chair, where her legs gave out and she fell into it without resistance. 
 
    Her eyes were darting this way and that, shifting in their sockets as a thousand thoughts whirled just behind them. In the weak, slanted daylight, the gold flashed and winked like exploding stars.  
 
    "They can stop the voices," she said, her own voice the whisper of a ghost from within the walls of the ancient house. 
 
    This drew Vita's sudden, undivided attention, and Katya felt the sharp slash of her attention scything the air between the door Octavia had retreated through and Svetlana. "Sveta, no." The words came out in a choked rasp, as if her mind had forced them out of her throat before it was ready. 
 
    But green and gold met icy blue without hesitation. "You once said that I bore my Manifest like a burden," Sveta said. "They can take it from me." 
 
    "What is she talking about?" Katya asked, panic mounting in her voice. 
 
    "They offered to Strip her," Vita said. "Didn't they?"  
 
    Sveta nodded, her neck barely up to the task of shifting the weight her features bore. 
 
    "You can't seriously be considering it, can you?" Katya asked desperately. The idea was horrific enough on its face, but that they had put it in Sveta's head at all was worse. 
 
    "It gets harder every day. You only know the worst times, when I can't stand it any longer." When she looked up, her eyes were still, and filled with sorrow. "This trip has been hell, Katya. Since the moment we left, all I've wanted is to go home. All of this," Sveta gestured around her, "everything… I see, hear and smell everything, but they aren't distractions any more. Even now, in there, there were 2,400 years of memories and experiences coming from only three people, and I felt it. It was crushing me, pressing against my senses… I don't know if I'm strong enough for what I've become." 
 
    Elise suddenly appeared beside them, pressing her fingers to Sveta's wrist. "You are exhausted. Have you slept since we reached Paris?" 
 
    "A little. Here and there," Sveta said. 
 
    "Would you like me to—" 
 
    "No," Sveta said immediately. "I shouldn't need magic to live. Do you see now?" 
 
    "But what you're talking about is irreversible," Vita said. "You can't undo it if you regret your decision!" 
 
    "Like suicide?" Sveta said, her gaze hollow and distant. 
 
    Katya felt Vita stiffen at the same instant she did, and Katya's hand fell away to hang limply at her side. 
 
    A dim light returned to Sveta's eyes as it suddenly occurred to her what she'd said, a light snuffed out by the sudden eruption of tears. 
 
    "And we both regret our decision. We are lucky to be able to do so," Katya said quietly. 
 
    "Colette couldn't live with being Stripped for even two days before she killed herself," Vita said. "I don't want to see that happen to you." 
 
    "You'd rather watch me live like this for centuries instead, is that it? I'm too useful to just throw away?" 
 
    Katya felt the air temperature lower, and the hairs on her arms stood up. 
 
    When she spoke next, Vita's voice was the whistle of a shard of ice hurtling straight towards Sveta's head. "Turn those gold eyes on me and tell me that's how I truly feel, Svetlana. You do that and I will know to never trust you again." 
 
    But Katya met blue ice with blue fire. "Vita, please. Elise just told you she's completely exhausted. You tell me you're in your right mind when that's the case for you, and I'll call you liar." 
 
    "Stop, the both of you," Elise said. Neither fire nor ice, her eyes were sapphires, hard and sharp, born of a lifetime of heat and pressure. "Svetlana is in pain, and can hear what you do not say. Do you think it is helping her? It is her decision to make, just as yours was." 
 
    Vita flushed, ice shattering in an instant to rain down as gentle snow. "I'm sorry, Sveta. I overreacted. This trip has been… very stressful." 
 
    Sveta swayed in her seat, dazed with fatigue and the emotional strain of not only her own stress, but everyone else's. The arteries in her neck were throbbing visibly with the pressure of it, and for one who had become so synonymous with colour, she herself was severely lacking in it. Her beige dress, her pale skin, even her auburn hair was diminished, like an overcast autumn day.  
 
    "Thank you. I'm sorry, too," she managed. 
 
    That Sveta didn't say for what sank a deep pit into Katya's soul, and she was afraid of what she would see if she looked down into it.  
 
    "How much time until we leave for the Council?" Katya asked. 
 
    Vita rummaged in her coat pocket to fish out her watch and flipped it open. "Two hours." 
 
    "Sveta, would you let Elise help you sleep for that long, at least? Just enough to get you through tonight? Then we can go home." 
 
    "Right afterwards?" Sveta asked. Pleaded. 
 
    "The first train we can catch, we will, I promise," Katya said. 
 
    "None of us want to be here any longer than we have to, Sveta. But we need to be here mentally as well as physically. If I could click my fingers and get us home the instant we're done, I would," Vita said. 
 
    Katya nodded, running her thumb over the back of Sveta's hand. "But we need you to hold on a little longer, all right?" 
 
    Sveta's eyes were dull and slow to shift between the three witches standing over her. "Where is Selene?" she asked. 
 
    "She is consulting with other witches who may be sympathetic to us," Elise said, pinning back the strands of Sveta's hair that had come loose. "She will return when it is time to leave. Until then, we will all rest." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Millie had barely gotten in the front door when Anastasia threw a newspaper at her.  "We're missing all the fun," she said dryly, a strange mixture of emotions playing across her face. 
 
    Millie's confusion lasted as long as it took to read the headline. 
 
      
 
    TERROR IN VERSAILLES 
 
      
 
    "Jesus Christ." 
 
    As Millie tried to read through the main article for any word of Elise, her eye kept being yanked away by all the sub-headlines of the smaller articles swirling around it in a cloud of stark, black insanity. 
 
      
 
    PEACE AGREEMENT SIGNED DESPITE ATTEMPTED BOMBING 
 
      
 
    FRENCH NATIONALIST PLOT THWARTED BY WITCHCRAFT 
 
      
 
    FOREIGN GOVERNMENTS EXPRESS THANKS TO BRITAIN'S WITCHES 
 
      
 
    "Not personally, though. This is the only telegram we received," Anastasia said, handing it to Millie. 
 
    It was from Selene, saying that everything was 'in hand.' 
 
    "What does that mean?" Millie turned it over, as if there would be some kind of answer on the back. But like every telegram ever sent, the front was all there was. 
 
    "I don't know. Not to worry, maybe?" 
 
    "Headlines like this, and we're not supposed to worry?" 
 
    Unbelievable. The deeper Millie got into the newspaper, the less 'in hand' meant than it already did. Not good, or bad, just… what? Fine? Millie assumed 'not dead' would qualify, but Vickie losing her identity and being committed to a mental asylum qualified for that description, as well. 
 
    There was no word of Elise, or of any casualties at all. Vickie had stopped them before they could happen, which was astonishing enough, but reading the description of what Yekaterina had done, or 'The Firebird' as the paper repeatedly called her, was enough to make Millie's hair stand on end, and she didn't know that it would ever sit back down again. Fiery wings, a wall of flame? What the hell happened?  
 
    'In hand.' Millie had no choice but to accept that as enough, if it's how Selene chose to word it, but knowing that the part of EVE that had remained at home was as in the dark about the details as the rest of the world didn't sit right. Two-thirds of Millie's Coven was in the very centre of something that could have re-started the war, but she didn't know any more than a random person she could have asked on the streets of Longstown. 
 
    But what of Elise? What had her role been in the incident? She hadn't even been mentioned in any of the articles, (Millie'd now checked twice) and neither had Svetlana. Selene's terse explanation was all the extra insight they had. 
 
    Though this was exactly what she'd been afraid of, Millie had to tell herself that Elise was in good hands. She was in her home country with the two strongest witches in the world, where better for her to be? 
 
    Here. With me,  Millie thought. Safe in my arms, far away from men with guns and ill intent. She sighed. Cocooned. Smothered. On a short leash attached to a worrywart. Was that better? 
 
    Elise was on an adventure, and adventures could be dangerous. It shouldn't have been, but now that everyone knew who they were, it was always going to be one any time they left Longstown, wasn't it? The only way to avoid it was to stay home, and who was Millie to demand that of anyone, let alone the woman she loved? 
 
    But this? This was completely unthinkable, beyond the worst things Millie had imagined happening on their trip. Versailles was supposed to be the boring part. And though Vickie had saved the day, Millie couldn't help the resentment that bubbled up from within her. Though she had found Pretoria and gotten through to her, the same questions as to her own usefulness came roaring back. Elise was in danger, and Millie was here, hundreds of miles away. Could she have stopped a bomb? Or three gunmen amidst a crowd of hundreds? 
 
    Given what little Millie had to go on, Vickie had been right, and if anything had happened to Elise, surely Selene would have said so. Or would she have? She didn't need a one-woman army tearing across the Channel to rip Paris apart with her bare hands. And Millie would have, too. Just imagining it made her blood sing, but she forced a mute into its mouth.  
 
    One thing at a time, Millie, she thought. 
 
    "Have Ivy and Niamh read this?" 
 
    Anastasia nodded. "They're upstairs talking about it now. I don't know what they're saying, but Niamh actually looked happy when she saw this." She pointed to the headline about 'Britain's witches.' 
 
    "Not surprising. I'd better go check in on them. At least Ivy can help make sense of 'in hand.' What about you?" 
 
    "I've already seen their reactions," Anastasia said with a mischievous grin. "And I have to feed Hekabe." 
 
    "All right," Millie said. 
 
    "Oh, and Millie?" 
 
    Millie turned to see an Anastasia that was far more serious than the one she'd stepped away from. 
 
    "I'm very glad we made up. This news… you never know when you won't have the chance again." 
 
    The truth was they'd fallen all over each other to apologise more fervently than the other, having had to forgive each other at the same instant to feel good about it. But they had, and it did. "Me, too." 
 
    "I'll make it up to her. I promise." 
 
    "I know you will." 
 
    Millie took the return of a smile to Anastasia's face as permission to leave, and began her trek upstairs to change out of her work uniform before she got on with the day's witchery. 
 
    She'd barely gotten one button undone when she felt a surge of power radiate out from the direction of Pretoria's room, followed by a sharp yelp of surprise and alarm.  
 
    Millie was there in three steps. 
 
    "Pretoria! Pretoria, open the door!" she bellowed, smashing her armoured fist against the wood so hard it cracked. 
 
    Getting no response, she smashed harder and the door gave way, exploding inward in a hail of splinters and dust. 
 
    Sat on the edge of her bed, Pretoria hadn't noticed. She was staring into a pitcher of water with her hands over her mouth. The shutters were all closed, her face lit by candlelight hours after sunrise. 
 
    "What is it?" Millie demanded, now more confused than worried. Embarrassment was quickly catching up however, she could feel it settling in her cheeks already. 
 
    Those strange amber eyes took their time in moving, and they looked up at Millie with the kind of glee that made her even more confused.  
 
    "I did it." 
 
    Looking back at the pitcher, to the odd candle arrangement, comprehension passed Millie by without so much as a wave. 
 
    "I moved the water," Pretoria said breathlessly. 
 
    No longer was there a sickly, feral river creature sitting there, there was a young witch who had done something extraordinary for the first time on purpose, and every bit of it was there on her face. 
 
    She was smiling. 
 
    "What the bloody he—" came a voice from the doorway, along with the sudden reflection of witchblade in the water. 
 
    "It's fine, Niamh," Millie said with a smile of her own. 
 
    Pretoria looked up at both of them in a mixture of pride and astonishment, but her excitement was betrayed by the trembles that sent water dripping from her hair. 
 
    But Niamh needed to hear it for herself. "Pretoria?" 
 
    "I moved the water," she repeated, this time dropping her hands into her lap in clear disbelief at her own words. "I moved the water!" 
 
    "And Millie broke the door," Ivy said as she joined them. "Again." She brushed past Millie and Niamh to kneel beside Pretoria. "It felt good, didn't it?" 
 
    Pretoria nodded vigorously, her smile growing even bigger. 
 
    "You have a pretty smile, I'm glad we've finally gotten to see it," Ivy said through her own. "You want to do it again for us?" 
 
      
 
    Pretoria stared into the water once more, and reached out to it. 
 
    It was barely a ripple, but there were four gasps in response this time, and Pretoria felt a surge of pride flood through her. 
 
    Something else flooded Niamh, and she crossed her arms. "Bloody hell," she said. "That's what I felt at the river." 
 
    At the mention of the river, Pretoria deflated instantly, and her face fell. But for whatever reason, she turned to look at Ivy. Though she barely knew her, something within Pretoria craved her approval. 
 
    "Bloody hell indeed," Ivy said warmly, with a wry, fang-festooned smile. "That was very impressive, lass. I take it that's what made Millie kick down the door?" 
 
    "I punched it down, thank you." 
 
    "As is tradition when one of you does something astonishing, apparently." Ivy kept her jade eyes locked on Pretoria. "She did the same thing the morning after she Manifested," she said loud enough to make Millie take keen interest in the ceiling. "Didn't you, dear? Or put a hole through it, anyway. So excitable, that one." 
 
    "You're not upset?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "Why in Morrigan's name would I be upset?" Ivy asked in genuine astonishment. 
 
    "It's how I…" Pretoria found her hands in her lap, and watched them begin to tremble, "…did it." 
 
    Ivy looked at Pretoria, the weight of her years and wisdom squeezing her thoughts into the right words. "I know. And I don't judge you for that." 
 
    Something in Ivy's tone made Pretoria turn to face her, and Ivy held Pretoria's gaze long enough to convince her she was telling the truth.  
 
    "You don't?" 
 
    "The circumstances of a witch's Manifest are as varied as we are. No two are the same, but it is never for selfish reasons. If it was to be you or them, I am satisfied with the result. How do you feel?" 
 
    It was a bigger question than Pretoria would have thought before actually being asked. "Strong," she said. 
 
    "Good start. Tired? Headache?" Ivy asked. 
 
    "No, nothing like that. Not like last time." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Niamh asked sharply. 
 
    "At the river… the power… it made me bleed. All of my wounds, all at once," Pretoria managed, the memory only half-there and just as confusing as it had been at the time she'd lived it. It had made her cold and light-headed, tired. 
 
    Now? She couldn't wait to do it again. 
 
    "Strong is the right word, it seems" Ivy said, unable to hide her ambivalence about it, and cracks spidered across the face of Pretoria's newfound confidence. 
 
    Ivy must have seen them. "It sounds like your blood pressure. The same thing happens to Victoria. I want Elise to examine you thoroughly when she gets back, if that's all right?" 
 
    Pretoria nodded. If it made Ivy and Niamh that concerned, Pretoria would do well to find out why.  
 
    "Good. Speaking of, I assume you've seen the news, Millie?" Ivy said. 
 
    "Aye." 
 
    "I'm sure she's fine, love," Niamh said, her hard granite eyes softer than Pretoria could imagine anything of that description ever being. 
 
    "I know. Selene would have said something," Millie said, sounding not entirely convinced. 
 
    The suddenly grave faces everyone else was now wearing was alarming. "What news?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "Here," Millie said, handing Pretoria a newspaper. 
 
    Pretoria took it, but there were very few pictures, just walls of words. Some much bigger than others. She stared down at them, unable to look up. If she looked up, they would know. In this, her moment of strength, they would see how weak she still was. They were proud of her, how could she disappoint them now? Water dripped onto the page, splattering pools of black ink and softening the paper to the point she could nearly see through it. 
 
    "Very restrained reaction," Niamh said. 
 
    Pretoria sniffed. The highest high she'd experienced perhaps in her whole life, suddenly plunged right back into a pit of shame; she couldn't say anything. 
 
    Ivy's presence was warm and open, Pretoria could feel her look of concern. "Do you know how to read, Pretoria?" she asked. 
 
    She wanted to deny it, she wanted to flee, but she couldn't. Not anymore, not here. Not to them. 
 
    "No," she said.  
 
    In the face of three people who had done more for her than virtually anyone she'd ever known, the admission cost her dearly, and she wanted to shrivel up and die. 
 
    But Ivy seemed almost relieved. "There's no shame in that, lass. I couldn't until I was over a hundred!" she said, putting a dirt-stained hand over Pretoria's to stop it shaking. 
 
    "Elise couldn't either, when she came here," said Millie. 
 
    "But there're proper schools now…" Pretoria said into her lap. 
 
    "Which I'm guessing you didn't go to?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Then why should you be expected to know what they teach?" 
 
    "I should've gone." 
 
    "That's a different question, and doesn't help you right now, does it? What matters for you, Pretoria, is what you choose to do now. Do you want to learn to read?" 
 
    Pretoria's heart soared out of the pit it had plunged into, and she found the courage to raise her eyes with it. The three older witches were looking down on her, and they were smiling. "Yes!" she exclaimed. 
 
    "Good. Then we'll start there." Ivy looked down at the newspaper. "Well, not there. 'S got too much French in. We'll go downstairs and tell you about what's happened over tea. How does that sound?" 
 
    "Wonderful," Pretoria said, having never meant a single word more in her life. 
 
    "Excellent. It will be a pleasant distraction from the Council starting." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Deep under the surface was cool and dark. The air was damp, thick with the smell of freshly-tilled earth, though none of that which made up the tunnel to the Council Hall had seen sunlight in hundreds of years. Through it Katya caught the occasional whiffs of what must have been incense; spicy and distinct, it seemed as though it traveled the narrow spaces in streams, and her nose was either in it or out of it, never in-between. It was a smell that was tantalisingly familiar. 
 
    "It smells like Grandmother's house," she said suddenly. 
 
    "What is it?" Vita asked. 
 
    "I don't know. I never asked, but," she raised her nose to the air, seeking out another stream of the smell, "it's definitely the same." 
 
    It smelled like secrets. Of hushed words after midnight. Of straining to read forbidden text by the light of a single candle. Of wisdom and patience. 
 
    Of her first witchlight. The flickering, barely coherent red blob that had risen from one hand on a cold October night while she stifled her yelp of triumph with the other. 
 
    Feeling the sudden pressure of Sveta's presence, Katya looked over to see her smiling wanly. "I'm envious," she said. 
 
    They were led deeper underground, to places that had never seen the sun and were all the darker for it, below the roots to where the weight above them seemed to compress the air to the point Katya was surprised she couldn't see it. 
 
    "How did they construct this place?" Vita said, her appreciation as apparent in her eyes as it was in her voice. 
 
    "Very carefully, over a long period of time," Selene said. 
 
    "With magic?" Sveta asked hopefully, a tiny spark having returned to her voice after her nap. 
 
    "No, the old-fashioned way: with planning, patience and shovels." 
 
    Up ahead, Katya could sense the presence of Manifested witches, but she couldn't be certain how many, as she'd never felt them before. 
 
    When EVE came to the final stretch of tunnel before an ancient-looking wooden door, Selene stopped them all short. "I'll go in first. Victoria, you and Yekaterina next, since you'll be seated." 
 
    "What about us?" Sveta asked. 
 
    "It depends on who else shows up, I'm afraid. They may seat you, Svetlana, if you're the only other Russian. Elise, I'm afraid you'll have to stand. There will probably be more French witches than anyone." 
 
    Elise nodded, but her ambivalence was clear on her face. 
 
    In a dark tunnel, backlit by witchlight, Selene regarded her charges deliberately one by one before she gathered herself enough to speak. "No matter what happens in here tonight, I want you to know that I am deeply proud of all of you. I would be happy to call each and every one of you my daughters, but I would never disrespect the memory of your actual mothers, who all clearly did an exemplary job of raising you." Selene looked at Katya. "And your fathers." 
 
    "Selene?" Vita asked, her eyebrows pinched in concern. 
 
    The ancient witch put her hand flat on the stained, age-cracked wood. It was intricately carved with vines and flowers, trees both in bloom and bare, the sun and the moon; the tale of a single year told in one continuous story, winding from the pointed top to the flat bottom and up again. It was clearly old, but still strong and even more beautiful for its resilience.  
 
    "It's been over two centuries since I last walked through this door. When I walked out, our future history changed. It does every time it opens, and tonight will be no different. Just make sure that when you pass through it again, you've made the future you want. Are you ready?" 
 
    The four younger witches all looked at each other, and each of them saw in the others' eyes exactly as Katya felt, and they all spoke as one. "Yes." 
 
    "Good. Let's show them who we are." 
 
    Selene pushed open the door. 
 
    Following close behind, Katya gasped the moment she crossed the threshold. 
 
    Smelling of earth and incense, the Council Hall thrummed with magic, of the collective energies of the witches within. The walls crawled with exposed roots, like the intestines of the earth as they worked to feed the great stands of oaks that pressed down on them from above. 
 
    The Hall itself was circular, with a higher ceiling than Katya would have imagined possible underground. The roots that had been confined to the walls everywhere else also grew from the ceiling now, acting like chandeliers for the metal candle holders that were spaced seemingly at random, some sitting in the hollows of U-shaped outgrowths, some perched on the ends of lengths that stopped mid-air. All in all, there were 24 that Katya counted, the same as the number of witches who would be seated. 
 
    Said seats were arranged around a great, circular table, the surface much like the door had been, intricately carved by one who must have been a master woodworker. It was wildly uneven, not at all a surface suitable for writing on. There were channels and furrows that looked as if they had been cut by moving water; rough, pebbly sections like sand or stone that led into others that were nearly perfectly smooth, but had been planed in one direction as though eroded by wind from off the sea. On first glance, it was hideous, but the more Katya looked at it, the more beautiful it became, and the less it looked like a human hand had had a hand in creating it at all; more like it had been taken all over the world and left outside for some indeterminate amount of time. Even though it was clearly far too large for that to be the case, each little accidental detail seemed too random for anyone to have planned it to look as it did.  
 
    Around the edge were inscribed the names of countless goddesses, in every major language to be spoken at the table. Katya made out 'Hecate' and 'Morrigan' before her attention was smashed by a booming voice from behind her. 
 
    "Britannia and the former Russian Empire." 
 
    When Katya turned, there was a woman who looked painfully similar to Inga; tall and broad, with the same hawk-like, inscrutable eyes. She spoke in English with an accent that Katya was unfamiliar with. 
 
    Selene led Vita to a pair of empty seats and stood behind them, gesturing for Katya to take the one beside Vita. Looking about for anyone to tell her otherwise, Katya found no-one and stood as well, gripping the back of the wooden chair tightly. 
 
    For all of the feelings she had had on the way to this moment, now that it was  here, the weight of it finally crashed down on her. This was the very heart of all of witchkind in Europe, the centre they all orbited around whether or not they knew they were doing it. 
 
    Lit only by witchlight, furnished and decorated only with what had been pulled out of the ground and filled with witches, it was overwhelming. These were her sisters, every one of them, even if they were strangers who had done everything in their power to make the worst possible first impression. 
 
    "Bavaria," announced not-Inga, and all eyes turned to the door to see Helga and another witch Katya didn't recognise enter. 
 
    Whatever the war had done, for whatever distance Katya had interpreted being between it and her sister witches here on the Continent, the lack of breathing and the silent tracking of the two German witches by the eyes of every other was telling. 
 
    For her part, Helga met the challenge with aplomb, keeping her eyes held high as she made her way around the table to her place, where she stood like everyone else, looking at no-one. The other witch beside her looked roughly the same age, but Katya would never have been able to say exactly. She could have been 30 or 300, for the way practicing witches aged. 
 
    Witch after witch, the Hall steadily filled, to the point the roots growing from the walls were obscured by bodies, sometimes two witches deep as they ringed the table, which looked empty by comparison. 
 
    With apprehension, Katya waited for the seat to her right to be occupied, to look into the eyes of another Russian witch for the first time since she'd met Zoya, Inga and Svetlana. Who would she be? Would she have a Manifest? Would she resent Katya for having fled Russia, rather than staying to fight the Bolsheviks with her power? 
 
    She gripped the chair all the harder. From not knowing there were other Russian witches, to worrying over whether she would even have her respect, it was another mark of just how much had changed in the last year. 
 
    From behind, there was a muffled thump, and Katya turned to see the great door to the Council Hall had been closed, with not-Inga standing sentinel before it. 
 
    The chair beside her was still empty. 
 
    "Who speaks for Russia?" said a voice in French from the opposite side of the table. 
 
    As one, every eye in the room turned to Katya, and she stood frozen, pinned in place by the weight of them. 
 
    "I… I do," Katya said. "Yekaterina Gurevich." 
 
    "Is there no other?" the same witch as before said. She repeated it in English. "A repeat of last time…" 
 
    Into the expectant silence came a single voice. 
 
    "I will." 
 
    The seat to Katya's right swelled with the pressure of a Manifest, and she turned. 
 
    "Svetlana Yakovleva." 
 
    Sveta's eyes looked as Katya had never seen them before. Not merely green or gold, the entire surface of her irises was both, swirling and folding, fracturing and recombining. They looked alive, as though looking into them was looking into Sveta's Manifest itself. It was entrancing and repellant at the same time, completely unnatural yet somehow unsurprising. Katya wanted nothing more than to ask her what was happening, to know that she was all right and not in any pain, but she knew she couldn't. Not here, it was too late. 
 
    The Council had begun. 
 
      
 
    "Who speaks for Britannia?" 
 
    "I do. Selene." 
 
    "As do I. Victoria Ravenwood." 
 
    At that, the other Council members finally showed some sort of emotion, their stoic facades falling away however briefly at the sound of that name, with the face it belonged to standing there in the same room with them. 
 
    Victoria took the stares, the silent judgment, the horror, the curiosity, all the unspoken feelings that came with every half-whispered murmur, every tightened grip. Heads turned, leaned into one another. 
 
    She met the eyes of every one, and was the last to look away each time. When she turned hers to the head of the table, the witch in charge, who still hadn't identified herself, finally moved on. 
 
    Standing between Selene and Katya, Victoria felt stolid and more confident than she knew she would have had she been alone, but still nothing close to comfortable. She should have been paying attention to the other witches, to who was arrayed against her and EVE, but her mind refused to focus. A thousand thoughts were whizzing through her head, and none of them had to do with remembering names. 
 
    In a room full of strangers, three other Manifests among them, the reality that this could quite possibly mark the place where EVE lived or died was turning her insides to water. She had reasonable control over her hands and facial features, and was fairly confident none of her warring internal thoughts were showing, but her heart was pounding hard enough she could hear it, and she was already regretting how tight her collar was. Although it was black and wouldn't show how much she was sweating already, it felt like she had a snake wrapped around her neck, and every errant thought, every way all of this could go wrong, every raised eyebrow and sidelong glance made it constrict all the tighter in its fraught anxiety.  
 
    Even Colette's bridal gauntlets, unfamiliar and slightly too big as they were, felt like there should be blood shooting out of the webbing of her fingers where the gold rings pressed against them. 
 
    She couldn't even look to Elise, who was behind her, forced to stand for the entire duration, as all non-Council members were made to do. They were, in a very real way, surrounded, regardless of how many allies Helga had managed to round up before they arrived. 
 
    Helga herself seemed to be policing her emotions well for having received the most obvious reaction of the day until Victoria had said her name out loud. She didn't envy Helga's position. EVE was regarded with suspicion for what they'd done, indeed the entire reason they were here at all was because of them, but Helga and the other German witch had been chilled into silence because of where they'd come from. 
 
    That was an irony that made Victoria feel slightly more at ease. EVE, created in response to Germany, was now allied with it. Victoria had dedicated two years of her life to trying to figure out how to kill Germans with magic, and now it was magical Germans who could prove instrumental in keeping EVE alive. 
 
    She wanted to laugh, but if she did, she would probably start crying soon after, for how absurd this entire enterprise was. 
 
    Victoria's thoughts were quickly smothered by the descent of sudden silence. 
 
    The roll call was finished. 
 
    "Then by the powers invested in me by the last Council, I, Marianne, assume the role of Head. As such, I call to order the 23rd Great Council of the witches of Europe. All 24 Members have been named and entered into the record. To mark the official opening, we shall begin the Lighting. Each member will prove her aptitude with witchlight, and her candle will burn for the duration of the Council, only to be extinguished when it has reached its conclusion and officially adjourned, or she has lost the privilege of speaking. Desdemona?" 
 
    Witch by witch, the tall sergeant-at-arms placed a single candle on the table in front of each seated member. When she had placed the last one, she retrieved what looked like a staff with a noose on the end of it. 
 
    In the same order they had received them, each witch touched her finger to her wick, and once it was lit, Desdemona lifted it up to the 'chandelier' above them. 
 
    Of the EVE witches, Selene was first, and lit hers by touch, the same as everyone before her. 
 
    When it came to Victoria, she kept her hands on the table, lifting only a single finger. From the tip grew a tiny witchlight, just the same as all that came before her. 
 
    Then it left her finger, and the room inhaled as one. 
 
    Through open air, the little witchlight floated to the candle wick and stuck there until the flame began to burn. With a thought, she dismissed it, and then, before the entire Council, the most influential witches in the world, the candle left the surface of the table all by itself. 
 
    Several goddesses were invoked as it made its way higher and higher, trailing a thin tendril of smoke behind it. When it reached the metal platform nearest Victoria, it settled perfectly without a sound, and without a single hint as to how. 
 
    The reaction would have been overwhelming and definitive, Victoria was sure, except that was when Katya lit hers with what amounted to a stray thought, her Manifest barely perceptible as having even been used. 
 
    Shock? Concern? Victoria settled on 'jealousy' to explain the reaction that made Svetlana have to wait for her turn. 
 
    Whatever the reasons, there was a great number of mouths hanging open and fingers pointing all in one direction as Katya's candle was lifted by Desdemona. 
 
    "Order!" bellowed Marianne, and the room fell swiftly into obedient quiet. But not silence, Victoria noted. 
 
    The Head spared a look of dismay for Victoria and Katya, but neither paid it much mind, and they both turned to Svetlana, who lit hers the old-fashioned way. 
 
    Victoria didn't know how to interpret the fact that her and Katya's stunts were not repeated. It was impossible to tell if the others were unable, or merely unwilling, but the remaining candles were lit without incident. 
 
    It was revealing, in one way, however. In the lull that followed the Lighting, Helga's explanation had been validated by the looks EVE received. The younger witches looked at them with envy and open respect, while the older with suspicion and disapproval. 
 
    In any case, Victoria had done what she'd meant to: make a first impression. The rumours were true, and EVE would not cower, scrape or submit.  
 
    Just like its witches, it would survive. 
 
    Now, they just had to figure out how. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    According to Edith, the factory was already abuzz with the stories of what Longstown's witches had done, yarns spun out of the thinnest suggestions of thread, about how Vickie had torn the gun from the would-be assassin's hand with her mind after stopping a hail of bullets, about how Yekaterina had actually flown, swooping in on wings of fire to tackle another, all of it acted out with comical sincerity. 
 
    At that, Millie had to smile. The idea of grown women zooming around the airfield with their arms stretched out was as heartwarming as it was funny, and it was positive. There was no fear in those rumours, no allegations of abusing power or taking the law into their own hands, only pride. 
 
    It was comforting, if she was honest. Not a one of them was worried about what condition EVE's witches might be in. They were confident and enthusiastic about it, and it made it easier for Millie to let herself try to feel the same way, rather than twisted with worry about Elise's safety. 
 
    Pretoria, for her part, had taken the news well, though that may have come down to how well Millie and the others had relayed the story. 
 
    She was still in the dining room with Ivy, their first reading lesson already started. 
 
    So that left Niamh alone in the kitchen to do the tidying up. Seeing Niamh in such a domestic setting (in an apron!) would, at any other time, be hysterically funny. She was gone so often, or when she wasn't, did her household chores solely in the form of cutting firewood, that it was a rare sight to see her reduced to something like washing dishes. 
 
    But now wasn't that time. 
 
    "So, do you want to tell me why you turned on me like that when Pretoria ran off?" Millie asked, taking up a towel and starting to dry the cups that had already been washed. 
 
    Niamh barely looked up, but Millie caught enough of her eye to see that she wasn't very keen on giving an answer. 
 
    Tough. 
 
    "Because I don't think I deserved it," she continued. 
 
    Steam rose from the water, a haze that parted as Niamh blew out a breath. "No, you didn't. I'm sorry, Millie. I have a lot on my mind." 
 
    "Thank you. Would you like to talk about it?" 
 
    "There's not much to say. I suppose I've been feeling a bit mortal, as of late. And Versailles came as a surprise, but it's the other half of our little delegation's trip that has me the most concerned." 
 
    Millie's brow furrowed. "How is that possible?" 
 
    "Because the Council is in session," Niamh said. "As we speak, they are no doubt laying into Selene, Victoria and Yekaterina, and I don't know what's going to come of it." 
 
    "That's what this is about? Why are you and Ivy so worried?" Millie asked, putting away the first of the dry cups.  
 
    "Because the Council can be very powerful. They have a lot of sway over our sisters on the Continent, and if they decide against us, then all of this is pointless." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Millie's hand slowed in sudden concern. For Niamh to say such a thing changed the Council from an ambiguous curiosity to an opponent, and Elise was stuck in the middle of it.  
 
    "For EVE to work, we need their help. I thought we'd have more time to mend fences with them, but the Circus threw everything out the window. Everything rides on what Victoria and the others have to say now, and I don't know how receptive the Council will be to them. That, and other things." 
 
    "Other things? Like what?" 
 
    "Like the fact Selene broke her word to the Council by talking to the Longs and creating EVE. She will have to be punished for the Council to retain any sort of legitimacy. You, of all people, can appreciate the use of force to make a point." 
 
    "Force?" Millie said in horror. 
 
    "Not violent force," Niamh said. "They're not that big of hypocrites. But they have other means. So our five sisters, my only living relative among them, are at the mercy of a bunch of old hags who already hate both you and I, and resent this group for having the courage to do what they never have. That is a big hole to dig out of, and I don't know if they can do it." 
 
    "You don't believe in them?" Millie asked, not bothering to dull the sharpness of her suspicion. 
 
    "Of course I do. It's not about them. Arguing only works if the other side listens, Millie." 
 
    "And you don't know what will happen if they don't?" 
 
    "No. And that's what frightens me." Niamh finally made eye contact. "So I'm sorry I snapped at you. It wasn't about you. It's also why you won't see much of Ivy until we get word from France. She's put on a brave face, but she's even more torn up with worry than I am. Poor Pretoria is in for a long lesson, I think." 
 
    "She seems fine," Millie said, casting a look towards the dining room. 
 
    "Well, she's not. That's why we were talking in private before Pretoria showed us why it was worth going up North to get her," Niamh said. 
 
    "All right. But… why are you so worried? They won't hurt them, you said." 
 
    Niamh, shockingly, smiled. "Because while Yekaterina is the most diplomatic and charming of you lot, she also has the second-shortest temper. But unlike you, she only needs a thought to kill everyone in that room." 
 
    "Why would she do that?" Millie said over her heart thundering in her ears. 
 
    "Because change comes hard to those who have no mind to do so. They're scared of us, and what we represent. If they underestimate her or Victoria, they might say the wrong thing." 
 
    "Then what?" 
 
    "Then EVE will be responsible for wiping out witch culture as we know it." Niamh's eyes were shadowed, but in those shadows danced a twisted sort of pride. "So yes, I'm afraid. I just don't know for who." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Now that the excitement of the Lighting had worn off, the Council wasted no time in getting to the heart of why it had been convened in the first place. 
 
    Katya had never been present in a courtroom, but she instinctively felt that that's what the Hall transformed into in moments. Something about the way the older witches suddenly sat, the way Marianne arranged her papers, opening a thick file stuffed with yellowing paper and a forest of bookmarks. Even their seating arrangement made more sense, with Octavia and the other Manifested witches sitting together directly across from EVE, the faces they could see the most clearly more wizened, their eyes narrower. The way Desdemona stood before the door with her arms crossed, to keep people in. The way the faces of Helga and the other younger witches suddenly flushed with concern. 
 
    The way Sveta's hand fell on Katya's wrist and gripped it tightly. 
 
    "Be it resolved," Marianne began suddenly, without preamble or even clearing her throat, "that the witches of the group collectively called 'EVE' did wilfully and maliciously break the pact of the last Council, and revealed the existence of magic and witchcraft to the entire world," she intoned. "How do you answer?" She looked to Selene, who met her eyes easily and unwaveringly. 
 
    "We dispute the wording, and the insinuations made by it." 
 
    "But you do not dispute your breaking of the pact?" 
 
    "My charges were not signatories to it, nor did they even know of its existence, ergo, they were incapable of doing so." 
 
    "You were." 
 
    "I performed no acts of magic that day. I was not even present at the site," Selene said. 
 
    "But they were your charges?" 
 
    "They acted in accordance to their statuses as employees of the Long Aircraft Concern, and there is ample documentation to that fact. They had permission to use magic in case of dire emergency, which is exactly what they did." 
 
    "So noted," Marianne said. "Are there any who wish to press this further?" 
 
    Are there any, Katya noted. Not 'is there anyone.' Almost as if she expected the answer, Katya thought. 
 
    "I do," said a witch called Maria, from Iberia. Spanish or Portuguese, Katya had no idea, but she looked as Katya imagined someone from that peninsula would: tumbling clouds of black hair, golden skin, dark eyes, their exact colour hidden in the shadows allotted by the light of a mere 24 candles. She was clad in deep reds and greens, with voluminous sleeves that flowed with every motion of her hands. Katya had to acknowledge that she was undoubtedly beautiful, more so for the likelihood that she was hundreds of years old. 
 
    All of it tarnished by the fact she had stood to speak against EVE. 
 
    "All of this is hair-splitting," she said in an exotically-enunciated English. "We all know what they did, it was in every newspaper in the world within a few days. It matters not what they did. Those are indisputable facts. What is unknown is why." 
 
    Fabric rustled as Maria stood to look down on EVE. "I remember how passionately you spoke at the last Council, Selene. You and Ivy moved many of us, me included, to tears with your stories. You pleaded with us to do something, to keep anyone else from suffering as you had, and we agreed. You helped make these rules, by your hand, your word and your past. You, Selene. So imagine my astonishment to learn that they," Maria jabbed a finger directly at Vita, "were the ones to shatter that pact. Your witches, Selene. You and Ivy. It was a slap in the face, and I want to know why." 
 
    "That they saved the lives of over 200 people that day should be enough, I would think," Selene said, meeting Maria's eyes easily. "That's why we disappeared, wasn't it? To save people?" 
 
    "To save witches. We chose to disappear to spare our sisters what happened to you and so many others. You risked all of us in the name of a handful of non-witches." 
 
    "That you would assign a value to one more than the other speaks to your character, not my decision-making, Maria," Selene said, biting off the last few words like a shark severing the tail from a fish. 
 
    "No, don't try to make this about our moral failings, Selene," said another witch. Ludmila, from the Balkans. Hearing an accent so close to Katya's own made her heart flip inside out, but the look in the older witch's eyes settled it right back down again. In gray and brown, she looked like a place that had been a battlefield for decades; tired and slightly dishevelled, but determined to stay on her feet. "This is about you. You can say you weren't there, that they didn't know, but they were only in that position because you put them there. That there are witches in the employ of warmongers like the Longs is despicable, and to know that it's solely because of a woman who spoke so eloquently in favour of the exact opposite is heartbreaking. Witches working openly for people who made their fortune building the engines of war is heinous and inexcusable. How many of our sisters did the war kill? How much longer did it go on because Britain kept pouring instruments of death across the Channel? Instruments made by your 'employers.'" Ludmila nearly gagged on the word. "At the last Council, we listened, and we agreed. Now this. Why, Selene?" 
 
    All eyes turned to Selene then, including Katya's. She had expected venom, hatred, screeching rebukes, but what she was getting was disappointment, and it stung so much worse. The witches speaking against them were hurt; betrayed, and Katya felt herself sitting a little lower in her seat than she had been. 
 
    "Because the world changed," Selene said quietly. "The world in which I was burned is not the world that set itself alight in the summer of 1914. Suffering untold, I could not—" 
 
    "Suffering? Suffering? The only country that suffered less was America, and they were only in it for a few months," Ludmila said. "My home was destroyed." 
 
    "As was mine," Vita said, the air on Katya's left cooling with every word, as if someone had thrown open a window into the heart of winter. "Along with my parents. If you want to compare suffering brought on by the war, we all have stories to tell, if you wish to be here for the rest of time." 
 
    Chastened, Ludmila sat back, tossing an errant hand at Selene to continue. 
 
    "I could not let that continue without answer. Over 300 years had passed since my burning, since Ivy's torture. What were our lives against the possibility that we could save hundreds? Thousands? We had to try." 
 
    "This is where Colette comes in, I presume?" said the other French Council member, Josephine. Of Vita's height, but Elise's colouring, her wavy hair caught undulating lines of candlelight as she turned to EVE. "That… how do you say… silver tongue of hers?" 
 
    Katya felt Vita tense. 
 
    "Yes. She was the link between Ivy, myself and the resources we needed to find new witches." 
 
    "Ones who didn't know any better?" 
 
    "Ones who existed," Selene said. "Or has our dramatic population decline gone unnoticed by the rest of you?" 
 
    "How altruistic," Maria spat without looking at Selene. 
 
    It made sense, Katya thought. If they were all secret, and it was basically up to freak luck as to whether a girl with the Talent was born into a family line that had a practicing witch in it already. As much as secrecy, it was simple numbers keeping witches isolated from one another. 
 
    "It started as an experiment, to see if it could be done. In the end, we made hardly any difference." 
 
    "At the cost of the British government learning about magic." 
 
    "They barely spared us any attention. They were pleased with our healing remedies, but witchlights and rejuvenating teas were of minimal value to the war effort. They had coffee by the tonne coming from America for that," Selene said. She sounded so tired all of a sudden, as if the reality of the last four years had suddenly hit her; or she was just waking up from a dream and sought only to go back to sleep. 
 
    "And all of this behind the Council's back," Josephine said. "You, Ivy, an exile, and one who would be if she'd ever left Ireland. That you share blood with that maniac seems more significant in light of your alliance with weapons-makers." 
 
    To Katya's astonishment, it was Vita who spoke up in Niamh's defence. 
 
    "Don't speak of her that way. She has done more for us than any of you ever have." 
 
    "And you would know, Raven of the wood? Your time is coming. Hold your tongue until you're spoken to." 
 
    "I will not," Vita said. "You and the others have spoken unprompted in prosecution, and I will do so in defence." 
 
    "Yours is not defence, it's stating an opinion. An ignorant one, at that." 
 
    "Order!" Marianne bellowed again. "Raven of the wood, Josephine is correct. Your defence is not one made to the facts as stated, it is personal. Keep your objections relevant. Josephine, do not talk down to a fellow Council member, particularly a Manifested one, if you're so keen on the traditional rules." 
 
    Katya's eyebrow raised. That was important, she knew, she just didn't know why. She also didn't know why they were only referring to Vita by such a strange monicker, but she didn't want to lose her candle by asking irrelevant questions. 
 
    "Well, speaking of the traditional rules, I have an explanation in lieu of Selene giving direct answers. It's no secret this Council's feelings toward the late Colette, or Niamh. Or by extension, theirs toward us. Resentment, perhaps?" Maria said. 
 
    "To be honest, I don't think Niamh spares you much thought," Selene said. 
 
    "Doesn't she? With every life she takes with magic, every drop of blood spilled, she makes her feelings abundantly clear. Contempt, pure and simple. Acting in direct contradiction of this Council's decision and the spirit of magic itself. She is a bloodthirsty murderer, and you have done nothing to rein her in. In fact, you've given tacit approval by having her a part of your little cabal, and you already have the next generation of zealots to show for it, don't you? One Millicent Brown? Fancies herself some kind of knight in magic armour. Or 'witchscale,' as my notes indicate. Ridiculous name. It's only a matter of time before she stains her hands red as well. Murderous witches, Selene. Unheard of in all our history. Yet that is your legacy. Your blood." 
 
    "Niamh is her own person, and acts in accordance with her own conscience," Selene said tightly. 
 
    "Spare us!" Ludmila exploded. "Enough dancing around it." Levelling a scarred hand, she pointed directly at Selene with fiery emphasis. "At the last Council, there were four Manifested witches. The most ever in a single Council, and something that many thought would never happen again. This time, Selene alone brought five. Five Manifested witches, with four more to spare back home." Glancing around the assembled witches, she shook her head. "Nine Manifests under one roof. That is a suspicious amount of firepower to gather in a single place, isn't it? Not to mention all the apprentices she's inculcating under them. How many is it now? Six? Nine Manifests and six apprentices. We've already seen their arrogance, their eagerness to show off their power, almost as if they're challenging us. It's no secret Selene, Ivy, Colette and Niamh have had their issues with those of us here on the Continent. What is this but an attempt so sever themselves completely from us? Amass unchallengeable strength secretly, then unleash it on the world and dare us to undo it? A fait accompli if I ever saw one." 
 
    Katya felt as though she'd been smacked in the face with a shovel. What was this? Looking to Sveta, her eyes were solid gold, flicking between speakers and listeners alike. Her expression was completely vacant, as though her mind couldn't be bothered to spare the energy to give it an expression. Versailles replayed in Katya's mind in seconds, and she put her hand on Sveta's arm, if only to give her mind some kind of anchor. I'm here, she thought as loudly as she could, but only the twitch of Sveta's fingers came in response. Katya would have to take it as enough. 
 
    "I feel the slime of Niamh's tentacles in this," Ludmila said. "This ostentatious level of power should only be seen as a threat. A means to overturn the way things have always been done among us. Why else would she have three Russians with her? They don't play nicely, either. The perfect alliance. Several of us even helped you in your efforts to get to Britain, didn't we, sestra?" She looked directly at Katya. 
 
    "Yes. And we are very grateful," she replied, baffled that she should need to.  
 
    "And yet you ran straight to them. Never thought once about staying here, did you?" 
 
    "Britain was as far away as we could get," Katya said. "That's all we wanted. To get as far from Russia as possible. Somewhere isolated." 
 
    "Of course. The Russian exodus is known to all of us. There are other Russian witches given safe harbour all over, all of them unwilling to come out of hiding, even if it meant a seat on the Council. But the only four, three now, with Manifests all ended up under Zoya's wing, in the same place as the first Coven in centuries made up entirely of Manifested witches, making two. Two. Two complete Manifested Covens in the same place, at the same time." 
 
    Ludmila looked about at the other older witches, leaving Katya to presume that they had all been present at the last Council. The younger, Helga included, looked overwhelmed and more confused than anything. Katya just hoped this diatribe wasn't getting anywhere with them. 
 
    When she looked back at Ludmila, she was staring directly at Katya, and she involuntarily squeezed Sveta's arm. 
 
    "You are very young," the Baltic witch said. "Laughably so, for your power. But let me say to you, because I'm sure Selene has been silent on this: that is literally unheard of. Do you understand that? How utterly insane it is to have that kind of magical strength in one place at one time? I'm surprised you haven't killed each other. Well, one of you did already. Or was it two? I'm not clear on the details of the late Colette. I'm sure that this one was present for the deaths of both is just a coincidence." Ludmila pointed at Vita. 
 
    Vita's Manifest was a writhing viper within her, but if anyone else could feel it, they didn't show it. And neither did Vita. For all that her magic was roiling within her, her face was placid and controlled, her eyes sharp as they soaked up every detail of those who spoke of her so. 
 
    "You're dangerous, and you've risked the safety of all of us with your reckless disregard for how things have been done for centuries. After the last Council, witch persecutions dried up almost completely. Now, in the last two months, no less than a dozen have started up again, including in England. Scattered and isolated for now, but how long will that last? How much more blood will be on your hands when all is said and done, Raven of the wood? Your Manifest saved your life, but doomed the rest of us. Perhaps we'd be better off if you tried again?" 
 
    At this, it was Katya's Manifest that reared up inside her. For all the anguish over Vita's and whether it was of her or merely in her, Katya was barely able to keep hers from exploding out. At the mention of Vita's suicide attempt, and the flippant disregard for the pain that it entailed, Katya felt her Manifest plunge directly into her emotions, and they roared out of her core as one to the surface, skimming just below, flame licking against glass.  
 
    Three pairs of eyes turned away from Selene to Katya then, giving away that they were the only other Manifested ones at the table besides Octavia. 
 
    Katya met their looks easily and returned it with the barest hint of a smile. 
 
    It's true. What you're feeling is happening. Keep pushing us, she didn't say. 
 
    The last year, all the stress of life since the Circus, her endless race of staying ahead of the press, the crushing hurt she'd delivered to Grace, her past, her future, it all swirled within her, fodder for the flames of the Firebird. 
 
    "The simple fact of the matter is that Selene was here, and not only argued vociferously for, but helped draft the wording of, the agreement that this Council voted in favour of unanimously. She swore to abide by it, as we all did," Ludmila continued, completely oblivious to what was boring its eyes into the side of her head. 
 
    "But now that she's broken her word, she's assembled an army to protect herself with. Importing Russian mercenaries. And why isn't Ivy here? Her partner in this disgrace? One of you had to stay out of our reach, is that it? Or was she too cowardly to own up to it? I will give you credit for coming here at all, Selene. I won't besmirch you for that."  
 
    Maria continued so seamlessly that it had to have been coordinated. "Out of 11 total Manifests, two are dead, one by suicide and one more attempted; a government made aware of not only the existence of magic and witches, but also the means to Strip us of it. Letting Niamh influence a generation of witches, resulting in another abhorrence in the form of one Millicent Brown; and sitting here with us today perhaps the most powerful witch to ever live, yet mentally unstable to the point she not only tried to kill herself, she is also apparently confused as to which gender she is." 
 
    Tiny hairs of ice stood up on Vita's sleeves.  
 
    Then Octavia spoke, and they turned into jagged spikes. 
 
    "Is it not true, Selene, that you took great exception to our initial response to what happened to you and Ivy? That you've long felt that we weren't there for you following the events that resulted in your Manifests? That we abandoned you, or forgot about you? But when you came, did we not listen? Did not this Council vote in favour of your proposal? We agreed with it. It was, and is, the proper solution to the persecution we faced. Wasn't that enough? It must not have been, since you came here, and brought the two most powerful witches in the world with you. Why not you and Ivy again? You both Manifested, why not? Not threatening enough? You could have just brought Elise and Svetlana. Beautiful Manifests fully in keeping with what a Manifest should be. Two of the most empathetic people, not just witches, I've ever met. That would have been a more contrite stance than bringing these two. But you and your government had the same idea, didn't you? You put your biggest guns on the table to show us what kind of damage we're in for if we disagree, is that it? These two," Octavia pointed between Victoria and Katya, "are a threat, and have threatened me personally already. And we have ways of dealing with threats." 
 
    The light of the Council Hall flickered and danced with a few hesitant nods, but more with the heads that whipped to Octavia to stare at her in open horror. From older witches all, though the three Manifested ones, Katya noted, were not among those nodding. The younger ones seemed to have given up on understanding, and were just waiting for the spectacle to unfold. 
 
    But within Katya, the glass was beginning to crack. Spiderwebs crawled along the underside of her skin, fire, flame, fury roiled within her. That Octavia was threatening what Katya thought she was after having entered Katya's home, spoken the way she had to Sveta, looked down her nose at EVE and its apprentices, now having clearly lied to them about she and Vita needing to come at all, ensuring they arrived last… 
 
    Katya would make her say it. Here, in front of everyone, Katya would make Octavia say what she was intimating, and put her on record as having done it. Those responsible for sifting through the ashes could decide for themselves who was responsible for the inferno. 
 
    "And what 'ways' might those be?" Katya asked unprompted, ignoring the Head and every other witch present, their eyes open wide to what she couldn't say. Katya bore into Octavia from across the table with every bit of intensity she could muster without loosing what so desperately wanted to be loosed. "How would you deal with us, Octavia?" said a voice that had come from Katya, but one she didn't recognise. 
 
    Octavia, in her galling overconfidence, opened her mouth. "Since you've put it out in the world as a tool of controlling witches, we could have you Stripped." 
 
    At that word, the world stopped. The flames burning above them froze, becoming incandescent orange and yellow glass. Within her chest, Katya's heart skipped a beat, as though the moment was so foul and repugnant that it had been snatched out of time. 
 
    She'd said it. 
 
    In Katya's mind, she heard the hiss and pop of roaring flame, of the consumption of that which was dead to bring life. 
 
    To awaken light from darkness.  
 
    "Do you know what's it's like to be violated, Octavia?" Katya asked, barely loud enough for the question to make it across the table, instantly silencing everyone else's reaction. "To be held down and have someone impose their will on you? To have it forced inside you while you lay there terrified and helpless, every plea for mercy met with either force or laughter as the one with the power exerted it, knowing there was nothing to stop him? Do you know that feeling? You must not, or you would have never threatened to do it." 
 
    "Why would that be?" Octavia asked, the realisation of what she'd said eating away at every word until the last one teetered on the edge of collapse. 
 
    To call what split Katya's features then a smile would be to tarnish the word forever. "Because I will burn this place to the ground, kill everyone here and salt the ashes with the tears of your loved ones before I let you do it to my sisters, or me." 
 
    Gasps exploded through the hall. Panicked breaths, bulging eyes, it was as though the air was suddenly void of oxygen.  
 
    The flames of the Firebird had consumed it.  
 
    "If you are threatening to Strip us, then I match threat for threat: try it and I will kill you," the Firebird proclaimed, each syllable the ringing sound of glass, the extreme heat of its creation dripping from her lips to scorch the earth. "The last time I was raped, I tried to take my own life. Do not think so highly of yours that you believe I won't take it to keep it from happening again." 
 
    "That kind of language is absolutely out of order! How dare you—!" 
 
    "How dare you!" Katya exploded, shooting to her feet as flames leapt from her fingers, spiralling up and through the chandelier, racing across the ceiling to plunge the room into blinding brightness. It was not fire of air and fuel, it was arcane, born of raw emotion. White and inextinguishable, the heat flared across Katya's skin and she soaked it up to turn it back out again, tearing the shadows asunder to replace them with her wrath.  
 
    "You brought us down here! To lecture us, to scold us and hold our feet to the flame in order to change our ways. Well I am the flame, and I do not burn. And I do not accept being threatened with rape and death for the sake of maintaining the veneer of authority you claim to have over us." 
 
    "Death? We did no such—" 
 
    "Colette killed herself because she was Stripped," Vita answered coolly; biting civility to Katya's naked fury, even with arcane fire lighting up her eyes and turning her black wardrobe the colour of smoke. "I was there when it happened, and I will never forget the sound she made when it did. Have you ever heard it? Have you seen the light go out of a witch's eyes when she is severed from her magic?" Silence answered. "If you try it, and Katya wishes to reduce this place to ash, then I will gladly burn. But if she doesn't kill you and I still breathe, you're going to wish you'd suffered a fate as merciful as burning alive." 
 
    One pair of blue eyes burned cold, the other hot. The Raven and the Firebird stood side-by-side against the oldest, wisest witches in the world, staring out at them long enough to see the latter blink first. 
 
    "I think that's enough talk of rape and murder for one day," Marianne said. "We will adjourn until tomorrow, and let tempers cool a bit." 
 
    "Agreed," a chorus of voices said. 
 
    As Marianne began collecting her papers, she shot a look of unadulterated disgust to her left. "Octavia, a word, please." 
 
    As the Council dispersed for the evening, leaving in pairs and groups of hushed, animated conversations, the witches of EVE remained, unspoken-to and unacknowledged. Katya's flames withered and vanished, returning the hall to its previous dimness. 
 
    Yet for all that, she and Vita were still standing.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They had hardly been adjourned an hour, yet Victoria had already chewed her thumbnails down to the quick, and she was concerned she would have fewer fingertips than she'd had when she left England by the time she returned. The guest house was as empty and foreboding as it had been when they'd arrived, but now the walls were threatening to cave in from the tension and the floors finally collapse from the clunking footsteps of several agitated witches. 
 
    "She lied to us," she said. Octavia was a name that would stand beside 'Garland' and 'Huxley' as those that would prompt an immediate, gut-level  reaction from her as long as she lived. As far as Victoria was concerned, it was a curse. The other two were vile, abusive, reprehensible men, but the world was littered with them, had in many ways been built by their ilk. 
 
    But witches were supposed to be different. Everything Victoria had been lead to believe, every interaction she'd had with witches told her that they could be trusted, that they were all on the same side. To have that illusion shattered so thoroughly and so publicly left Victoria shaking with impotent rage. To unleash what she kept shackled within her would probably kill her, and that she was unwilling to risk for one so loathsome as Octavia. Victoria swallowed it, buried it as well as she could, but stinking traces of it still wafted up from the earth she packed over the top. 
 
    "Why would she do such a thing?" she demanded, her expression hard as she never would have imagined when pointed at Selene. 
 
    The great matron was clearly disquieted, refusing to meet Victoria's eyes for the first time since they'd known each other. "I don't know. She has always been unpleasant. She has served her purpose well, but she has few friends, I think. That her feelings are mirrored by Maria and Ludmila seems an alliance of convenience. But why she has singled you out for such ferocious contempt, I cannot say. Our interactions have been brief and far-between. Svetlana, my dear…" 
 
    The auburn-haired Russian was barely cognisant. She was sat up in a chair, but she might as well have been asleep for the lack of expression on her face. Elise was standing beside her with her fingers on Svetlana's wrist, her brow pinched in concern and concentration. 
 
    "She needs rest. Soon," Elise said. 
 
    Selene nodded. "Svetlana, I need you to be strong for a little longer," she said, her eyes giving away how little she wanted to have to ask even something so small. "What did you sense from Octavia?" 
 
    Svetlana's expression didn't change, and her lips barely parted enough to let air pass through them. "They are very frightened." 
 
    "Who is?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "Many of them. They lost much in the war. They want to agree. But they would need to abandon what they know." 
 
    "Why wasn't there a Council during the war? Any attempt at coordination, of mitigation? They all seemed appalled by the very idea of ADAM," Victoria said to Selene, but it was Svetlana who answered. 
 
    "Fear. Always fear. They are like to drown in it. When the war was mentioned, I caught many thoughts. Many feared it would be the end of witchkind. More did not realise how close that came to reality." 
 
    "Until we saw how few of us from the last Council came," Selene said heavily, and Victoria knew it wasn't speculation, but her own personal reaction as well. 
 
    Victoria began to pace again. Even though the fighting had been limited to a relatively small geographic area, Victoria and everyone else at EVE were evidence of how far-reaching the war's effects had been. Hundreds of miles away from the front, in Britain, it had been felt acutely. Here? Tens of miles away, with every resource being funnelled down the gullet of the war machine, it must have been even more hellish. 
 
    Fear was a motivator for EVE, but one tempered with hope. The things said in the Hall didn't sound hopeful at all; they sounded resentful. 
 
    "Others fear… you," Svetlana said. 
 
    "Me?" Victoria said. 
 
    "Us," Svetlana corrected, more lucidity returning to her the more she spoke, the more time she spent in the world the rest of them could see and hear. "Not only our power, but what it represents: change. Again, the future. We are it, and they the past. They fear losing their influence as much as their lives." 
 
    Victoria's boots thunked across the floor. 
 
    "Thank you Sveta. Rest now," Katya said softly. For Victoria, her words were considerably firmer. "Vita please, sit down. You're making me more nervy than I already am." 
 
    Reluctantly, she complied, falling into the couch and raising a huge cloud of dust. Ensnaring as much as she could in her Manifest, Victoria compressed the dust down until it was gathered into a single mass the size of a marble. With another flick of will, the marble deformed and sprouted ears, and by the time it settled in Katya's lap, it was a tiny gray rabbit. 
 
    Light leapt into Katya's eyes at the sight of the little construct, but the moment she went to touch it, it collapsed into a shapeless pile in the middle of her lap. "Thank you," she said, brushing the remains onto the floor. 
 
     Selene shook her head with a bemused smile. "That is what they need to see." 
 
    "They aren't giving us much chance. I feel surrounded," Victoria said. 
 
    "And that is deliberate." 
 
    "I know, I just don't know how to counteract it." 
 
    "I probably didn't help," Katya said. 
 
    "You were right to react as you did. Octavia went far beyond the pale, and she is being deservedly admonished for it, I would imagine," Selene said. 
 
    "How has it come to this, though?" Katya asked, staring down at her hands. "We're threatening to kill each other."  
 
    "Not as unusual as you would think, Yekaterina," Selene said. "Councils are often… passionate. Few have ever had the means to carry out their threats, however." 
 
    The notion did have a degree of foreboding about it, Victoria had to admit. She'd meant every word she'd said in the Hall, yet now with only an hour or so's distance, it shook her to her core to know that she had. She was, in many ways, glad for Katya's spectacular outburst, it had saved Victoria from having to do it. 
 
    "Would they actually do it? Attempt to Strip us and force our hand?" Katya said.  
 
    "Some would," replied Svetlana. "Octavia was not bluffing this time." 
 
    Octavia. "She lied to us," Victoria said again. It only made her angrier to repeat it. "All of it. Didn't she? They were expecting you and Ivy to come, not us." 
 
    "It appears so," Selene said. "I do not know her motivation for such an act, or if the other members are aware of it. I will be meeting with some of the elders tomorrow morning before the Council resumes. They must be made aware of Octavia's duplicity." 
 
   
  
 

 "Will they believe you?" Katya asked. 
 
    "I think that your outburst may work in our favour on that score. I doubt many will question it as anything but genuine." 
 
    "It was that," Katya said, fingering the dust that remained on her thigh. There was something to her tone that made Victoria look over. 
 
    "What is it?" she asked. 
 
    On Katya's pale skin, the dust motes stood out, speckling her fingers like ash. "I don't know what came over me. I could barely control it, Vita. It just… burst out of me when Octavia threatened us. I wanted to kill her." 
 
    "But you didn't," Victoria said sympathetically. She'd had the same struggle about Huxley on the day of the Circus. The same struggle she'd had herself in the Hall, the one the Crones explicitly told her she would go through for the rest of her life. Haltingly, she extended her hand, placing it on Katya's wrist. "You didn't, Katya. You're in control. Remember that. It's your body, and your power, not the other way round." 
 
    Katya continued to look down into her lap. "It doesn't always feel like it." 
 
    "I know," Victoria said. "But we have to remember in order to make it true. You and I both know what happens when we give up." She nodded forward, to Svetlana and Elise; their sisters, their Coven-mates. "We can't do that again." 
 
    This drew Katya's eye up to the other two, and then to Victoria. "I wasn't planning on giving up." 
 
    "I know. I should have said 'give in.' That would be far worse, I fear," Victoria said. She held Katya's eyes, and she saw the understanding within them, even if she wouldn't say it aloud. The temptation that lurked within Victoria lay within Katya as well, and they were going to need each other more than ever to help tamp it down. Not only for the sake of others, and whatever havoc they could wreak, but for themselves. "It changed, didn't it? In there. I felt it." 
 
    Victoria was aware of Elise's attention swinging towards them, but Victoria couldn't look at her then. She needed to know Katya understood, and that it was real. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Katya's fire was purely arcane now. White-hot, without need for oxygen. It would burn under water or in a vacuum, inextinguishable without Katya's consent, or death. Even then… 
 
    A flame no bigger than could be found on a candle flared in Katya's palm, as white as her hair, and Victoria could feel the heat being emitted even by such a tiny thing. The air around it roiled and waved, a column flowing upwards like a river, forcing Victoria to retract her hand. 
 
    Elise approached and Katya snuffed out the flame, crushing it in her palm. Unprompted, Elise put her fingers to Katya's neck. 
 
    "It is the same as Victoria. Your blood pressure is higher," she said. 
 
    "It's raw magic now," Katya confirmed. Quietly. Ambivalently.  
 
    Such a step up in her power would have, before this trip, been a cause for celebration. A sign they were advancing and learning. Now, however, it felt more like they were strapping more dynamite to a bomb they hadn't known they were building. 
 
    "Every day I thank the Morrigan that you two found each other," Selene said. Her voice was a mixture of relief and concern, her eyes lingering on Victoria in a way that made her shift in her seat. It wasn't suspicion, more of a wariness, one Victoria couldn't recall ever having seen before. 
 
    Selene looked away first, and out the window. "I feel someone coming up the walk. Could someone see who it is, please?" 
 
    "I will. I need to move," Katya said. Looking at Victoria, she gently squeezed her wrist. "We'll get through this, Vita." 
 
    Victoria nodded, though she doubted the two of them agreed on what 'this' meant now. As Katya strode away into the hall, Victoria felt her attention being drawn up to Elise. 
 
    "You are both in danger now. I will help her to understand her body, but you must help her mind. Her control. All you have learned since the Circus," the nurse said.  
 
    "I will," Victoria said.  
 
    "I believe you. But sometimes you must be told many times what is best for you," Elise said with the barest hint of a smile playing at her lips. 
 
    But Victoria didn't return it. "I know. But it's more than just me now. To be as selfish as I have been would give her permission to do it, too. I have to be better." 
 
    "I am glad you are learning the right lessons," Elise said. "Caring for others is an excellent teacher." 
 
    "Is that the nurse talking, or Millie's lover?" Victoria asked in genuine curiosity. Each had their own, far different implications. 
 
    Deep within Elise's sky-blue eyes was a tiny spark, even if the face that surrounded them was deathly serious. "I am both of those things. The answer is the same." 
 
    Before Victoria could press for elaboration, a pair of tired footsteps could be heard echoing through the empty house as they approached, English being softly spoken in two different cadences and accents. 
 
    When Katya returned, it was with Helga in tow. 
 
    "Come in, please," Katya said, gesturing into the room from the door. "It's not much, I'm afraid." 
 
    "It's big," Helga said, craning her neck as she peered into the shadows that their witchlights didn't reach. 
 
    "I'm surprised they let you come here," Victoria said as she stood to greet their guest. 
 
    "They've no mechanism to stop me, and they are all deep in discussing you already. Turnabout is fair play, is it not?" There was an infectious twinkle in the German witch's green eyes that immediately lifted Victoria's sinking feelings. 
 
    "How fairs our alliance, in that case?" 
 
    Helga looked down at the Victoria-shaped pattern in the dust on the couch and thought better of making her own. "Undetermined." 
 
    Knots formed in Victoria's stomach, ones that didn't exist in any sailor's manual, ones she was afraid that could only be undone with a sword. 
 
    "Some are coming to agree with the accusations, and see Selene as a threat. Others, like myself, see her as someone who gets results. That litany of things Marianne and the others read off is a list of charges to some of them, and quite the CV to others," Helga said, her eyes alight with just which side she fell on. "But young or old, this isn't going to be won on threats and mutual suicide pacts. I think that they have to see that you're right, not just carrying the biggest stick. You don't want them to side with you out of fear." 
 
    "Why not?" Katya said. 
 
    Helga's shoulder lifted in a graceful shrug. "Is it better to be loved or feared? The fearful will turn on you the instant you show weakness. If you're loved, they'll die for you," Helga said. 
 
    "I don't want them to die for us. Just… help sometimes," said Victoria. 
 
    "Same thing to some of them. You have to understand, when many of them went underground, they went very deeply. To poke their heads up at all takes a considerable effort. Just like some poor sod on the Western Front who got his face shot off by a sniper for having his head over the top for a second, they think that even talking to other witches will get them burned at the stake. Oh… no offence, Selene." 
 
    "None taken. I think you are correct. We can't bully them. They will only entrench themselves further, become more combative. They must be persuaded." 
 
    "More combative? They threatened us," Victoria said, looking between Helga and Selene as if they didn't actually comprehend what that meant. She knew they did, Selene more than any of them, but the idea that EVE was going to have to mollify someone like Octavia made frost form on the fringes of her hair, limning jet-black with ghostly white. 
 
    "You weren't there when Colette was Stripped. It is not a mere bargaining point, or an idle threat. It is deadly serious, and I will void that room of oxygen and watch them choke to death on their arrogance if they attempt it. Do not mistake," Victoria said, looking to every other witch in the room, "I will not allow that to happen to anyone in my presence again. Ever." 
 
    "Vita," Katya said softly, her eyes saying everything else; silently repeating the conversation they'd just had back at her, and Victoria held her tongue, her hands working at her sides, balling and twisting as her self-control smashed headlong in her need to lash out, to do something about what roiled within her before she broke beyond her ability to stop it. 
 
    "No-one doubts that, Victoria. But Helga's right. This won't be won that way. We need your mind, not your Manifest," Selene said tiredly. 
 
    "You really were there, weren't you?" Helga asked. 
 
    Victoria fingered the rings on Colette's bridal gauntlets. "I was. What of it?" 
 
    "Nothing… it… must have been horrible. I believe you when you say you would kill me to keep it from happening again." 
 
    Blood rushed away from Victoria's face, and she felt herself go pale as a sheet. "Helga, I… I apologise, I didn't mean—" 
 
    "Yes you did. But it's all right. Well, it's not, but I understand. If you say death is preferable to being Stripped, I believe you. I would prefer neither, of course, but if that display I saw is a reflection of how deeply your passions run on this subject, then I defer to your experience," Helga said. "Many people felt it, as much as saw it. I think Octavia did great damage to their case. You should press your civility. Be rational and level-headed." 
 
    "That sounds like you, Vita," Katya said. 
 
    "As I feared. But I don't know what I can say to them to sway their opinions. They are clearly just as passionate about our guilt as we are about our innocence. What good will rhetoric do when they've already made up their minds?" 
 
    "They've only heard half the story," Helga said. "Octavia's half. The half based on emotions. All they've heard is what they already believe, yes, but you only have to prise away a few of them. What's the expression? 'Beyond a shadow of a doubt?' Cast more light. You're good at that," Helga said with a sidelong glance at Katya. "And I am willing to help you with your arguments. On one condition." 
 
    "And what is that?" Victoria asked, perplexed that Helga would be so bold as to entreat herself so, only to yank it all back at the last moment. 
 
    Katya and Elise had much the same thoughts, and it was immediately obvious Helga felt the room shift. She threw her arms out defensively. "I just want to know how to make witchlights fly!" she blurted. 
 
    Victoria and the others relaxed visibly, and the room seemed to brighten. 
 
    "We would have done that anyway, but you can't take it back now," Katya said. 
 
    Though the hour was already late, they sat down and got to work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pretoria sat in the dining room with the morning newspaper laid out in front of her, lit by the witchlight burning on top of her head. She looked down on it, the true scale of the task ahead only getting bigger the more pages she turned. 
 
    It was just a field of black ink; columns and columns of words, a cloud of meaning she had no hope of deciphering. How did people make sense of any of it? 
 
    In her first lesson with Ivy, she'd learned one letter: 'T' 
 
    It was in gigantic type at the top of the front page, and seemed as good a place to start as any, even over Ivy's point that this particular edition was full of French. 
 
    Still, Pretoria stared at her 'T' until it was burned into the back of her eyes, and went about searching for others. 
 
    It was hard, gruelling work, and she started seeing double almost immediately, so when she looked up to see two Alexandras, she was less put off by the idea than she would have otherwise been. 
 
    "I… I brought you something," Alexandra said. "My way of apologising for being horrid to you." She reached into the shopping bag she was carrying and pulled out two thin books. "I thought you'd like to start somewhere a little easier than the newspaper." 
 
    They were clearly meant for children, as the covers were splashed with big, colourful illustrations of everyday objects and animals; a tree, a cat, but very few words. 
 
    "These are the same books I learned to read English from. Though these are updated, of course," Alexandra said. "A gift from the British am… from a British friend of my father's. I used them when I started teaching my brother…" She took a sharp breath, visibly settling her emotions before swallowing hard. "I thought… that maybe I could help you. If you'd like." 
 
    Pretoria was flabbergasted. "I… I don't know what to say," she said, running her hands over the books as if they were precious artefacts Alexandra had brought back from India or Egypt. "Would you do that for me?" 
 
    "It's the least I can do. You have my sincere apologies for how I behaved. I was wrong, and you deserved better. I almost drove you away. It's only right that I should give you a reason to stay," Alexandra said. 
 
    "Thank you. I would like that very much," Pretoria said. 
 
    Visible relief washed over Alexandra, and she smiled for the first time Pretoria had ever seen. She took the seat next to Pretoria enthusiastically, setting her hands on the table. "Call me Nastya. Please." 
 
    Pretoria felt her brow bunch together. "Is that… a nickname?" 
 
    "Of a sort. Russians have many of them. You'll see when the others come home," Nastya said with a conspiratorial smile. "What about Pretoria? Is there a short version?" 
 
    "Not that I've ever heard," Pretoria admitted. Even Aunt Agatha had only ever called her Pretoria. The thought of Aunt Agatha made her look at Nastya again and think of the reaction she'd had to the mention of her brother. 
 
    "Well, we'll have to change that at some point. We're very fond of nicknames in Russia. I'll think on it. Now, would you like to get started?" 
 
    "I… yes," Pretoria looked back down as Nastya opened the first book, the brand-new pages crinkling and popping as the bindings stretched for the first time. Pretoria had never opened a new book before. "Do they all smell like this?" 
 
    "Many do, yes. It's a smell I hope you come to love as much as Vita and I do." 
 
    "Vita?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "Victoria's Russian nickname. You should see how many books she has in her room. I don't know how she found so many in only six months," Nastya said in clear approval. "Or where." 
 
    "Could you teach me to write, as well?" Pretoria asked hopefully. 
 
    "Of course! I love writing letters. When my family wrote letters to each other, we only wrote in English. It was good practice," Nastya said, her voice catching on the word 'was.' Pulling a handkerchief out of her sleeve, she dabbed at her eye. "I'm sorry, Pretoria. It's still hard. Sometimes it catches me by surprise." 
 
    "It's all right. I understand. I don't think it's all hit me yet." 
 
    "It will. But that's all right, too. We'll help you through that, as well. You're with your sisters now. Where you belong." 
 
    A nebulous, uncertain feeling that had been swirling around Pretoria since she'd first been introduced to Ivy solidified in her mind all at once. The element that had been tugging at the corner of her mind, but hadn't been able to put her finger on: Aunt Agatha had never been as heartfelt to Pretoria as EVE had been. She had loved Pretoria, and done her very best in raising her sister's daughter, but it had never been her choice to do so. 
 
    Now, Pretoria knew beyond a doubt, that EVE wanted her. 
 
    And she wanted them. 
 
    "Thank you… Nastya." 
 
    "You're very welcome. Now, shall we get started?" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Council Hall, when it was full again, was dimmer. Not only in comparison to how much Katya had brightened it, but for the fact there were only 23 candles burning now. 
 
    Below the one that had been snuffed out sat Octavia, looking both chastened and perturbed, her arms crossed over her chest as she sat low in her chair. Victoria would have called her petulant if not for the hollow look in her eyes; the emptiness where her self-confidence used to reside. 
 
    Banging her gavel, Marianne called the Council to order once more, and the nervous buzzing in the room silenced immediately. 
 
    In its stead flowed a tension that was almost palpable. Like insidious gas, it was thick and heavy, moving evenly throughout the closed space and completely indiscriminate in whose features it transformed. 
 
    Victoria, for her part, was not immune, and she could do little but keep her eyes cast down to her hands. Though they were Colette's, the green of the bridal gauntlets brought to Victoria's mind Millie and Ivy's eyes, of all those back home who weren't there in body, but were still weighing down Victoria's shoulders. They were why she was here. Why they had come all this way, and she knew that today would be the one that decided what kind of future that their efforts would bring forth. 
 
    After the display the previous night, the glances she and Katya received were furtive and brief, Selene's suspicious, and Svetlana's absent altogether. The Russian's reputation having clearly preceded her, Victoria wished she had thought to ask Helga about how everyone else saw Svetlana, and just how much they knew about her Manifest. 
 
    Helga herself was seated as before, though she drew considerably less attention than she had the previous day, which was just as well. Victoria was the one who needed to hold the eyes and ears of the others for now. 
 
    Marianne cleared her throat, and all eyes fell to her. "To this assembly of sisters I say this: any repetition of yesterday's outbursts will not be tolerated. The instigator has been duly castigated, and it will not be spoken of again for the duration of the Council." The Head made sure she was well understood before speaking again. "Though it was not my intention for it to be thus, yesterday ended up being a de facto argument of prosecution. It is only right that today function in favour of the defence. Selene, as the eldest of EVE, do you speak for them?" 
 
    "I do not. That honour falls to Victoria." 
 
    "Very well. Proceed," Marianne said. 
 
    Nodding her thanks, Victoria stood slowly, her heart hammering so hard she feared that if she stood up too quickly she would fall right back down again. She'd wanted the eyes and ears of the other witches, and now she had them. The other twenty Council members, and all those other witches ringed around them, even more than yesterday, they all gave Victoria their undivided attention. No matter what their reasons for doing so, they all clearly wanted to hear what she had to say. 
 
    With a final touch of Colette's gauntlets, Victoria gathered herself as best she could, looking out over the sea of magical power she found herself an island amidst, and plunged ahead. 
 
    "I, and my sisters of EVE do not come to you in opposition," she began. "But nor do we come in supplication. We come as equals, to have our reasoning and our choices heard in open Council." 
 
    Getting no response to this, Victoria continued. 
 
    "The events of the Flying Circus in April were unintended and unplanned-for. It was not our intent to openly flaunt the rulings of this Council, nor to turn up our noses at our sisters here on the Continent. Indeed, at the time, we didn't know we had any. But what you must understand is that when I and the other members of my Coven first learned that we had this Talent, that we could one day become full-fledged witches, we had no idea that it was even possible. Magic was a myth, a component of fairy tales and legend. We did not grow up with it, as so many of you did. We were all of us shattered and broken by the war, and only wanted to do our part in making a difference as to its outcome. The more we learned, the more powerful we became, but it was all done in isolation. This is not Selene's fault, nor Ivy's, nor Colette's… nor yours. Your isolation was prudent, and perhaps ensured that there are any witches today at all. I understand your reasoning, and had I been present at the last Council, I would have probably agreed with it. But this is not the 17th century, it is the 20th, and the world that I was born into is very different from yours." 
 
    As she spoke, Victoria made sure to make eye contact with every single Council member, and when she ran out, those in the gallery behind. 
 
    "I, like many of you, lost much in the war. My parents, my twin brother, my family home… myself. That the revelation of my gifts came so soon afterward and in such a context, I believed, meant that I had to do something with them. I have lived my entire life in the pursuit of knowledge and higher understanding, and this was an outcome of that pursuit. I earned this," Victoria said, lowering a hand to place her palm flat on the table. Then through it. 
 
    Gasps flew, many stifled by hands over the mouths they belonged to, but Victoria ignored them, pulling her hand back out and flexing her fingers to prove they still worked. 
 
    "My Manifest. Millie. Elise." Victoria glanced back to where she stood and gestured in her direction so all would know and see. Though she wasn't allowed a voice at the Council, Victoria would make sure Elise was acknowledged.  
 
    Victoria continued, "All in the same week, a month after the end of the war. Though I do not believe in fate or destiny, it is difficult to ascribe those circumstances to mere accident. Few of you here have Manifested, I understand. I say that not in mockery or to hold myself above you, but to illustrate that there is more than one reason that our thinking is so at odds with yours. We, my Coven and our mentors, strove very hard to try to make a difference in the outcome of the war. To shorten it, make it less bloody, to ease the suffering of those affected, something. We largely failed. 
 
    "And yet… and yet we still had this power. Our gifts. And so EVE was founded. Not just as a school, as is our public perception, but as a means for witches to make a difference in the world. To stop the last four years from ever happening again." 
 
    "Why?" Maria interjected. "Who are you to take that upon yourselves?" Many nods from around the room echoed her sentiment. 
 
    Victoria met Maria's dark eyes easily. "The American president Abraham Lincoln once said that if you want to truly test a man's character, give him power and see what he does with it. The greatest war in human history was fought here. Killed your friends. And what did you do with your power?" she looked about at a ring of downcast eyes.  
 
    "Nothing. You did nothing. I leave it up to your conscience to tell you what that says about your character. Did your isolation salve it? Do you tell yourself that you were just following the rules? There is a calculus there, I admit, balancing one against the other, but after four years of horror, death and misery, to cling to a 200-year-old ruling as a reason to let it continue… that I cannot understand." 
 
    "You don't live here, Raven of the wood. You don't have to stew in the consequences," Ludmila said. 
 
    "Don't I? We?" Victoria asked, gesturing to Katya and Svetlana. "What happened at the Circus is a consequence. It set fire to my home, threatened the lives of my friends, all because one man took exception to the actions of powerful women. Millie often speaks of 'the day they come for us' when it comes to why she trains with Niamh, why her Manifest is the way it is. That day in April was that day… the first day. Walter Huxley may have known about witches, but he acted against the Longs, not us. The Longs, in their capacity as businesswomen, made a choice he disagreed with; was threatened by, and he lashed out. Magic spared us the outcome he wanted. 
 
    "In the end, it didn't matter that we were witches. The Longs aren't witches. He came anyway. Every minute of every day, someone out there is 'come for.' Someone who can't hide, who can't protect themselves, because the power to do so has been systematically taken from them. All those wives abused by their husbands, all those daughters beaten by their fathers. Those women whose hearts belong to other women and are institutionalised for it, or worse…" she had to consciously avoid looking back at Elise as she swept the room with her gaze. 
 
    "They've already been 'come for.' Where is their Council that decrees that they disappear? They can't. They are without power and without hope. We are nothing if not both of those things, and if we succeed at nothing else, it should be providing it to them." Victoria turned. "Katya, my bag, please. Thank you."  
 
    Victoria pulled out a stack of envelopes that had previously called the special box on her desk home and held them aloft for all to see. Setting the rest on the table, she opened the topmost and began to read:  
 
      
 
    "'Never have I believed that magic was real, but here I sit, writing a letter to a real-life witch. I sit here alone under the cover of night in fear that my husband will find out, but you have given me the courage to take this step: to say thank-you. I have been belittled and berated my entire life, made to feel small and helpless, but you have given me the most precious gift I could ask for in the darkness of my life: hope. All is not lost; you stood before the Reaper and made him turn away. You stood on your own two feet, and used your power nakedly and unabashedly for the good of so many, and let it be known that it was possible for a woman to do so. To stand up. I do not know that I will ever find the courage to stand up for myself, but know that you have given me the wherewithal to begin searching for it.'"  
 
      
 
    Victoria gently set the letter down on the ancient table. "She understandably withheld her name, but know that it's real. And this one. And this one; these are all real letters from real people, all saying the same thing. For whatever fear we may have stirred, we have given hope to as many. Shattered by the last few years, they needed magic to be real. It was a relief to know that there is more to the world than what they can see. What they have been left with." 
 
    "Hope gets a few letters written, a boost to your egos, perhaps. Fear gets witches killed. Fear gets whispers spoken. Fear gets anyone who stands up a club over the head," said Josephine. 
 
    "Yes. Fear killed Colette. Fear of her by weak men. And now these are all that's left of her." Victoria held up her hands. "Centuries of life, of learning; philosophy, music, science, these are all that has returned to the land she was born in. These and what's in here." Victoria tapped her chest over her heart. "I stand here because she stood up first. She chose to better herself and you banished her for it. And now she's dead. By her own hand after having her gift forcibly taken from her." 
 
    "Because of you," Josephine said, looking from Victoria to Selene. 
 
    Victoria nodded. "Yes. And you. We all bear responsibility for what happened to her. To deny it is an insult to her memory. I have had many long months to come to grips with that fact. Though Colette was many things, she was unafraid. Only at the very end. The terror in her eyes as—" Victoria paused, unable to finish. For all she had managed to recover, describing that moment was still a step too far. "You have let fear rule you for too long." 
 
    More than one pair of ancient eyes looked away from her then, and into their own thoughts. Many of the younger wore expressions as though she had plucked their thoughts from their heads and spoken them aloud. 
 
    "Fear has kept us safe," Ludmila said, confirming the generational divide. 
 
    "Is that why there are so many new, younger witches here today? Because you were safe? No, fear kept you impotent in the face of dire need. But I do understand your reasoning. You fear that the tallest nail gets the hammer," Victoria said. "Something you learned painfully from experience, I have no doubt. I sympathise. But what you need to understand is that things have changed. We don't live in a world of hammers and nails any longer. It's a world of rationing and starvation by naval blockade, machine guns that can cut down lines of men in seconds, aircraft that can bomb you in your bed, of chlorine gas; heavier than air, it will creep down the stairs and flood this place like fog, and you will choke and die on your own vomit in your place of greatest refuge." Victoria let the reaction to that ring the room several times before she moved on.  
 
    "The telegraph and the radio… the world has grown too small to hide any longer. Especially here. This isn't deepest Africa, or the wilds of Canada. The next war will be fought here, because the last one was. And all of those things I mentioned will only get better. Faster, smaller, more precise. More powerful. The Paris Gun will be nothing compared to what's next. 
 
    "But it doesn't have to. We… us, collectively, are unique. We have skills and knowledge that no-one else possesses. Your hard-earned secrecy can be put to good use, and not just the blankets you hide under while you wait to die as an entire air force screams over your head." 
 
    Victoria felt something in the room begin to turn, but she didn't know what. It wasn't a thawing, but something was happening. Maria's eyes no longer burned with suspicion, but were liquid with pensive contemplation.  
 
    She was listening. 
 
    Josephine's hands were trembling on the table, but she was unable to meet Victoria's eyes at all. 
 
    "How?" asked a younger witch with an accent Victoria interpreted as Scandinavian. 
 
    "We act," Victoria said. "The war toppled the world order. Nations are being rebuilt as we speak. Even Britain. Gaining the franchise will help us shape government into one we might prefer. Decisions are being made on the ground that will lead to wildly different outcomes if our voices aren't added to them." 
 
    "And how does a Manifest like yours factor into this? Why witches?" said one of the older Manifested witches, Carice. Her shadowed eyes were open but fearful, the glint of candlelight like tiny embers in their depths. Embers that needed to be kindled, to have the breath of hope blown on them before they would catch. Clearly, some part of her wanted to follow the path Victoria was laying out, but couldn't take the first step. The lines on her face, the smooth control she had over her Manifest, the Dutch witch had clearly been living with it far longer than Victoria had hers, but unable to use it the way she felt she should. The same frustrated need was in her eyes that Elise had worn until recently, and Victoria saw a chance. 
 
    "Because our strength is necessary. Because there are those who don't listen to reason, who prey on the weak. To terrify them into either following or silence. Diplomacy doesn't work in a vacuum. What if someone could have stopped the bullet that killed Archduke Ferdinand? What if she could have fired it back? Where would we be now? We can show the world the good that magic can do, to add it to the repertoire of tools we have to make a positive difference. All of us, no matter how strong, can do that." 
 
    "This sounds awfully speculative, and dangerous," Ludmila said, making Victoria regret her example in front of a Serbian witch. But it was too late to take back, and she pressed ahead, conceding the point. 
 
    "It is both of those things. I'm not a prophet. But I read the treaty, and I was there when someone meant to violently declare that it wasn't good enough. To do nothing about the future those things portend would be irresponsible. To not seize this moment in history in order to help forge future history would be foolhardy. This, right now, is our opportunity. The world is looking for leadership, for stability. The revelation of our existence so close on the heels of the war can be used to our advantage. While it is still reeling, we have a narrow window within which to set our own path, to set the terms under which the world reckons with us. To sit idly by and do nothing while others determine our intentions and our means is far more dangerous, in my opinion. You may be unhappy with what I and the rest of EVE have done, and I can begin to see why, but you cannot continue on as you have done anymore. If you prefer the word 'blame' or the word 'credit,' I accept both equally for my role in exposing you to renewed danger. But what I will not stand accused of is apathy." 
 
    Sweating in the airless room, Victoria adjusted her necktie. But as she did, it made her look down. To her tie, her waistcoat, her trousers, her boots. She fingered the edge of her sleek bobbed hair. "I adapt. I persevere and grow." She looked to Katya and Svetlana, who had done both in far greater amounts than Victoria hadn't the wherewithal to imagine doing herself. She turned to Elise. Her heart, her Manifest. To love and heal, to live, she had adapted the most, into the radiant witch so much the angel Millie saw her as. "And so do they." 
 
    Victoria looked back to the room. "So should we all. I ask that you look at the world that exists now, the one shattered and shaken by the last five years, including that which was done by myself, and extend to you the opportunity to help re-forge it. Together." 
 
    "Knowing what you know now about your Manifest, do you still argue that we must act? This path, for you, leads to only one end," Marianne said. 
 
    The end she almost reached in Versailles, on the floor of Bertram's cabin, or in Private Stokeworth's grave.  
 
    But she had returned. As Victoria or November, the darkest shadow in a life grown dim. Splintered by events half a world away and at home by her own hand, it was only now that she felt whole again. The war was over, and her future, while not set in stone, had a trajectory once more. The knowledge that it may well kill her was ironically making her more determined to live it out. Had she died by her own hand, it would have been a pointless, senseless death, accomplishing nothing save to destroy her friends as the ultimate expression of a mind in desperate need of help it was unable to ask for. But now, she knew more than ever, her life had meaning. 
 
    Exercising her power might kill her. 
 
    Failing to would. 
 
    For her parents, for William, for Colette, she would take that risk to ensure that their tragedies were never repeated. It was her risk to take, and though she had no illusions of dying a glorious death to go down in myth as a legend, she would not wait around for it to come to her. 
 
    She chose to make a difference. 
 
    Looking to Elise, Katya, Svetlana, and last of all Selene, Victoria's fingers clasped the gold rings she wore, and felt her splintered self solidify for the first time since that fateful November nearly four years ago she had indelibly marked her skin to remember. The trials, the tribulations, the tragedy, the complete upheaval of her identity and sense of place in the world, there was a cohesion within her that she had nearly forgotten was possible. 
 
    There was darkness within her. Katya had seen it, as had the Crones. 
 
    Now Victoria did as well, and she embraced it. 
 
    She was the Raven of the wood. She would never soar free in clear air above the world, and she accepted that now. She was of the forest, replete with dangers and shadows, but also brilliant patches of sun made all the brighter for the contrast. She would surely get lost from time to time, but with the lights in her life, she would always find the way home. 
 
    As she looked about at the inscrutable eyes arrayed around her, some ancient, some merely old, others burning with youth, she stood before them liberated. Not from oppression or political strife, but from fear.  
 
    "Yes," she said. "To shirk the responsibility of wielding this Manifest because it may bring me harm would make me a hypocrite of the highest order. Not only must I act, I must lead by example. I will not sit in the back and push others forward, I will set out before them and lead the way." 
 
    Victoria looked down at her hands, the hands she had once beseeched to tell her what they knew, of what they had done. She knew the answers now, and she would use them to build her future. Their future. 
 
    "You don't need to follow. I can ask, but your answer is of course your discretion. However, please do not stand in our way. The old world died in Versailles, and the new one will be built by those who seize the opportunity to do so. I choose, here and now, to build. To help shape the future we will all have to live in. If you wish to remain hidden in it, by all means, do so. It will happen without you." 
 
    "That sounds like a threat," Maria said, but without her heart in it. 
 
    "No," Victoria said. "I have no voice in government because others don't approve. I have no higher education because others don't approve. My friends cannot publicly express their love because others do not approve."  
 
    Power surged within her, and it felt right.  
 
    Of this, the Raven approved. 
 
    "But I will not await your approval. EVE is our voice, and we will speak. Whether the world listens or trembles, we will be heard. If the old world is truly dead, the meek will not wait to inherit. We will take it." 
 
    Deep within the bosom of the Council Hall, there was no sound from outside its walls. No light from the surface, only that which was brought in by those who occupied it. No sign of what the wider world would think about what Victoria had said. 
 
    She looked out at flickering shadows deepening the hollows of so many eyes. Eyes that had seen so much, lost much, and were terrified of losing more. But from within many of those shadows light began to flicker. There was loss, yes, but now their could be growth. For many of them, for the first time in decades or centuries, witches could gain something, not have it stolen away or dashed at their feet.  
 
    Hope, that thing that Victoria had so earlier decried, was in the air. 
 
    "Does she speak for you in this, Selene?" Marianne said. 
 
    The ancient witch looked up with her gray eyes to meet those of her peer. Eyes that were limned in tears. "She does." 
 
    "Yekaterina? Svetlana?" 
 
    "She does," they said together. 
 
    "Very well. Is there anyone else who wishes to speak?" Marianne scanned the table, many faces looking away, as if afraid to be called upon. When she reached Helga, the younger witch met the older's harrowing look with bright, open eyes. 
 
    "I do," she said. 
 
    "The Council recognises Helga of Bavaria," Marianne said. 
 
    "Thank you," Helga said, and got to her feet. "I feel that this entire enterprise has ignored the voices of one group quite conspicuously: the losers. Germany, Austria-Hungary… what of us? The world calls us the aggressors, and that as may be, our people suffered as much as anyone." 
 
    "Tell that to the Belgians!" said someone to Victoria's left. 
 
    Helga shook her head, the look on her face distorted with heartbreak. "This is not about that. This is about us," she thumped her chest for emphasis, her opera training letting her project her words to every inch of the Hall as she continued, "the ones who pay the price for the decisions of others. I didn't invade Belgium and France. I watched my grandparents succumb to diseases they could have survived if they'd had a decent meal in the months before they died. I watched my dog starve to death because there wasn't enough left over to feed him. What voice did I have in any of it? None. I was taught to respect the Kaiser, to follow blindly the choices that he made, and regard the suffering of my friends and family as necessary for the war effort. The war to… what? Be like Britain and France? Be… an empire? To smash France so we could turn around and fight the Russians? For what?" Helga shook her head again, throwing up her hands. "Nothing. The Rape of Belgium will be hung around the necks of every German for generations, as you just did. My neck. Mine. I had no voice, no say, no choice in what happened, and yet you curse me. Verdun, the Somme, these names will live on for eternity, and it will all be my fault. Our Russian sisters," Helga nodded to Katya and Svetlana, "have suffered unimaginably, and that too is my fault. Isn't it? It's what you're thinking, I know. I can see it. I overheard it. The only reason we haven't been the worst received is because EVE is here. And you dislike them for breaking your precious rules. Well, the Raven is right. We have a chance to stop this from happening again, and we should do it. And not out of selfish reasons, not because I don't want to be blamed for the atrocities that occurred during the war, but because they shouldn't happen again. To anyone. 
 
    "It was old people that set the world on fire, but it was the young who were burned the worst. There are entire villages in Germany that have no men left in them. I wanted to help, to do something with my magic, but I wasn't allowed. I had to maintain the secret. I had to sit by and let an entire generation fall below the thresher. For what? Again, nothing. They died, and the secret got out anyway. I'm tired of it. I'm tired of being a tool, I'm tired of being told what to do, and for a German to say that out loud, you know how strongly I must feel about it. The old generation started the war, and even older generations made me sit on my hands while the world burned down around me. No more. I am a witch. I have a mind, and I have hands, and I choose to use both to rebuild a world you helped to tear down. Bavaria stands with Britannia. Where the Raven and the Firebird lead, I will follow. Their future, no matter what it is, is preferable to your past." 
 
    With that, Helga gave Victoria a look before resuming her seat. 
 
    "Very well," Marianne said. "Anyone else who wishes to speak in EVE's favour?" Getting no response, Marianne continued, "Then I see no reason to put off the vote any longer." 
 
    "Don't we get a rebuttal?" Maria said. 
 
    "This has already gone too far in resembling a courtroom. This Hall is for voting after you've already had your minds made up. I can barely breathe for all the people stuffed in here, and we still have several more motions to get through," Marianne said testily. She motioned to Desdemona. "Bring in the cauldron." 
 
      
 
    The Council Hall was thick with tension, and Victoria feared she would break in the face of it. She had said all she had come to say, and though Katya and Sveta had given her the reassurance that she had done well, the looming prospect of judgment by everyone else was clawing at her insides like a cornered badger. 
 
    Beside her, Selene was silent and still, even for her. She acknowledged nothing and no-one as whispers and gestures wound round the table and through the gallery along the wall. Spirited discussion had flared up all around them, well short of heated, but opinions on Victoria's appeal were clearly divided. Some dismissed it as irrelevant to what EVE had done, others the exact opposite. Victoria and Selene both were the target of many fervent glances and stabbing fingers, both in support and not. 
 
    But amidst all of it, Selene remained unmoving, seemingly unaware of what was happening around her, because of her. 
 
    It was unnerving. Victoria had never known Selene to be overly demonstrative, but when opposed in something she was passionate about, she could dig her heels in every bit as well as Victoria could. Part of the gravity of her wisdom came from her perpetual calm, the even temper levelled out by centuries of discipline, but this felt different. Perhaps it was just the looming judgment that had been awaiting them since the day Octavia had arrived at their door.  
 
    To Victoria's right, Katya was in animated conversation with Sveta, who kept throwing furtive glances Selene's way, as though what she heard in Selene's silence was cause for concern. But the more Katya pressed for answers, the more Sveta retreated, her gold eyes looking past her as she puzzled out what she was feeling from EVE's matron. 
 
    Pushing into Victoria's thoughts through the single, ancient door came Desdemona, carrying a solid iron cauldron, much like the ones used every day at EVE, but larger. It was far more ornate, with raised reliefs of vines winding around the neck. It had clearly never been used for its intended purpose, as it was spotlessly clean, with no scorch marks or discolouration of any kind. It looked brand-new, but Victoria's cursory examination revealed it to be very old; she wasn't practiced enough in metallurgy to be able to say exactly how old, but she doubted it had been cast in this millennium. 
 
    The extra weight made Desdemona's footsteps fall even heavier on the wood floor, her pace not slowed in the least by over a hundred pounds of solid iron as she moved around the table to set it down just behind Marianne. 
 
    From within, Marianne pulled out a nondescript burlap sack, swollen and dimpled with whatever was inside. 
 
    "For those of you who are new to Council, let me explain the voting process," Marianne began. "You will be each handed a wooden chit, one solid, and one with a hole punched in. Solid for yea, hole for nay. You may also choose to abstain, if you wish. In case of a tie, there will be another round of debate before another vote. This will continue until a consensus is reached, whichever comes first. Are there any questions before we proceed? No? Very well. The proposal before the Council is thus: the group known as EVE willingly violated the pact forged at the last Council, and in so doing, exposed the existence of magic and witchcraft to the wider world. Majority 'yea' will trigger a round of punishment deliberations. Majority 'nay' will drop the matter and the Council will move on to the next item on the docket. Now, would all seated members please rise and—" 
 
    "Selene, no," Sveta whispered just as the older witch shot to her feet before the rest of the Council could even move. 
 
    "I wish to say something," Selene said to resulting looks of irritation and confusion, barely discernible through the pulsing of Victoria's heartbeat in her vision. 
 
    "Selene, you had your opportunity to speak. You waived it," Marianne said. "Now the Council will speak. All seated members—" 
 
    "I accept full responsibility for EVE's creation and its actions in April, and submit myself to the Council's judgment," Selene said quickly. "What happened lies upon my head, and it was my failure to teach my pupils about the pact and the Council that led them to act as they did. That failure is mine, and mine alone. They should not suffer for it." 
 
    Victoria stared up at Selene in shocked disbelief as Katya's hand clamped down on her wrist. "Selene…" 
 
    Ignoring Victoria completely, Selene stared across the table at Marianne. "What say you?" 
 
    "This is highly unorthodox, Selene." 
 
    "It is my right to confession prior to judgment rendered." 
 
    "And it is our right to reject it, should it be seen as a selfish ploy to spare other guilty parties," Maria said with a look at Victoria. 
 
    "It is so," Selene said. 
 
    Marianne looked across the table and around, fingering one of her wooden chits as she considered what she'd heard. 
 
    Somehow, Victoria found the ability to turn away from Selene to look at Katya, and back to Elise. Both wore the same look of abject surprise and no little betrayal that Victoria felt churning within her own breast. 
 
    It took considerably more effort to brave a look at Sveta. 
 
    Her gold eyes appeared almost liquid, swirling around her irises, bound by the sclera into twin rings of gilt mercury. But whatever she was sensing from the room around her, hers was the only face that was anything resembling normal, almost peaceful. 
 
    Unnerved, Victoria looked away to Marianne just as she spoke again. 
 
    "Are you sure about this, Selene?" 
 
    "I am." 
 
    "Very well. We vote to accept Selene's confession. The four of you are exempt," Marianne pronounced, pointing at EVE. "The remaining twenty, then." 
 
    In a shockingly efficient exercise in democracy, the votes were cast and tallied in under two minutes, which lost all surprise when Victoria got a look at the chits that Desdemona pulled from the cauldron and laid bare in front of the entire Council. 
 
    "Confession accepted," Marianne pronounced. "The matter of EVE is settled. Now, the next question is to whether the pact should be rescinded, and witchcraft allowed to be practiced openly…" 
 
    Victoria, Katya and Sveta all stared at Selene as she resumed her seat. 
 
    The stiff calm she had been forcing on herself was gone, and she relaxed, the incredible tension that she'd been under the last few weeks lifted from her features. Or even longer, perhaps. How long? But now, sitting all alone, she looked… unburdened. Free. Whether it was her conscience or a simple sense of obligation, it had clearly been satisfied. 
 
    It wasn't until the first argument was being made concerning the next item that Selene turned to acknowledge her charges. When she did, she set a pale, scarred hand atop Colette's gauntlet and gently squeezed Victoria's fingers. "It's all right. Trust your sisters." 
 
    As Victoria stared down at the most affectionate gesture Selene had ever performed in her presence, her mind instantly began spooling up, trying to work out how such a thing would be possible. 
 
    The vote had been unanimous. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya collapsed onto the sofa in the guest house, utterly unable to support her own weight any longer. Sveta followed her down, falling on top her a dead weight that was fast asleep before Katya could even re-take the breath Sveta had forced out of her when she landed. 
 
    Elise settled lightly on the floor, her platinum hair pooling on the sliver of cushion left over between her back and Sveta's slumbering form. 
 
     Putting one arm protectively around Sveta, Katya reached out with the other for Vita as she stood stoically before the window, staring out into the rapidly retreating sun; a solid column of night doused in the flames of dusk, twin to the shadow she cast across the floor. Alone. 
 
    "Vita, be with us. Please," Katya said quietly.  
 
    Slowly, Vita turned.  
 
    Maybe it was just circumstances colouring Katya's perception, but never before had Vita looked so much like Selene as she did in that split second; pale vulnerability swathed in dark, foreboding armour. Orange light bathed half of her face, the sharp shadow of her hair falling across lips drawn flat with contemplation. Her eyes were sunken and dull, the formidable, brilliant blue reduced to the colour of a churning sea on a cloudy day. 
 
    She reached out and took Katya's hand, allowing herself to be guided down to sit beside Elise, the two who had known Selene the longest leaning against each other as the last of their energy fled them. 
 
    Without realising she was doing it, Katya found herself stroking Vita's short hair, pale, slender fingers working furrows into the field of jet-black. 
 
    "Is this real?" Vita said into the room. 
 
    "Unless we're having the same dream," Katya said. 
 
    "I wish to wake up," Elise said. 
 
    Sveta continued to sleep, working herself closer against Katya as she dreamed. 
 
    The pact was dead. Witchcraft was free to be practiced however its practitioners wished. EVE was clear to act how they saw fit. 
 
    Katya knew they should have been spending this time building alliances, forging the future of witchcraft in Europe, but they were being forced to wait. Nothing could move forward, nothing new could happen until the question of Selene was answered, and EVE had been booted out of those proceedings. In truth, Katya was glad for it. She couldn't have sat through listening and watching as an observer. It was too hard, and she was too tired to keep the Firebird at bay in the event she didn't like what she heard. 
 
    'Trust your sisters,' Selene had said. 
 
    Katya wanted to. She really did, but what had been the point of Helga's 'alliance' if they'd all voted to accept Selene's confession and throw her to the wolves? That she was interested in being present for explanation of. 
 
    But Sveta was warm, and Vita's hair soft, leading Katya soon into a shallow sleep, where her myriad thoughts couldn't follow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victoria had never before experienced the sensation of someone running their hand through her hair, but she was quickly coming to understand why people liked it. It was soothing, comforting to know that she was cared for, and surrounded by those she, more than ever, needed and wanted as her sisters. 
 
    Even Elise, especially Elise. When their hands touched, the presence of her Manifest and the sudden awareness of all those witches deep underground, of the birds in the trees overhead, the flowers blooming throughout the forest reinforced that feeling, solidifying Victoria within herself. 
 
    The darkness was there, but the light of Elise kept it coiled tightly, far into the shadows that wafted within Victoria like wraiths in search of cracks to slither into. 
 
    With Elise's touch and presence, Victoria felt strong. With her sisters, in spite of what was happening without them, she felt reassured. She had done her very best, and though the final outcome was still uncertain, there was nothing she would have done differently, except perhaps pay more attention to Selene and her intentions. 
 
    The sound of the front door opening and closing took a long while to penetrate into Victoria's thoughts, but when they did, it was all at once, and she bolted to her feet, shocking the others into sudden consciousness as Selene approached, her footfalls soft as she crossed the dusty floor. Trailing just behind were Marianne and Helga. And to Victoria's surprise, Carice. 
 
    "I am happy to see you like this," Selene said with overt melancholy, her eyes at complete odds with her words. 
 
    "Why did you do it?" Sveta demanded without preamble. 
 
    As though she had expected it to be the first question, Selene was measured in her response. "Because it was the right thing to do. All of the machinations of politics were… the wrong way to go about it. Though Victoria spoke as well as could have been expected of anyone, the final decision should never have come down to rhetoric, no matter how gifted. By my own rules, what I did was wrong, no matter the outcome. For you, and for my own mental state, I needed to accept that." 
 
    Marianne nodded. She had been as objective as Victoria could have asked, but now that it was over, her sympathy to Selene's position was obvious in the set of her features. "I have known Selene for a very long time. And in that time I have never known her to act selfishly or rashly. For her to do as she has done today, and with you, I am certain it was in good cause. As I see the four of you together, and from reading Selene's reports on you, I can believe that that still holds true. And on behalf of the entire Council, you have my apologies for Octavia's behaviour." 
 
    "That's all well and good, but what is to become of Selene? What came of these… punishment deliberations?" Katya asked. Vomited, in the case of the last two words. 
 
    Selene looked between the four of them slowly, as if trying to commit the moment to memory. "I won't be returning home with you." 
 
    "What?" the other four said simultaneously. 
 
    "Because as you are sisters to one another, so am I to them," Selene said, gesturing to Marianne and Carice. "I broke my word. When we voted at the last Council, I gave my solemn oath to abide by the decision we reached together. Colette may have been the one to actually introduce the idea of ADAM, but it was me alone who went to the Longs before it collapsed. It was I that brought you to the Longs, and that was just as much a violation of my oath as ADAM. But in light of you being who you are, the sentence is rather light, considering." 
 
    "What is it?" Katya asked, flicking a suspicious eye at the others just behind her. 
 
    "I stay here. There are many more frightened young witches here than at home, and they will need guidance, just as you did. That, and I think they want to keep a better eye on me," Selene said with the faintest trace of a smile. 
 
    "How can you joke about this?" 
 
    "Because I'll still be here, Victoria. If this war you fear truly is coming, you'll be back. EVE will need the allies it's created here, and I can act as a go-between when that time comes." 
 
    "What allies? We haven't done anything." 
 
    "Oh, but you have," Marianne said. "Not all of us resent you, you know. Some of us have been waiting for witches like you to take the reins. Perhaps not quite so… spectacularly, however. Your passion has been missing for a long time among us. I knew it would take something big to shake us out of our doldrums, and you've done quite a job of it. Selene did the best possible thing she could have by confessing. She'll be welcome here, and the others no longer have anything to hold over you." 
 
    "You don't want this, do you?" Katya said to Selene, ignoring Marianne. 
 
    "Name one person in history who has ever wanted their punishment. No matter how much good I may accomplish in this one, it is still a punishment. But I acknowledge I deserve it. I broke the rules. Rules I helped write. To do any less would reflect very poorly on me, and the pupils I taught." 
 
    She turned to the foremost among them. 
 
    "Raven…" Selene smiled ruefully, looking at Victoria in a way that she was unprepared for: as an equal. "Quite the stable of monickers you're collecting. But this one suits you. All the risks, the setbacks, the long nights where I questioned every decision I've ever made… you were worth it. I cannot express to you how proud I am of you, Elise, and Millie. Out of that random gaggle of girls assembled ad hoc from across Britain and France, you three…" Selene sniffled, the most human emotion Victoria had ever seen her express. It choked up all of them. "A Manifested Coven. The first in centuries…" She turned. 
 
    "Elise. The Angel of Longstown. You have come so far, I can still scarcely believe you're the same peasant girl who stepped out of that car with eyes so big I wondered if you would ever close them again. You've worked harder than any witch I've ever known, and you've been justly rewarded for your efforts. You make such a difference to the lives of so many… You, Elise, are the living embodiment of witchcraft." 
 
    "Merci beaucoup, Maitresse," Elise said, her eyes welling up. 
 
    Selene gathered herself, taking a deep breath as the stoic Mistress of ADAM that Victoria had first been introduced to reasserted itself. "I have no worries about EVE's future. You will make it flourish as I never could." 
 
    "But no-one can replace you. We'll be leaderless," Katya said. 
 
    Selene looked between Victoria and Katya slowly, long enough that they both turned to look at each other.  
 
    "Raven. Firebird," Selene said, "the longer I keep you under my wing, the harder it will be for you to spread yours."  
 
    "But we don't have your experience," Victoria said. 
 
    "I don't think it's going to count for much in this world you're building. No-one's experienced what's coming. The old ways have been struck a mortal blow these last few years, and you don't need me holding you back." 
 
    "What about all the young witches waiting for you at home? They still have a lot to learn from you," Katya said, and Victoria's heart soared at how easily she had referred to Longstown as home. 
 
    "They'll be fine. We're not raising an army, we're teaching witches, and you lot are very good at being witches. 20th century witches." Selene looked between all four of them again. "And the truth is… I'm lonely. There are so few witches in Britain my age. I love you all dearly, but it's not the same. You don't remember what I do. Ivy and Niamh mean more to me than anyone, but being back here reminds me of what I haven't had for so long. We have centuries yet, it won't hurt to spend part of one here." 
 
    "How much of one?" Victoria asked. 
 
    "Until we agree that I've paid the price for my actions. There is a lot of work to be done. Witches long missing to be found, young ones to be trained, a community to rebuild. We've lost a lot in the last 200 years, and we need to set about finding it again. Give my love to Millie, Niamh and Alexandra. Ivy's the old lady now, and she'll do a smashing job, I'm sure." 
 
    "Millie will be upset she cannot say good-bye," Elise said. 
 
    "Then you can bring her here any time. This isn't a prison. And meeting her could do a lot of good on this end." Selene cast a look at Marianne. 
 
    "Perhaps," the French witch replied. 
 
    "I, for one, would very much like to meet her," Helga said enthusiastically, drawing eyes that were anything but. 
 
    "So much for the alliance," Katya said. "You voted to accept Selene's confession." 
 
    Helga nodded as though it was of no consequence. "Yes. She readily gave it, and through you, I knew to trust her judgment. Unless you'd care to give me a reason to regret it? No?"  
 
    The German witch's confidence was as heartening as it was maddening, and Victoria knew Katya felt the same way, given how the tension she'd been holding leaked away the broader Helga's grin became. 
 
    "But just because we didn't end up needing it today, doesn't mean we won't tomorrow," Helga said, flicking an eye to Marianne, who didn't seem to notice. "Selene did the right thing. She satisfied her conscience and sabotaged the older witches at the same time, sated their bloodlust. She admitted she was wrong, which is what they really wanted to hear. Octavia took whatever fight they had with you out of them," she said to the younger witches. "But in case of the hold-outs, she let Victoria speak first. You made your case very well, and it will be the starting point for whatever comes next. I would say she played her hand perfectly." 
 
    Victoria was reluctant to admit the soundness of Helga's logic, but to do any less would be a betrayal of not only Helga, but herself, and nodded her concession of the argument. 
 
    "Where is Octavia, by the way? I would like to say good-bye," Katya said, thunderclouds looming over every word. 
 
    "She will be dealt with." 
 
    As that was all that Marianne appeared to have to say on the topic, Carice took the opportunity to speak for the first time.  
 
    Under steady white witchlight, she was far more striking than in the Hall, with a fall of fiery red hair that cascaded all the way down to her waist, and dark eyes that returned very little of the light they took in, save for the embers still burning within their depths.  
 
    But were they embers? There were no candles here.  
 
    Gold?  
 
    "Svetlana, before you go, I have something I would like to share with you. I felt what you were going through in there, and I want you to know something," the Dutch witch said, and stepped towards the young Russian, hooking her long hair behind her ears to leave her face and intentions as open as possible. 
 
    For a brief moment, Svetlana's eyes flashed gold, but she visibly relaxed at whatever they told her about the state of Carice's mind, and allowed her to step closer. 
 
    Nodding her thanks, Carice closed the distance between them, and to the intrigue of everyone looking on, reached out to place her palm gently atop Svetlana's head. 
 
    The reaction was instantaneous and undeniable, as Svetlana's mouth fell open and the gold retreated from her eyes, leaving them solely their natural, mossy green. Her tongue worked soundlessly as stared at Carice with such intensity Victoria thought she was going to pass out. 
 
    "What is it, Sveta?" Katya asked, her voice rising with concern. "What's happening?" 
 
    "She silenced the voices," Sveta said as her eyebrows shrugged off the concerns of gravity, floating upwards in relief and no little pleasure. Her entire posture shifted, and even as she relaxed, she began to stand taller as the tension that had been bowing her loosened. Her eyes shifted wildly, but not out of fear. "I see your colours, but… oh, my mind is my own again!" 
 
    "It's only temporary, but I can teach you how to do this yourself," Carice said to Svetlana alone, ignoring everyone else. Her face was pure empathy, leaving no question that she knew precisely how she was making Sveta feel. 
 
    "You can? I can… I can keep my gifts?" 
 
    "Yes, brave one. I cannot fathom how you endured this trip without knowing, but I will teach you all that I know. You won't have to live as I did for so long," Carice said, sounding as though she were unburdening herself of some great secret. The embers that Victoria had seen in her eyes in the Council Hall were now unquestionably flecks of gold, awoken to brightness and glowing with an inner fire all their own. 
 
    "Do I have to stay here, too?" Sveta asked. Then the realisation that she'd had to ask hit her, and tears of joy sprung from her wide-open eyes without needing an answer first. 
 
    "No. Go home with your sisters. I will come to you. I've always fancied seeing Britain, anyway," Carice said through a broad smile. "Would you be willing to show me around?" 
 
    "If you can help her, I will make you queen." 
 
    "I, ah, require nothing quite so dramatic, Raven. But if that place has made you as fiercely loyal to one another as it has, I should very much like to get to know it." Carice withdrew her hand reluctantly, but kept her gaze locked on Svetlana. "Go back to your quiet life knowing that you will be able to leave it without fear next time." 
 
    Katya put a hand on Sveta's shoulder, causing her to look over. The smile they shared then would have shamed the sun into an early evening. "Thank you, Carice," Katya said. "We owe you a great debt." 
 
    "Nonsense. I owe you," Carice said. "You've made me useful. But, you're very welcome." 
 
    With that, there was little else to do. Victoria meant to keep their promise to Svetlana, even if it meant a truncated farewell to Selene. 
 
    The great matron was clearly pleased with what had transpired, and gave them her blessing to depart. 
 
    "I won't forget you," Victoria said. 
 
    "I should hope not. How else would you write to me?" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pretoria sat in the common room of the residence for the first time, finally able to say that she felt worthy of the seat she was perched on. She had been made a nominal employee of the Long Aircraft Concern as a 'consultant' for now, having been just able to write her own name on the bottom of the contract that had been read out to her. It was enormous and child-like, but with four witnesses, it counted, and Pretoria was swollen to bursting with pride in herself for having managed it. 
 
    In her first official action under her title, she was watching intently as another young LAC employee laboured at her task only a few feet away. 
 
    On her head were several trembling beads of sweat, her brown eyes narrowed in determination. In her palm was a little pool of deep red witchfog, almost black. 
 
    "A little more energy, Edith It's too dark to see what you're doing," Pretoria said. "Good! A little brighter." 
 
    The soupy fog grew redder, to the point it looked like Edith was cupping cranberry juice in her hand. 
 
    "That's right," Pretoria said. "Feel it. Can you sense the shape? No, don't look. Feel it. It's a little warm, right? It should be." 
 
    "Little bit," Edith said, her brows pinched together so hard in concentration it would probably be a while before they separated again. 
 
    "Good. What shape do you feel?" Pretoria asked.  
 
    "Erm… hand-shape…" 
 
    Pretoria smiled. "Feel a different shape." 
 
    "Bu'—" 
 
    "Feel a different shape, Edith," Pretoria repeated. "You're making it, remember. It's yours. But don't worry about forcing it. Don't command it, just feel it as a different shape." 
 
    "That doesn't make sense." 
 
    "That's why it's hard. But you can do it," Millie said as she looked on with increasing wonder in her eyes. "A witch is nothing without her feelings." 
 
    "So feel a circle," Pretoria said. "You know what a circle feels like. A warm circle in the palm of your hand." 
 
    Slowly, the edges of the little pool of witchfog began to contract and smooth out like Edith was holding quicksilver. The ripples and eddies that had been in it calmed, until she held a disc the size of her eye. Flat on top, the bottom conforming to her skin. 
 
    "That's good, Edith! Look," Millie said. 
 
    Edith peeked open one eye and stared down at her fledgling creation in wonder.  
 
    "Keep going. Focus again," Pretoria said. "Good. Keep that circle. Now shrink it. Like a bubble." As the disc contracted further, it brightened, lightening to the point it looked like she was holding a squashed cherry. "Good! You feel that? That shape? The boundary where the air stops and you start? A warm little pocket. Keep it together. Together, smaller until it's a ball. Picture it, Edith. A little red ball of light. A witchlight. Your witchlight." 
 
      
 
    Sweat was pouring from Edith's forehead, making her hair stick to the sides of her face, but she kept her eyes tightly shut, and Millie could feel her magic working within her, expanding to parts of her it never had. From the narrow, strictly-defined paths it had always been constrained to, it spread out further, like a river cresting its banks to find out where else it could flow to.  
 
    From Edith's core, the feeling of her magic began to solidify, an electric light replacing a candle, and it was this consistent stream that pushed through her, flowing heavily into her left arm. 
 
    Weak red light flashed on Edith's face, once, then twice, wiping out the shadows from her crinkled eyelids and casting her features in one calm mask. 
 
    "That's it, that's good," Pretoria said. "It's yours, Edith." 
 
    With a flare of brightness, suddenly in Edith's hand was a tiny red ball of light. Perfectly spherical, it sat in the palm of her hand with a steady, strong glow, and Edith's features relaxed, banishing the shadows for real. 
 
    "Edith, look," Millie said quietly, reverently. 
 
    Slowly, Edith pried open her eyes and looked down at her hand. 
 
    Her mouth fell open as her face went slack. "I did it." 
 
    Unable to hold back, Millie threw her arms around Edith and hugged her tightly. "You did it!" 
 
    "I did it!" Edith exclaimed, managing to keep her witchlight in place as she was set upon, staring at her creation over Millie's shoulder. "I'm a witch!" 
 
    "I knew you could do it!" Pretoria shouted, but refrained from piling on. 
 
    When Millie pulled away, there were tears in her eyes, making Edith's witchlight swim in her vision and glow all the brighter. As hard as it had been for Millie to make her first witchlight, the pride she'd felt for herself when she'd done it was nothing compared to what she felt for Edith, who stood before the two of them, gawking at the little miracle she had made with nothing more than focus and willpower.  
 
    It glowed in her eyes, lighting them up as they hadn't the entire time Millie had known her. From the terrified young woman who had her entire family's fortunes on her shoulders desperate for an opportunity to work and no idea that magic was real, she was now the latest member of a sisterhood that stretched back over 1,500 years, part of something far greater than herself than even family. 
 
    "Miss Brown… Miss Ferguson… I—" 
 
    "Millie. Call me Millie, Edith." 
 
    "And I'm Pretoria… sister." 
 
    Edith finally looked up from her witchlight to the two of them, and could no longer hold back the tears that burst from her then. "I'm no'—" 
 
    "You are, Edith," Millie said. "You're one of us." 
 
    A young woman from Wales stood in the middle of England and peered into her hand, into the ball of magical energy that she had worked so hard to create, and openly wept. "My brothers won't believe this," she said. Sniffling, she wiped her tears away with a dirty sleeve. "I don't want to turn it off." 
 
    Millie smiled. "None of us did the first time. But it's a lot easier from now on." She turned to Pretoria. "And we have you to thank for that, young lady. You're a very good teacher, you know. I think the ink on your contract is still wet enough we could change your job title, if you'd like." 
 
    "Me? I'm still learning to read! What kind of teacher would that make me?" 
 
    "A goo' one," Edith said, holding up her fledgling witchlight. "You made me a witch." 
 
    Stunned, Pretoria looked between Millie and Edith and back. "Wh— I don't, I…" 
 
    "You have a way with this. Look what you did with your first student. How many more faces could you put that expression on?" 
 
    From the kitchen came the now-familiar ring of the telephone.  
 
    "Think about it, Pretoria. Edith, keep on her until she agrees, will you?" Millie said and excused herself to answer it. But when she pushed open the door, she found she was too late. 
 
    "Already?" Ivy said, the black earpiece vanished entirely into her hair. "Are you sure? All right. We'll be outside, then. Good-bye." With a solid, confident click, Ivy hung up and turned to Millie with an enormous smile. "I can see its uses now," she said. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "They're home." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Do we have to be out here?" Pretoria asked Millie as they stood in front of the residence. Ivy, Niamh, Nastya and even Edith were there too, and she couldn't help but feel conspicuous. It made her nervy and leaky. 
 
    Millie, on the other hand, had been bubbly and excitable since the moment she'd exploded into the common room and dragged them outside, and Pretoria was too unsure of her new station to ask why. The rest of EVE was coming home, of course, but Millie had been like a small child on Christmas morning, buzzing from here to there, being almost too helpful. Pretoria tying her own shoes was still awkward, but yes, she could do it herself, thank you. 
 
    "It's tradition now. When a group comes home, we come out to welcome them. Made you feel good, didn't it?" Millie asked, the twinkle in her eye apparently permanent. 
 
    "If by 'good' you mean 'overwhelmed,' then yes, it felt good." 
 
    To that, Millie smiled and turned to Edith, who looked on the outside about how Pretoria felt on the inside. "I know that look. Yes, you deserve to be here. They will be chuffed to bits to see how far you've come." 
 
    "If ye say so, Miss Brow— Millie." As far as being able to have pride in self-corrections went, it sounded like there was quite a bit in that one. 
 
    Beside Pretoria, Ivy sighed, and she looked to see the older witch staring straight ahead, as if in deep concentration. The smile she had worn when she'd come out of the kitchen had fallen steadily the further she got from it, and now it looked like there had never been one there at all. 
 
    "Is something wrong?" Pretoria asked, drawing Millie's attention in an instant. 
 
    "Not yet," Ivy answered. "I'll know for sure when they get here." 
 
    That seemed an odd notion to Pretoria, but she kept it to herself.  
 
    Millie, however, took longer in letting her gaze turn elsewhere. "They're coming back. What could possibly be wrong?" 
 
    "A lot," Ivy said. There was a distance in her eyes that was unnerving, and Pretoria couldn't stand to see it. Ivy had been such a rock of confidence and encouragement, seeing her unsettled made Pretoria's insides roil and foam like someone had dropped a boulder into them. 
 
    Meeting the rest of EVE was already nerve-wracking enough, so she turned to Niamh, but she too had a look of uncertainty on her face. What was happening? Millie's enthusiasm should have been infectious, but it was almost as if it was having the opposite effect. Pretoria refused to believe they were connected, but the contrast was startling. 
 
    Nastya, for her part, seemed oblivious. "What are you going to do when Elise gets home, Millie?" she asked oddly. A knowing smile pulled at the corner of her mouth, as though she knew the answer already, but would be absolutely tickled to hear someone say it out loud. 
 
    "Never you mind that," Millie said with much the same smile. "And no eavesdropping, either." 
 
    "I would never," Nastya protested. 
 
    "Mm-hmm. You'll get a bloody earful if you do, that's for sure." 
 
    Why was everyone talking in code all of a sudden? All the looks, smiles, glances, there was a whole world that Pretoria was missing, and she felt even more like being out here was a mistake. How could she parse all of this and meet the others at the same time? It felt like her head was going to burst trying to keep everything in it straight. Or bent, even, it still didn't fit. 
 
    "You've only been here a short while, Pretoria. You'll find your footing," Ivy said. "This place will make sense eventually." 
 
    "How did you know?" Pretoria asked. 
 
    "Your face writes in big letters, too." 
 
    Pretoria felt a smile begin to form in spite of herself, but she didn't have a chance to dwell on it, as Millie's hair exploded with how fast she whipped her head to the sound of approaching motorcars.  
 
    "They're here!" she exclaimed in an impossibly-young-sounding voice that made Pretoria think even more of Christmas. 
 
    When they arrived, the witches that spilled out were not the triumphant heroes Pretoria expected. They looked exhausted. Or they did, until they were embraced by their sisters, and they all lit up in a moment, their faces instantly brought to life by the fact that they were home again. 
 
    Millie hugged the French witch tightly, which wasn't surprising for a member of her Coven, Pretoria supposed. Nastya fell into immediate, animated conversation with the other Russians in their native tongue, while Ivy and Niamh pulled Miss Ravenwood aside. 
 
    She was shorter than Pretoria had imagined, her bobbed hair and all-black menswear lending her a kind of mystique, an otherness that took Pretoria by surprise; as did the fact Pretoria could feel the magic within her without trying. She had a confidence and assuredness to her as she began explaining something to the older witches about a person called Selene, which was an odd name, Pretoria thought. Very quickly, though, Ivy waved away the conversation for later, and turned. 
 
    "Victoria, this is Pretoria. That will get confusing, so I suggest one of you come up with a nickname," she said, her lips attempting a game smile to distract from what her eyes were doing. 
 
    Pretoria wanted to be alarmed by that, but there was no time, and she took Miss Ravenwood's outstretched hand without thinking. 
 
    "She already has two," Millie said, nodding at Miss Ravenwood. 
 
    "Pleasure to meet you. You may call me Victoria. For now, apparently," she said dryly. "Welcome to EVE." 
 
    "Th-thank you," Pretoria stammered. "You too." 
 
    Victoria's sharp blue eyes narrowed in amusement, and she turned to Millie. "It's three now, actually. But one of them is only used by you, and another is Russian," she said. 
 
    "I'm willing to share," Millie said before throwing her arms around the shorter witch. "Welcome home, Vickie." 
 
    As they fell into conversation, Pretoria was approached by the woman Millie had greeted first. "I am Elise. Victoria and Millie are my Coven. Welcome to EVE." 
 
    "Thank you," Pretoria said, already overwhelmed to the point she couldn't form any other words. 
 
    "Are you well?" Elise asked. "Your Manifest feels different from the others." 
 
    "I— it's a long story," Pretoria said. 
 
    Elise smiled. "I look forward to hearing it." 
 
    "And this is Katya," Nastya said, handing the white-haired witch off. To add another surprise on top of the pile, she felt the same way Victoria did; the same sense of effortless magical presence that normal Manifested witches didn't have. But as Pretoria was no longer confident in what 'normal' meant anymore, she swallowed her reaction and extended her hand as Nastya continued, "Her full name is Yekaterina Konstatinovna Gurevich, but even by our standards, that's a mouthful." 
 
    "A pleasure. Yes, Katya is fine," she said with a sidelong glance at Nastya. 
 
    "And this is Sveta. Don't lie to her. She'll know," Nastya said with a verbal wink. 
 
    Taking Sveta's hand, Pretoria was taken aback by the Russian witch's eyes, and couldn't help but stare. 
 
    "Yours are also beautiful," Sveta said. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but thought better of it. "Welcome home, Pretoria." 
 
    Before Pretoria could react to her wording, Millie loudly addressed her impatience. "Now that that's all out of the way, shall we take this inside?" 
 
    And impatient she clearly had been, as the door had barely closed behind the gaggle of witches before Millie snatched up Elise's hand and hauled her to the stairs. As she was swept her off her feet into Millie's arms, Elise squeaked in surprise and delight.  
 
    "Don't wait up," Millie said.  
 
    As they passed, Millie gave Pretoria a wink and a smile, and disappeared upstairs without looking at anything other than Elise. 
 
    Pretoria stood dumbstruck, silently pleading for some kind of explanation as to what she'd just seen.  
 
    Niamh came over to make it worse. "Witches have lots of secrets, Pretoria. That's one of ours. You know it now, so you're stuck with us." 
 
    "Secret? What do you—" What was secret? That Millie was strong? Everyone knew that, it's one reason she was famous. She hadn't used her Manifest at all, so what could— "Oh! What? They… no—" 
 
    Niamh's smile took up half her face. "Yes." 
 
    "But they're both girls! You can… do that?" Pretoria knew Elise was French, and the French did things a little differently, but this was the middle of England! 
 
    That was the point, though, wasn't it? This was Longstown, where impossible things happened all the time. It explained so much about Millie's behaviour. She and Elise had looked so happy that Pretoria felt a smile break out on her face. 
 
    "Yes," Ivy said. "You can see now, can't you? Why we love this place so much, and why we would never leave." She looked away. "Or so I thought." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, Ivy," Victoria said. "Telling you via telephone or telegram felt wrong. Though I suppose you would have preferred some warning." 
 
    "I appreciate that. But I knew as soon as she agreed to go. When Octavia came through our door I suspected it could happen to one of us. We said our good-byes in private for a reason," Ivy said. 
 
    "Was she lying when she said we could write to her? That we could see her when we go to the Continent again?" 
 
    Ivy looked surprised at the notion. "Of course not, she's not in prison." 
 
    "Just a hostage?" Katya said. 
 
    "No!" Ivy looked between them like they'd both gone mad. "What are you, anarchists? We broke the rules. Selene took it upon herself to be the one to pay for it. What's gotten into you two?" 
 
    "Octavia threatened to Strip us," Victoria said. 
 
    "And what did the Firebird have to say to that? Something suitably hot and shouty, I hope?" 
 
    "She did," Katya said sheepishly. 
 
    "Good. She lose her candle?" 
 
    Victoria nodded. 
 
    "Good. Then while Selene is helping young witches far less able than you two have ever been, Octavia is probably already on a boat to Australia." 
 
    It it took a moment for that to settle in. "She… what?" 
 
    "She threatened to Strip you in open Council? I'm surprised Desdemona didn't take her head right there with that sword of hers." 
 
    "What sword?" Katya asked. 
 
    "She didn't bring the sword? Things have changed," Ivy said in a disappointment Victoria couldn't discern the authenticity of. 
 
    "So Selene will be all right?" Katya asked. 
 
    "She'll be fine." 
 
    "Then why did you look so sad when we got home?" 
 
    "Because my closest friend of the last 300 years is half-a-world away, and I don't know when I'm going to see her again. You two," Ivy started, but had to brush away a sniffle. "You two cherish your time together. If you learn nothing else from me or Selene, you do that." 
 
    Victoria and Katya looked at each other. 
 
    "You need each other, and we need you. You're the queens of this castle now." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Their skin glowing with sweat and sun, Millie lay entwined with Elise below a wide-open window. Unless someone came by with a ladder, they couldn't be seen, and Millie would be damned before she let fear take away the joy of having a clear blue July sky as a backdrop to their reunion.  
 
    "Perhaps I should leave more often," Elise said, tendrils of shining hair stuck to the side of her face, her eyes glittering with pleasure and exertion. 
 
    "Don't you dare. Everything went to hell the minute you left," Millie said, her chest rising and falling under Elise's arm as her breathing began the long descent back to normal. As normal as it got when they were alone together, anyway. 
 
    "And is this not worth it?" Elise teased, running her finger over Millie's bare thigh, tracing a pattern out of the darkest freckles. "A very good reward, I thought." 
 
    "Very good," Millie said, kissing Elise's forehead before bringing the exploring fingers to her lips. Gently, Millie laid a line of delicate kisses up the backs as she held Elise's eyes. They were both sated for the moment, and now that the torrid night following Elise's return had become the gently fading afterglow of early morning, it was as good a time as any to explain that Millie'd meant what she'd said. Waiting would only make it harder, and give her more time to change her mind. 
 
    "But it really is your turn to stay home, my love," she said. 
 
    Elise quirked her head, but allowed Millie to continue, feeding more of her hand into Millie's attentions. 
 
    "The next time Niamh goes out to find another Pretoria, I'm going, as well. It's too dangerous for her to go alone anymore." 
 
    For all that Millie worried about the safety of EVE as a whole, it had been an easy choice once presented with it. After hearing Pretoria's story, and talking with Niamh again, the solution to the problem they'd both realised in The Shed had been obvious. Niamh needed help, and Millie was spinning her wheels within the confines of the airfield. She needed real experience in a real environment if she was going to be who they both knew she could become. Her training with Niamh was already more frequent and more strenuous in preparation, and with Pretoria having proven to be a better teacher than any of them, it was time. 
 
    With a single, graceful motion, Elise twisted their interlaced fingers until it was Millie's that fell under her lover's tender ministrations. Elise looked down at them, briefly considering the long digits she held before splaying them out wide and pressing Millie's hand flat against her chest, directly over her heart. 
 
    Below the warmth of Elise's skin, the dampness of her sweat, Millie could easily feel the soft, rhythmic thumping, unchanged from how it always sounded in her ears. 
 
    "I am glad," Elise said. 
 
    "You are?" After their argument about overworking and being apart, Millie had been prepared for more of a reaction. 
 
    "Yes. I told you that I was happy I found my purpose. I want you to be happy, too, my Millie. You can feel my truth, yes?" 
 
    It was true, Elise's heart was strong and steady. "But it means we'll be apart more often than even before," Millie said. 
 
    "And that means every night we have together will be like last night, non?" Elise asked, her eyes sparkling with much more than sunlight. "I know how hard you work with Niamh, even if I do not see it. You do it because you love it. She has changed you more than I have." 
 
    "I don't know about that," Millie said. 
 
    "It is true. You did not confess your feelings to me until she came. She made you focus, and think about what you want." 
 
    "You." 
 
    "Yes. But also to help others. You did well with Pretoria. I am so very proud of you. She is one of us because of what you and Niamh did. I could not do that." 
 
    For as tired as Elise had been when she came home, sleep had held little interest for either of them, and they had spent the time they'd needed to catch their breath talking instead. Elise had insisted that Millie go first. 
 
    "You did, though. I could only do what I did because of you. A year ago, she would have run away screaming." 
 
    Elise giggled, and Millie swooned. It was such a girlish, innocent sound, she couldn't help but be completely infatuated by it. She had missed it dearly, and now she treasured hearing it even more. 
 
    "I do not think so," Elise said. 
 
    "I know so. You've made me a better person, ma chérie," Millie said. 
 
    Elise's eyes flew open fully. "Say that again." 
 
    "Ma chérie," Millie repeated. "I practiced while you were go—" 
 
    Before she could finish, she was tackled by living desire so intense it made Millie's witchscale pop out without asking first. 
 
    "Turn it off!" Elise yelped, her fingers trapped between it and Millie's neck. "I cannot move my hands!" 
 
    "Good," Millie said. "I missed you so much. I don't want to let you go again." 
 
    Resigned to her entrapment, Elise kissed Millie on the nose. "But you must. We cannot keep each other so close forever. Not if we are to find our lives outside this bedroom." 
 
    "Let's not be too hasty, now," Millie said. 
 
    "You know I am right. I think our time apart was good, in this way." 
 
    Millie looked into her love's eyes, framed by the glowing halo created by the sun. Holding her felt subtly different now; the tension was gone. Millie no longer felt the need to wrap Elise up completely, to hold her so tightly that one or both of them would snap. They had been apart, faced difficulty as individuals, and come back together again stronger. They both knew in that moment that they could do it again.  
 
    Ivy had been right. 
 
    Millie hid the smile that would give away the bet she'd lost by kissing Elise deeply, grabbing two great fistfuls of hair to hold their lips together until neither of them could breathe. 
 
    When they finally parted, Elise sat back, her chest heaving. "So you agree?" she said breathily, her cheeks flushed. 
 
    "I do," Millie said. She owed Ivy a week of lessons now, but with Pretoria's help, and Edith making her first witchlight, she was looking forward to it. 
 
    "Good," Elise said. An impish grin suddenly sprouted on her lips before Millie could seize them in her own again. "But if we are to sleep apart more, I must know something: did you dream of me when I was gone?" 
 
    "Once or twice," Millie fibbed. Good or bad, she hadn't dreamed of anything else. "But I thought about you every night. I said your name before I fell asleep. Did you?" 
 
    "That is very sweet. I slept very well with your scent, but you only came to my dreams twice. I am sad about it," Elise said.  
 
    Millie kissed her again to make up for it, and to buy time to think of an excuse. "My French is still rubbish. I was too embarrassed to visit you over there." 
 
    Elise giggled, and their bodies melded back together. The warmth of the sun and the warmth of holding her love once more set Millie's skin alight, and she flushed visibly, her entire upper body turning a vivid pink.  
 
    "What is it?" Elise asked. 
 
    "I'm just… happy. You're here; the house is alive again." 
 
    "Me too," Elise breathed, and Millie leaned into the hand that she lay against her cheek. "I love you, my Millie." 
 
    "And I you, my angel." 
 
    They let the moment sit before Millie spoke again. "I just wish I could have said good-bye to Selene." 
 
    "I know. But we can go see her. Together. The war is over now. Would you come to France with me? Before you start with Niamh." 
 
    Millie had wanted to hear that question for so long she stammered when she finally got to answer it. "I- I would love to, but… I thought I wasn't welcome." 
 
    "You will be now. If not, there will be another Council," Elise said, revealing the steel behind the porcelain. "But first we will go to Paris." She kissed the back of Millie's hand. 
 
    "No, first we will do this," Millie said and rolled Elise onto her back, copper spilling over platinum. Emeralds beheld sapphires for only the briefest of moments before the devil set upon the angel with all the passion of lost time, both past and future. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the tumult that had erupted seemingly from the moment they learned they were going to France, catching up on correspondence was the most relaxing thing Katya had gotten to do since. Journalists, writers, the complete strangers from whom they'd received even more letters like the one Vita had presented at the Council, even a handful from supportive Continental witches already, there were many who needed responses. 
 
    First among all of them, however, was Selene. Katya's first letter was to inform her they'd made it home safely, to catch her up on Edith's wonderful progress and let her know how Pretoria was integrating. Ivy had already written two, and Katya knew that Pretoria featured heavily in them, but Katya wanted to add her own colour to the young witch's story. 
 
    But it was Selene herself that made Katya decide to do it at the dining room table. She knew she had to make herself as available as possible to the new witches, Pretoria especially, if she was going to have any hope of assuming even a fraction of the place that Selene had occupied. 
 
    It still didn't feel real. None of it did. Just a few months earlier, Katya had barely been in control of herself, and now she and Vita were being put in control of EVE. And more importantly, looked to to help the others. To lead. 
 
    Quickly, Katya had decided to be a hands-on type, and so she wasn't alone at the table. Across from her were the rest of her Coven, along with Pretoria, as Nastya was enthusiastically helping her learn how to write more than her name. 
 
    They were so close in age that for that alone, Katya was thankful for the new witch's arrival. Nastya's demeanour had changed while they were gone; she was so much more the vivacious young woman she should be, rather than the catatonic shell that Katya had met as they fled the only home they'd ever known. 
 
    "Is this right?" Pretoria asked, holding up a line of capital 'R's, only one of which was backwards. 
 
    "This one isn't, unless you're writing in Russian," Nastya said with a smile, crossing it out with a red 'X'.  
 
    Pretoria was making astonishing progress for having been completely illiterate when she'd arrived in Longstown, and though Katya had only known her a fraction of that time, she still found herself proud. 
 
    But it was her role now, wasn't it? She was supposed to be proud of EVE's witches, no matter how long they had been here. 
 
    And it was unquestionably pride she felt in Sveta, who was looking on at the other two over the flowers she was arranging in a tall, glass vase. She had an eye for it, and her heightened sense of smell made it even more impressive, as not only did the colours and shapes work well together, so did the combined fragrances they produced. Though as they were all products of Ivy's greenhouse, Katya had no idea what to even call most of them anymore. 
 
    More than any of that, however, it was seeing Sveta smiling as she did it that made Katya the proudest. Coming home had helped immensely, but the fact that Sveta had made it through the ordeal of nearly three weeks of constant sensory assault and still managed to be of great help left Katya in awe of her resilience. Perhaps the knowledge that help was on the way also had something to do with her quick recovery, knowing that she would never have to go through anything like it again. But whether it was Carice's promise or Sveta's own inner strength, here now, at home, she was flourishing again. 
 
     But, Katya thought, what good was a leader if she kept such thoughts to herself? "I'm glad to see you looking well, Sveta," she said as she applied the blotter to her signature at the bottom of Selene's letter. "I'm proud of you." 
 
    Barely a hint of gold shone in Sveta's eyes as she looked away from her task. They looked healthy again, and, for lack of a better word, normal.  
 
    "Thank you. I'm very glad to be home," Sveta said. She'd slept for 26 hours straight after they'd gotten back, and it showed in her face. The bags under her eyes were gone, she no longer looked gaunt and stretched out. She looked like Sveta. 
 
    "What will you do with those?" Katya asked, pointing to the vase with her pen. 
 
    "They are for Pretoria," Sveta said, drawing the younger witch's sudden attention. 
 
    "Me?" 
 
    "Yes. Your room is too empty, and since you miss nature so, I thought you might like a little as your first bit of decoration." Sveta arranged what might have once been baby's breath so that it was just right. "And you can practice with the water, if nothing else. That's why I chose glass." 
 
    Pretoria's odd eyes widened in genuine appreciation. "Thank you! I would never have expected anything like this." 
 
    "I know. Another reason I am happy to do it," Sveta replied. "But you have to finish your lessons first. Isn't that right, Nastya?" 
 
    "Oh, yes. So what's the next letter of the alphabet, Pretoria?" 
 
    She did a fine, if halting job working her way through, her only mistake transposing 'M' and 'N.' When she got to 'R,' her eyes lit up in triumph. 
 
    "S!" she said proudly. 
 
    "Good!" 
 
    "The snake-y one," Pretoria said. She set about proving it, her tongue just poking out between her lips in concentration. 
 
    "And what of you, Katya? You have many new responsibilities, including your Manifest now," Sveta said. 
 
    Summoned with a thought, arcane fire rose from Katya's fingers, loops and spirals as white as the sun, and almost as bright. It was barely fire anymore, more like witchlight, yet so wildly different. She had no idea what else to compare it to, as she'd never seen anything like it. Vita had said something about the surface of a star, but that was ludicrous. She would have set fire to everything within a hundred miles if that were true. 
 
    Whatever it had become, Katya had to admit it was pretty.  
 
    As it danced in Pretoria's eyes, they lit up like brilliant shards of amber held up against the sun. "That's amazing," she said, barely able to get her mouth closed enough to form words, her pencil still in her hand. 
 
    "It's practice, just like writing," Katya said, dismissing the 'fire,' leaving the table warm to the touch. She liked Pretoria already. She was learning to read and write at eighteen without shame, and that kind of determination to improve said a lot about her character. "And that's all it is: practice. Just like witchlights, only… bigger."  
 
    Whatever Sveta thought of that, she kept to herself, and turned back to her flowers. 
 
    Taking that as permission to get back to work, Katya took out another sheet of paper. At the very least, she owed Grace a letter of apology. They had parted on terrible terms, and though they would never be lovers, Katya still had hope that she could salvage a friendship, at least. But as Katya set about to begin writing, she stayed her hand. 
 
    Her Coven was here. Pretoria was here. Now. A newly-Manifested witch uprooted from home; she needed the attention. That too, was Katya's job now. Her responsibility. Personal things would have to wait until she was on personal time.  
 
    She pushed aside the stationery, giving Pretoria her full focus. "But you can move water. That's amazing. Water's heavy," she said. 
 
    Pretoria shrugged a tiny shrug. "But I can't make it," she said, as if it was somehow a deficiency.  
 
    "Sure you can. You're doing it now." Katya pointed to the tiny puddle under Pretoria's non-writing hand as it lay on the dining room table. 
 
    "Elise said I'm absorbing it," Pretoria said, holding up her fingers to look at them like she didn't know the back of her hand. 
 
    "What? From the air?" Nastya asked. 
 
    Pretoria nodded. "From everywhere. She said it's how my body takes oxygen now. It's why I can't drown." 
 
    Like a fish? Katya wanted to say. "That's astonishing," she said instead.  
 
    "Manifests are strange, I'm learning," Pretoria said. 
 
    "You're learning correctly, then. How do you find us so far? We're a bit of a menagerie, I imagine," Katya asked. 
 
    "A what?" 
 
    Katya silently cursed. "Sorry. A zoo. Or a circus, I suppose would be a better way of putting it." 
 
    "Oh. Not really. Look at me," Pretoria said, doing just that. "Glass houses." 
 
    Aside from her hair and the pale, slightly shiny tone of her skin, she looked like a perfectly-average young woman. It was only her eyes that truly set her apart.  
 
    "And?" Katya said. "You're a little different. So? I would kill to have your eyes. They're very pretty." 
 
    Pretoria flushed. "Thank you." 
 
    Katya felt something besides fire dance in her own for once. "You don't get complimented much, do you?" 
 
    "No," Pretoria admitted. 
 
    "That will change. We try to be supportive of each other around here," Nastya said. 
 
    "And you have been. I appreciate it very much." Pretoria looked down from her handwriting practice to the children's books beside it. "Do you really think I have pretty eyes?" 
 
    "Of course!" Katya said. "Why would I lie?" 
 
    "Not… lie… just…" Wet handprints stayed on the table as Pretoria folded her hands into her lap, her eyes following them down.  
 
    "I'm sorry. I meant it, Pretoria. I know you didn't think I was lying. I was just joking… trying to make you more comfortable," Katya said. She was suddenly thankful for her dainty feet, otherwise she would have kicked her brain out the back of her head with how quickly she'd put her foot in her mouth on day one of trying to fill Selene's shoes. 
 
    "Thank you," Pretoria said, mercifully looking up again. 
 
    She continued looking up, as the sound of a scream coming from upstairs pierced the floor and echoed off the walls. 
 
    Fire filled Katya's hands in an instant, and she bolted to her feet. But before she could make a move towards the door, a black mass fell through the ceiling to land on the floor with a loud whump. 
 
    "Vita?" Katya said when she realised what she was looking at; the fire evaporated in an instant. 
 
    Staring up with the dazed look Vita always had after ghosting, her eyes were bloodshot and swollen with tears. She tried standing, but stumbled backwards, and Katya dashed forward to help her get unsteadily to her feet. With her hands on Vita's back, she could feel how hard and fast her heart was racing, and Katya flooded with panic at the chance Vita had pushed herself too far. 
 
    But recognition returned to Vita's eyes and they flew open wide. "Katya!" 
 
    Having never experienced it before, Katya was almost toppled over by how strongly Vita threw herself at her, wrapping her up in an embrace that was so warm and sincere Katya was shocked into inaction, and it took a moment before she could return it. 
 
    "What is it?" Katya asked the top of Vita's head. "What's happened?" 
 
    Looking over at Sveta in desperate need for explanation, her eyes were solid gold, but they too were swelling with emotion. Nastya and Pretoria looked on in utter confusion. 
 
    When Vita finally pulled away, the look on her face was so alien Katya couldn't place it at first. Then Vita smiled, broad and bright, before bursting into helpless, uncontrollable laughter. 
 
    It made Katya think of a hyena in the throes of passion with a goose, an awkward, endearingly charming sound, so unfamiliar to even the one making it that she couldn't figure out when to breathe properly, and her hand flew to her mouth in an attempt to help. 
 
    The other hand held a folded letter that had been hastily jammed into its envelope only halfway before its owner had fallen through the floor. 
 
    Handing Vita off to Sveta, Katya took the letter, seeing that it was from one 'Dr. Levi Samuels.' 
 
    "Didn't we meet him in London?" Katya asked. 
 
    But Vita didn't respond. Couldn't, as she looked as though she'd lost control of her body. The fact that one could laugh hard enough to cry had clearly taken her by complete surprise. She kept dabbing at her cheeks and wondering at the wetness that came away, only to fall into another fit of disbelieving laughter. 
 
    At least she was breathing. 
 
    Katya unfolded the letter and began to read, with moderate confidence Vita would still be standing when she finished, as Sveta looked on the verge of collapsing herself. 
 
    Katya forced herself to read faster. 
 
    "What is it?" Pretoria asked, taking only a few halting steps closer, as if afraid of the bizarre sounds coming out of Vita's mouth. 
 
    When Katya finished, Vita was spared further embarrassment by having her face mashed into Katya's collarbone. Dropping the letter, she held Vita tightly, swaying in a joy she had never felt the like of in her life. 
 
    Then Millie barged in through the door with the rest of EVE hot on her heels to find Katya and Sveta crying as hard as Vita was.  
 
    By the time Katya managed to get her euphoria under control, the entirety of EVE was there, looking between the three crying witches and the two confused ones and trying to come to a conclusion about what it meant.  
 
    As Vita was practically convulsing in sobs of joy, Katya took it upon herself to explain why to the wall of expectant and increasingly-alarmed eyes. 
 
    Putting on as regal a face as she could manage with her eyes swollen shut, a stuffy nose, and Vita clawing at her arm for support to keep from falling over, Katya pulled herself up to her full height, and placed a reassuring hand on top of Victoria's. 
 
    "Ladies of EVE, it is my great pleasure to introduce to you the next Doctor Ravenwood." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THANK YOU 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading Hall of Mirrors. I genuinely appreciate all of you who have been reading this series, and I hope you've found it a worthy use of our most precious non-renewable resource: time. 
 
      
 
    If you could be so kind as to leave a review, either on Amazon or on my Goodreads page, I would be very grateful. Indie authors like me need your support, and for the world to know you support us. It doesn't have to be long, just enough for others to see, and to let them know it's okay to dive into these pages. We really are thankful for your time and energy. 
 
      
 
    I'm on Twitter @cdarrowwrites, and at gmail at cdarrowwrites@gmail.com, if you'd like to make your feedback personal, as well. 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
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    AUTHOR'S NOTE 
 
      
 
    I never had the self-confidence to make anything I'd ever written public, but now, in a little over a year, I've put out three novels. And not only that, I'm proud of them. That's… surreal. It's taken me almost 20 years to admit that I might be kind-of maybe okay at this writing thing, and that is such a massive shift for me, internally. I don't do this kind of thing, but to know that there are people out there who like it and want more is nothing short of astonishing to me.  But here we are together, on book three already. Crazy. 
 
    Victoria, Millie, Katya and the others are as dear to me as children, and it's always nerve-wracking letting them out to play in the wider world. And like children, they're little pieces of me that are out there, having the opinions of others formed about them, being reacted to and whatnot. Maybe I'm still in the new writer phase, and that feeling will go away, but honestly, I hope it doesn't. They're special, and I hope they stay that way. More so, I hope you agree. 
 
    Extraordinary women with extraordinary gifts in extraordinary times has been one of the running 'big ideas' in this series, and I hope it is living up to that mantra. 
 
    And the times have been made more extraordinary by a helping of imagination, haven't they? If there was any doubt, we're in an alternate universe now. There was no terror attack at Versailles, no witch hunts in the North of England in 1919, and the real Anastasia was certainly not a witch, nor did she survive the execution of the Russian royal family. But our history is still echoing in this new past, even as our characters heal from it, and try to forge a new path forward. 
 
    Things will only diverge more from here, but the reality that is the lives, feelings, and relationships of these characters will stay true, no matter where they find themselves. This series, from page one, has been about them, and it always will be. 
 
    I hope to see you again at the end of Book IV. 
 
      
 
    -Cameron Darrow 
 
    March 2019 
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