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DESPITE THE LATE hour, the hum of Chicago traffic hadn't died down. Tall streetlamps illuminated rows of identical houses. Lights still flickered in a few windows, the muffled sounds of TVs, music, or a barking dog spilled into the night. From the outside, the Wright house looked exactly like the rest, white siding, a well-kept porch, and a wind chime hanging by the front door.

A man burst backward through the living room window in a shower of shattered glass. His twisted limbs sprawled haphazardly as his body slammed against the pavement. Shards were still raining down from the frame, letting in the cool night air. Inside, a woman stood in the middle of the living room. Her right arm remained outstretched toward the shattered window, her splayed fingers radiating a black-and-purple aura. In her left hand, she gripped a bleached bull skull that, under normal circumstances, would have been resting on a mantelpiece.

Kathleen was panting hard. Despite the chill, sweat slicked her temples, and loose strands of hair clung to her forehead.

Heavy footsteps thundered down the stairs behind her. Gary froze halfway down, his gaze darting from her to the gaping hole where the window used to be.

"Kate! I'll burn him to the ground!"

Flames wreathed his raised fist, though they didn't scorch his skin. They flickered rapidly, restless and ready. Kathleen spun toward the sound of his voice and locked eyes with him.

"Protect our babies."

Gary took a few steps down, never breaking eye contact.

"Please. I'll take care of him," she said, her voice trembling.

The flames danced across his fingers and extinguished.

"I love you."

"I love you too." Kathleen offered him a frail smile.

Gary spun around, his heavy boots echoing on the stairs, fading only when he reached the second floor.

Her hand shook around the bull skull, her chest heaving. Lori Wyrmgray emerged from the kitchen, her dark skin beaded with sweat and littered with minor burns. She stepped up beside Kathleen and pushed her black dreadlocks out of her face.

"I took care of the other one in the kitchen," she panted.

Kathleen nodded, but then her face twisted in pain. She clutched her chest and doubled over.

"Lori... he’s here," she managed to gasp.

A wave of unnatural cold swept through the living room, clinging to everything in its path. The front door let out a horrifying shriek. The oak veneer warped like wet cardboard; the varnish blackened and blistered. Brass hinges sagged as molten metal began dripping onto the floorboards. The bitter stench of scorching wood burned their nostrils. Within seconds, the door collapsed into a pile of twisted wood and smoking slag. Dust and smoke still hung in the air as Mercer stepped over the ruins.

He wasn't walking—he hovered just above the melted threshold, his crimson loafers completely pristine. His tailored suit looked like it had just come off a boutique rack, a black overcoat billowing softly around his shoulders. He drifted toward a framed photo on the wall, knocked askew during the fight: Kathleen, Gary, and their two daughters, smiling on a beach. Never breaking eye contact with Kathleen, Mercer reached out and tapped the frame. With a soft click, it aligned perfectly with the wallpaper pattern. Mercer smiled.

"Kate, please don’t make this hard. I just want to see my granddaughters."

"I'll never let you near them," she spat. "I’d rather kill you."

Her arms flared with black-and-purple light, the slow pulsing of it bending the air around her. From upstairs, the wail of crying babies bled into the room. Wyrmgray took a step back, the floorboards beneath her darkening with creeping moss. Luminous white roots and vines began wrapping around her arms like living bandages. Kathleen could feel the warmth of White magic radiating off her. Mercer's piercing gaze, however, remained fixed solely on Kathleen. His smile widened as he glided silently toward them.

"I only want us to be a family again." He tilted his head. "Do you remember our saying?"

Her eyes glazed over. Kathleen's grip faltered, and the bull skull hit the floor with a heavy thud. Memories slammed into her with full force: Mercer’s hand stroking her hair; the intoxicating relief she felt whenever she did exactly what he expected. The sound of her own sobs as she cowered under a desk while her father coldly tallied up her failures.

"One stick can be broken," she whispered. "But a fistful…"

He was standing right in front of her now.

"…will always hold together. Unbreakable."

He raised a hand and grazed her cheek. He smiled at her—just like he used to years ago: rare, but genuine.

Kathleen didn't flinch. She couldn't. His words hung between them, erasing everything else in the room.

From upstairs, the high-pitched shrieking of the babies cut through the spell. Mercer’s head snapped toward the staircase. In the next heartbeat, he was moving. Wyrmgray lunged after him. White vines shot from her hands, as sharp as bone shards. They sliced through the room so fast they were nothing but white blurs.

Mercer leaned back effortlessly. The vines slammed into the drywall right where he’d just been standing. Without his feet ever touching the treads, he glided up the stairs.

Wyrmgray closed the distance. She thrust her hands forward. The luminous, razor-sharp flora launched with a soft hiss. They found their mark, striking Mercer squarely in the back with a sickening crunch. He just smiled. His gaze never left the top of the stairs, even as the White magic hissed and smoked against his body.

And then, the entire living room drowned in blinding white.








2

MORNING LIGHT SLIPPED through a gap in the mismatched blinds. A yellow hoodie sleeve dangled from a half-zipped duffel bag on the floor. The inside was overflowing with a tangle of colorful clothes. A faded The Owl House poster curled slightly at one corner. Next to it, in washed-out shades of black and red, a Fever Ray poster watched the room. A skateboard rested against the wall beneath them.

The bookshelf was bursting at the seams—in some places, paperbacks were shoved horizontally on top of each other. Coraline, Mexican Gothic, and Wilder Girls squeezed in next to old, worn-out textbooks. The Basics of Spells, Magic and Society, and Colors of Magic, Which is Yours? A laptop, a charger, and a cheap Wi-Fi speaker lay on the desk next to a phone.

Natalie stretched in bed and ran a hand through her short pink hair, leaving it sticking up in every direction. A dry rustle came from the side of the bed. A cat sat next to her, so still that at first glance you might mistake him for a statue. But after a moment, his cloudy eyes followed her as she sat up. His tiny, narrow body and the skin pulled tight over fragile bones made him look like a Sphynx cat. Only upon closer inspection could you tell he was mummified.

"Hey, Manfred," Natalie mumbled.

She carefully scratched behind his ear. He pushed his head into her hand with a stiff, tiny movement, thumping his tail once against the mattress. Natalie grabbed some clean clothes and dragged herself to the bathroom. By the time she finished her morning routine, the cat was waiting by his carrier next to the closet door. She crouched down to check the latches and the inside.

"We need to make sure you'll be comfortable for the trip." She scratched behind his ear. "We've got a long drive ahead."

Natalie pushed the kitchen door open. Manfred darted right past her ankles and wrapped himself around Gary’s legs as he stood by the counter spreading peanut butter on toast. The smell of coffee filled the kitchen. Kathleen sat at the chipped Formica table with a mug in her hand. She looked up when Natalie walked in.

"Morning." Natalie waved at them.

"Morning," they replied together.

"Did you sleep well?" Kathleen took a sip of coffee.

"Yeah," she answered, sitting down at the table.

Manfred brushed against Kathleen’s chair, and she reached down to pet him behind the ear.

"Peanut butter?" Gary asked, putting more toast on a plate.

"No, thanks. Just plain boring ones for me."

"Plain boring toast, coming right up."

"You packed everything?" Kathleen asked, her mug clinking against the coaster.

"Yeah."

"Are you sure?" Kathleen teased.

"Triple-checked."

"You look excited. Or that's just for show, to keep us from worrying?" Gary said, setting the plate in front of her.

"Duh, sure I'm excited. My first magic school! Real campus life and other girls who can do what I can."

"I remember when I started learning magic at school. We didn’t get anything half as fancy," Gary smiled.

"That’s because you’re ancient," she smirked.

"True," Gary said. "I learned spells by candlelight in a stone castle."

Natalie chuckled.

"Nat, just remember..." Kathleen began.

"Oh, no, not that again. Mom, I know. I'm a girl necromancer, a great rarity. Like some freakin unicorn."

"I know we sound like a broken record. But right now, this is more important than ever," Gary said, taking a bite of his toast.

Natalie rolled her eyes.

"It's so annoying that people make such a big deal about it. Necromancy is great. I brought Manfred back."

Manfred looked at her as if to say, "Keep me out of this."

"Your magic isn’t the problem. What people assume about it is," Kathleen said.

"Yes, I know. But you've said it a million times, 'Great-grandmother had the exact same gift'," Natalie said, mimicking Kathleen's voice. "And nobody tried to burn her at the stake or chase her out of town with pitchforks."

Natalie finished her second piece of toast.

"Just be ready that some people may react to you differently."

"They’ll stare at Manfred. Let them stare," Gary added, putting the dishes in the sink. "But if anybody acts weird about it, that’s their problem."

Manfred jumped onto her lap.

"Nat, no Manfred by the table," Kathleen said with a soft smile.

"You hear that?" She gently scooped the cat into her arms. "Let's get you ready for the trip."

Natalie headed back to her room.

"Check again that you've packed everything. We're leaving for Ward's shop in fifteen minutes." Kathleen's voice carried from the kitchen as Natalie hit the stairs.

Gary opened the front door and the cool Chicago air rushed inside, carrying the distant clatter of the L train. Natalie stepped out onto the porch, her backpack already starting to weigh her down. The duffel bag on one side and Manfred in his carrier on the other helped her keep her balance. Behind her, the front door shut with a soft click. Kathleen touched her arm, then ran her thumb over the strap of the carrier.

"Ready?" She asked.

"Ready."

Gary popped the trunk of the car and rummaged around for a second, clearing some space.




Natalie's sneakers squeaked on the wet pavement as they approached WARD & CO. The shop was squeezed between a humming laundromat and a bike repair shop. The tiny sign was easy to miss. No flashy neon lights or colorful ads. Just clean windows, a peeling OPEN sticker, and a display of gloves, flasks, and labeled containers.

"Looks like a hardware store," Natalie murmured. 

Kathleen walked in first, and the bell rang above the door. Inside, fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Shelves stretched from floor to ceiling, packed to the brim with matte black containers, tightly sealed jars, and practical accessories. Safety goggles hung next to bundles of herbs wrapped in brown paper. A wall display held practice chalk, heat-resistant pouches, and water bottles with measuring lines. No wands, no crystal balls. Just gear that smelled like disinfectant and dried herbs. Mr. Ward slid out from behind a counter cluttered with inventory sheets. His salt-and-pepper hair was slicked back with a generous amount of gel. Thin wire glasses framed his wrinkled face. He nodded at Natalie, then at her parents.

"First-year?" he asked with a smile. "Chicago Girls’ Institute for Arcane Studies, I assume."

Natalie nodded.

"Yes. The acceptance confirmation email said that I would need some kind of prep kit," Natalie replied.

Kathleen placed the printed acceptance email on the counter. Mr. Ward skimmed over it.

"Natalie Wright... Sixteen years old... We are thrilled to inform you of your acceptance..." he muttered. "Alright. One moment."

He pulled a key from his vest pocket and unlocked a lower cabinet. Inside rested sleek metal cases embossed with the Magical Affairs Directorate logo. He pulled one out and set it carefully on the counter.

"Here you go. You can take a look inside."

Natalie looked at the case, popped the latches, and lifted the metal lid.

"Oh... I expected something more magical."

"You can’t learn proper magic without safety." Mr. Ward bumped the cabinet shut with his hip.

Inside lay fireproof gloves, soft-lined goggles, a water bottle, cut pieces of chalk, and a few other neatly packed tools safely wedged into black foam.

"What is mandatory, and what is optional?" Kathleen leaned in.

"Everything in this kit is mandatory," Mr. Ward said. "The optional extras are behind me. We don't accept returns on opened products." 

Gary looked at the price tag and let out a low whistle.

"Magic has gotten a lot more expensive since my school days."

"Like most things." Mr. Ward offered a half-smile.

Manfred sat in his carrier, casually licking a paw. Mr. Ward crouched down and peered through the mesh. The cat blinked once, his pupils cloudy but still visible. Mr. Ward stood up, straightened the crease in his trousers, and reached up to one of the shelves. He pulled down a small, tightly sealed tin. The label read: Embalming Resin.

"For your undead friend," he said, handing it over.

"Oh, thanks." Natalie took the tin and instinctively checked the label.

"You’ll want to keep him maintained properly if he’s staying on school grounds." Mr. Ward straightened up.

"He will be," Natalie said.

Natalie wrestled with the latches for a second before snapping the lid shut.

"Wait. Let me take this for you." Kathleen took the case.

"Thanks." Natalie smiled at her.

Mr. Ward tore off the receipt and handed it to Gary, who tucked it into his wallet along with his credit card.

"No refunds if you cast spells outside the designated zones. Rules are rules."

Gary clapped Natalie on the shoulder.

"Hear that? No setting anything on fire before school even starts."

"You’re the one who sets everything on fire."

"Only twice this month," Gary said.

The bell above the door chimed as they stepped back outside. The street noise hit them instantly. The clatter of footsteps, honking cars, and snatches of conversation. Natalie adjusted the carrier strap and peeked through the mesh at Manfred. She glanced over her shoulder at the unassuming storefront. Magic felt less special now and more like a thing people used every day, just like a phone or a microwave.

"Are you okay?" Kathleen touched her arm.

"Sure," Natalie nodded.




The wind tugged at Natalie's hood as they walked toward the CTA station. Despite the chill, sweat dripped down her back.

"Wallet. Phone. Charger. Pills," Kathleen said, counting on her fingers.

"Yeah, I've got everything. Don’t worry." Natalie gave her a cheerful grin.

"Here, let me take that." Gary slipped the bag off her shoulder and slung it over his own without missing a beat.

They turned the corner. The CTA station entrance loomed ahead, the stairs slick with rain. By the time they reached the metal railing, an L train roared into the station, sending vibrations right through the soles of Natalie's sneakers. She adjusted the carrier again.

Gary nudged her arm.

"Call if you need anything. Or just because. Get enough sleep. And don't eat weird dorm food."

He squeezed her shoulder, his calloused skin catching on the fabric of her hoodie. It was the exact same grip he used to help her onto a skateboard years ago. The same one he used to pull her up when she fell off.

The train doors slid open with a hydraulic hiss, and people started pouring out. Kathleen's fingers brushed Natalie's wrist.

"Text me as soon as you get there." It wasn't a question. "Listen to your teachers. Don't show off. No casting in the hallways. And remember..."

"I know. Don't worry," Natalie interrupted with a smile. "Manfred and I will be fine."

Kathleen pulled her in, her coat smelling of sage and cedarwood. Gary wrapped his arms around both of them, using his free hand to ruffle her messy pink hair.

"Already miss you," he murmured.

Natalie felt a lump form in her throat and a slight sting in her eyes.

"Love you guys."

They stayed locked in the hug for a brief moment while the rest of the passengers squeezed into the train cars around them. Natalie pulled away before the lump in her throat could grow any bigger. She turned just as the train's warning lights flashed orange. She hopped the gap without looking down. Manfred's carrier bumped against her hip.

Don't look back. Don't trip.

From the platform, Kathleen raised two fingers in their usual check-in sign. Gary flashed a thumbs-up—exactly like he did whenever Natalie managed to land a kickflip. Natalie found an empty seat and set the carrier on the floor. Through the window, she watched the platform slide backward until her parents faded into tiny dots, finally disappearing altogether. Manfred's tail thumped once against the mesh. She stroked the top of the carrier.

"Just us now."




The train sped past murals and boarded-up storefronts, the vibrations traveling through the floorboards right into Natalie's teeth. She wedged Manfred's carrier between her sneakers and checked the latch once, then twice—exactly how she always checked her helmet strap before dropping in on a halfpipe.

Through the mesh, Manfred stared at a crumpled candy wrapper trembling from the movement of the train car.

"Hope you're comfortable in there." She stroked the top of the carrier.

Outside the window, Chicago passed by in fragments—brick buildings, bus shelters, distant glass skyscrapers, and finally the fading glow of The Loop behind them. Her thoughts were already racing ahead to CGIAS. Would she be able to handle the new spells? Would the theory classes be boring? Would the dorm rooms be comfortable?

How many days would it take before she regretted leaving her board at home?

Thinking about magic came easily to her. Lessons with her mom at the kitchen table. Drawing magic correctly through a source, breath control, and focus. Backyard practice with her dad, which often ended with a shattered window, neighbors complaining about the noise, and sometimes a scorched house wall. Though that was Gary's fault.

 Natalie wanted to learn more, fully aware that what she knew was just a tiny fraction of a massive whole. She could feel the energy growing inside her more strongly every day, the magic raging in her even harder than her hormones. She couldn't even go near cemeteries anymore. There were no whispers of the dead or phantoms straight out of old horror movies. Her body reacted in a purely biological way. Like a painful period or a severe allergic reaction. She wanted to know so many things. Why did the death imprint linger at all? How could you block the flow of magic from unwanted sources?

A girl two rows down was playing with a water bottle, turning it over and over in her hands. Blue magic, Natalie guessed, though water always made her think of that specific type of power.

Would other girls bring pets too? A hamster? A lizard?

The train jerked as it entered a tunnel, and blackness flooded the window. Instead of the view, her reflection flickered on the glass—pink hair, an oversized hoodie, the hard, angular edge of her CGIAS case pressed against her knee.

Would they think Manfred was cool? Gross? Weird?

Her racing thoughts wouldn't stop. Would anyone even want to sit with her? Would they stare? Or would they pretend they weren't looking at all? And then, suddenly, a much more pressing thought hit her. 

Damn. I should have packed my board.




The train doors slid open with a hiss at the next station, and a fresh wave of passengers poured in.

Pushing through a gap in the crowd was a girl in heavy boots and distressed black jeans. She wore a faded band tee layered over a black-and-white striped long-sleeve. She had a solid build, a little thick around the middle, with damp, frizzy dark curls and a few facial piercings. Over all of it, she wore an unbuttoned black denim jacket covered in patches, dragging a rolling suitcase the size of a mini-fridge behind her.

She fought the crowd, pushing forward while the suitcase clipped ankles and slammed into passengers' shoes. With every hit, the plastic luggage tag smacked against the handle—SANDRA CHAVEZ, written in sharp block letters. Sandra clenched her jaw, looking like she was about to explode. Natalie watched the girl squeeze her suitcase past a woman in heels. The bag hit the woman's ankle, and she snapped something at her. Sandra didn't react at all. She kept one hand white-knuckled on the telescoping handle, clutching a CGIAS freshman case under her other arm.

She's going to get crushed out there.

Natalie shifted over, making a little room next to herself.

"Squeeze in here," she called out over the screech of the train.

Sandra shot her a look, her dark eyes narrowing in a quick assessment. A flash of suspicion crossed them, but then the train jerked and her suitcase slammed into a pole. Sandra gave a short nod, shoved her way into the empty spot, and wedged the suitcase between the seats so it wouldn't roll away. A second later, she was sitting shoulder to shoulder with Natalie. Manfred sat quietly at Natalie's feet, perfectly calm inside his temporary home. Sandra's gaze flicked down for a split second before snapping back up to eye level.

"CGIAS?" Natalie asked.

"Yeah. You too."

"Yeah."

"Cool." Sandra nodded, wiping sweat from her forehead. Her eyes drifted back toward the carrier. "Your cat?"

"Manfred," Natalie nodded.

"Dorms let you keep pets?"

"Yeah. I double-checked."

Sandra grunted. "It's better to carry him than my stupid rolling thing." She nudged the suitcase with her boot, the wheels rattling over a track joint. "I shouldn't have listened to my stupid brother and just grabbed a backpack."

"I never use those. The wheel noise drives me crazy." Natalie grinned.

Sandra rolled her eyes but shifted closer, her shoulder brushing against Natalie's.

"He travel okay?" she asked, nodding at the carrier.

"Better than me. I’m the one sweating through my shirt." Natalie wiped her neck. The train’s stale air was thick with body heat. "First-day nerves don't help."

"Yeah, same."

For the next few minutes, they both just stared out the window.

"I hope the dorms have good Wi-Fi," Sandra said, breaking the silence.

"They'd better."

Natalie’s phone buzzed in her pocket. The transit app flashed ONE STOP.

"Shit. Our transfer."

Sandra yanked her suitcase upright and stood.

"First, we push through," she muttered. The wheels caught on the floor again. "Fuck."

Natalie got up, adjusting the carrier strap and resting Manfred against her hip. Sandra cleared the way, dragging her suitcase and weaving through the crowd toward the doors. When the train doors slid open, the cool platform air hit them. Sandra carefully muscled her suitcase over the gap, and Natalie followed, wincing under the weight of her bags.

"Which way?" Sandra asked.

"This way." Natalie pulled out her phone.

The wheels of Sandra's suitcase rattled against the concrete as they started walking. They followed the blue ‘Bus Transfer’ arrows.

"Hope the bus isn't packed. I swear, if I have to wrestle this thing again..."

"Look." Natalie nodded toward the street exit. Girls in colorful clothes were hauling rolling bags and CGIAS kits. "First-years everywhere."

"Yeah, there's a ton of us. I saw the campus photos. Modern. Not some dusty old castle."

"Right? And no more practicing spells in the kitchen."

They stepped out onto the sidewalk and joined a cluster of students waiting near the bus stop.

One wide-eyed girl was touching up her makeup. Another kept checking her phone screen every few seconds. A third rummaged through her CGIAS kit, her expression screaming, “Why do I need all this junk?”

"Shit, we’re definitely getting squeezed," Sandra muttered.

"Could be worse. We could be walking there," Natalie grinned.

"Oh, hell no."

Sandra's snort faded into the city hum. Across the sidewalk, other first-years clustered around phones, showing each other kit contents and nervously looking for the bus. As they waited, Natalie and Sandra traded rumors about the school. When Natalie brought up the campus pool, a girl with long brown hair, an oversized blue sweater, black leggings, and a reusable water bottle clipped to her backpack walked over.

"Sorry, but I overheard you talking about the CGIAS pool?"

Sandra raised an eyebrow.

"Uh, yeah," Natalie said.

"Great. I’m Laura, by the way." The girl lit up. "So, I looked up all the online sources I could find, and it is amazing. Almost as good as the UIC pool."

Natalie blinked, and Sandra shot her a sideways glance. Laura either didn't notice or didn't care. She crouched next to Manfred's carrier, a few loose strands of hair falling across her face.

"And who is this pretty boy?"

"That’s Manfred."

"Hi, Manfred," Laura said with the same warmth she might have used for a puppy at a shelter.

Sandra narrowed her eyes. "Wait. How do you know he’s a he?"

"Just look at his handsome face." Laura tapped the mesh gently.

Sandra rolled her eyes. Manfred looked at Laura as if he was saying, "I know I'm great."

"Seriously, though," Laura continued as she stood up. "I looked it up. A lot."

"You looked up a pool?" Sandra asked.

"What can I say? I'm a sucker for water." Laura shrugged.

She glanced between them, and they quickly exchanged introductions.

"Nice to meet ya," Laura smiled. "So what color are you hoping for?"

"White, I guess," Sandra replied.

"Blue," Laura said. "But honestly, I’ll take anything if it gets me pool access."

Sandra snorted.

"Black," Natalie added. "I'm a necromancer, so that seems like a natural fit."

A few girls standing nearby glanced in their direction. A brief shadow crossed her companions' faces. Not disgust—just a reflex. Like when you spot a strange shape in a dark hallway, and then realize it's just hanging clothes and an umbrella.

"I read it’s really rare. Like, for a girl to be a necromancer," Laura almost whispered.

"Well, it happens." Natalie shrugged.

Natalie noticed the way Laura settled in beside them after that. Sandra didn’t pull away when Laura leaned against the same graffiti-tagged bus shelter post. The wind kicked up, sending a crumpled flyer skittering past Manfred’s carrier.

Somehow they managed to squeeze onto the bus. They stood shoulder to shoulder in the crowd, luggage wedged between their knees. Natalie hugged Manfred's carrier, the nylon strap digging into her shoulder. Beside her, Laura stood on her tiptoes, trying to see out the rain-splattered window while nervously drumming her fingers against her backpack. Sandra stood stiffly on Natalie's right, constantly pulling her rolling suitcase back into place. She shot a warning glare at anyone who got too close.

The engine vibrations hummed through Natalie's sneakers. Outside, the city gave way to stretches of green. The streets widened as the bus pulled further from downtown. A calm settled over the inside of the bus—not total silence, but voices growing quieter and quieter as more girls pressed closer to the windows.

Laura brushed against Natalie's arm, craning her neck to look ahead. Sandra cursed under her breath when the bus hit a pothole. And then Natalie saw it.

Glass and stone rose in the distance. The lines were sharp, gleaming even under the overcast sky. Her heart rate picked up. Around her, the first-years froze, and the chatter faded into whispers. Laura let out a soft breath right against the glass. Sandra stared at the view, biting her tongue ring.

The bus rolled on, carrying them closer. Natalie didn't take her eyes off it, and neither did the rest of the girls. The campus slowly filled the window frames, and the city was finally left behind.
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THEIR SHOULDERS BRUSHED as the crowd flowed toward the fence, luggage wheels rattling on the cracked asphalt. Sandra's suitcase caught on a raised curb, the jerk twisting her arm to the side. Laura's hand shot forward to steady the handle.

"Got it."

"I had it." Sandra stiffened.

"Okay." Laura shot her a smile.

They moved on with the crowd. The white fence came into sharper focus, the entrance lanes marked with clear signs. Students. Guests. Deliveries. Behind them loomed the main gate. Schäfer stood near the front with a faculty lanyard swinging against his chest, calmly directing girls into the proper line with easy sweeps of his hand. Foster waited a few yards away in crisp black, a crimson brooch pinned at her collar, ID badge clipped high on her jacket, tablet in hand.

The line stretched from the gate itself—a river of first-years with rolling suitcases, backpacks, and CGIAS cases. Natalie adjusted Manfred's carrier on her hip and peeked through the mesh as they joined the back of the student line. The line inched forward. Schäfer's voice carried low over the crowd, composed and unhurried. Foster barely moved, looking up from her tablet only to size up each passing girl.

"Name?" A tap on the screen. A slight gesture forward.

Laura stood on her tiptoes, her eyes glued to the campus beyond the fence. Sandra counted the girls ahead of them under her breath, her fingers brushing against one of her cold piercings. Natalie kept her
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