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      Can you keep a secret? I hope so. Otherwise, I suggest you stop reading right now.

      There are all kinds of secrets. Some only I know. Ones I’ll share with you. Others that I wish I knew. But if we’re going to be friends, you should know that secrets are like wishes and shouldn’t be traded, sold, or shared. All I ask is that you promise to keep my secrets. Keep them close like your deepest, most treasured wish on a star.

      But we’ll get to the importance of wishes later. For now, are you ready?

      Okay. Here goes.

      Yesterday was my birthday and something weird happened. Not weird like the dogbrella my neighbor has for her Shih Tzu (it attaches to Stella’s harness to protect her from the rain). Not weird like the winter-hat-with-llama-eyes face filter my bestie Chelsea thinks is hilarious and keeps sending on social. And not weird like how my cousin’s mom cuts up his food with scissors instead of a fork and knife.

      No, weird like yesterday when I said my birthday wish and blew out the eighteen candles on top of my ice cream cake, I kind of knew that my wish was going to come true. Like knew knew. Knew it would happen like I know my name is Maija or that the sky is blue—well, deep blue-black since it’s dark out right now, but you know what I mean.

      I know you’re not supposed to tell people these things, but you said you could keep a secret. You promised, right?

      Here it is: I wished that I’d fall in love this year. (Cliché? Don’t judge, I had to be quick because the ice cream was melting.) Plus, I’ve never been in love.

      I’ve had a few crushes. For instance, movie stars and Carter Miller forever. Forever being since the four middle schools in my area combined at Hamilton High. If you ask anyone who knows anything about forever, four years is a long time.

      My older sister, Lila, who left for college and is best friends with Carter’s best friend’s girlfriend, informed me he hooked up with Naomi Cassini over the summer. Sigh.

      The wish thing was weird because I felt the trueness of it in my whole body. It smelled like fresh air, tasted like mint, and made my insides fizzy. (No, I hadn’t eaten any of the cake yet.)

      I felt like love was coming for me. But I also felt something else, like my heart would shatter and that love would come at a great cost. Like I said, weird and a bit dramatic. But true for sure.
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      I am going to fall in love...and I’m not going to like it. Mostly. The thought is on repeat in my head...and the dread is in my body. Not the falling in love part. No, that’ll be good, but the heartbreak part.

      “You have a look, Maija,” Chelsea says as she trots across the sand and wraps me in a hug.

      My shoulder lifts and lowers nonchalantly as if to say, nope. No look. Cool as a cucumber over here. Little known fact: even in hot weather, the insides of a cucumber remain unaffected. Yes, I’m a dork. Even my parents are cooler than me. Story of my life.

      Chelsea wags her finger at me. “I know you and you have a secret.”

      I gaze into the near-darkness, looking for someone to bail me out because she isn’t wrong.

      Her mouth drops open. “You’ve fallen—” She grabs my jacket and pulls me close. “You’ve fallen in love. Who is it? Summer fling?” she practically shouts.

      I widen my eyes and shake my head. “Shh. No one. I’m not in love...” I trail off.

      No, it’s more like I’m currently obsessed with the possibility of falling in love...and terrified of the promise of heartbreak.

      I experienced the fullness of those facts the same way as right now I hear cars honking, doors slamming, and the rushing waves in the background as everyone gathers for the last beach bonfire of the summer before school starts tomorrow. They’re irrefutable. Certain.

      I felt it like I can feel the breeze on my skin, the warmth of the bonfire on my face, and the sand under my feet.

      It was as real as the nervous fluttering in my stomach about going back to school. Senior year. Chelsea gets wrapped up in the recent arrivals saying farewell to summer.

      Speaking of love, Keiko’s high laughter harmonizes with Reggie’s lower tones—they’re high school sweethearts. I hear chatter and hooting and happiness. Also, the melty chocolate scent of S’mores—I hightail it over to the fire and my friends.

      As I roast a marshmallow, I gaze into the darkness on the edge of the bonfire, hoping Carter will appear, telling me the girlfriend thing was only a rumor. How amazing would it be to cap off my high school career by finally dating him and having a high school sweetheart story of my own?

      Instead, Chelsea trots across the sand and wraps me in another hug. She’s very touchy-feely. In one breathless flurry, she says, “Omigosh-what-did-I-miss?” She spots the marshmallows, chocolate, and graham crackers then makes grabby hands and says, “Ooh, gimme.”

      “I’m the designated S’mores supplier.” I was assigned this job because last year Keiko ate all the chocolate before anyone else got to it. I pass a roasting stick.

      “A marshmallow magic wand,” Chelsea says with a flourish and steps closer to the fire, promptly incinerating her marshmallow.

      My mouth drops open. “Wait, what did you do to your hair? It’s⁠—”

      “Pink!” She passes me the stick with the scorched ball of goo on the end and strikes a pose. “Do you love it?”

      I couldn’t see it before, but in the light of the fire, it glows bright pink.

      “I was so tired of having mouse brown, boring hair. It’s a new year, I wanted to go bold.”

      “In that case, mission accomplished.”

      “I was saving it as a surprise. Consider it a belated birthday present.” Chelsea laughs.

      “My birthday was yesterday and you got me a spa set and helped my parents with the confetti balloons, the pool party, and the whole shebang.”

      The theme was confetti because I’m an enthusiast of all things happy, celebratory, and confetti-infused. Every time I find a little colorful piece of paper tucked in the hem of my skirt, in my hair, or underfoot, I smile. It’s hard to clean up, but it’s totally worth it.

      Chelsea interrupts my recent reminiscing. “Remember we were talking about how senior year is the time to step it up. Maija, now that you’re eighteen, you have a license to be fatal, fierce. What do they say at pep rallies?”

      “Go Hamilton Hippos!” Reggie says.

      “No, the other one.” Chelsea thinks for a moment.

      I don’t know about being fatal or fierce. But she’s right that change is in the air. While lounging in the pool yesterday, we did have a long talk about life.

      I guess I’m the same as I’ve always been with medium brown curly hair, tan skin, and almond-shaped green eyes with golden flecks. I’m medium height, fit, Finnish on my dad’s side, and my mom’s from Jamaica—they met in college during a symposium for Olympic athletes—they’re both sprinters and amazing. I live in the shadow of their golden achievements.

      I’m okay at playing piano and my grades are up there. However, I don’t have Olympic aspirations, a boyfriend, or anything exceptional to include on my college apps. I do not have pink hair. And I’ve never been in love...at least not yet. I’m actually pretty ordinary.

      Chelsea breaks into my lament. “I remember now. At pep rallies, they say, ‘Go big or go home.’” She cheers, shaking imaginary pompoms.

      “I guess, I’ll be going home,” I mumble, half-joking about how average I am.

      “Ha ha, no way, this party is just getting started and this is going to be our best year yet.” Chelsea suggests I get a nose piercing or tattoo.

      Whoever’s playing DJ has a strong reggae game and Chelsea pulls me from my spot in the sand to dance.

      While we groove, her eyes fall on a figure in the distance, but because of the bright contrast of the fire, I can’t see if she’s spotted Logan Nguyen, the guy she’s been texting all summer or someone else.

      “Did you hear about the two brothers?” Chelsea asks, slightly breathless and windswept from the breeze coming off the ocean.

      “Is this the beginning of a joke or are you asking me a question?” I ask as I dance.

      She looks at me sideways. “The Thorne brothers? I thought I spotted one.” She gestures vaguely. “They live in that old house on Skerry Street.”

      “The haunted one?”

      Chelsea laughs. “Yup. Remember when we went trick-or-treating with Keiko, Reggie, Ange, and Aaron?”

      It was our last time getting dressed up and going door-to-door begging for candy.

      “It was a dumb idea, because, duh, no one lived there,” I say.

      “Emphasis on lived,” she says in a spooky voice.

      We both erupt in nervous laughter as the song ends and we return to my post at the S’mores station.

      She says, “Maija, I’ve been hearing rumors about these brothers…” She leans toward the fire so her face takes on an eerie glow. “That they’re descendants of the witches from Salem and that they’re⁠—”

      “Zombies? Because if you say zombies, I’m cutting you off from that show you’ve been binge-watching on Netflix.”

      “No, I didn’t hear that they’re zombies, but that wouldn’t be plausible, anyway.”

      “Um, okay. Why not?” I’m confused, but this is typical Chelsea, so I go with it.

      “Because I heard the brothers are super-hot and zombies are not.” She giggles.

      “Hot like your marshmallow that was on fire or⁠—?”

      “Hot like—” She juts her chin over my shoulder.

      A guy our age, wearing unusually formal dress and holding a top hat, appears beside the bonfire. Dude, Halloween is almost two months away.

      However, I can’t help but stare at him. When he glances over, I startle and look away.

      His gray eyes.

      Certainly not zombie eyes and not vampire eyes either. Chelsea and I had a major thing for vampires a while back.

      But whoa, eyes that I could get lost in.

      I blink and he’s gone.

      While I was distracted, Keiko commandeered the marshmallow roasting sticks and along with Chelsea and Reggie, prepares S’mores. Or tries to.

      “So why are we at the beach again?” Reggie asks.

      “So we can make S’mores, obviously.”

      “How do you keep the marshmallow from burning?” Reggie fumbles with the chocolate.

      “Or the graham cracker from breaking?” Keiko adds.

      Reggie drops a square of chocolate in the sand. “No!” he says, falling to his knees. “Why do I dislike the beach? Let me count the ways. Sand in the food or in this case, food in the sand. Seagulls pooping on stuff and taking your food, and sand.” He repeats, “Did I mention sand? Sand and food do not mix. The five-second rule does not apply in this situation.” He holds his hands up in dramatic agony. His partially melted chocolate isn’t salvageable.

      “Let the S’mores master demonstrate,” I say, sliding the perfectly toasted marshmallow off the stick, onto the graham cracker, preloaded with chocolate, and taking one delicious, gooey bite.

      While I make another, Reggie goes on. “Sunburns, bathing suits. Sand in the food⁠—”

      “Yeah, you said as much.” Keiki steals the chocolate.

      “Getting lobbed in the head with a volleyball or Frisbee. Getting sunburned,” he adds.

      I laugh. “Yes, but the sun isn’t out.” I glance up at the starry night sky. I love the beach and everything about it.

      Sparks from the fire flutter toward the sky. I gaze up, up, up. A bittersweet feeling of endings and beginnings fills me half and half. The stars flicker and then one disappears. But I don’t see a shooting star, otherwise I’d make a wish.

      I blink my eyes a few times because what I do see, or at least I think so, are the stars rearranging themselves. My mouth drops open. Maybe I had too much sugar.

      Like the airplanes that write love letters in the sky as part of a marriage proposal or congratulations on graduation day, letters form and twinkle.

      After they take shape, I see my name written like a wish among the stars in the sky.
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      The star letters flare and disappear. My eyes burn. I’m quite sure I saw my name up there. I turn my gaze toward the sea and blink a few times. As though branded in my mind like the hot coals of the bonfire, the shining, sparkling letters of my name written against the backdrop of night remain. M-A-I-J-A.

      When I glance back toward the group, the guy with the top hat and gray eyes stands off to the side. The firelight illuminates the sharp edges of his features. His eyes are as deep as the sea on a cloudy day, clear and cold, intriguing and sad. They invite me to wonder, but I look away.

      I tell myself to shake it off: the stars, the guy, the bittersweet feeling.

      Chelsea, Keiko, and Reggie have moved on to talking about which teachers they’re hoping not to get. They gossip about scandals and schedules, assignments and advice on who and what to avoid.

      “If we stay up until midnight, we can get our schedules on the portal,” Reggie says.

      “I heard they’re not releasing them until the moment school starts,” Chelsea counters.

      “Then how will we know⁠—?”

      “Who is that staring at you, Maija?” Keiko asks.

      Chelsea flips her hair and says, “Oh, that’s the new guy. One-half of the brothers Thorne that moved into the old house at the end of Skerry Street.”

      “The haunted one?” Keiko scoots closer to Reggie.

      Chelsea dismisses this. “I hear they’re twins.”

      “Do they both wear⁠—?”

      “Jaunty top hats?” Chelsea asks. “Personally, I think it’s super-cool.”

      “Says the girl with bright pink hair.”

      Reggie says, “Sorry, Keiko, I will not put one of those on for you.”

      We all laugh because we know he’d do anything for her, including wearing a top hat, a beret, or fedora.

      “However, I will dance with you,” he says, busting his best moves while Keiko starts shimmying beside him.

      “Whoa. He is staring at you, Maija,” Chelsea adds as she starts to dance. “He’s like a cross between a hot, young Mr. Darcy and Edward from Twilight. Also very Edwardian in that historical romance kind of way.” She laughs as she twirls and kicks up the sand.

      I start to dance as she continues to talk about how our love story could be legendary, given his choice of clothing and my penchant for historical romance novels.

      I try to hush her as he strides over. Subtlety is certainly not her thing.

      Even though we’re standing on the uneven sand, he’s easily a head taller than I am. All pale angles like one of my dad’s architecture models.

      He says, “I’m JJ Thorne. It’s nice to meet you, Maija.”

      “Do I know you?” I ask.

      His eyes don’t waver from me. It’s as though his gaze stretches through time, seeking me, reaching me, seeing my past, and scanning my future. I feel vulnerable and yet I can’t look away.

      “I’m Chelsea,” she says, breaking the spell that weaves itself between us. “You pronounced her name correctly, JJ Thorne. Not Maja or My-ay-ja. Maija. Rhymes with playa like the beach in Spanish or fiyah, like fire,” she says, gesturing. “Like you’d say if you’re from Boston. Are you from Boston?”

      I elbow her to stop rambling. Plus, I hadn’t even said my name.

      “I am not from Boston. Lovely city if you like that sort of thing.” His voice is proper, slightly condescending, and British. Chelsea practically swoons. Me too.

      He stares at me with his startling, magnetic gray eyes.

      “Come on, dance with us,” she says, pulling his hand and mine together. When they touch, he yanks his away. In that brief moment, I registered that his fingers were cold, but I get a zing in my stomach, like that first plunge into the ocean at the beginning of the summer. Shocking and exhilarating at the same time.

      All of a sudden, Chelsea flies backward into the sand. I whirl around as Logan playfully tackles her. They’re both laughing as he tickles her on the ground.

      I turn back to the guy in the top hat. “How’d you know my name?” I ask.

      “It was in the stars,” he answers.

      Despite the strangeness of his response, something floats between us.  It’s an unseen and unknown swoosh and swoop. It makes my insides rise and fall like being in a dark room and fumbling for the light switch.

      Then JJ juts his chin toward my mouth. He doesn’t smile, but something like amusement plays on his lips. He points and says, “You have something there.”

      I put my finger to my lip and sticky marshmallow comes away. My cheeks burn. I crash back to reality.

      He holds my gaze a moment longer before he nods, tips his hat, and then walks away.

      I vaguely hear Chelsea urging Logan to dance, but my attention is stuck on JJ.

      Dumbstruck isn’t my natural state or any state I’ve ever found myself in, but by the time I reconfigure my senses—feeling confused and annoyed—, he’s vanished into the darkness.

      Confused because of the way he was looking at me.

      Annoyed because he seemed repelled by me: not wanting to dance and at the marshmallow on my lip. Sheesh, give a girl a break. Not all of us can be dark, mysterious Mr. McHotStuffs.

      Keiko and Reggie call me over for S’more seconds and Chelsea and Logan join us. I notice they hold hands. I give her the you better explain look. As far as I knew, they’d been texting and hadn’t graduated to the tackle-hug, handholding phase. She responds with a later tilt of the head. Then making our silent conversation audible, she says, “How’d he know your name?”

      “How’d who know what?” Keiko asks.

      Chelsea looks over my shoulder. “Him—the one in the⁠—”

      “He said his name is JJ,” I say.

      “Jean-Jacques?” Reggie asks.

      “Doubtful, he had a British accent.”

      Chelsea teases, “I think you have a secret admirer. Well, not so secret. I wonder what his brother is like. Hopefully, he likes to dance.

      We talk about the brothers a moment longer, leaving me curious. How did he know my name? Was my name really written in the sky, in the stars? Why did he introduce himself?

      Just then, I hear my name over the rushing waves and crackling fire. This time it’s Riley McMillan.

      “Ooh, Maija, how will you decide? JJ Thorne or Riley McMillan?” Chelsea teases with a giggle. “He’s had a crush on her for ages,” she explains to Logan.

      I roll my eyes.

      “It’s getting late. He’s probably going to offer to walk me home.” I gaze into the distance where JJ had stood, stuck on that strange interaction.

      “I’ve known him since we were in diapers. I’ve told you, this is not the boy-next-door scenario.” Although, he does live next door in the light yellow house.

      Riley calls my name again as though I might disappear.

      “But if you lived on Skerry Street, that might be a different story. I saw the way JJ looked at you.” Chelsea raises both of her eyebrows suggestively.

      “Chelsea, he was wearing an old-fashioned suit and a top hat.” Sometimes she exasperates me.

      “Hey, nothing wrong with that. Maybe he was at an old-timey convention earlier.” Chelsea shimmies her shoulders.

      Logan’s brow furrows.

      “I’m kidding. Sort of.” She giggles.

      “Hey, Riley,” I say in greeting.

      He and his mop of hair flops down into the sand with us.

      “Any S’mores left?” he asks.

      “Sorry, Logan got the last one,” Chelsea answers.

      I’ve always liked Riley as a friend, period. In the summer when we were kids, he was the boy I climbed trees with. In the winter, we’d make snow forts. Heck, we’ve even farted in front of each other (hashtag real life), but I think of him more like a cousin than dating material. Unfortunately, he doesn’t feel the same way as evidenced by his insistent requests last year that I go to school dances with him. He’d walk me to school and carry my books. He gave me chocolates on Valentine’s Day. He’s very sweet. I trust he’ll find someone who adores him and doesn’t know that he ate a worm once. But when Chelsea brought the purpose of his affections to my attention, I tried to cut it off but didn’t want to rip out his heart. Anyway, there’s the Carter crush.

      “Maija, want to walk home together?”

      I shrug and glance at the dying fire with no Carter in sight. “Sure.”

      After seeing my name in the sky and JJ Thorne knowing it without me introducing myself, I’d rather not walk alone.

      After I say goodnight to everyone, we walk along the dunes toward the road. I glance over my shoulder one last time, saying goodbye to my friends and summer.

      Beyond them, the silhouette of a guy in a top hat stands off to the side, his gray eyes like chipped diamonds in the dim light and they’re fixed on me.
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      When I get home, my mom hurries me to bed because I have to get up early tomorrow—she knows I’m generally not a morning person. I want to text Chelsea about her pink hair, Logan’s appearance, meeting the mysterious JJ, and the subtle nervousness that always accompanies me before the first day of school, but my phone is dead.

      I lay down, hoping I’ll pass out, but sleep doesn’t come. I feel a gentle dip on my mattress and the swish of Filbert’s tail, soft and ticklish on my leg.

      I pet our very large and very furry Maine Coon cat. His sparkling eyes remind me of the stars and JJ. I decide maybe it’s best I go to sleep after all.

      The next morning, expecting to roll over with a ball of fluff in my face, the spot beside me where Filbert fell asleep is cold.

      The sun shines through the openings in my shades, the birds chirp cheerfully, and I remember it’s the first day of school.

      My bedroom door creaks open. I expect my mom to tell me to get up, but it’s Filbert. In his mouth, he carries what looks like a rolled-up piece of paper.

      “What do you have there, mister?” I ask.

      Don’t worry, even though I talk to my cat, I know he won’t answer. If you have a family pet, don’t even try to tell me you’ve never talked to it.

      He jumps onto my bed and I sit up, making room. He drops the scroll and starts to purr. I scratch behind his ears and then pick up the paper. A red ribbon holds it closed.

      “Where’d you get this?”

      I know, I know, he’s not going to answer. It’s rhetorical.

      When I was little, my mom would leave notes in my lunch box, but maybe she’s getting creative, modifying old traditions as I get closer to graduation.

      I untie the ribbon and pull open the scroll.

      

      You are in grave danger. They’re coming for you. Do not tell them anything. Do not give up your wish.

      What should you do?

      Run. Now.

      

      I flop back onto my bed and close my eyes. Behind my lids, my name burns brightly in the night sky. This must be one long, strange dream.

      A furry tail tickles my nose. I sneeze. A pair of paws knead my stomach. I feel the pierce of a poorly sheathed claw. Ouch. No, I’m awake. I open my eyes. The note is still there.

      Grave danger?

      Who’s coming for me?

      Run?

      This must be some kind of joke.

      I scoop Filbert up and follow the sound of my mother’s melodious singing into the kitchen. The only time she’s not singing or humming is if she’s sitting still, which is seldom. I’ve even heard her singing in her sleep. She says her lungs were made for two things: running and singing.

      She’s preparing coffee on a tray. From the other room, my father’s voice rumbles in low conversation. Maybe he had to take an early call for work.

      “Good morning,” my mom says brightly. “I was going to check if you were upright, dressed, and ready for a big day.”

      I clutch the rolled-up paper in my hand and am about to ask about the note when I hear a second voice answering my father. I take a few steps forward and peer into the room.

      My dad sits tall with one ankle crossed over his knee. On the couch opposite sits a woman wearing a light yellow caftan. Beside her, an older woman in a darker yellow caftan sits. Her lips are pursed like she sucked on a lemon.

      I slip back into the kitchen, but my mom steers me into the living room. I stutter, starting to protest, but her tight smile reminds me to use my manners. Never mind that, I haven’t even brushed my teeth.

      “Good morning,” I say, trying not to breathe on anyone.

      “We’re from the OMM,” says the younger woman in the yellow caftan.

      “Uh—?”

      My dad clears his throat. “The Office of Magical Management.”

      My father is many things—sensible, timely, organized—, but having a sense of humor isn’t at the top of the list. My mother is the comedian in the family.

      “Is this a joke or⁠—?”

      The woman in the light yellow caftan unfolds her hands and gestures to my parents. “I’m Dina and this is Margaret. We’re in charge of your case.”

      My father rubs his hands on the legs of his pants, glances at my mom who nods and says, “When you were born we were visited by the OMM. They said you might have special abilities. Specifically, that you might be a wish witch—a rare type of witchcraft.” My mother smiles proudly.

      Dina says, “Only time would tell if you developed any magical abilities. However, it’s our responsibility to inform all parents that their child might have skills beyond the ordinary.”

      “So there are witches?” I ask, hardly believing the words are coming out of my mouth.

      “Of course. Typically, they perform household witchcraft, general spell making, the usual.” Dina shrugs as if it’s no big deal.

      Both of my parents nod solemnly.

      I feel slightly queasy. Not excited like I might have if I were reading about this in a book, eager to know what was going to happen to the main character. Rather, I’m uncertain, afraid, and very much like I learned something extraordinary about myself that goes way, way beyond pink hair. Well, if it’s true because as far as I know, I cannot cast spells or whatever it is people with magic can do.

      I lean back in the overstuffed sofa chair and rest my forehead in my hand. In the other, I still hold the piece of paper telling me to run. I glance from my mom to my dad, but neither indicates any of this is a joke nor dangerous.

      “So what you’re saying is I’m a witch?” I squeeze my eyes closed and then open them but the scene doesn’t change. I am not imagining this.
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      My mom and dad, with their mugs of coffee in hand, are the picture of an average morning in our household.

      The two women seated on the couch, wearing yellow caftans with what I now notice are little badges on their chests in what appears to be an X, or if I’m thinking about it in a witchy way, two wands crossed, are surreal.

      When I catch my reflection in the mirror over the fireplace, with my springy hair sticking out at wild angles and a stricken, but tired expression on my face makes me look crazy. Like the internet memes: I woke up like this crazy or I got life-changing news crazy or I’ve gone crazy crazy.

      From the silence, I repeat my question. “So you’re telling me, Maija Marie Wessels, an eighteen-year-old senior at Hamilton High School, soccer team captain, straight-A student, collector of sea glass and knitter of scarves, best friend of Chelsea Higgins, secret crusher on Carter Miller, stargazer, speedy swimmer, book lover, ice cream and confetti enthusiast… You’re saying I’m a witch?”

      Dina nods vigorously. “Indeed.”

      “I don’t believe you.” The words drop like a heavy stone in a lake.

      “But you must,” Dina says, turning an anxious eye toward Margaret who remains quiet.

      “Can I have more information?” I ask. “Witch doesn’t make sense. Witches aren’t real. Right?”

      Dina’s brow wrinkles. “Witches are real. It’s no big secret. Well, except to the non-magically talented.”

      I glance at my parents, my eyes widening.

      Dina must pick up my meaning because she says, “Parents and authorized guardians have to take an oath that’s bound by their silence on the matter.” Her tone is grave. “If they should speak of it…” she trails off tremulously.

      My mother nods, confirming this.

      “Everything will be explained at Riptivik Magic Academy. The thing to know is that you need to believe in your abilities before you can access them. Many people don’t know they have these skills so it’s expected that they wouldn’t believe they’re talented in this way,” Dina explains.

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve made a mistake.”

      My mother shakes her head. “No, dear. These things often run in families. There’s probably something you should know about Aunt Aida and Gramma. I assure you, there is no mistake.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, not masking the irritation in my voice.

      My father answers, “We felt it best we leave the explanation to the professionals when the time came. Neither your mother nor I are magically talented.” He takes my hand. “However, we did teach you to run and sprint.”

      “And to sing,” Mom says.

      “To study and excel in school.”

      “To mind your manners.” She arches her eyebrow as though she senses my patience is thin.

      “But witchcraft isn’t our area of expertise and because sometimes these skills don’t manifest until you come of age, it didn’t make sense to tell you of the possibility sooner,” my dad finishes.

      “Didn’t make sense?” Annoyance toys with the otherwise enormous knot of confusion clouding my thoughts. “Dad, this doesn’t make sense. I woke up this morning and the cat—never mind. Seriously? You want to talk about making sense?”

      “Maija, manners,” my mother interjects, nodding at the visitors. She turns back to me and says, “I know this is a lot to take in, but you are very special.”

      “So you’ve told me, like, a million times,” I fight the urge to roll my eyes.

      “Because it’s true and because I believe in you.” My mom smiles.

      I huff a sigh.

      “She means that you’re really, really special,” my dad adds.

      “If a non-magical person spoke of it, what would happen?” I ask defiantly. I could really stand to talk to Chelsea right now.

      “Strict punishment by the Coven Constabulary,” Dina says urgently.

      “Is that like the magical police?” I ask.

      My parents nod.

      “Is Lila magical? Does she know?” I say, carelessly. I feel fists and fire rising inside as my irritation grows.

      “No.”

      “Then how’d you know about your sister?” I ask, referring to my mom’s comment about Aunt Aida and Gramma.

      “My family was different,” my mother says in a clipped tone, signaling this line of questioning is over.

      As though trying to douse the flames of a potential argument, Dina says, “After you pack, we’ll escort you to the Academy.”

      “Am I going to travel to another realm?”

      “Surely not,” Dina says with a laugh. “Conveniently, Riptivik Magic Academy is only six hours away by plane...and half that by broom.” She winks.

      “We moved to Boston because it’s about midway between our families in Jamaica and Finland; however this works out nicely. You’ll be able to visit your cousins in Helsinki.” My mother makes this sound so normal like how our favorite bagel place is right down the street. I could go for a toasted cinnamon raisin right now.

      “Convenient? Helsinki? Where am I going?” I’m moments away from shouting and stomping my feet on the floor in a tantrum.

      “Concordia, of course,” Dina says matter of fact.

      “And where is that?”

      “North of England. It’s a small, wealthy country,” Dad says.

      Never heard of it.

      “I’ll help you pack.” My mom gets to her feet. “Your father will sort out any other details.”

      As we walk upstairs, I say to my mom, “Does this make me like a genie?”

      Dina calls after us, “No, a genie, or djinn, is another class of magical being. I’m sure you’ll have the pleasure of meeting one soon.”

      Perhaps it’s the early hour, the sight of these gently commanding women in their caftans, or my parents telling me I’m a witch, but a dormant part of me bypasses tantrum mode and streaks toward rebellion. I’m eighteen. An adult for goodness sakes.

      As the reality of going to a different school, away from my friends and the life I’ve always known, smashes down on me, I yell, “Do I twitch my nose and voila! Wish granted.” I try, exaggeratedly wiggling my nose like in that old show that was made into a movie. “No. Nope.” I throw my hands in the air. “Guess you made a mistake. No witch here.” I whirl on my mother, ready to launch into an angry rant. But the tears in her eyes stop me.

      “I always knew you were special. This is not a fairytale, my dear girl. This is a true gift. You are here to do something big with your life. Something that will change the world. I’ve always known this deep down.”

      “Mom—” I say, ready with a rebuttal.

      She cups my cheeks in her hands. “Maija, you are magic.”
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      Instead of packing, I slump down onto my bed. My mother busies herself, throwing open the curtains and picking up my dirty laundry. I nibble a granola bar.

      A hundred questions bounce like ping pong balls back and forth between my regular life and the one coming for me.

      What will I bring?

      What about Chelsea?

      Do I get a wand?

      Are there many people like me?

      What about college?

      What will I tell my friends?

      What does a magically talented person’s life look like?

      I can’t ask Filbert. I can’t ask my mother. I can’t ask Chelsea.

      JJ’s image blazes like the bonfire into my mind.

      “Last night, I thought I saw my name in the stars,” I blurt.

      My mother smiles as though not surprised. “In the coming years, you’ll see many things that might amaze you given your ordinary upbringing.” My mother sits down next to me, wraps an arm around my shoulders, and gives me a side hug. “My sister was born with magical abilities. In other words, they knew for sure right away. With some magicals, it’s like that. With others, like you, we find out later, when they come of age. I suppose it has something to do with maturing and the type of magical gift involved.”

      My mother looks the same as she always has: high forehead edged by a scarf that holds back her long braids. Same proud cheekbones, kind eyes, and a grand smile. Her loose, purple cotton tank-dress reveals her strong shoulders and athlete’s body from years of running competitively.

      However, something is different, as though she’s introducing me to a part of herself she’s kept hidden all these years. “My sister was a wonderful little girl. We were best friends. She’d make the ordinary enchanted. Then when she got older, things changed. She realized she was different. Rather, that I was different from her and our mother. That’s when I started running. I was hoping I could run away from the changes.”

      I feel like doing just that. Instead, I ask, “Would you run away from me?”

      My mother’s dark brown eyes meet mine. “Never.” She holds me tight, and I inhale her sandalwood scent. “When we were told that you might have these abilities, we decided it would be best for you to know both sides: the non-magical and magical. That way, if and when the time came, you’d be able to have a greater understanding of the world.”

      “Understanding?”

      “Let’s not keep them waiting downstairs. You’ll need clothes. They provide a uniform, of course. But casual attire, pajamas… Let’s see…” She opens drawers and pulls out socks, shorts, and other items.

      I glance at the clock.

      My mom smooths my hair.

      “Even if I didn’t want to go, I’d have to?”

      “Yes, those with magical talent need to know how to keep themselves and others safe. It’s the law.”

      “Why so far away? I’ve never heard of Concordia.”

      “There used to be a magical academy in New York. That’s where my sister went. It was called Amsterdam Island Magical Academy. But it was closed. Turned into a jail.” She gazes away.

      “What if I get homesick?”

      “I imagine you will be. When I left Jamaica for Olympic training, I cried myself to sleep for a full week. I missed my family, of course, but also the sounds of the sea, the smells of curry and plantains, fried patties, and even the fish market. When I look back, I was thankful to have a home I loved so much to return to. If you don’t miss us, then we did something wrong.” She laughs as she exits to the bathroom to get my toiletries.

      I text Chelsea, telling her I don’t feel well and won’t be able to make it to school. Then I delete it because I’ve never lied to her. I tell her my parents surprised me and are sending me to boarding school, which is closer to the truth. I add that I won’t be able to talk until the weekend. Over the years, my parents have traveled a lot so she might assume that it’s for their convenience. I hope that she won’t wonder why they didn’t tell me sooner because if I think about that too long, I find myself wondering the same thing, even if they said it was what made the most sense.

      After I get dressed and shower, taking my time because I can’t muster up the enthusiasm to leave home and attend a school to cultivate my so-called magical abilities, I plod downstairs to my waiting parents and the two women from the Office of Magical Management.

      “Ready to go?” Dina asks.

      I don’t answer and instead, stare at my purple Converse sneakers.

      “We’ll miss you,” my dad says, pulling me in for a hug. “But remember, we’re only a flight away. We’ll send care packages and see you when you visit.”

      “And Family Fest,” Dina chimes in. “It’s an afternoon when parents and caregivers visit the campus, get a tour, and learn about what our students do each day. I think you’re going to like Riptivik if you give it a chance,” Dina says knowingly.

      I harrumph. How’d I go from Hamilton High School senior to a Riptivik Magic Academy witch in fewer than twenty-four hours?

      My mother takes my hands and squeezes. “Make sure you keep asking questions. Curiosity is everything.” Then she gives me quite possibly the longest hug ever.

      They wish me luck, and I lug my stuff out to a car that doesn’t seem magical. I almost laugh because part of me was expecting a few brooms parked in the driveway. I get into the nondescript sedan. As Dina pulls away, I wave goodbye as tears gather at the corners of my eyes.

      We drive exactly thirty-nine minutes to the airport in relative silence. Dina concentrates as though operating an ordinary car requires the full employment of her non-magical abilities. In other words, she goes as slow as I did when I first got my driver’s permit.

      Margaret glares as though the non-magical world is subject to suspicion.

      My mind races between sulking at this turn of events and being ever so slightly intrigued—at the last moment, I was half expecting everyone to say just kidding, this was a joke. I already miss Filbert. I recall the strange note he carried and my insides ice over slightly. That must have been a joke. From Reilly maybe?

      We don’t pass the usual loop that surrounds the airport for departures and drive to a private hanger nearby. I get out after Dina and Margaret. Two brooms appear. The trunk of the car pops open. Wands are lifted. I can hardly believe my eyes as my belongings shrink and fill a pair of saddlebags on the end of a broom outfitted for two passengers. Dina gets on the front and signals I get on the back.

      I shake my head slowly and feel a thrust of wind like I was shoved forward. Shimmer fills the air. I grip the broom handle to steady myself. Margaret lowers her wand as threads of light dissolve.

      “We can’t be late,” Margaret says.

      Dina smiles apologetically. They’re not police officers, but I get the dynamic. Dina plays good cop and Margaret plays bad cop.

      I mount the broom, hang on, and in one swift motion, we take to the air. I want to ask about what I saw last night and my name in the stars but the forward motion and rush of the wind are too great. My stomach lurches.

      As everything on the ground gets smaller and I’m forced to assess whether I have a fear of heights, it’s suddenly like we’re in a bubble. The rushing wind disappears even as we streak out over the ocean, going impossibly fast. However, now I don’t want to break Dina’s concentration by asking questions. About a million of them flood my mind.

      Margaret flies nearby...then she’s gone. Disappeared. There is just the sky and darkness.

      “Dina, um, we seem to have lost Margaret.”

      She grunts.

      I’m guessing that although they’re coworkers, they’re not exactly friends.

      In Dina’s silence, my mind continues to spin as we travel and doesn’t calm until an island twinkling with lights appears in the distance. “That must be Concordia,” I say.

      While I expect a bit of information about the country or introduction to the school, Dina keeps quiet. Must be focusing.

      From above, regal homes come into view that reminds me of the manors in some of my favorite historical romance novels.

      But we fly on until we reach a barren plain that gives way to bogs. In the center is a black, stone tower like a blade slicing the gray sky. A broad wall with piercing iron stakes encloses it. We land in front of a stone guard shack and blue-black light shimmers in a sort of magical wall, barring us from going any farther.

      Bumps work their way across my skin and the hair on the back of my neck lifts.

      Dina dismounts from the broom, reaches into her caftan and extracts a wooden wand. She taps the air while whispering something, and the mild-looking woman turns into a pale, bald...creature with thin, boney limbs.

      I gasp.

      He? She? Grabs me roughly by the arm and thrusts me toward the gate next to the stone structure.

      A guard meets us. “Djinn, did you bring us a new prisoner?”

      “Djinn?” I mutter, recalling the comment in my living room. Then follow up with, “Prisoner? No, I’m a student. I’m supposed to go to Riptivik Magical Academy.” I eye the guard and then the figure who was Dina.

      She hisses, revealing pointed teeth.

      The guard assesses me by hovering a wand over my face, chest, and arms. “Maija Wessels. Witch.” Given that use of magic, I’m surprised when he consults a list on a clipboard. “Says here that she’s to go to RIP.”

      “Riptivik?” My voice trembles.

      The glare I get from all the guards and the djinn silences me.

      “Consider yourself lucky that you’re not going through this gate,” the guard says. “No one who enters ever leaves.” His grin is grim. “Lucky for now anyway.”

      The others laugh.

      “Sorry, djinn. You don’t get the bounty this time.” The guard goes back to the building.

      Prisoner? Bounty?

      The djinn hisses again and angles the wand at me, indicating I get on the broom.

      In minutes, we alight outside another iron gate. This one is laced with ivy. It’s flanked by two brick pillars. Stone walls, also covered in ivy, extend in both directions. It’s a bit more of what I had in mind. Given the fact that there’s an Office of Magical Management, it should be no surprise there are officers and a jail. There must have been a mistake.

      Another guard meets us, assesses me, consults a list, and this time we’re allowed entrance to Riptivik Magic Academy. At least that’s what it says on the sign.

      The djinn shoves me roughly forward.

      This morning I was planning on starting my senior year of high school. Instead, I learned that I’m a witch, left my family, flew overseas on a broom, arrived at a jail, and now a magic academy. I can’t claim that I’m all too pleased. Irritation builds inside and I feel like I’m going to snap.

      The djinn keeps the wand fixed on me and I’d like to snap it and snap myself back to reality.

      As though sensing my intention, an eerie chill works its way over my skin as jagged threads of magic emerge from the wand.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, suddenly feeling helpless.

      The djinn merely hisses, urging me forward to the gate.

      I’d be crazy to appreciate this turn of events even though this place looks slightly more welcoming than that tower prison. But why am I being treated like a felon? I dig in my heels and turn. “Tell me what is going on.”

      The djinn remains impassive.

      Standing at attention, the guards wearing gold and deep red uniforms intimidate as they march toward me. One removes a wand from his belt and uses it to scan me. He grunts as though I’m no threat.

      “Exactly,” I say.

      He ignores me.

      My hands turn into fists and anger at being dismissed rises inside. My parents always said I was a spirited, willful child—always curious and asking questions. They said it would serve me well when I was older. I figured they meant leading teams in my professional career but a surge fills me and I feel like I could explode.

      But the djinn’s magic works over me, suppressing my rising power.

      “Student, delinquent, whatever, move along now,” calls the guard at my back.

      The command is clear. The djinn’s magic strengthens. Without an understanding of how or what would happen if I resisted, I obey.

      When the gate clangs shut, the first guard’s words echo in my mind.

      Maybe this is what the note meant by danger, run.

      Too late now.

      I stand alone with my luggage on either side of me at one end of a long a stone path lined with willow trees. I glance back to see guards lining the gate and on this side, instead of ivy, barbed wire glows and pulses menacingly like it’s been magicked—how is that even a thing? It wasn’t visible from the other side. What is going on?

      A formidable brick building comes into view, draped in ivy. Maybe this is a big misunderstanding. The guard said prisoner, and I saw the barbed wire, but this looks like a normal campus, though quiet. No one hurries here and there like when we visited Princeton with Lila. If this is a school and not a magical jail like that other place, I wonder how many students there are here. What they’re like, classes, the cafeteria—everything my parents and Lila evaluated when deciding which school she was going to attend.

      As the trees thin, several more brick and stone buildings come into view. It’s beautiful, rivaling Princeton’s campus. It’s like an Ivy League or private prep school times two. Unlike the student tour guide from Princeton, the djinn doesn’t sweep her arm grandly and say Welcome to Riptivik Magic Academy. She’s gone.

      Apple blossoms perfume the air, and it’s charged with something.

      Potential?

      Possibility?

      Pie? I’m not sure, but a strange sensation comes over me. The resentment at being sent here vanishes. There’s a part of me that feels a little bit excited and another part, though I know it’s not sensible, at least not yet, feels like I belong. Like I’ve come home. However, as I glance back at the magicked barbed wire, there’s a third part that’s terrified.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            ★

          

        

      

    

    
      I turn in a circle, take a deep breath, and walk in the direction of the nearest building—Lindholm Auditorium. I follow a path lined with pruned hedges and past a squat fieldstone structure. In the distance is another building with columns and several houses so overgrown with ivy they practically blend in with the forest bordering the campus. I’m starting to wonder if there are any other students here when a dull clamor issues from somewhere near a sidewalk covered by a stone archway, leading toward the auditorium.

      I pull open a heavy door as another closes on the opposite side of the atrium. It suddenly goes quiet.

      A woman dressed in crimson sits behind a table and shuffles a few papers. When she looks up at me, her glasses slide down her nose. “You must be Maija Wessels.”

      I nod.

      “This is Riptivik Reform School, home of supernatural misfits of all sorts—fae, vampires, shifters, and you must be a witch.” She looks at me sternly as if this is a federal offense.

      Thinking back to the conversation about the Coven Constabulary earlier, my attendance is required at this school—in the magical world not showing up is a violation.

      “Did you say reform? I’m supposed to go to the magical academy.”

      “I’m Ms. Storch, recently appointed head of administration. You answer to me. If you want to stay out of jail, don’t ask questions. That’s my job. Yours is to behave. I see your sentence to serve at the Iron Tower was suspended so you’re with us as long as you follow the rules.” She passes me a red card but doesn’t let it go. “Here, you’ll find your dormitory assignment: Fiona Pennylegion House. Classes, including the seminal seminar. Hmm.” She glances at me above her glasses and releases her grip on the schedule. “The chancellor was able to sneak through the commencement ceremony, but don’t expect it to be indicative of how things work around here moving forward.” Ms. Storch’s low tone makes everything sound foreboding.

      I go through a wide set of double doors. The floor of the old building creaks. The room is relatively dark except for bands of tiny lights running in arcs along the domed ceiling. I can make out a lot of polished wood. The silhouettes of the tops of students’ heads fill rows and rows of seats. I glance to my left but don’t see one available. To my right, there’s a single open spot, but it’s halfway in, meaning I have to squeeze past everyone.

      What sounds like the low peeling of a bell comes from somewhere high above in the building. Without another thought, I hurry past the row of students and scramble to the open seat. I whisper apologies as the bell’s ringing continues.

      I plop down, slightly out of breath and with my cheeks flushed even though no one can see them in the relative darkness. The bell stops and it’s even quieter than before.

      A single light comes up on the stage, illuminating a podium. A woman with features as sharp as a blade appears from the shadows. Her tight bun accentuates her height. Without any preamble, she says, “For those of you who are new, I’m Professor Derrington, co-head teacher at Riptivik Reform School.” Her eyes narrow at the word co-head before she continues.

      “A few items for you to know before we get on with the program. Students must abide by the three Cs: cooperation, communication, and commitment. First, to cooperate means you’ll review the rules of conduct and will not disrespect members of our community or school property. You will not bully or otherwise misuse your magic. We are strict about that at Riptivik. Infractions are met with severe recourse. Second, communicate. Should you have a problem, communicate with your fellow students, your teachers, or any of the pertinent faculty or staff about your issue. Finally, commit. We’re here to instruct you in restraining and retraining your magic. You will restrict your magical skills. Each of your teachers and heads of dorm will discuss the three Cs at greater length. But given the enormity of our endeavor this year.” She clears her throat as though making an invisible point. “I imagine it will require repeated review. With that, I turn the podium over to co-head teacher, Professor Popperwell.”

      The entire auditorium is as silent as the grave until the roundest man I’ve ever seen takes Professor Derrington’s place. He wears a tweed suit and the buttons on the jacket threaten to burst.

      A polite round of applause rises when he waves at the student body. His face is ruddy and his smile bounces between cheerful good nature and amusement. “What a warm welcome from Professor Derrington about our new changes. Thank you.” Or perhaps the expression he wears indicates sarcasm and amusement.

      “Welcome, students, faculty, and staff. As noted, I’m the co-head teacher here at Riptivik Magic Academy. New students will take primary classes with us. Return students, secondary classes. Depending on your schedule, you’ll also have arithmetic, language arts, alchemy, futurism, the arts, and for some of you lucky individuals, a bonus class.” He clears his throat. “No, I suppose none of you are lucky this year. I deeply regret that things have changed, but we will do our best⁠—”

      Ms. Storch appears on the stage and glares at him. “That’s enough. We are here to reform these students, not offer them condolences. They’ve misused their magic and that is final.”

      Professor Popperwell presses his lips together and his nostrils flare. “After the commencement ceremony, we’ll meet in the dining hall for dinner and then off to your dorms to settle in. I’m looking forward to a wonderful year ahead.”

      “You mean you’re looking forward to reforming our magical community,” Storch corrects.

      He exits the stage to a round of applause louder than the one that welcomed him.

      Strange that we received two nearly opposite message from two opposite looking people.

      Instead of quieting, the applause amplifies when what I can only describe as the wizard of all wizards takes the stage. He has long white hair and silver, shimmery robes. His hair and robes almost match. I glance to the girl sitting next to me as if to ask is this for real, but his voice booms through the auditorium. He lifts his arms as though receiving the full blast of excitement from the student body.

      “Professor Derrington mentioned the three Cs. These are guidelines you’ll follow when you’re here and long after convocation and you leave this campus.”

      He stops midstride. My pulse thunders fast and hard along with at least a hundred more. “You’re charged with the gift of magic, but it’s also a great responsibility. Each time you use your powers, first say thank you because when we operate from a place of gratitude we’re less likely to do harm and more likely to do good, which is precisely why we’ve been given our gifts, to do good. I believe that of everyone in this room. However⁠—”

      The man returns to the podium, clasps his hands and adds, “However, there are those who disagree with magic. Are threatened by it. They want to put an end to it. What was once our illustrious school is now a place to retrain and restrain.” He leans in. “It’s the last stop before the Iron Tower.”

      A murmur ripples through the crowd. I hear the words jail, prison, and penitentiary whispered. Was that where the djinn first tried to bring me? If so, I’m thankful not to have been sent there.

      The wizard goes on. “This year,  as we navigate these changes we can say thank you. Thank you for this opportunity to learn and⁠—”

      Someone shouts, “And stay out of magical jail.”

      The wizard wiggles his fingers in a sort of wave and says, “I’m going to go get a slice of pie while there’s still some left. Peach tonight, I believe. But I sure am looking forward to the apple.”

      Then he disappears.

      Poof.

      The dude left the building.

      A low murmur rises among the students. I turn to the girl next to me. I have questions. Even in the near dark, her skin is luminous, her hair smoothed away from her face, and her eyes bright.

      “Who was that?” I whisper, but before she can answer, the spotlights come on and a pair of unicorns prance onto the stage.

      I am not even kidding.
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      Three, four, five, six unicorns appear. They shower us with a shimmering light show. Then tiny lights take the stage. The girl next to me whispers, “pixies!”

      The fire, sparkle, and shimmer are spellbinding. Next, a troupe of elves does a lyrical dance. They glide gracefully, smoothly, otherworldy. Singing begins by several other figures that look somewhat human but have a certain quality that I’ve never seen, or rather felt, when the Hamilton High choir took to the stage.

      By the finale, my mouth hangs open at a display of fireworks shaped like hearts, stars, and miniature hopping toads.

      The elves do acrobatic feats that no gymnasts, not even Olympians—and I’ve seen many—could possibly do. They levitate in the air. At last, the stage lights up with glitter that rains across the audience.

      I’m astounded. I’m awestruck. Gobsmacked.

      I’m clapping along with what sounds like the entire assembly when the lights go down and the stage clears. Maybe it won’t be so bad here after all.

      When the doors open, flooding the auditorium with sunshine, what must be nearly two hundred students surround me. Like on the stage, not all of them are human.

      The girl next to me says, “To answer your question that was Chancellor West. Head of school. Most powerful wizard in history. Educator. Legend. All around hero in the magical world. I could tell by your expression that you’ve never heard of him. Surprising. I’m Yassi by the way, and no, I am not a unicorn. They come every year for the ceremony, but this is the first time other magical beings have taken part or even attended Riptivik. Also the first time we’re a reform school.” Her laughter reminds me of the wind in the woods. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Maija Wessels.”

      “No way, I’m your socium.”

      My eyebrow lifts.

      “Social partner if you don’t know. It’s Gibberish—an old-school thing. I have a list of translations and definitions if you’d like to borrow it. I definitely needed to refer to it at first. Now I’m fluent.”

      I must look confused because she goes on. “Every secondary student pairs up with a primary student to help them get used to life at Riptivik Magic Academy, er, Reform School. I thought maybe you weren’t coming.” She looks sad as though she somehow knows my tardiness had as much to do with my reluctance as it did a delay.

      “Better late than never?” I try to keep my voice light because Yassi seems really nice, but I’m not sure what to think or who to trust.

      She goes on. “Never, ever be late to Derrington’s class. Her detentions are the worst. Popperwell is good as long as you don’t have him right after lunch. He tends to get sleepy and loses track of what he’s saying and blathers on and on. In fact, he tends to be long-winded no matter when you catch him.”

      We get to our feet as our row empties.

      “Let me see your schedule,” she says.

      I pass it to her.

      “Ah, so you have Derrington for conservation.”

      “Conservation? What exactly is that? Like, saving the forest and stuff?”

      “No. You’ll learn about it in detail, but conservation and creation classes are more like good and evil. Well, evil and good respectively. Conservation is how we protect ourselves against the bad stuff, conserving the good so to speak to fend off the evil. Creation is straightforward: creating good using our magic skills. They could have simplified it and called the classes fighting evil or creating good. Would have made more sense, I suppose. Then again, with everything changing who knows.” Yassi’s smile falters.

      All I can say is one round, “Oh.” I was not expecting that. Wand work, spell casting, bubbling brews, maybe a hex or two, but not good and evil.

      “Yeah, it’s serious stuff. Long ago, the academies were for our kind to train to become warriors or guardians depending on your talents and skills. Not anymore.”

      “About restraining and retraining our magic—that’s not a problem for me since I have no idea how to use it. It’s our last chance before jail. Isn’t this illegal?”

      “Depending on whose laws you follow.” Yassi leans in. “There are rumors that the Office of Magical Management is corrupt—non-magicals pushing their interests converted Riptivik to a reform school. There’s no way our parents or the outside world knows.”

      “Don’t we have rights?” I ask.

      “Not anymore. What else?” She reads my schedule. “You have language arts—you’ll learn lots of spells, alchemy which is like potions, arithmetic—all this magic stuff really comes down to energy equations. If you want to get geeky about it, it’s like a math and science fusion class. And futurism, which I love. It’s a class to explore how the past informs the future of magic.”

      “Cool.” I love math. “But you don’t seem freaked out about the changes.”

      She shrugs. “Goodness will always prevail. That’s what I believe anyway. Plus, we have West. Also, worry isn’t in my nature.” She glances at the schedule card. “Oh, and you have a bonus class. Seminal seminar.” She stops midstride and looks me up and down.

      Her eyes soften and then brighten, as she swiftly understands something. “Oh, they didn’t tell you.”

      “Who?”

      “Your parents.” She shakes her head. “Some parents choose not to tell their kids they’re magic. It’s a shame. Sometimes it can get nasty. I’ve seen some angry disputes.”

      “I’m not mad. Not really. I was for like a minute. Now I’m just confused.”

      “Makes perfect sense. You woke up today and thought you were going to regular high school and instead were shipped off here with the P.S. by the way, you have magic abilities.”

      “Sort of. Wait, how’d you know?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.” She smooths her hair into one long column.

      “Pry?” I ask, not following what she’s saying.

      “It’s a habit and sometimes habits are hard to break. That’s part of the reason why we’re here—to learn how and when it’s appropriate to use our abilities...or not use them.”

      “Hold on, did you read my mind?” I ask, aghast.

      She holds up a finger. “That’s a gross oversimplification.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m still working on shutting it off. Or in the words of Professor Popperwell, knowing when to keep a lid on it. I drive my sisters nuts.”

      “Have you always had your magic?” I ask.

      “For as long as I can remember.”

      “Are your sisters like you?”

      “They have their own talents. But that’s also why we’re here. To learn more about each other. This is the first year Riptivik opened its doors to all magical beings. Then again, that’s probably because we’re now a reform school. Well, almost all magical. There are still a few restrictions. Thank goodness they don’t let demons in. That spells disaster. Technically, this is the first integrated class or I should say group of dangerous criminals. That’s what they call us now.” She grimaces.

      “So you were here last year?”

      “Yup and I loved it. You would’ve too
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