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[image: image-placeholder]

“I need your help.” 
Isaac couldn’t believe the words that left his mouth. A week ago, if someone were to tell him he would be asking Alice for help, he would have laughed. In which situation would he need a witch’s help? None. His life was perfectly fine without any magic, and he didn’t want anything to do with it. He was popular, part of the swimming team, and he was sure he would go to a prestigious university by the end of the school year. At least, that was him a week ago.
Today, he wasn’t so sure.
“Let me guess,” she closed her locker and turned to face him with an amused smile, “you need my help to improve your grades. What subjects?”
He laughed. Yes, he sucked at most subjects, but he would never study more than necessary. He didn’t need to improve his grades; he just had to be sure he wouldn’t fail any class. That, and his outstanding performance in the swimming team would get him far.
“That’s not the case.” He cleared his throat and glanced around the corridor, moving closer to her. Suddenly, he didn’t know how to bring it up. “I need your help with other things.”
“Such as…?”
“Such as… magical things.”
Alice rolled her eyes, annoyed. “I don’t sell drugs. If you want that, find someone who’s always high. Not me.”
She fixed the strap over her shoulder and turned around, leaving Isaac behind. He blinked slowly, trying to understand what had just happened. Yes, he expected Alice to reject his offer at first, but after mentioning magic, he at least expected her eyes to shine. Instead, he got the cold shoulder, and now she thought he was into drugs.
Great, he thought. What now?
He pondered for a while, glancing between both ends of the corridor, wondering if he should go to his car or after her. His urgency to solve this matter spoke louder. Isaac sighed and went after Alice, half-walking, half-running until he caught up to her.
“What do you know about merfolk?”
She glanced at him sideways for a while and shrugged. “The same as everyone else. They have a fishtail instead of legs and like to swim. They probably live in the ocean, I don’t know. Merfolk are not of my interest.”
“Why not?”
“Why do you care, Isaac? Did you bet with someone that you could annoy me for a certain amount of time before I lost my patience?”
He knew she was deflecting answering his question, probably to keep her identity hidden. Isaac knew Alice was a witch. Everyone knew. Even if she didn’t walk around showcasing her abilities and doing magic tricks for everyone to see, she had done it in the past. That’s what he heard, at least.
When it came to Alice, people liked to spread rumours, and her being a witch was one of them. How people came to that knowledge, he didn’t know, but right now, Isaac wanted desperately to believe that one was true. He was betting his life on it.
He gulped and glanced at the corridor again. If he got caught speaking with her, he could kiss his hard-earned reputation goodbye. No one spoke with Alice. No one. He was starting to understand why. The rumours didn’t help, but her personality was bad too.
Isaac took a few quick steps forward and stopped in front of her, causing her to almost trip on him. He caught the brief surprise in Alice’s dark eyes and held her gaze for as long as possible. It could help assert his dominance over the situation if he wasn’t so focused on how dark her eyes were. He couldn’t distinguish where her irises started and her pupils ended. He was looking at a pool of darkness, disrupted by the occasional reflection of the fluorescent lights that reminded him of stars. He had never noticed she had such pretty eyes. 
Truth be told, Isaac never lost much time staring at Alice. She moved like a shadow, and he rarely noticed her. Until recently, that was.
“Now we’re doing a staring contest?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I have somewhere to be. Don’t make me waste my time, please.”
“I know you’re a witch, and in this case, you’re the only person who can help me,” he whispered, hoping his voice carried all the urgency he was feeling. “I need your help to deal with… a situation.”
Alice’s expression grew sombre. Whether she was upset, disappointed, surprised, or all of the above, Isaac didn’t know. However, he wanted to hide. Perhaps asking for her help while exposing her origin had been a bad idea.
Her eyes traced the space around his figure as if she was outlining him. Isaac gulped and fixed his posture, puffing out his chest to appear taller than he was. He wasn’t short by any means, but the way Alice studied him was excruciating and it made him feel small.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them again, she stared straight at him.
“You’re a merfolk. How fun.” It didn’t sound fun coming from her, though.
His eyes widened and he took a step back, shocked. “How do you know?”
“I just do.” She shrugged. “Besides, you asked for my help and mentioned merfolk. It could be a coincidence, but we both know you’d never ask me for help unless you didn’t have any other option.”
“Do witches read minds?”
“Are merfolk always annoying?”
“I don’t know.” Isaac rubbed the back of his neck in frustration and paced around. How had she been able to read him so quickly? Was that some sort of spell? How powerful was she? “Are you inside my mind right now?”
She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t read minds. Witches can’t read minds.” She cleared her throat and fixed her posture. “What do you need my help with anyway?”
“I need you to help me not turn into a merfolk every time I come in contact with water.” When she raised an eyebrow, he shook his head, ready to reassure her. “I can pay you. I can do what you want. I can make you popular, introduce you to Liam, pay you with money, anything. Just please, help me.”
In all his playthroughs of how this conversation would go, in none of them did Isaac expect to sound this desperate. He expected to be calm and collected, make a joke to get her to smile or gain her trust. None of that was happening. Alice had him in the palm of her hand, and Isaac hated it.
“No.” Her answer was so blunt that Isaac took a bit to process it. “Don’t you ever attempt to ask me for such a thing ever again.”
“But… but you can help me.”
“I can’t.”
“You’re a witch!”
“And you’re refusing to accept your true origins.”
“It could ruin my life!” he said, trying his best to keep his voice down. “Look, I’m part of the swimming team, and I haven’t shown up for practice in a week. If I skip two more weeks, I’m out. I can’t afford that. I have worked too hard for this, and I’m not willing to give up now.”
“Were you expecting me to feel sorry for you?” She muttered something under her breath as she walked closer to him. “You’re not asking me to help you. What you are asking me to do is to betray my values for you, which is something I won’t do. I barely know you.”
“Everyone knows me,” he said, slightly offended. Then, he thought better of it and added, putting on his best charming smile, “As I said, I am willing to compromise.”
She shook her head and moved past him. “I’m not interested!” she yelled, picking up her pace.
Isaac went after her. “Just help me out. Please.”
“No.”
This was why she didn’t have any friends. She was too demanding and lacked basic understanding and compassion for other people. Alice might have pretty eyes, but her personality was the worst.
He reached for her hand, attempting to stop her. If she could hear him out and understand his situation, then he would probably convince her to help him. He had to try again. Just one more time. He could afford to beg for her help once more before his self-preservation senses kicked in.
As soon as his hand touched hers, Isaac was taken aback by how warm it was. When he blinked, he was in a room surrounded by shelves with books, strange vials and containers. The low light burning from the candles made it hard for him to make out more shapes but he spotted a large table at the centre and some flickering lights floating here and there. The scent of fresh flowers overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t think properly.
Someone wrapped an arm around Isaac’s neck and he blinked again, finding his blue sneakers against the school’s grey flooring as Liam laughed.
“Thinking of skipping practice again?” his friend said.
Around them, more people chuckled and laughed. Isaac battled his friend for a while until Liam loosened his grip around Isaac’s neck and let go of him. He fixed his clothes, his eyes darting everywhere looking for Alice’s figure. 
“Who are you looking for?” Liam asked, following Isaac’s eyes. “Do I know them?”
“You don’t,” Isaac lied, but he wouldn’t be caught explaining what had happened.
He ran a hand over his face, trying his best to register what had happened. One minute he was here, the next he was somewhere else, but when he returned, she was nowhere to be found. Had Liam seen him with Alice? If he had, he would have commented by now. That offered Isaac some peace of mind.
For a while, at least.
“You got stood up?” another one of his swimming team colleagues asked, smirking. “You should have seen your face, dude.”
Everyone laughed, giving Isaac blank stares, trying to emulate his expression from earlier. He laughed it off, trying to seem relaxed amongst his friends, but he was still freaked out. The worst part was that he couldn’t tell them about this.
He couldn’t tell anyone. If he did, his life as he knew it would be over.
“Let’s get to practice,” Isaac said and fixed the sports bag hanging from his shoulder. “I’m still sick, but I can watch. Does anyone need a ride?”
“Still sick?” Liam asked as his blue eyes scanned his features. “You look fine to me.”
“Maybe he’s lovesick.” More laughter. More awkward smiles from Isaac.
He rolled his eyes and kept walking, followed by his friends as they made him the victim of their jokes. He could deal with that. Soon enough, they would forget all about it.
Isaac, however, would not.
“Are you coming to my party this Friday?” Liam wrapped an arm around Isaac’s shoulders. “Maybe you could invite this mysterious girl that has you like this.”
“There is no girl,” Isaac said. “There is no one.”
He dared to glance over his shoulder to where he last had spotted Alice. If she was there, would he leave his friend group to try and ask her again? Isaac simply couldn’t stop trying. He needed her help.
Isaac didn’t find Alice at the end of the corridor. He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. Some other time, then. He bumped his shoulder against Liam’s, trying to focus on something that didn’t turn his stomach upside down with desperation.
“You can count on me at the party,” Isaac said, earning a huge grin from his best friend. “You know I never skip them.”
“And that is the only way to properly live, my friend!” Liam laughed and everyone else agreed. "I have so many plans for it this time around. You’re not going to be disappointed, I can assure you!”
They left the school building and walked to the parking lot. Isaac laughed at his friend’s stupid jokes about the upcoming party, slowly returning to his usual self.
In the commotion of their excitement, Isaac didn’t notice the shadow that followed him from a distance.






  
  Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

Alice walked to her aunt’s flower shop with music as her only company. The sun painted the skies in hues of orange and purple, drowning the old buildings around her in a dim light. In the distance, a waxing moon peeked from behind the green mountains, its appearance slow and calculated. 
She enjoyed her life in this quaint town. Alice didn’t know much else; she had grown up here. She knew these streets like the palm of her hand, understood its customs and people.
That didn’t mean they understood her.
As most businesses closed up shop for the day, some would remain open for a few more hours. The local tavern was one of them, with its wooden slacks decorated with fairy lights and small carvings of animals and flowers. The owner set up the outside tables for the evening, going to each of them to drop an ashtray before disappearing towards the inside of the establishment to grab something else. In the small corner restaurant, an employee wrote the menu on a charcoal board hanging on the wall. Alice wondered if anyone would stop by since they rarely got any customers. They blamed their location—they were too close to the flower shop—but they refused to move elsewhere. After all, the business on the other side of the flower shop, a coffee shop, thrived with customers.
The problem, Alice suspected, wasn’t in her aunt’s flower shop, but in the antiques store across from the restaurant. It was another place in town where magic hid in plain sight. As she crossed the town square, she glanced at its window shop, her eyes tracing the aura emanating from the objects on display. Some of them had a warm golden energy, while others carried something heavier and colder, their aura an icy silver. She shivered. This store never inspired a sense of trust or safety in Alice, and she avoided it as much as possible. However, everyone else—humans and magical beings alike—seemed to enjoy it and some even visited it often.
Alice stopped at the flower shop’s entrance, saving her headphones in her backpack and checking her surroundings. Despite the busyness of the town square, very few people came to look for flowers this late in the evening. Still, one could never be too careful. If the wrong person stopped her, the damage could be astronomical.
She spotted the plaque with the word open hanging from inside and knocked. Alice’s aunt wasn’t at the counter nor was she doing inventory, which could only mean she was in the back room.
Alice knocked again, this time louder, and shielded her eyes to get a better focus on the inside of the shop. After noticing some light piercing through the back door, she turned on the door handle and stepped inside the premises.
The shop was smaller than its exterior made it out to be. Besides a wooden counter and a back wall covered in flowers of all different shades and sizes, everything else was space for vases and gardening tools.
“I’m here!” Alice dropped her school bag and took off her jacket, closing the door behind her. She turned the entrance plaque to show the word closed and locked the door.
“You’re late!” her aunt screamed from the back room and a loud clang followed. “Damn it! You weren’t there before.”
On the furthest wall, Alice spotted flickering lights flying above the flowers, forming shapes like constellations. Most people would think of them as fireflies, but she knew very well they were not.
“Is everything alright?” Alice pushed the back door open, facing her aunt as she picked a couple of metal dishes from the floor, her dark curls falling from her headband.
“Everything’s fine,” she said, puffing some hair away from her face. “Just some housekeeping gone wrong. Where’s Xavier?”
Alice looked over her shoulder, her eyes catching the golden hues of the sunset outside. After what happened today at school, she was looking forward to his company on the walk back home. It was rare for people to speak to Alice at school, let alone be so comfortable to bring up the fact that she was a witch. She didn’t like that. She especially didn’t like how easily that information was available despite her attempts to hide it.
“He has swimming practice today,” Alice said.
Her aunt furrowed her brows, studying Alice carefully. “Since when?”
“Since today?” Alice gulped and grabbed a small peacock feather from a nearby counter, her fingers grazing over the smooth surface, admiring the shape and colours. “What are we doing today?”
“Do your parents know Xavier is not here with you?”
“Why does it matter, Vi?” she said, dropping the feather back in its place. “I’m here in one piece, no one followed me and I’m alright.”
Victoria sighed, placing the dishes on the counter before fixing her headband and moving her hair away from her face.
“You know,” she said as she wiped her hands on her apron, “I’ll talk to your parents about this. This was not the deal they made with Xavier.”
“You mean the deal my parents made with his parents?” Alice rolled her eyes. “Vi, I’m fine. Really. I don’t need Xavier to be around all the time. It’s not good for our friendship.”
“Right.” Her aunt didn’t believe a word she had just said. She picked up the dishes again. “In this case, your safety is more important than your friendship, and a deal is a deal. Why are you late, though?”
Victoria gestured to a couple of gardening tools behind Alice, and she grabbed them, extending them to her aunt. There was no way she was going to tell her aunt about Isaac. Or their conversation. Especially not the latter.
“I took longer at school.” Alice shrugged. “Next time I’ll text.”
“You know I don’t have a cellphone.”
“You should, though.”
Her aunt narrowed her eyes on Alice, waiting for her to break and reveal whatever information she was withholding. When she didn’t, Victoria glanced at one of the plants nearby, its flowers blooming back to life as a ball of light flew from one of its buds. Victoria gestured with her head to Alice, and the light stopped in front of her, revealing a tiny fairy with wings like a dragonfly, and a dress that reminded her of dandelions.
“That’s new,” she said, reaching the tip of her index finger towards the fairy’s torso. She moved away, flying to sit on top of her finger instead. Alice narrowed her eyes, inspecting the fairy closely. “Is she new?”
“Yes,” Victoria said. “She brought a letter. For you.”
“A letter? For me?”
Alice’s heart picked up pace. It was rare for her to receive any sort of correspondence. She didn’t have any friends—Xavier didn’t count—and she only exchanged texts with him and occasionally her parents. Letters were an even rarer occurrence since that wasn’t a typical practice in this realm anymore.
For the past couple of months, Alice had been eager to receive one. She had been working hard to prepare her application for the University of Nadalan in Otherworld, hoping to get accepted in the Alchemy Major they offered. So far, she had only performed the theoretical tests, all under the scrutiny of Xavier, Victoria and a Council member, but she was hoping this letter would bring good news.
“Do you think it’s from them?” Alice asked, following the fairy as she flew across the room, plopping herself on top of a small flower pot. “Do you think I got in?”
Victoria said nothing. She kept moving objects from one side of the back room to the other, occasionally stopping to curse under her breath and fix her headband. She shouldn’t have gotten bangs. Hair as curly as hers would not deal well when forced to do anything it didn’t want to.
“Where’s the letter?” Alice said and moved her hands to express her question to the small creature.
The fairy shoved her hand inside a flower bud, causing some pollen to fly nearby. She pulled the smallest envelope from inside; it fitted on the tip of Alice’s finger. Carefully, the fairy placed it on the wooden table and threw light from her hands towards the envelope.
Alice took a deep breath, her eyes widening as the small envelope grew in size until it was big enough for her to grab it. It would always amaze her how this spell worked. Once she mastered it, she would make everything tiny in size and carry it in her backpack everywhere she went.
“I’m opening it!”
No answer. She picked the envelope up, its surface still warm from the spell. Her thumb traced the golden edges and the impeccable cursive handwriting on its front. Alice stopped.
She recognised this handwriting.
“Vi?” She searched for her aunt in the back room. “I don’t think this is from them.”
Alice pondered not opening it. If she didn’t, then she wouldn’t know what was inside. She was sure she would not be pleased with it. However, she had no other option. With her stomach churning in fear, she opened the envelope, pulled out the letter and read it.
Oh no, she thought as soon as she was done reading it. “Oh no.”
“Is it from them or not?” Vi asked as she stepped inside the back room, placing a couple of pots on the counter. When her eyes met Alice, panic took over her. “Who is it from?”
Alice couldn’t speak, couldn’t move her feet. She extended the letter to her aunt and waited for it to be snatched away. Vi took the letter and mumbled the words under her breath as she paced around the room, growing more distressed by the minute.
“Gloria is coming to visit you,” she said, a tone between bewilderment and something Alice assumed was fear. “This is not good.”
“Not good at all.”
Alice liked Aunt Gloria. As a kid, she liked her stories from the Otherworld, how she always seemed brave and smart and how she never took no for an answer. As she grew older, she realised that her aunt wasn’t very nice. She didn’t like her siblings and she made it known. Nothing was ever good enough for her standards, including Alice’s education in the human realm. She only appeared to like Alice, but that was because she was a powerful witch and interested in studying Alchemy in the Otherworld.
Except, Alice wasn’t a powerful witch. She couldn’t summon magic or cast a spell. All she knew were the rules of magic, but practising them was out of her reach.
“She’s probably aware of your application,” Vi said, returning the letter to Alice. “She wants to see the progress of your magic.”
“There’s no progress,” Alice said, pouting. “It’s even worse than what it was.”
The last time Aunt Gloria visited, Alice summoned light with her bare hands to show her skills to her aunt. She had received a big round of applause. She had been showered in compliments. Alice had never felt so worthy of magic.
Now, she didn’t feel worthy of it. She was a shame to all witches.
“I’m sure until then, you’ll be able to figure something out. She's only coming during the next New Moon, so until then, we'll keep practising. Alice,” her aunt searched for her eyes as she rested a hand on Alice’s shoulder, “I know it seems impossible now, but you’ll be a master of your craft someday. You just have to work for it, okay?”
Alice was tired of listening to that. Everyone kept telling her that she should keep practising, that she should keep trying, that she would achieve greatness if she didn’t stop. She had been doing it ever since she was six and for what? No matter how much theory she knew, she would never be able to summon magic.
Whenever she tried, she was back in that miserable place, a reminder of what she had done, of what she would never be, of who she was born to be. She was failing her magic and yet, she wasn’t entirely human.
“Come here.” Vi wrapped her arms around Alice, pulling her in for a hug. They stood there for a while as the fairies flew around the back room, gracing the flowers with their light and energy, sprouting them back to life, bringing colour to their petals.
Alice wished she could have that too. She wanted something to bring back colour to her life, to bring back her purpose to the surface. Someday, her aunt said. How many somedays did Alice have before she could feel like herself again?






  
  Chapter Three
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Isaac wanted to join in on the fun in the pool. Everything in his body screamed at him to jump in the water and swim, to give in to the warmth bubbling up inside him. It was within reach. If he got up from this bench, walked to the edge of the pool and ran his fingers through the water, if he jumped inside— 
“Still not feeling better?” his swimming coach asked, dropping a clipboard and a towel next to Isaac.
Isaac blinked, returning to his senses. He didn’t like this feeling. As much as he wanted to give in and do what he had always done, he knew how stupid that would be. He couldn’t even fathom what would happen if his teammates saw him as he was now. He could get expelled from the swimming team and that was not an option. Isaac had always wanted to be a competitive swimmer, but now, that dream floated away, and Isaac wasn’t sure if he was ever going to grasp it again before it was too late.
Maybe he had taken all of this for granted.
“Not really.” Isaac shook his head, faking out a cough. “I have to skip today’s practice too. I came to watch, at least.”
Isaac hated to lie because he hated when people lied to him. And here he was, surrounded by people he held in great esteem, lying over and over again between his gritted teeth, expecting everyone to believe his terrible acting skills. At least, he had come to watch practice. Last week, he hadn’t dared to show his face.
“Watching is not the same as doing. You, better than anyone, should know that.” His coach narrowed his eyes on Isaac, and Isaac gulped. He couldn’t force Isaac to go and get changed, but his intense stare still put Isaac on edge. “You should get checked out. If you skip practice again, I’m afraid it will be hard for you to participate in the next couple of competitions. Every day you’re not swimming is a day you’re losing muscle memory.”
Isaac nodded and lowered his head, focusing on his hands. He knew that. If he could, he wouldn’t be sitting here. He would be in the water, laughing and joking with his friends, swimming to his heart’s desire.
Coach blew a whistle, its sound carrying through the mostly empty area of the local pool. The screaming and laughter in the pool died down, and everyone swam to the edge, resting their arms and elbows on the white stone around it.
“Good afternoon. Have you warmed up yet?”
“Yes!” they all said in unison.
“Good.” Coach nodded, satisfied. “We have a special visitor today. Again.”
“Who is it?” Liam asked as he fixed his swimming cap and the goggles on top of it.
“Someone who is considering joining our swimming team.”
“This late in the game?” Liam scoffed and smirked at his teammates. “If it’s a girl, she’s only here to watch us swim.”
Laughter bubbled in the pool and Coach blew his whistle again. “It’s not a girl, and we have a closed-practice policy, boys. Now will you please behave?”
“We’ll try, Coach,” Liam said, saluting him. “Who is this dude, then? Do we know him?”
“I’m not sure. He doesn’t go to your school, I don’t think.” Coach shrugged and turned to the door on the side of the pool, gesturing to someone on the other side. “Xavier, come on in.”
The doors flew open, revealing someone who Isaac assumed was Xavier. Tall and muscular, he was probably in his last year of high school, much like Isaac. He wasn’t built like most of the swimmers Isaac knew on the team, though. His shoulders were too wide, his arms too thick under his black shirt. He reminded Isaac of the rugby players he saw around the school corridors with their imposing nature and captivating aura. They always made him feel on edge.
“This is Xavier,” Coach said, his voice deprived of excitement. “He’ll be watching your practice today to decide if he’ll join our team or not. It’s never too late to join our team.”
“Yeah, but it’s rather late to join the competitions,” Liam said, eyeing Xavier. “You should just leave. You’d be wasting your time.”
“Well, that’s up for me to decide, isn’t it?” Xavier said, earning a wave of gasps and small chuckles from the rest of the crowd. He turned to Coach. “Where can I sit?”
“You can sit next to Isaac. He’ll explain to you how these practices work.”
“Isaac is on babysitter duty today,” Liam said. “Better behave or Isaac will call you out on it.”
“Cut it, Liam.” Isaac glared at his friend. “He has every right to be here. Stop being an ass.”
Besides, Isaac could use the distraction.
Liam rolled his eyes but did as he was told and didn’t say anything else to Xavier. That didn’t stop him from glaring at him as he walked towards the bench.
“Hey.” Xavier waved and joined Isaac, dropping his bag on the floor. Isaac cringed. “You’re Isaac?”
“Yes,” he said, staring at the bag on the floor. He wanted to pick it up, afraid it would get wet. If it was already wet and Isaac touched it, he could have a problem. He decided against it. “I assume you’re Xavier.”
“Call me Xavi.” He crossed his arms, looking out at the area around them. In the pool, Coach gestured to his teammates, who listened intently to his every word. “So… you’re not swimming. Injury?”
“Sickness.” Isaac bit his lip. Here he was, lying again. “It would be best if I didn’t step into the pool. I want to fully recover.”
Xavier nodded, ruffling his grey hair.
“Nice hair,” Isaac said. “It might get ruined in the pool, though. Chlorine is known to not deal well with bleached hair.”
“It’s fine.” Xavier shrugged and offered Isaac a smile. “I can always dye it again. Besides, aren’t we supposed to wear swimming caps?”
“Sure.” Isaac cleared his throat, hearing the swooshing of water as his teammates swam across the pool. “They’re doing breaststrokes now. It’ll go on for a few minutes.”
“You don't have to describe everything to me, you know.” Xavier mindlessly gestured to the pool, keeping his eyes on Isaac. “I may not swim often, but I know how it generally works. If I have questions, I’ll ask you.”
Isaac nodded and went silent for a while. Truth was, he wouldn’t mind the distraction that explaining their practice to Xavier provided, but he also wasn’t in the mood to tell someone else all the things he could be doing if he didn’t have a tail. Which he did.
And he still didn’t know of a way to get rid of it.
As the practice went on and Coach got more distracted in correcting everyone’s butterfly strokes, Isaac went on his phone and resumed his search in incognito mode. He had searched everything: from keywords to full sentences, to questions. All he got was what he already knew about merfolk. There was nothing about how one could get rid of a merfolk tail because, according to everything he found, magic wasn’t a thing.
For a very long time, magic wasn’t a thing for Isaac, either. That didn’t apply anymore.
“What’s bothering you?” Xavier asked, scooting closer to Isaac. Isaac hid his phone screen. “Texting someone important?”
“No,” he said, slightly annoyed. “And even if I was, it would be none of your business.”
“Of course not. I was just trying to make conversation.” Xavier shrugged, not taking his eyes from the pool. “If it wasn’t about texting someone important, what was it, then?”
“None of your business,” he said and saved his phone in the pocket of his jeans.
“Fair enough.” Xavier pursed his lips, narrowing his eyes on Isaac. “I do want to know what kind of business you have with Alice, though.”
“Alice?” Isaac scoffed. “I barely know Alice.”
“But you spoke to her earlier. What did you speak to her about?”
Isaac gulped, the hair on the back of his neck and arms rising as a tingling sensation took over his body. He stretched his neck as fear built inside of him. Whereas before Xavier’s tone had been playful, now it was coated in ice enveloped by a darkness Isaac wanted to stay away from.
“I asked her some stuff. I needed her help.” Isaac narrowed his eyes on Xavier, trying to get a read on him. “Is she your girlfriend? Because if she is, just know I wasn’t hitting on her. I would never hit on her. In fact, if I didn’t need her help, I would have never spoken to her. You’ve heard the rumours, right? About her.”
“I have.” Xavier sounded bored. “And I’m not her boyfriend.”
“Then why do you care? Are you interested in her?”
Xavier bit the inside of his cheek and focused back on the pool. “There are some people I care about. Alice is one of them.”
That didn’t make any sense to Isaac. Why would anyone care about Alice? She never seemed to care about anyone but herself. Asking for her help earlier only proved that. If the rumours were true, why wouldn’t she help him? He wasn’t asking to become immortal; he was asking her to help him get rid of his stupid tail so he could return to his normal life and be his normal self again.
“Were you asking her for tutoring lessons?” Xavier would not let this die, would he? “Maybe you were complimenting her. Or you were making fun of her. Were you—”
“I was asking her about merfolk,” Isaac eventually said, his voice a screamed whisper. He leaned closer to Xavier, glancing at his distracted teammates. He sighed in relief. “Please don’t tell anyone.”
“That you’re interested in mythology or that you asked Alice about it?” Xavier raised an eyebrow, suppressing a smile.
“Both.” Xavier chuckled and Isaac glared at him. “This isn’t funny.”
“No, it’s extremely amusing.” Xavier relaxed, returning to his playful self. “Alice won’t help you with mythology. But if you’re so interested in that, why don’t you find some books in the library? I assume you know where the library is?”
“Very funny.” Isaac might not be the studious type, but he knew where the library was. He was almost sure it was before the cafeteria and after the auditorium, but he’d check on his way out of school tomorrow, just to be safe. “Why do you think Alice won’t help me?”
“She said no to you already, hasn’t she?”
“Yes, but—”
“If she said no, then respect her word,” Xavier said, staring intently at Isaac. “The library might be your best bet to get the information you need.”
“I’ll look there, then.” Isaac blinked, unable to look away from Xavier’s dark eyes. Something within him shifted and he nodded. “I’ll look in the library for information. I won’t bother Alice with this issue anymore.”
“Good.” Xavier stood and grabbed his bag, tossing it over his shoulder. He looked down at Isaac and smiled. “I don’t think swimming is for me, after all. See you around, Isaac.”
Isaac blinked as he watched Xavier walk away, unsure of what their conversation had been about. The haziness in his mind subsided and he focused on the swimming practice across from him, knowing what his next step to get answers would be.
Tomorrow, Isaac would go to the library.






  
  Chapter Four
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Alice’s afternoon could be better. After her boring morning in classes, she went to the library where she spent the rest of her afternoon organising her study notes. This was part of her routine, but today, everything appeared harder. Concepts were more complicated, words had no meaning and her tasks seemed to have no end. In between regular school, a New Moon Ritual to prepare—one she had never performed before—and an unwanted visit from Aunt Gloria, Alice had her hands full. She wasn’t sure how she would survive it all. 
She stood from her chair and walked to some of the bookshelves nearby. Alice loved this place. The library was two stories high, its walls covered in wooden shelves carved with flowers and other nature motifs. Whenever she was too tired to study, she would get lost in the maze of bookshelves on the lower floor, her fingers tracing the shapes of the wood, her lips mumbling the book titles. It was a pastime that garnered her a couple of odd looks, but she was used to it.
At school, no one spoke to her. At lunchtime, no one sat with her. Even at the library, she learned it was best to sit at the furthest corner to not disturb other students. She wasn’t disappointed by this, though. The fewer people she had to hang out with, the fewer people she had to hide her magic from. Hiding magic was a costly game, one she did not want to pay with her life.
She slowed down when she spotted a couple of mythology books, her fingers tracing their spines. This section was better organised now after she volunteered last summer to properly catalogue these books. For some reason, no one looked after them, maybe because of what they entailed. Some people saw magic as a disease, but its knowledge could act as a cure for their ignorance. Still, as much as Alice hoped to use her powers out in the open for everyone to see, she knew it wasn’t possible. Not here, at least.
Beyond the shelves, the other students whispered and giggled, their voices louder than usual. Alice looked through the shelves, unable to spot the source of their amusement. Instead, she focused on the books on the highest shelves, spotting the title she was looking for.
The Moon: Mythology and Superstitions sat in the middle of other books, its gilded spine shining in the low library light making it hard to miss and ignore. She had read this book more times than she could count, but she loved its hand-drawn illustrations and moon cycle diagrams. Reading it before she had to perform a New Moon Ritual always soothed her soul, even though she knew most of its contents by heart. 
This time, she wouldn’t be performing the New Moon Ritual in the comfort of her aunt’s flower shop. Since this ritual was more intricate than the previous ones, Alice would need more space to work with, and the forest was the chosen destination. She wasn’t pleased with the idea and even suggested doing it someplace else, but this was tradition, and if she wanted to get accepted into the University of Nadalan, then she had to get it done. All she could do was hope that it all would go well. She couldn’t afford to make any more mistakes.
She reached for the book on the top shelf, getting on her tippy toes to try and grab it. Her fingers grazed the middle of the spine, but she wasn’t tall enough to pull it out. Alice stepped away, moving the small flying hairs away from her face as she inspected the bookshelf. If she placed a foot on the lower shelf, maybe she could gain enough momentum and grab the book.
Or she could destroy school property and ruin good books with her shoes.
Let’s go again. Alice leaned her entire body on the bookshelf and bit her lip as she reached for the top of the book, her fingers only touching the embossed letters. Just a bit more. She spread her fingers wide, pushing her arm even further into the top of the book, closing her eyes.
“Hold on.”
Alice opened her eyes in time as someone walked closer to her, their quick steps muffled by the library carpet. She startled and moved away from the bookshelf, her hand going for her pocket jacket. Except, she wasn’t wearing her jacket. If something bad happened to her, she would have no way to contact Xavier. As much as she hated the idea of him following her around wherever she went, this was the one time she hoped he had done just that.
“Here.” Alice kept her distance as the stranger extended the book towards her. “It was this one, right? If not, I can get you the right one. Or another one.”
“It’s this one.” She snatched the book away, hugging it closer to her chest. When she lifted her eyes to thank the stranger, the words died on her lips. A tall guy with light brown skin stared at her, a polite smile on his lips. His eyes widened and his lips parted in surprise as he stared at Alice, something that she couldn’t help but mirror on her own expression. It was not every day that she found Isaac in the library.
“Oh,” she said after recovering her senses, unable to hide her disappointment. “It’s you again.”
Isaac chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck, glancing around. It had been a couple of days since she last saw him, but her heart jumped in her chest just as fast as that first time. Everything in her body asked her to run away, to get back to her table, leave the library and go home.
Just like last time, Alice found herself glued to the ground, tracing the soft lines of
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