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Epilogue

W

This water is my mystery

Mist to lake, you’ll see

Ocean, thunder, rain on me

River to the sea

Crystal clear it lets me see

Its depths or merely me

Troubled, dark, it buries deep

Whatever lies beneath

It carries me, drags me down

Cradles me, lets me drown

I fight it, yet it steals me

Surrender and it heals me

Freeze below me, solid road

To anywhere I cross

Freeze above me, solitude

The world would be my loss

This water is my mystery

My future and my history
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Stranger
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This year is going to be totally awesome, Ian thought. As soon as this family walk was over, his new life would begin. He grinned at his sister, Lin, walking beside him on the forest path. ‘Are you going to miss me?’

‘Nope. I’ll be too busy enjoying all the space.’

‘I will be coming home now and then, so try not to sell my stuff just yet.’

The path levelled, and their parents made them stop and appreciate the view. Whitewood wasn’t a small place – it had a university after all – but it wasn’t enormous either. From this point on the hill, they could see all the way to the other side of town, where the trees closed in on the buildings as they did on all sides.

Their father sighed. ‘You’re going to have a wonderful time here. Look, you can see the library from here, and there’s the gym!’

‘And over there is the hospital,’ their mother added emphatically, making sure her son was looking where she pointed.

‘You act like we haven’t been coming here three times a year all our lives,’ Lin said, rolling her eyes.

‘But it’s completely different when you live here as a student!’

Their walk continued along the path that turned straight into the woods. Ian heard his father mutter to his wife, ‘You know, I don’t think I’ve ever come this way. How strange.’

Lin followed their parents closely. Probably because her phone was in their mother’s custody. ‘What are you so nervous about?’ Ian asked, whispering.

‘I’m trying to hear if I’m getting any messages. I don’t know what my dumb friends might send me, and I don’t want Mom to read anything ... incriminating.’

‘But your phone is locked, though, right? She can’t read your messages.’

Lin looked at him as if she’d just realised he was never going to pass any exam, ever. ‘Do you honestly think she doesn’t know all our passwords?’

‘She hears everything too,’ their mom said without looking back.

Lin cringed, but Ian just smiled. He didn’t have any secrets, at least not on his phone. He was looking forward to having a little more freedom, though. As if she’d read his mind, Lin said, ‘Don’t get too excited; you’re moving in with Cousin Carmichael. I bet Mom is going to use him to spy on you.’

‘Only the first year,’ Ian said, ‘after that, they said I can get a room anywhere. I think it’s more to support Carmichael’s first year of letting student rooms.’ In truth, Ian was a bit bummed about it. His cousin Carmichael’s place was nice and all, but a bit far from everything. Not that anything in Whitewood was really that far, but still.

Lin scoffed. ‘I bet you’ll feel too sorry for him to leave and will stay there until you graduate.’

‘Then I guess you and I will be living together again in a few years.’

Lin made a face.

They bumped into their parents, who had suddenly stopped. ‘What are we supposed to appreciate now?’ Ian asked. But as he looked ahead, he had his answer: a wall of thick white mist enveloped a part of the forest, though it was a sunny day, with no trace of fog anywhere else. Tree branches swayed in the summer breeze while their trunks and roots were lost in a shroud of vapour. It felt wrong, out of place.

The wall of mist curved on either side, which made Ian wonder if they could walk all the way around it. In any case, he didn’t think walking through it would be a good idea.

‘Take a picture, son,’ his mom said, sounding hoarse. ‘We should show this to someone ... weather-y.’

Hearing his mother use a word like weather-y did nothing to ease Ian’s discomfort. He took a picture, and to his immense relief, his parents announced it was time to go back. As they turned away, Ian shot one last glance at the phenomenon, and his heart stopped for a second. There was someone there, watching them. A person standing still as a statue at the edge of the mist. They were too far to see clearly. All Ian could tell was that they had pale skin and long, dark hair. Then the person slowly stepped back and soon disappeared.

Feeling like he had a scream stuck in his chest, Ian turned to call after his family, but he couldn’t make a sound. He caught up with them and wanted to tell them what he had just seen, but to his astonishment, they were chatting merrily. Even stranger, by the time he could get a word in, it didn’t seem worthwhile. He felt like there was no point in telling them. It might make them want to turn back and investigate, and all he really wanted was to get away.

When they emerged from the shade and into the sunlight, a question managed to escape him. ‘Who are we going to ask?’

‘Hmm, what’s that?’ his father asked.

‘The picture of the mist,’ Ian clarified. ‘Who do we know that’s weather-y?’

‘Oh.’ His mother frowned. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing, dear. No need to bother.’

‘But –’

‘Oh look, a squirrel!’

It did bother Ian. It bothered him that his family behaved so strangely, as if they hadn’t seen what he had seen and felt the same dread. However, as they walked into town, it already bothered him a lot less. By the time they reached Carmichael’s house, Ian had all but forgotten about it.

Carmichael welcomed them back with the same kind of smile Ian used when he was trying to be polite but really wanted to retreat to his room. He couldn’t blame his cousin, though. Ian’s parents always looked at him with pity. It had to drive him mad.

They said their goodbyes, and half an hour later, Ian waved as his parents drove away through the sunlit lane. Lin was still hanging out the window when they rounded the corner. Once they were out of sight, his eyes wandered up to the trees in the distance. Despite the warm weather, a chill went through him as the memory of the mist flashed before his eyes. It was vague. He was starting to wonder if he’d imagined it. In fact, the more he thought about it, the less he remembered.

He turned to face his new home: an old horse farm, which his cousin had renovated into student housing. The low brick buildings were nothing like the large dorms Ian had seen around Whitewood. There were only a handful of rooms here, and it got pretty quiet at night. Hopefully it wouldn’t get too boring.

The secludedness had its charm, however, as the house was surrounded by a magnificent garden. All the gravel and concrete added by previous owners had been removed, making way for a flowing lawn full of wildflowers. The number of trees had tripled in the past year, and a large pond stretched out beyond the buildings. The water glittered in the early evening sun.

He strolled towards the building on the right, which was his cousin’s house. Carmichael had achieved a lot here, and yet Ian wouldn’t trade lives with him. After all, Carmichael only owned this place because his parents had died. Through one of the large windows, Ian could see into the living room slash art room. As he stood there, Carmichael sat down to work on the final details of a splendid canvas. They looked very much alike, though Ian’s hair was a darker brown and his eyes were green instead of blue. All weekend long, Carmichael had kept that awkward smile on his face, but now that he was alone, it had gone. For the first time in three days, Ian felt like he could really see him.

As he entered the room, he thought of what his sister would say. Somehow she always knew how to make him feel better. Maybe a compliment? He stood there for a moment, observing the painting. After careful consideration, he said, ‘Why is there a bush growing on that horse’s head?’

Carmichael jumped a little at his voice, then frowned. ‘Those are antlers,’ he replied, ‘on a deer.’

‘Oh, then it’s great!’

‘We could always discuss your work,’ Carmichael said, with the ghost of a genuine smile. He drew out a piece of paper from a sketchbook and held it up. ‘Your design for a barbecue, complete with stick figures?’ Ian grabbed the page and grinned.

‘This is epic; it’s not my fault if you lack imagination.’

Carmichael’s retort was cut short as something drew his gaze. Ian turned to see what it was.

A young man was walking across the courtyard, with flowing blond hair down to his waist. He halted. Ian thought he must have realised he’d gone too far and passed the door, but then he stooped and took off his boots. Straightening up, he started undoing the buttons on his shirt and walked out of view. Ian and Carmichael exchanged a look and then raced each other to the door.

The stranger had stopped again to take off his socks. Ian elbowed his cousin as they advanced warily. ‘Uh, hi,’ Carmichael said. ‘Can I help you?’

The young man stood up and turned to face them. Up close, they could see just how tall he was.

‘I am so sorry,’ he said, with an odd sort of bow, ‘I am George. We spoke on the telephone; I am a new tenant.’

‘Oh right,’ Carmichael said, ‘you’re a first-year like my cousin here.’

Ian squinted; this guy was not eighteen. He hadn’t the slightest idea whether he was twenty-five or a good-looking forty, but he was definitely not eighteen.

‘I meant to find you and introduce myself,’ George said, ‘but then I saw this breathtaking pond, and I could not resist.’

‘Resist what exactly? What were you going to do?’ Ian asked, eyeing his unbuttoned shirt. ‘Dip your toes or dive in?’ He had a feeling it would have been the second option if they hadn’t intercepted him. ‘It’s not a swimming pond.’

‘It is now,’ Carmichael muttered under his breath.

George smiled apologetically. ‘It is just so gorgeous.’

‘And then after a gorgeous dip,’ Ian continued, his eyes narrowing even further, ‘you would have rung the bell to introduce yourself, soaking wet?’

‘What Ian here is trying to say,’ Carmichael said, ‘is welcome. Shall I show you around?’

As they waited for George to put on his shoes again, Ian whispered, ‘He’s a first-year?’

‘There are many reasons why someone might go to university at a later age,’ Carmichael whispered back. ‘Don’t ask him about it; it might be sensitive.’

They gave George a tour. The building to the right was divided into two parts. One side contained Carmichael’s personal rooms and a little office for his landlord duties. The other side was one large space that could be rented for parties.

Across the grassy courtyard stood another low building where the stables used to be. To the left were the communal kitchen and hangout area. To the right was a long corridor that led to the students’ rooms, three of which were finished. A couple more rooms were still being renovated. The bathroom was at the end of the corridor, near a large window that framed a lovely view of the pond and the forest beyond. The last building was a barn with a high ceiling. Carmichael wouldn’t let them go in as the stability of the old beams was questionable, so they hovered near the door.

After the tour, Carmichael ordered Chinese food, and the three of them had dinner outside. They discussed increasingly impractical uses for the barn as the sun went down. Ian enjoyed himself so much he would have sat there for several more hours, but Carmichael reminded them that class started the next day and sent everyone to bed.

***
[image: ]


Anna walked through the mist. She never went too fast as the trees loomed up very suddenly, and it would be unbearable if she ran into one ... again. At this pace, it took about three minutes to cross the vapour barrier, the duration of a song. She sang one quietly to herself as she sidestepped roots, fallen branches and the odd bone. If she hadn’t reached the outer edge by the end of the song, she would know she was going in circles.

To be fair, she didn’t have to come this way. She wasn’t very good at portalling, though, and today was one of those days that she’d rather not even try. At least this walk of shame was private. That was what she liked about the vapour barrier; it was the only place you could be sure not to run into any –’

People.

Anna froze. She’d almost marched straight out of the barrier before spotting the group of four nearby. If she stayed in the mist, it should be fine. They were leaving, but then one of them turned and looked right at her. A shock went through her whole body. She interacted with humans all the time but never unprepared. Now, even though she wasn’t doing anything supernatural, it felt like she had been caught. As if her being unaware allowed him to see through her and see her for what she was. Silly feelings.

Whether the boy had seen into the depths of her soul or not, he would soon forget all about it anyway. She stepped back, just to be sure. She waited a few minutes until she was certain they had all gone. While she stood there, staring at some tree bark, she realised she hadn’t eaten anything in a few days. It was time to remedy that.
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Dive Right In
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‘Pancakes, waffles, French toast, an omelette?’ Carmichael leaned on the back of a chair in the students’ kitchen, as George sat opposite him at the table.

‘Am I to understand you can make all that,’ Ian asked as he walked in, rubbing his eyes, ‘or are you just shouting breakfast at him? In any case, I’ll have –’

‘Your cereal is on the counter.’ Carmichael pointed. Ian’s face lit up; having an overbearing mother had its perks. His cousin had clearly been given instructions.

‘I am not hungry,’ George said calmly, staring at the table. ‘I guess I feel nervous.’

‘When’s your first class?’ Ian asked between spoonfuls.

‘I do not know. I have not decided what I will study yet.’

Ian choked on his cereal. ‘You don’t know?’

Carmichael gave him a warning look that seemed to mean It might be sensitive. George looked up at him with a curious expression.

‘What are you studying?’

‘English Literature,’ Ian said, accepting a handkerchief from Carmichael for the milk that got up his nose.

After a few seconds, George asked, ‘Can I join you?’ And Ian almost choked again.

‘Sure,’ he said, laughing incredulously. ‘Is this how you normally make decisions?’






Soon it was time to leave. As George joined Ian in the courtyard, a loud splash in the pond made them both turn. All they saw was ripples.

‘That must have been quite a fish,’ Ian remarked. ‘And you want to swim here?’ George really did look rather concerned for a moment.

‘We’ll ask Carmichael if he knows what type it is,’ Ian said to reassure him. ‘It’s probably nothing dangerous.’






The campus grounds were inviting; most students stuck around in between classes, chatting on the lawn and enjoying the weather. There was a lot of covert pointing as well. Heads turned as one noticed the other, and accidental eye contact caused many to blush. Really, it was a miracle anyone remembered to go to class at all.

No one caused quite as many turns as George, and Ian was sure that if he left his dormmate anywhere, he would have a troupe of friends in no time. But George didn’t seem in a hurry to extend his circle, and he was quite happy to let Ian lead the way as he deciphered the little campus map.

‘I think it’s this way,’ Ian said, but when he looked up, George had vanished. With increasing astonishment, Ian looked in every direction. George didn’t exactly blend in, so how could he have lost him so quickly? Then, a sound coming from above drew his attention. He looked up into the nearby tree, and sure enough, George was high up in its branches.

‘Uhh.’ Ian was almost afraid to call him down, as George had reached a perilous height, but he didn’t want to miss their next class, so he shouted as quietly as he could, hoping not to attract collateral attention. In the end, the descent was effortless.

Despite the map, they only made it to their next class just in time and quickly sat down in the back. Ian had been looking forward to this one: English Literature itself. The professor had been waiting sternly until everyone was quite still in their seats. Without a word of welcome, he then switched on the presentation and stated its title: ‘Cell Biology.’

Ian’s stomach dropped. They were in the wrong room. Somewhere, English Literature had begun without them. They would have to get up, and everyone would stare at them as they shuffled out. Then he noticed quite a bit of uncomfortable shifting around him. He didn’t recognise any of his fellow students yet – it being day one – so he couldn’t be sure, but he suspected they weren’t the only ones who were in the wrong place. In fact, when he looked around, no one seemed keen on cell biology.

The door swung open, and a girl walked in. She and the professor stared at each other for a moment. Then she spoke to him with unexpected familiarity.

‘These are my first-years, Phil. Go get your own,’ she said, not unkindly.

The man turned to them in surprise, and everyone’s awkward expression confirmed she was right.

So this was Professor Wang, but no one could be blamed for thinking she was just another student. She was dressed in a campus hoodie and wore her hair in an untidy bun. Instead of a nice leather briefcase, she dumped a worn bag on the desk. She waited patiently while her colleague quickly gathered his things and hurried off to find the free-roaming biology students. When he was gone, she widened her eyes at them.

‘Aren’t y’all glad I saved you from that?’

A general chuckle went through the auditorium, signalling the start of a brilliant class.

After an hour, they had a short break. Ian stretched as much as he could without bothering anyone. He would have to get used to taking notes at this pace. His eyes wandered over the students in front of him, and someone caught his eye: a pale girl with long dark hair. The feeling he’d seen her before gnawed at him, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember when or where. She was having a sandwich. It looked like the best sandwich ever, and it made Ian realise he was uncommonly hungry.

‘Do you think we’re allowed to eat in here?’ he asked George, indicating the girl with a nod. George looked up and stared at her for so long that Ian thought he must be even hungrier than him. He grinned. ‘You regret declining Carmichael’s waffles yet?’

George snapped out of it. ‘There is a sign on the door; we are not supposed to bring food.’

Ian looked at Professor Wang. She had also noticed the girl with the sandwich and eyed her seriously. Just when Ian thought she was going to make a comment about it, Wang slowly opened a drawer, took out a pasta cup and began eating as well. Ian and George exchanged a look.

‘When did she put it there?’

‘Where can we get one of those?’

When classes were done for the day, they headed for the campus shop. Just as they reached the door, Ian’s mother called, so he stayed outside while George went in to get his books. While ensuring his mom he was fine, Ian wandered across the square. A bridge they had crossed on the way was getting pretty crowded. They were an excited bunch by the sound of it. As he approached, he saw they were wearing a combination of bathing suits and silly costumes. A hazing.

Thankfully, the call with his mom was concluded before the screaming started, or he would have had to explain that first-years were hurling themselves off of bridges. He kept his distance but couldn’t help watching as they dared each other to jump. The river was broad, deep and calm, but the bridge was still high enough to make you think twice before stepping off with nothing but plastic fairy wings for support.

On the other side of the river were two cops to keep an eye on things. Reassured by their presence that it was all okay, more people stopped to watch. One person stood out to Ian. Alone in the shade of a tree was the girl from class. She was observing everything quite seriously, not only the frivolous bunch but also the river, its banks, and all the spectators. He was still looking at her when her gaze travelled across the river. Their eyes locked for a moment, but before Ian’s hand was halfway up to wave awkwardly, she looked away.

‘Nooo!’ A shriek followed closely by a splash and a cheer announced the beginning of a chaotic spectacle. Curious, Ian looked over at the girl now and again, but not one of the belly flops had any influence on her expression. He wondered why she was there if she didn’t find it entertaining in the least. Even the cops were grinning and pointing covertly. Maybe she needed to cross the bridge and didn’t want to pass too close to the hazing, for fear she might get pushed in.

A particularly wild-looking specimen was doing an improvised war dance on top of the railing. His shouts were impressive and led Ian to believe he was about to do at least two somersaults. When he’d made enough noise, however, the wildling pinched his nose daintily and carefully jumped feet first. His comedic little show had won him points, though, as the group cheered him on while he clambered onto the bank again.

Ian automatically checked if this had affected the serious girl, but she had vanished. A moment later, the crowd on the bridge parted, and someone dived gracefully, headfirst off the balustrade, hitting the water much farther out than anyone else, and barely making a splash.

The students whooped and whistled in appreciation, but Ian was stunned. That had been the girl; what was she doing? He kept his eyes on the water; she hadn’t come up yet. Careful not to trip, he moved closer to the river, wondering after how many seconds he should raise the alarm. Finally he spotted her, much farther downstream than he had expected. She was getting out of the water on his side of the river. He hurried over.

‘Are you okay?’ he called when he had nearly reached her. She straightened up and looked at him but didn’t respond. The way she stood there was striking. Her dark eyes, sure and unapologetic, looked straight into him. After a whole day of being surrounded by people who were nervous or flustered one way or another, Ian appreciated how she emanated a steady calm, like the open ocean after the surf.

He skidded to a halt in front of her. He’d expected her to be out of breath, if not from being underwater, surely from the rush of diving off the bridge mere moments ago. But she was perfectly composed. Fully dressed, she had absorbed half the river in her clothes. Her T-shirt, jeans shorts, sneakers and the hoodie tied around her waist were raining a puddle all around her. She made no effort to wring them out. Her expression had finally changed a little, though; she looked slightly surprised.

A little thrown by her calmness and the way she held his gaze, Ian struggled to find his words. ‘Are you taking part in the hazing?’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘I’m not that desperate for acceptance.’ She spoke without agitation, in a soft, deep voice.

‘Then why did you jump?’ Ian asked. ‘Was it to show them how it’s done? Because you sure did that.’

‘I thought I saw someone,’ she said.

‘Someone drowning?!’ Ian quickly looked up and down the river but saw no sign of anyone in distress. A few students were bobbing merrily near the bridge.

‘I was mistaken. There’s no one.’

‘I hope so. Can you imagine? They’re keeping an eye out, so I think it’s pretty unlikely they wouldn’t notice if anyone stayed under. Not that I’m saying your jump was uncalled for! It’s really cool you would do that to save someone.’ He paused to stop his rambling. ‘My name is Ian.’

‘Anna Green.’

That was the same last name as George, Ian noted, but it was a very common name after all. She was glancing over her shoulder, as if to make sure she hadn’t missed anything, absentmindedly raising her hand to touch her necklace, a translucent blue stone on a leather string. She had a handsome face. Ian caught himself staring and tried to think of something else to say that might interest her. The importance of knowing CPR? The dangers of group mentality?

‘So where do you buy your sandwiches?’

He thought he saw the corner of her mouth twitch and hoped it was a good sign. After giving directions to the sandwich shop, Anna declared she had to go. Instead of crossing the bridge, however, she actually turned on the spot, clambered back down into the river, and swam across, thereby earning the label of weird.

‘Why?’ was the only thing Ian could think of shouting when she got out on the other side. Anna merely shrugged and called back, ‘Why not?’

George was still in the bookshop and smiled when Ian entered. ‘I am almost done.’

‘You’re missing one,’ Ian said, checking the pile of books in George’s arms. ‘And you got one on ... marine mammals?’

‘Oh yes,’ George said, ‘I find it highly interesting.’

‘Sure, but try to stick with English until I’ve graduated, okay? You can become a marine biologist after. I don’t want to have to make a whole new friend.’

On their way across the square, Ian recounted the story of Anna’s dive, doing his best to describe just how impressive it had been. Some students from the hazing were still hanging around, but no one was jumping anymore. In passing, George complimented someone on their wings. The fairy, who did a double-take when George addressed her, stammered a thank-you and even curtsied. Then she frowned, apparently surprised by her own behaviour.

On the bridge, Ian indicated how far Anna had leapt, and George stopped to consider the distance.

‘How far could I go?’ he muttered, both smiling and frowning. He spent so long calculating Ian worried he might suddenly decide to test it and dragged George back into motion by the elbow.

Along the way, they passed an ice cream stand, and Ian noticed Anna standing in line. The people nearby eyed her warily, probably because she was still distributing river water, but she kept her eyes on the menu, her serious expression unwavering. Definitely weird.

When they got home, Carmichael was manoeuvring wooden planks in the courtyard. When they heard what he was building, George’s eyes widened in delight: a jetty to accommodate the swimming pond.

‘Nice,’ Ian said. ‘And maybe after this, you can start on that barbecue.’
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The rising sun and its orchestra of birds woke Anna, but she kept her eyes closed, enjoying the perfect comfort you only achieve in the morning when you have to get up and never when you’re trying to go to sleep. She automatically felt for her necklace. Still there, good. Then, realising what day it was, she sat up. Best to get started early.

She had breakfast while pacing the room, looking out the window into her garden, where a grey cat warily explored the back hedge. When she went outside a few minutes later, the cat didn’t run but sat very still, observing her every move. Anna walked to the middle of the lawn and slowly turned on the spot. All around, her high hedges kept neighbours a world away. The two students who lived upstairs hadn’t opened the blinds yet. It was just her and the cat.

To one side of the garden, there was a small pool, no wider than a hot tub, but much deeper and filled with rainwater. Large flat stones made up a perfectly circular rim. She placed her feet right at the edge and checked her pockets as usual: keys and wallet with only cards and coins. Then she grabbed hold of the gem on her necklace and closed her eyes. The stone felt warm; the energy pulsing within emanated the faintest glow. One more deep breath, and she stepped off the rim.

Once she was immersed, she opened her eyes. Instead of seeing the pool’s smooth wall, she was surrounded by murky green water streaked with sunlight, and no visible end. When she resurfaced, it wasn’t in her garden pool, but in a much larger pond under a wide-open sky. The surrounding trees danced in the early breeze, and on the other side, she could see the farmhouse. It had worked. Anna quietly congratulated herself on getting there on the first try. Portalling was hard, and if you didn’t focus, it could easily leave you stranded in unknown places.

Careful not to be seen or heard, Anna swam to the bank and got out with some difficulty. This pond was not designed for easy access like her well-rimmed pool at home. With mud on her hands, knees and shoes, she plodded to the nearest building, careful to keep out of sight, and peeked through the windows until she found him. There he was, safe and sound. He’d chosen quite a lovely place to live. Not too many people. As always when she’d made sure he was fine, she felt a weight lifting off her.

He got up to leave, so Anna hurried back to the pond. With a running start, it was possible to avoid the muddy bank altogether, and she dived into the deep to portal away. She knew where he would go next.

A running start was nice and all, very heroic looking, but it messed up Anna’s focus ever so slightly, enough to portal her further downriver than she had intended. She stayed under, close to the bottom so as not to be noticed, and started swimming upstream. Soon she reached the right place.

She’d been holding her breath for five minutes by now. Only when she was under the bridge, did she break the surface. Even then, she didn’t gasp for air; five minutes was nothing. There was a spot where you could leave the river that was quite invisible to anyone passing by, camouflaged by strategically grown shrubbery.

The river had washed the mud off her shoes, so once she had made the water in her hair and clothes evaporate, she was quite presentable and climbed up from under the bridge. As the last puffs of steam drifted away, she headed for the campus grounds. It was crucial that she stuck to her mission. She would gather information, even if it took hours and hours. Her purposeful stride never wavered, but her direction altered suddenly. After buying a sandwich, she was back on track, and she settled in the shade at the edge of the crowded lawn.

It took a while, but during one of the intermissions, he finally showed up on the lawn. Many of the mortals seemed to notice him, though it was unclear whether they merely thought he was aesthetically pleasing or actually sensed there was something about him. Anna hoped it was the former. As long as they fawned over him, it was fine. But humans had a history of dealing badly with those who were different, and if they ever noticed anything truly strange about him, he might find himself in danger.

‘Typical,’ Anna muttered when George suddenly climbed the tree. She shook her head. How was that supposed to convince anyone he was an ordinary guy? Luckily, the boy from the farmhouse got him to come down before too many people noticed and led the way towards a building.

Following them at a distance, Anna made up her mind. She could easily make sure that George didn’t see her. He wouldn’t have to know she was there at all. On the other hand, showing herself would send the message she was not sneaking around ... much, and it might even comfort him. Consequently, upon entering the auditorium and spotting them near the back, she did not ninja her way up to sit behind them but chose a seat clearly in their line of sight. At least this way, she felt less like a stalker.

Cell Biology – no, English Literature, that was the course he’d chosen. Now she could look up the schedule, and for the next ten months, she’d have a rough idea of where he would be on a daily basis. This would make it a lot easier to keep an eye on him. She wouldn’t come to all of his classes, but she’d know where to find him. She would avoid going back to the farmhouse because that felt invasive. She wondered whether George had spotted her yet, and what his reaction would be.

The class was interesting. Not having to take notes, Anna was free to fully enjoy Professor Wang’s performance, and she decided to stick around for the second half. Thankful for her own premeditation, she took out her sandwich during the break. She wasn’t sure this was entirely proper, but honestly, who could sit still for two hours and not get peckish? Wang clearly agreed, with her magic pasta cup. Genius.

After class, Anna intended to portal home, but when she got to the river, the bridge was packed with students. She debated going on foot, but the sun was scorching, so she decided to wait until they left and once again settled down in the shade of a tree.

They squealed as if it was the scariest thing ever to jump off a medium-high bridge into medium-cold water. Still, they were enjoying themselves. How long had it been since she’d had fun like that? Her gaze lazily followed each of them as they took the leap, stayed under for a bit and reappeared further downstream. Then, something made her start. Did she see that right? Anna cursed under her breath and sprang up. Without hesitation, she sprinted up the bridge, causing the crowd to part hastily, leapt onto the railing and dived, aiming for the spot where she’d seen a head. Nixie’s head. If she showed her face in Whitewood, Anna would tear her apart! Or, at least ... tell her to bugger off emphatically.

Nothing. If Nixie had really been there, she’d torpedoed downriver and had probably portalled halfway across the world by now. Anna considered the possibility that she might have imagined it. Maybe living alone for so long, and obsessing over her mission, had made her paranoid.

After one last look, she headed for the riverbank. Going up the grassy slope, she pondered what reason Nixie might have to come to Whitewood, if not to torment her. Maybe a visit to the Black Lake? And Nixie was rarely ever seen without – Oh no... The boy was coming towards her. Oh crap.

‘Are you okay?’ he called.

What was she supposed to do? Where was George? If he saw her with his one and only human friend, he might think she was trying to infiltrate his life. Maybe if she said nothing, he would go away.

‘Are you taking part in the hazing?’

‘I’m not that desperate for acceptance.’

Why did she say that? Why was she even talking to him? It was as if she couldn’t help herself, starved for conversation. She even told him she thought she saw someone, though luckily, he thought she meant someone drowning, and she came across as brave rather than crazy.

He needed to stop asking questions, and she needed to get away from him. After he’d used his powers of interrogation to find out where she bought sandwiches, Anna was able to break away, heading straight back for the river to make sure he wouldn’t follow. For a moment, she pondered how flustered she felt. If she had met this boy in a ballroom, she would’ve been quite lost. But times had changed, and so had she.

She couldn’t steam-dry her clothes this time, surrounded by people, but she didn’t mind. Her wet clothes even provided a welcome shield against the sun. Then, something even better came into view: ice cream. As soon as the weather turned, all the ice cream available outside would vanish for half a year. In case this was the last time the truck would make an appearance, Anna got in line.

That evening, she was getting ready to have dinner and watch a show about a cute pie maker who raised the dead and solved murders and stuff. On her way from the counter to the couch, she spotted something moving in the garden. It was the grey cat again, perched on the edge of the pool with a twitching tail, slapping the water with its paw as if to activate it.

Anna stopped and eyed it suspiciously. She even put down her food. Was this cat spying on her? She didn’t know any magical animals, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. Humans didn’t know wadi existed either, but they had lived amongst them for ages.

Careful not to scare the cat, or whatever it was, Anna slowly stepped outside and sat down facing it. It stared back at her, eyes wide and pupils slitted. There was nothing peculiar about the way it looked, though maybe it was a bit skinny. Anna held out her hand, and the cat gave it an investigative sniff before licking it a few times.

‘That settles it; you’re a cat.’

Surely, a spy wouldn’t have licked her. She got to her feet and turned to re-enter the house when a voice made her jump.

‘Good evening.’

She spun and gazed at the animal, but it wasn’t looking at her; it was looking at the pool again, where a woman had appeared.

‘Amadahi!’ Anna gasped, relieved. ‘You gave me a fright.’

‘You did say I could use your pool to portal?’ the woman asked, treading water serenely. The colourful beads in her sleek black hair clearly made an impression on the cat, and Amadahi greeted it with a slow blink to put it at ease. It mirrored her.

‘Yes, of course. Do come in.’

Amadahi lifted herself from the pool gracefully, revealing a garment that matched her hair ornaments. Before she had even raised herself to her full height, the water in her clothes had completely evaporated, shrouding her in a thick mist for a moment before it swiftly drifted away. Cool, Anna thought, highly aware that she didn’t look nearly as fabulous when she did the exact same things. But then again, Amadahi was a few hundred years older than her. She’d had more time to practise.

‘Chumani’s back then?’ Anna asked.

‘Yes, my sister has returned from her travels. The Black Lake is safe under her watch, and I can at long last stretch my legs. What’s more, I can finally get to the bottom of what’s been going on with you.’

‘You know what’s going on. And I visit the lake almost every week, you could’ve asked me anytime.’ She longed for the pie maker.

‘But you rarely tell the full story.’

An hour later, they were still talking, cross-legged on the couch with drinks. Anna’s dinner was cold on the kitchen counter. It felt good to get it all out for once. Maybe now she wouldn’t blabber to the boy if he asked a question. Not that she intended to talk to him again, ever.

‘So it’s true,’ Amadahi said, eyebrows high. ‘Elorel is here in Whitewood, and he doesn’t know who or what he is.’

‘He goes by George now, and he has some idea of what he is. After all, I had to warn him about the risks, and he would’ve found out he’s not human some way or other.’

Amadahi nodded thoughtfully. ‘So now you guard him, as Chumani and I guard the Black Lake.’

‘Without the endless tediousness, yes.’

‘And you are to keep him away from anything supernatural.’

‘Actually I was going to tell him everything.’

Amadahi spat out her drink in a spray of minuscule droplets. A great many of them hit Anna in the face. Charming. ‘You what?!’

‘It’s not right what they did to him.’

‘You’re not supposed to.’ Amadahi’s expression of alarm evolved into one of consideration. ‘But I am bored ...’

‘Well, too bad, because I’ve already changed my mind.’

‘Why?’

Anna was quiet for a moment. ‘He’s happier now.’

‘But he’s bound to have questions? Hasn’t he tried to get answers from you?’

‘I told him the basics. He was heavily disoriented after it happened. Honestly, he hasn’t asked me anything since then. He lived here with me for a while. He had his own apartment on the top floor. But a few weeks ago, he said he wanted to leave and go out on his own. He’s happier now. I’ve never seen him so light-hearted, even if he is a bit scared and confused sometimes.’

Amadahi sighed. ‘Scared and confused. Who would have thought that one of the greats would ever be reduced to this?’ She shook her head. ‘Still, he’s lucky to have you looking out for him. I assume him not living under your roof doesn’t stop you from keeping him safe?’

‘Of course I keep an eye on him; it’s the least I can do. But now that he knows the basics, I guess he’s relatively safe. I mostly have to keep him from exposing himself.’

Amadahi chuckled. ‘Literally or figuratively?’

‘Surprisingly, both.’

It was quite late when Amadahi left for the Black Lake, where she kept watch over the spiritual water alongside her sister. Anna reheated her dinner, reclaimed her couch with a grateful sigh and finally watched the next episode of the cute pie maker.
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