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Somethings Going Down at Segmimn’s
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“What are you doing?” The voice hissed through the darkness.  
An unknown man whipped his gaze over his shoulder. “I’m trying to get in, keep quiet.” 
The dampness either came from the air or it came from being underground. Nyxie couldn’t tell, but she was relieved she was watching it happen from her bedroom, instead of being wherever the two people were. 
It was dark and chilly. When each person spoke, their words came out with little puffs of fog. The person in the shadows might have been a woman, but Nyxie wasn’t very sure. 
Most of her visions or projections were like that. 
She could see the edges and shadows. She could hear voices, but the details were still hard for her to get. Nyxie squinted her eyes as she watched the scene unfold. 
These people were up to no good. 
Their voices told her that much, and a nagging feeling settled in her stomach. Nyxie was sure she’d been here before, but again, had no clue about where they were. Thankfully, no one could see her. She’d accidentally projected herself through the astral plane. 
Nyxie didn't know how to leave and realized that someone had pulled her here for a reason. She turned to focus on what was happening. 
The man set his magic ablaze between his fingers. They glowed green, but not a warm, natural green of the earth. Instead, they glowed neon. The man’s magic wobbled around him. 
Nyxie took a step back. Even though he couldn’t harm her, she didn’t want to be anywhere near him. 
He placed his hands in the air and kept them there. 
It took Nyxie a moment to realize he wasn’t raising his hands for nothing. He had placed them on a ward, an invisible wall that protected something important. 
Nyxie held her breath as the sickly green magic sapped away some of the warding. The man siphoned it into him with white, glowing tendrils. 
An opening, small enough for Nyxie to walk through, formed. The other person, whose long hair fell to the middle of their back, climbed through. 
When Nyxie saw the form again, she was sure it was a woman. In her hands was a gold cup that also had magic rupturing around it. 
Nyxie hoped that what she was seeing would soon make sense. Her parents always told her that no one should handle dark magic. And the magic both people were using was bad. Terrible. 
Nyxie knew once she figured it out, she would have to tell someone. 
And that’s just what she was going to do. 
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Save the Kitten!
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“I don’t think you should feel bad at all.” Ione checked her appearance in the car mirror. She blotted her lips and skimmed her teeth to make sure no lipstick was smeared over them. 
Astrid scrunched her face up. “Well, I do.”
“That is because you are the nicest person in the world.”
A nervous laugh bubbled up in Astrid’s throat and burst out of her mouth. She shook her head. “That is the most generous statement anyone has ever said about me.” Astrid looked at her friend. “And, if anyone should know how false that is, it’s you.” She wagged her finger at Ione’s nose, who batted it away.
“Just because you’re a pain in the ass roommate sometimes doesn’t mean you’re not kind.” Ione popped the door open. The crisp air floated into the car and cloaked Astrid’s lungs. “It just means you are weird and have a few eccentricities.”
Astrid followed Ione’s lead. It was their morning ritual. Coffee, then school.
Most days, they drove together. Not because they had to, but because it was a cozy ritual, they fell into together.
Ione and Astrid met when Ione became a school nurse at Segmimn’s School of Sorcery. Astrid was a professor of earth magic and science. She had been at the school for five years, one year longer than Ione.
Astrid took a sick third grader to the nurse’s station on Ione’s first day, and the rest was history. The student got better, and Astrid and Ione became best friends. Then roommates after a little while, too.
Together they lived in a small, magical town called Shadows Bluff near Quincy in California. 
“Do you hear that meowing?” Astrid crouched down; her auburn-colored hair dangled in front of her eyes. She tucked it behind her ear and slipped it over her shoulder. 
“Astrid, you are in good clothes. It’s winter. You’re going to muck everything up.” Ione’s thick British accent dripped with honey.
Astrid laughed. “It’s hard to take you seriously when you sound like Mary Poppins.”
Ione knelt next to Astrid. “It’s hard to take you seriously when crawling through gravel, mud, and tire grease.”
“I didn’t know tires had grease.” Astrid turned to Ione and made a face. “I heard a kitten meowing. It sounds young.”
“Well, I don’t know what it’s called, but it could be oil or other car fluids.” Ione looked under the cars with Astrid.
Astrid smiled. She was lucky to have Ione as a friend. Even though they gave each other a hard time, Ione got right in the dirt with Astrid.
“Ah, okay. So, Claudia Altar?” Ione continued her train of thought while they looked through the rows of cars for a kitten that may or may not be in the coffee shop parking lot.
“Yeah?” Astrid grunted as she looked under another car.
“You feel bad?” Ione continued the conversation about Claudia.
“Yep. I do.” Astrid had reported Claudia Alter, another professor at the school, for student abuse. Claudia was not well-liked by students or teachers, but Astrid had a soft spot for Claudia because they were friends until the age of twelve. Granted, Claudia dumped Astrid when her family forced her to join an elite group, which wasn’t the best thing for Astrid, but she didn’t hold twenty-year-old grudges.
However, when Astrid saw Claudia yelling into a student’s face, that soft spot turned sour, and the last of her compassion shriveled away.
After Astrid reported Claudia to the Board of Education; things got weird between them.
Astrid walked in on Nyxie Bell and Claudia having a conversation. It looked like Claudia was comforting the fourth grader. This act of humanity sent Astrid into a downward spiral of stress that reporting Claudia had been the wrong choice.
“Claudia has been a bully for as long as I have known her.” Ione poked her head up over a car. “She didn’t even know my name until about six months ago. I’ve talked to that woman almost every day for four years.
“Plus, she’s terrorized students, looked down on other teachers, and been rude to any staff member who crosses her path.” Ione flipped her ink-colored hair over her shoulder. “And she never shows remorse.”
Astrid ducked under another car just as Ione called Claudia a host of dry-witted names and saw the kitten. “Ah-ha! There you are, little guy.”
The kitten was stumbling around on kitten paws. He looked about six weeks old, but dirt and other winter elements covered him. Astrid pulled at her magic. The warmth of it glowed within her chest as she closed her eyes and set the intention of coaxing the stray out.
She then threw her magic toward the cat. The scent of evergreens and springtime enticed him to hobble toward her. Magic wafted over her voice. “Come on, little one. Come with me. We’ll get you someplace warm until we find you a new home.”
Her green and blue magic twisted out of her mouth and soothed the kitten enough to trust Astrid. He continued hedging toward Astrid until she could pull him out from under the car.
He meowed at her and looked up with large eyes. His tri-colored eyes melted Astrid’s heart and spooled together with shades of sour green apple, evergreen, and amber. “You are all covered in dirt, lil man. I think Soot will be the right name for you.”
Soot meowed at her again and curled into the crevice of her arm.
“You’re going to have to go home and change before school.” Ione placed an arm on Astrid’s shoulder and stroked Soot’s head.
Astrid shrugged. “I’ll just brush everything off and throw my lab coat over my clothes today. We can’t let little guys like this get hurt. Especially in a crowded parking lot.” Ione backed away and walked over to the trunk.
Astrid often rescued strays and fostered them until the animal shelter could take them or find them forever humans. Ione was used to this behavior from Astrid and insisted, early on, that they both have animal ‘rescue’ kits.
Ione pulled out a blanket and came over with it. She swaddled Soot in the fabric, and Astrid moved to get wipes so she could clean him off just a little.
“What are you girls doing?” A gruff voice yelled over the street noise.
Astrid turned to see an older man with troll-ish features (although he was still human) throwing her a grumpy look. Surprised, she swallowed and decided to not engage with the man.
“Hey! Lady! I’m talking to you!” He slapped the roof of his car.
Astrid’s eyes found Ione, whose features had darkened with the man’s behavior. She wanted to speak up and say something, but Astrid was often worried about confrontation and would freeze in the face of it.
“First off, we are not ‘girls.’ We are women.” Ione was a different story. “Second, who do you think you’re speaking to, sir? Why do you need to know what we are doing? Keep your large nose in your business, and you’ll be happier.”
Astrid slid Soot into a kitten carrier and then into the back seat of her car. She didn’t turn to look around until she heard the man stomping in her direction. Astrid turned and saw the man come closer.
“I want to park there.” He pointed a sausage-sized finger at Astrid’s car. She looked around and saw plenty of empty spaces. They hadn’t parked in a handicapped spot, so Astrid wasn’t sure what the problem was. Even as the words formed in her throat to speak up, they turned to ice before they came out of her mouth.
“We haven’t even gotten our drinks, you Git. Go park somewhere else.” Ione threw her fingers into the air and sent a burst of purple magic toward him. It wasn’t enough to knock him over, but it blew a few strands of hairs on his bare head, swirling.
He blustered and moaned, nonetheless. “All you Arcana people are alike.” He shuffled back to his car and gave them an obscene hand gesture.
Astrid rolled her eyes at the troll man. However now that she saw his behavior, she thought the comparison was an insult to trolls.
Arcana was a name that median people (those without powerful abilities to tap into magic) called people who could tap into magic. Anyone could do magic, but some were born with an innate ability to harness it. Those with a lesser ability could eventually get into the practice, but it just depended on how much the person worked at it.
Arcana was not derogatory, even though the troll-ish man used it in anger. It only meant ‘mysterious.’ So, in a way, those who could harness magic were looked upon as handlers of mysterious forces.
Astrid often thought that the name was kinda cool. She enjoyed the idea of being a person with mystery surrounding her.
“I’ll go get us some coffee.” Ione walked past Astrid, who nodded in acknowledgment. Even though it would have been a few minutes, Astrid wouldn’t leave an animal in a car unsupervised.
A few moments later, Astrid slid into her car with Ione and took a long drink from her warm, espresso-filled cup. “Mmmm, his is good.” Astrid smiled at her best friend. “Thanks for kicking ass and getting coffee.”
“Anytime, Bird. It’s been an interesting morning. We’ve had our fair share of excitement for the day.”
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Norma Sneezed Up Bunnies
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Books were re-shelving themselves before class began. Letters and memos flew and flitted through the air like butterflies.  
Astrid walked into the office and darted between the memos, filing themselves into the mailboxes. She waited until they were done shuffling in and grabbed the pile with her name on it. 
“Hello, Norma.” Astrid leaned against the desk and handed Norma a bagel from the coffee shop. 
“Hey, Chickadee. What’s going on?” Norma Chester had been at the school since before Astrid started as a student, over twenty-five years ago. She was the office manager and a firecracker of a gnome. “Thanks for the bagel. I hope they didn’t skimp out on the cream cheese.” 
“I would never let that happen, Norma.” Astrid passed over a few napkins from her bag. 
“Oy, you let it happen to your coffee.” Norma’s yellow and black striped eyes sparkled as she looked over the rims of her glasses at Astrid, whose cheeks reddened. She had a tendency to shy away from confrontation sometimes, that included getting the right coffee order. 
Astrid waved Norma’s comment off and rolled her eyes, thinking about Ione. “I’m going to talk with my roommate about spreading vicious rumors.” 
“Oh, please. That is nothing compared to the other stuff I hear.” 
“Don’t you hear everything?” Norma’s gray hair fluffed around her ears so no one could see the points, but they were there. Her hearing was better than any creature Astrid had ever known. If a child dropped a paperclip on the third floor, Norma could hear it—if she wanted to. 
“I don’t listen to things I don’t need to.” 
“Oh—okay.” Astrid sarcastically nodded at Norma. “I’m sure all the teachers in the teacher’s lounge will be grateful to know that you didn’t turn one of them in for peeing in the pond.” 
“Don’t sass me, lady.” Norma teased. “Oops. Stand back, Astrid.” Astrid took two steps back and then to the right. 
Norma covered her mouth as she sneezed, and her glasses bounced over her nose. The sneeze powdered purple and pink glittering magic around Norma, and three bunnies were there when the spell settled. The cute, fluffy animals twittered their noses with confusion. 
They looked around and started bouncing off Norma’s desk.
“Shoot.” Norma scratched back her chair and crawled under the desk after one of the rabbits. 
“Norma, wait. I can get the rabbits. Get off the floor.” Norma accommodated Astrid, who spun her magic around the bunnies and corralled them into a barrier of green magic. 
Astrid blew out a big breath of surprise. “Where did you pull those rabbits from, Norma?”
“Ah, shoot, sweetie. I think they are my neighbors.” Astrid laughed. Norma’s magic had been acting up for a few years now. No doctor she’d been to could work it out, so at least once a week, something went wonky within a ten-foot radius of Norma. 
Norma, her husband, the school staff, and Astrid didn’t let it frustrate them. Instead, they ushered in humor because it always brought a new adventure to the day. 
“I’ll take the rabbits to Otto’s room and get them a place to stay. You call your neighbors and let them know a fox didn’t eat their pets. Then, if you need help taking them home, I will come over.” 
Astrid began pulling her magic up that would have the bunnies follow her to Otto’s without causing them any more distress, but Norma stopped her. 
“The Ice Princess is in Principle Montrose’s office.” Kevin Montrose was a fair and good principal. He’d been working in the position for the last twelve years. Astrid always enjoyed seeing him. Kevin is really great at his job. He encouraged and supported his teachers, the students, and the administration. Astrid cringed, thinking about what disappointment in his eyes would look like. Discomfort at the idea scratched her chest.
She looked over her shoulder. “Apparently, someone reported Claudia to the Board. This is one of the best things that could have happened before I retire.” 
Astrid followed Norma’s gaze and didn’t ignore the guilt tugging at her emotional hems. The comment, though cruel, was evidence that everyone wanted Claudia to get her comeuppance. 
Astrid leaned forward. “Don’t you think getting that excited is a little mean?” 
“Hell, no.” Norma poked her finger at Astrid. “That girl, turned woman, had her fill of snobbery and sass while growing up here. She used every spell in the book to get her way. It’s coming back to get her. Finally!” Norma clasped her hands together. “I just wish I was the one who complained.” 
Astrid let out a long sigh. She scratched her head. Norma’s enthusiasm did not make Astrid feel any better—or vindicated. Astrid might have been feeling different today if she hadn’t seen how Claudia was with Nyxie last night. 
She gnawed on her lip now and made a choice. 
She was going to talk to Claudia. 
Astrid took the papers out of her box and waved goodbye to Norma, who shouted, “1053 days left until I don’t work here anymore!” Astrid waved Norma off and smiled. The woman could have retired a few years ago but kept returning. Of course, she loved working at the school. 
Before Claudia could come out of the principal’s office, Astrid darted to her room to drop off her things. Anxiety shot through Astrid’s body. She would tell Claudia about turning her into the board before class started today. Otherwise, Astrid would lose her nerve. 
Her feet moved faster than she knew possible. Astrid ignored the thought that if she was a student, she would chastise herself for running in the hall. But, because she was an earth sorceress, the basement was a perfect place for her classroom. 
It was not a perfect place for shedding work for the day and racing back up to the administrative office in only a few moments. 
When Astrid’s foot hit the first floor, she crashed straight into Claudia Altar. 
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Let’s Meet the Body
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“Oh. Hi, Astrid.” Claudia’s face was flushed, and her eyes were rimmed with red. Her white-blonde hair was disheveled, and she looked nervous, twitchy, even. Astrid was surprised. Claudia was rattled.  
Nerves pricked and poked at Astrid’s chest. Her hands itched to move. She wanted to run to her basement classroom and hide for a few days. 
The wrath of Claudia Altar always went above and beyond anything Astrid had been able to imagine. But there was a small piece of her heart to which Astrid remained connected. Bullies tended to need support in the hardest times. She remembered Claudia’s parents and how they were ruthless perfectionists who tormented their daughter. 
It might be natural that Claudia turned out the same way. 
But, Nyxie . . . that interaction reminded Astrid of a different Claudia, long before the Guild of Eyes. All Astrid could do was try; if it failed, well, she’d lived through everything else Claudia had thrown at her—it had only made her stronger. 
“Can we talk?” Astrid pointed toward Claudia’s classroom. 
Claudia rubbed her hand over her face. She nodded and folded her arms over her chest. 
“I saw you with Brad yesterday,” Astrid started. 
“I know. I remember.” Claudia bit her lip and then shook her head. “I’m sorry. I am just on edge. The board gave me a probationary period for the next two semesters.” Claudia stopped. She turned to Astrid and searched her face. “I don’t blame you. I did deserve it.” 
Claudia cast her eyes down. “I have done a lot of things I have to atone for. Being put on probation is just one of those things.” Claudia turned her gaze back up to Astrid. “Although I was surprised the board didn’t do more. However, I am a little irked that Kevin put Pepper Faye on me as a watchdog.” 
Shock skipped around Astrid’s mind. “I’m sorry—what?” She examined Claudia’s face. It had a lightness to it that Astrid hadn’t seen in over twenty years. Plus, the redness of her cheeks was fading quickly. “You expected to be reprimanded?” 
Claudia nodded. She continued to walk. “When I saw the look in your eyes yesterday, I knew what was coming. A few new developments in my life have made me start to assess and reevaluate the path that led me to where I’m at.” 
Claudia faced Astrid. “I don’t like who I’ve become.” 
Any lingering bluster of Claudia’s probation skittered away from Astrid’s chest. The empty space left awe and wonder of just who in the heck Claudia was now. Astrid put a hand up to her chest. “I never thought I would hear those words come from you. I’m a bit floored.” 
Claudia laughed. “There is that honesty I always loved.” She tapped her temple knowingly. “And missed.” Claudia walked back into her classroom. Astrid followed. The impact of Claudia’s statement tethered Astrid’s surprise and curiosity together. She had to hear what Claudia would say next. 
When Astrid entered the classroom, the cup of coffee dropped from her hand. “Oh. My.” Astrid took slow steps into the classroom until her legs could go no further. She was staring at a dead body in Claudia’s room. 
All blood siphoned from Claudia’s face. Claudia stepped closer to Astrid but then realized Astrid’s focus was over her shoulder. Shaking, Astrid clung to Claudia’s arm as she could not tear her eyes from the man’s face-down body.
Pepper Faye, Claudia’s new mentor, chose to walk in right at that moment. 
Claudia turned and screamed. 
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Call the Cops!
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Claudia walked in circles, muttering to herself. Astrid stood with her back to the wall. She swallowed. Pepper Faye told the women to stay in the classroom while she got the principal and called the police.  
Astrid remembered she had something to call the police with, but when she looked at her phone, her brain couldn’t remember how to use it. She stood, staring at the blank, black screen with a blank, empty mind. 
Her free hand found her forehead. She rubbed at it with her fingers, trying to activate some thoughts. Claudia’s panicked words were twisted and muffled. Astrid couldn’t understand exactly what she was saying, but she didn’t care. 
All Astrid wanted to do was to leave the room. Or call the police. Or make her feet move. She just wanted to do something besides stare blankly at the floor. 
Soon, hands grabbed Astrid around her arms. “Astrid. Astrid! Are you okay?” Kevin shook Astrid. She blinked at Kevin’s face and pointed to the man. “Is he dead?” Her voice sounded so weak. So tiny. So far away. Astrid almost didn’t understand her question. 
Kevin blanketed his arm around Astrid’s shoulders and ushered her out. “Stay with Claudia and Pepper Faye.” He pointed down the hall to the bench. Pepper Faye stood up and shuffled toward Astrid. She linked her arm with Astrid’s and walked her to the bench. 
Astrid’s legs felt detached from the rest of her body. Her joints were flaccid. “Astrid. I know what you are thinking. You’re going to be okay. You’re just in shock.” The toad-ish voice of Pepper Faye anchored Astrid back in reality. The fog faded, and Astrid’s mind began returning to her body. 
“Holy shit!” Her thoughts caught up with her. “That was Anto Pul! He was the head of the school board!” Astrid’s voice was louder than normal, and she had no idea who she was talking to. She pointed toward Claudia’s classroom, and Pepper Faye nodded. 
“Yes, it was, dear. Sit back. Relax.” Astrid listened. “Norma? Norma!” Pepper Faye called down the hall. 
“What do you need?” Norma stuck her head out of the office door. She was like a scared mouse, afraid that something would attack her next. 
“Tea.” Pepper Faye examined Claudia and Astrid. “Get the Newt Tea for Professor Saunders. Get the Mountain Tears for Professor Altar.” 
“On it!” Norma’s tone was higher than normal, too. Astrid turned her head toward her friend in the office. It appeared she was moving through water. She wanted to say thank you to Norma, but Pepper Faye pushed her back against the wall. “Stay seated. You’d walk off a cliff if left to your own devices.” 
Astrid turned to see that Claudia had her head on her knees. Her entire body was shaking. Claudia was muttering something into her hands. Astrid couldn’t make it out. Maybe, if she remembered, Astrid would ask Claudia later. 
A mug of tea was forced into Astrid’s hands. The cup’s warmth brought more life into Astrid’s limbs. She could blink and think again. Astrid inhaled the newt smell of mustard and rosemary; it hit her hard. 
As she brought the rim of tea up to her mouth, the heat from the tea lit her lips, tongue, and slid down her throat. Astrid closed her eyes and felt it warm down through her chest. As the drink radiated through Astrid, she began to ground herself. 
The tea was not a magic potion but tea from the earth. Astrid derived strength from the earth. This tea was the right call, and Astrid was thankful for Pepper Faye. With a few more sips, Astrid no longer felt separate from her body. 
“Thank you, Pepper Faye.” Astrid was sure the smile on her face looked pained, but she was happy that she could move again. 
Pepper Faye patted Astrid on the shoulder. “Now comes the fun part.” 
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