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      Valhalla was not just a human dream, it was also my dream.

      I climbed the steep staircase that led to the Golden Gates, my fellow students following me on the heel. The excited chatter filled the emptiness of the Veil, the only place where life met death. Only an elemental could travel through it and make it out alive.

      “Bryn! Psst!” Stina nudged me in the side. “Did you hear the rumours?”

      “What rumours?” I asked my best friend.

      “They say Odin is currently at the other end of the Golden Gates.”

      “What?” My eyes widened and my heartbeat quickened.

      “Yes!” She looked over her shoulder to ensure we were out of earshot from our teacher and continued. “Frida said that her older sister said that he went to inspect them. He’s there, Bryn!”

      Despite all the years of training, I couldn’t contain my excitement. Meeting Odin? In person?

      What an honour.

      I hurried up the stairs, stumbled at the top, but managed to make it to the enormous golden doors that guarded the evergreen meadow behind it. As per tradition, they were closed and locked, only to be opened by a key from a worthy Valkyrie.

      My hand rested on my breast pocket, on the metal key I’d crafted with a single purpose. To open the Golden Gates and enter Valhalla.

      I didn’t know how many times I’d seen the doors, but they always took my breath away.  There was a comfort in the magnificence, a brilliance that would never be replaced. The heavy doors, entirely created by all kinds of locks and gears. The heavy, stone pillars that framed the entrance, glowing bright blue with the names of every Valkyrie that ever entered. There was nothing quite like it and there would never be anything that could compare.

      "Listen up, students! Today, we'll be opening the gates with one of your personal keys." Professor Rada clapped her hands, demanding silence instead of the chatter. Despite her stature and prestige, she didn't succeed. Everyone was too overwhelmed, excited.

      If the rumours were true, Odin was waiting just behind the Gates.

      "Do you really think we’ll get to see Odin?" Heike whispered to me.

      “I hope so,” I said back.

      "I can’t think of anything more awesome," Alija said, clapping her hands in glee. "Ooh, to see Odin after you’ve used your key. I’m so jealous."

      “Hey, there’s no guarantee we’ll try my key,” I tried, but even I could hear how weak my argument was. Of course, we were going to use mine. That was my honour and burden as the Heir of the East Wind.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out a polished key. I'd been crafting and sculpting it for the past few months, putting as much emotion and personality into it as I could. It was brand new, never used, never even touched by anyone else. As was common with Valhalla keys.

      Only by trial would I know whether it was deemed worthy. Whether I was worthy.

      Rada clicked her tongue as her eyes travelled over me and the other girls in my class. Fourteen students in total, all giddy from excitement. Yet, none of them actually expected to be chosen. They knew I'd be the one to try first.

      "Brynhild." The professor pointed at me and gestured to the gate. "You try."

      As expected.

      Despite knowing how much time and effort I'd put into crafting my key, my confidence wavered. I'd followed every guideline, every rule, every instruction Rada had. I had an affinity with Valhalla and the Veil of the Dead, but still... This was the real test.

      With nerves raging through me and worries corrupting my usually composed self, I held out the heavy key. Made from primarily copper that could be found around my home, infused with silver from Grandmamma's favourite necklace, polished with the essential oils of lavender and thyme that reminded me of family, this key was the accumulation of me. This was what I stood for, what I represented.

      If it didn't open the Gates... my Valkyrie career wouldn't just be over, it would never begin.

      The gears and springs clicked and rattled as the face of the doors changed. Locks disappeared behind metal plates and others emerged from deep within the Gates. The entire thing moved until I was presented with my own, personal lock.

      With trembling hands, I brought the heavy key to the door and turned, waiting, hoping.

      The moment of truth...

      For just a breath, time stood still as I waited in fear of rejection. The whispers and chatter from my classmates had died out and allowed a tense silence to set over the group.

      I waited. One second, two seconds, five… Ten...

      Nothing happened and dread settled in my stomach. I failed.

      The fist of shame grabbed my heart, the overwhelming disappointment coiling through my entire being.

      I turned to face my classmates, but then, the lock finally clicked and the Gates slowly swung open. The silence broke with the cheers of the other Wind Children behind me and the evergreen meadow revealed itself to me. Valhalla waited just beyond the Gates, a promise for every warrior and for me.

      I hoped to see Odin and my heart leaped at the idea of meeting him, but it wasn’t meant to be. There was nobody on the other side. Still... My excitement wasn’t dimmed by his absence. The Gates had opened for me and that meant my place as a Valkyrie after graduation was secured.

      With a warm glow filling my heart, I watched the magnificence that laid behind the Gates. In the distance, the outline of the domed hall rested in all its glory. The sunset on the roof made it look ablaze with the touch of fire and gold. Even from here, the magnitude and brilliance were undeniably breathtaking and brilliant.

      "Well done, Bryn." Professor Rada placed a hand on my shoulder and nodded with pride. "I expected nothing less from you. You’ll make a fine Valkyrie one day."

      "Thank you." Pride welled in my chest. After my grandmamma, I would become the Matriarch of our district. That was my birthright. To keep my place and remain the leader of the East Wind, I had to earn it. And this was just the first step of many to prove I was the right person for the job.

      My best friend swung her arm around my shoulder and gave me a friendly shove. "You actually did it!"

      “Who would’ve thought?”

      She chuckled. "I never doubted you."

      With the admiration of my friend, I felt invincible again. My parents and my teachers had never once doubted me, so why should I? I was the future of the East Wind and the Valkyries serving Valhalla. This was my destiny, I was born for this.

      The teacher clapped her hands "That's enough for today. We’ll harvest a soul next week, but that’s enough for now. Let’s return to the land of the living."

      She rubbed the shimmery string on her wrist and a glow flowed down the length, until it reached everyone she was guiding through the Veil. The thin rope sizzled and drew us away from the gates.

      The typical grey smoke of the Veil that separated life and death circled up around my legs, obscuring my view until there was just darkness. The shadows engulfed me, threatening my demise, luring me to my end. But the sharp tug on my wrist reminded me it wasn’t my time yet. That I couldn’t give in to the temptation of eternal sleep.

      Air forcibly rushed into my chest and I shot up from the stone floor of the classroom, gasping for breath. The cold burned in my lungs and with my body screaming in pain, I returned from death.
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      Everything hurt, everything ached. My muscles were on fire, my head was spinning, and I was close to vomiting. But it was a small price to pay for the adventure of life and death. A small price for being an afterlife guide.

      I scrambled up from the floor. My three friends were still sprawled out on the marble tiles, dizzy and disoriented. They never came to as fast as I did.

      "I don't feel so good," Alija mumbled. "I think I’m going to throw up."

      "Don't mention it," Heike grumbled. She managed to get up on all fours before she collapsed and puked her guts out. The colour pulled from her face, leaving her even paler than she usually was. Next to her, the snow was colourful.

      I moved aside to avoid the splatter. "Gross. You alright?"

      Cross-eyed from nausea, she wiped the bile from her pointy chin and gasped for breath. "Sorry. I'm still not used to it."

      "Woman up," professor Rada scolded, clicking her tongue dismissively. "I don't have time for weaklings."

      The smallest of my friends cowered. "Sorry, Professor."

      "You should all look at Brynhild and strive to be just like her." Without giving her a second glance, she strode away. "That's it for today. I'll see you all next week."

      Finally off the ground, Stina swung her arm around me. "You should all look at Brynhild, she's amaaazing. A star. The golden child. Blababla," she repeated in my ear, mocking the teacher. "You can't do anything wrong, can you?"

      I sighed. "Don’t be like that, I didn’t ask for any of this.”

      "You're lucky. I have to work hard for the teachers to even notice me." With a bitter undertone, Stina matched my pace as we left the classroom. Heike and Alija hurried to catch up, staying precisely one beat behind me.

      "Lunch?" Stina lisped, gesturing towards the dining hall. Whenever she was hungry, her lisp grew stronger. It was an odd quirk, but it had been the case for as long as I knew her.

      "If we must..." I pulled up my nose, waving away the meek odour of steamed carrots and overcooked, over-stewed meat. All this cafetaria grade food was upsetting my stomach.

      “I miss a good home-cooked meal,” Heike muttered softly.

      That reminded me. “I forgot to mention, a new kitchen was installed in my room over the break. If you want…”

      "Really?" Heike perked up, her round face glossed with red blushes.

      "Yes and you know what’s in my fridge. You stocked it."

      “Leave it to me!” Heike replied, her round face beaming. She didn't have the biggest wings or the strongest connection with the Veil, but if there was one thing she knew, it was food.

      I gestured in the direction of the Valkyrie dorm. "Go ahead, you can be the first to use the kitchen.”

      She let out a little squeak and jumped around, her little rucksack bouncing up and down. "Brilliant."

      "I’ll help you," Alija added, always eager to please. They both were.

      I turned around and shot them a smile. "Great. Why don't you two go ahead and we'll check if there’s any news or announcements on the bulletin board. My door is unlocked, as usual."

      "Of course. Don't worry, we'll take care of it!" Heike pulled Alija along and the two raced towards the dorms.

      How delightful. A proper meal instead of the usual mush. It was convenient to have my own kitchen and friends that wanted to do things for me. Once I became the actual Matriarch of the East, things would be even better. But for now, I was going to enjoy the academy life. I only had one more semester before I graduated from college and I wanted to make the most of it.

      As we moved down the hall and towards the Valkyrie dorm, Stina grabbed my arm. "Hey, Bryn! Look, flyers went up for the Valkyrie Games."

      "They did?" Dread settled in my stomach.

      "The Valkyrie Games will start next week," Stina read, happily lisping away. "Sign-ups will be taken at the administrative office or any Valkyrie teacher. The College of Beyond, the Valkyrie Vault, and the Soul Sanctum are all participating too.”

      "Nice,” I lied.

      This was the highlight of the third year of the Valkyrie course. The annual Valkyrie Games. Whoever won always made a name for themselves. As the Heir, I didn’t need the glory or triumph, but I couldn’t afford to pass. I had to prove I was the best out there. That was my duty as Heir, to be the best. Whether I wanted it or not...

      "Are you signing up?" my friend asked.

      I sighed. "Like I have a choice."

      Stina played with her black tie. “Don’t look so glum. You’ll do great.”

      “Hopefully.”

      If I didn’t win, Grandmamma would be infinitely disappointed. And we couldn’t have that...
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      There was always a relief in coming home, even if home was currently my dorm room.

      I hung my leather jacket on the coat stand and kicked off my shoes, relieved to be on my socks again. Much better.

      “Oh, it smells so good in here.” Stina took off her own shoes and followed me into the room, chasing the delicious smell.

      “It does.”

      Surprised by the fully-set table, I brushed my hand along a chair. The finest plates, shiny cutlery, loads of serving trays and placemats for whatever they prepared. We didn’t get to use this set very often, but I loved the floral details on the porcelain.

      “Hello?” I called.

      “In here!” a voice responded, drawing me to the kitchen in the back of my flat. Both Alija and Heike were hard at work, stirring pots and putting the finishing touches on the dishes.

      The kitchen was small and not designed for dinner party preparations, which was really an oversight on the school’s part. Wind Children loved a good dinner party and even after the expansion, there was barely space for a small table. I couldn’t have a dishwasher or any electrical appliances other than the coffee machine. As much as it annoyed me, at least there was a coffee maker. I had no idea how I’d survive without it.

      “Food is almost ready!” Heike announced, her eyes beaming with joy. “Sit down and we’ll bring everything to you.”

      “Perfect.”

      It was incredible what they’d managed to whip up in such a short time. I gave the two of them an appreciative nod and pulled Stina along with me. If they needed the room to finish their dishes, I wasn’t going to stand in their way. The kitchen wasn’t big enough for the four of us.

      With my stomach growling, I took my place at the head of the dining table and switched the fork and knife around. Two and a half years, and the girls still forgot to place the cutlery for a left-handed person.

      “Food is ready!” Alija sang, emerging from the kitchen with a steaming casserole. She placed the dish down and as she lifted the lid, the most delectable smell wafted up into the air. Savoury, hearty meatballs in a creamy sauce, served with a side of mashed potatoes.

      The best lingonberry sauce on this hemisphere. Heike’s speciality.

      While I enjoyed the delicious smells, more things were added to the table. A wooden cutting board with crackers, dill-cured salmon, fresh potato salad, fermented cabbage. Each more appetising than the other.

      “This looks fantastic!” I shot the two a well deserved smile. “Well done, girls.”

      Alija beamed, her eyes dancing with joy. “I hope you like it.”

      I gestured to the empty seats. “Please, sit and eat with me.”

      Nobody had to be told twice. Stina sat down just as fast as Alija and Heike, all honoured to dine with me, as they should be. Sharing a meal was an activity reserved for friends only.

      Hungrily, I reached across and scooped generous portions onto my plate. My stomach grumbled impatiently, but it wouldn’t have to go empty for long. Meat, potatoes, fish, I didn’t even know where to start. It all looked so good.

      “This is delicious,” Stina said, gesturing to her overloaded plate of food. “Love the salmon.”

      She was right. There was just something so comforting about a good piece of cured fish.

      “Yay.” Heike clapped her hands, pride colouring her voice. “We worked hard on it.”

      “I can tell,” I replied, my mouth full of potato salad.

      She grinned. “So, what’s new?”

      I reached across the table for some crackers. “They’ve announced the Valkyrie Games.”

      “Oh, yay! Are you signing up?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I am.”

      While I could confide in Stina about my reluctance and my apprehension about all my tasks and duties, I couldn’t burden Heike or Alija with it. It was better if they were none the wiser about my doubts.

      “Hey, I have an idea. ” Stina wiped her mouth, her eyes flickering with mischief. “I’m thinking, maybe I’ll sign up too, huh? Keep you company?”

      “Oh, really?” Relief washed over me. It would be good to  “You’d do that?”

      “Well, it’s the Valkyrie Games. It’s the highlight of year three.”

      “When you put it like that…” I returned to eating before addressing the two others. “You two should sign up as well.”

      Heike blushed red. “Oh, no, I don’t think so. I’m not the competitive kind.”

      “What about you, Alija?” I asked,

      “It sounds fun…” She sounded hesitant.

      “But?”

      “But… Well, if you and Stina are participating, I know I can’t win. It seems silly to sign up if that’s the case.”

      Disappointment bubbled up in my gut, but I managed to hide it. “I suppose… At least I’ll have you, Stina.”

      “You can always count on me, My Heir.” She made a small mock-bow and winked at me.

      My cheeks heated up. “Come on, don’t do that. You embarrass me.”

      “Why? You are the Heir.” My best friend shot me a smile. “Are you not?”

      “I suppose so.”

      She gave me a friendly nudge. “You’ll always be my Heir, but you’re also my friend.”

      A genuine smile tugged on the corner of my lip. She was right, she always had my back. With friends like her, like them, how much could go wrong?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “The new teacher is late,” Stina grumbled. She swung her legs up on the desk and tapped her watch. “So disrespectful.”

      She was right. If there was one thing Wind Children prided themselves in, it was punctuality. And the ability to bring human souls to the Afterlife. But mostly punctuality.

      "Are we really getting a Banshee teacher?" Heike asked, her round face blushed red again. "How is that supposed to work? Don't they take this vow to be silent or something?"

      "Yeah, the Oath of Silence. No idea how she’s going to teach us." Stina studied her fingernails and rummaged through her handbag. Impatiently and with a lot of noise, she tipped the content out on her desk in search for nail polish.

      The loud clatter startled most of the other students, but they didn't say anything. Nobody ever did.

      My friend held up a couple of vials. "What do you girls think? Pink or red?"

      Alija looked at the colours. "Red."

      "Red is nice," Heike quickly said.

      "They both look nice,” I said, not in the slightest interested in nail polish.

      The strong smell of acetone filled the air, potent and sour. Why did she like this so much? That stuff burned my nose hair out.

      "If you're not careful, you're going to become addicted to that stuff." I pinched my nose and waved the smell away.

      Stina shrugged. "Maybe. Better than any other substance, right?"

      "I don't know about that." I looked at the time and yawned. "She’s really late.”

      Stina rolled her eyes and straightened her tie. "Let's do something fun, shall we?"

      I stared at her with mild confusion. “Like what?”

      With a devilish grin, she held up a packet of smokes. "Let's light up."

      "In class?" Alija asked, her doe-like eyes widening. "What if we get caught?"

      "Does it matter? We’re friends with Bryn.”

      That was some flawed logic, but I wasn’t sure how to tell her no. Stina had a strange determination that meant she’d do whatever she wanted to do.

      "I don't know," Heike hesitated.

      Demonstratively, Stina pulled a cigarette from the packet. The metal lighter clicked invitingly and as she introduced the fag to the flame, the first curls of grey smoke danced up in the air.

      I coughed as the first whiff of smoke attacked my lungs.

      “I don’t think this is the best idea,” I carefully said, wafting the smoke away.

      “Nahh, it’s fine.” Stina took another puff. “Ahhh…”

      Heike coughed as the smoke reached her and Alija looked like she was about to as well.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I decided. I reached across the table and snagged the cigarette out of Stina’s fingers.

      “Hey!” she protested.

      “You can light up after class.” I stared at the smouldering cigarette, watching the fire eat into the paper and tobacco. There was something beautiful about it, but this was not the time, nor the place.

      Before I could put it out, the door swung open and a slender figure walked in.

      "Teacher!" Heike warned.

      I quickly flicked the smoke out of the window, but it was too late. The new teacher had seen me.

      The woman walked over to me, her steel gaze locking me in my place. I didn’t meet many people that intimidated me, but she did.

      She peeked out of the window and sighed. She gestured to the fallen cigarette and back at me. Her raised eyebrows were almost comical, but they were clear. She was asking me a question.

      “Yes, it’s mine,” I lied. I could afford to be caught doing rebellious things. Stina could not.

      The teacher shot me another look and walked back to the front of the class. Despite not having said a word, I could feel the disappointment rolling off of her. It was somehow even more powerful.

      She picked up a piece of chalk and wrote on the blackboard behind her. «Professor Thea MacKinnon. Afterlife Etiquette 303.»

      "You didn’t rat me out,” Stina muttered.

      “Friends don’t do that,” I whispered back, my heartbeat settling. I hadn’t even noticed it had quickened, but it had.

      "She's staring at you," Heike muttered under her breath, gesturing to the front of the class.

      "Who?"

      "The teacher.”

      She was right.

      Professor MacKinnon gestured to me again, her thin eyebrows raised in another questioning arch.

      I pointed at myself. “Me?”

      She nodded and underlined her own name.

      “Ooh. I’m Brynhild.”

      Chalk shrieked across the blackboard as MacKinnon wrote a single word, her handwriting firm. «Detention.»

      “Detention?” I echoed. “What for?”

      Her eyes widened and she brought two fingers to her lips. Smoking.

      “Are you serious?”

      She gestured to the word detention again and then turned away, the conversation over. Just like that.

      It was hard to argue with someone that didn’t speak and I looked at my friends, who all seemed just as confused as I was. Did the new teacher really give me detention?

      I stared at the professor, but she didn’t seem in the least distracted or disturbed. She rummaged through her briefcase like nothing happened and handed out a stack of sheets to the girl in front where the Dragons sat. Without hesitating, she passed it around and the sheets made its way to me, but I was too distracted to look at them.

      “Detention,” I muttered again, leaning towards Stina. “I’ve never once had detention. When is it even?”

      “Saturday morning,” she chirped. “You’ll be fine. It’s like a rite of passage.”

      That was an interesting way to look at it. Maybe she was right.

      Maybe...
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      The cool morning air brushed through my hair as I left the Valkyrie dormitory behind me. The building was just a short walk away from the main school hall and the winding path was completely empty this early.

      Not a surprise. Most students were happily using the weekend to sleep in and would only rise when the sun was high in the sky. Nobody was so foolish to be up and about if they didn't have to be, except for maybe some weird Elves studying to be Reapers. They had a weird thing with morning and sunrise.

      Luckily, their dormitory was on a different part of the campus and they much preferred to roam the forest on the school grounds. Not that anyone minded.

      With the first rays of sun tickling my skin, I pushed the heavy door of the side entrance open and stepped into the beautiful hall of the school. The early daylight illuminated the beautiful glasswork and cast colourful patterns and designs on the marble floors.

      There was something hauntingly beautiful about the Academy. Something magical. I was honoured to study here.

      I climbed the staircase to the third floor where I would have my detention. Nobody came here and dust fluttered up all around me. The carpet was soft, but old. I could tell from the bounce.

      I halted in front of the assigned classroom and hung back against the wall, waiting for the teacher to show up. Shouldn’t she have been here before me? It was pretty rude to be late to a meeting, even if that meeting was detention with a student.

      The clacking of heels drew my attention and I looked up at Professor MacKinnon, hurrying down the hall with a stack of books and sheets.

      “You’re late,” I pointed out. While the theory of detention had sounded fun, the reality was a lot less glamorous than Stina had made out to be. The early hours, the dusty corridors, the lack of company.

      I never went anywhere without my friends and it was unsettling.

      MacKinnon brought her balled hand to her chest and rubbed a circle, before pulling a set of keys from her jacket and opening the locked classroom.

      She gestured for me to enter and I followed her into the dusty room.

      More dust fluttered up and tickled my nose. I coughed and glared at her. The third floor was hardly ever used by students. Maybe that was something else our new teacher didn’t know. If she wanted a long career here in the Academy, she’d do well to learn these. I wasn’t the only important student and others might be less forgiving than me.

      MacKinnon thudded her stack of books on the desk, ignoring the flutter of dust.

      “So… What now?” I asked.

      MacKinnon looked up from her books, her frown light. She gestured to the rows of chairs and tables behind me, a strange smile gracing her lips. Her hands danced up, signing some gestures I didn’t understand.

      “I don’t know your Banshee sign language.” I sighed as I sat down, my head already aching from the early morning and the dust. I should have protested harder against my detention.

      But now that I was here, I should take advantage of having the new teacher all to myself.

      “Can I ask a question?” I voiced, looking up at MacKinnon.

      She nodded, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

      “What made you come to the Afterlife Academy?”

      For a moment, the Banshee just looked at me. Her lips pursed in a tight line, her eyebrows knitted together in suspicion.

      She signed a couple of gestures, already forgotten that it didn’t mean more to me than just a bit of waving.

      “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      She sighed and reached for her pen. With a decisive click, she brought it down on a spare piece of paper and wrote something down.

      I couldn’t see it from where I sat, so I got up and approached her desk. I’d never been this close to a Fae before.

      Professor MacKinnon looked up at me, her eyes filled with something indecipherable as she handed me the piece of paper.

      «Do you always ask this many questions?»

      Cheeky.

      I let the sheet flutter back on the desk. “I’m just curious what brought you here. That’s all.”

      MacKinnon narrowed her eyes, as if she was trying to figure me out. Not that I blamed her. People often looked at me like that.

      She bent down and scribbled more words on the sheet. «I like teaching.»

      “But why here? Why Valkyries?” I placed the paper down and studied the woman in front of me. It had to be hard to teach with a language barrier. Why would anyone choose that?

      «Afterlife Etiquette is a general subject. Anyone is allowed to teach it.»

      “But why? We can’t understand you.”

      «And that’s the case in the real world too.»

      I supposed that was true. I hadn’t thought of that before...

      “Are you liking it here?”

      «It’s just how I left it.»

      “Left it? You studied here?”

      «I did.»

      Fascinating. She was becoming more and more interesting by the minute. Maybe I shouldn’t be so curious, but we all tended to keep to our own course. I’d been at the Academy for almost three years now and I didn’t even know the names of the Dragons or Elves in my mixed classes.

      “What made you want to be a teacher?” I asked.

      MacKinnon narrowed her eyes, the piercing grey-blue in them flickering. Instead of writing something down, she demonstratively placed the pen down and gestured to one of the desks.

      The conversation was over.

      What did I do?

      I wanted to ask, but she was no longer looking at me. It felt rude to keep the conversation going when she didn’t want to.

      I returned to my seat with more questions than answers. What a fascinating person. The silence, her vibe. She was so different from everyone I knew.

      She started grading papers, or pretending to; it was her first week after all. She possibly couldn’t have finished assignments already. Her light hair had a reddish hue to them, which somehow really highlighted her grey eyes. They darted from side to side, completely lost in her own world. She was focused, there was no doubt about that.

      I studied her, taking in her features, memorising all the things that made her unique. The patterns of her freckles, hidden under a thin layer of concealer. The slightly crooked nose, the only part of her face that wasn’t classically beautiful. And yet, it gave her character.

      She wasn’t the most stunning woman I’d ever seen, but many people would struggle calling her ugly. She was far from that, really.

      As I stared at her, a strange emotion welled up in my stomach, one I couldn’t identify. It sort of… swirled through me, not unlike how my wind magic behaved. But this was something else, something different. It reminded me of excitement, but that didn’t make sense. Why would I feel this way now, when there was nothing to do in the empty classroom but sit and watch the Banshee teacher?

      I pushed the strange feeling away and drew my eyes down. I couldn’t let my fascination distract me. Not now, not ever. And certainly not by someone like her.
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      I drew another tornado on my sheet, bored out of my mind. Was this how detention put people in line? Boring them to death?

      Professor MacKinnon hadn’t looked at me since my last question and she seemed set on not even looking up from her stack of papers.

      I thought about new ways to strike up a conversation, but it escaped me. People always found a hundred and one excuses to talk to me, so I never had to talk to anyone. Perks of being the Heir to my clan.

      The new teacher didn’t seem to care who I was. Maybe she didn’t even know?

      No, that was ridiculous. There was no way anyone could be at the Academy and not know who I was.

      A soft knock startled me out of my thoughts and for a moment, I thought it was Professor MacKinnon asking for my attention. When it turned out to be someone at the door, a strange disappointment whirled through me.

      Why did it matter? Why did I care?

      Professor MacKinnon stood up to open the door and another girl entered. I didn’t recognise her, but that didn’t mean anything. I never paid much attention to the others.

      When the two started signing, it became clear she was a Banshee. Otherwise, why would she know the language?

      I watched the two, teacher and student, their hands fluttering between their bodies. The sun illuminated their flickering fingers, casting shadows and lines on their faces. It was like a dance, with every movement carefully curated and practised until there was no doubt about what it meant. A secret language, one that said nothing and everything at the same time. A language I would never understand.

      It was beautiful.

      Even if I had no idea what they were talking about, I felt strangely intrusive watching them talk. There was something intimate about the conversation, even though it was probably about books or studying. But the focus, the attention. To understand each other, they couldn’t look away once. They couldn’t do anything else, because otherwise, there would be no conversation.

      The two suddenly paused and turned towards me, their attention shifted for just a second.

      I quickly cast my eyes down, embarrassed I’d been caught observing. I was supposed to be aloof, uncaring, distant. Instead, I found myself getting sucked into a new world, one that had no place for me. And yet, I was captured.
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      I couldn’t sleep that night. I kept thinking about the new teacher, consumed by the mystery that surrounded her. The Oath of Silence, the way she approached me, how she held herself. She had a certain air of serenity to her, a calm in the storm.

      My thoughts were consumed by the way she communicated, by simply moving her hands. Words hidden in the flick of a wrist or an elegant gesture. How did they understand each other?

      I wanted to know more about her, about the Banshees, but I knew I couldn’t. In the Academy, everyone stayed in their own lanes. My fellow classmates wouldn’t understand my fascination.

      It was probably better this way.

      My restlessness drove me out of bed and I exchanged my bedroom for the living area. As much as I despised what I was about to do next, I couldn’t stop myself.

      I dug my hand into an empty vase for the hidden packet of cigarettes I’d stashed away. Smoking was certainly not tolerated by Grandmamma, but it was hard to resist. Especially when everyone else smoked around me. I was no different. I just couldn’t do it in public.

      I struck the wheel of the lighter and a small but steady flame flicked up. It devoured the paper of the cigarette, burning into the dried tobacco.

      The sharp smell circled up, quickly changing the smell of the room.

      Damn.

      With a light push, I tipped the window open. I should’ve done that before lighting up, but this was all I could do now.

      I took a long puff from the cigarette, allowing the smoke to fill my lungs. The first drag always brought a tightness and the taste of ash and fire. It was unpleasant, but I couldn’t get myself to quit.

      I propped myself up on the window sill so I could tap the ashes off outside. My room had the perfect view of the main Academy building. It stood proudly in the night, illuminated by the light of the moon. I could even see the Triad dormitory, where the Angels, Banshees, and Guardians stayed.

      Most windows were dark, but on the top floor, there was light. Two windows that I’d never seen lit before. As the latest arrival, I could only assume they were Professor MacKinnon’s living quarters.

      I took another drag from the cigarette, allowing my thoughts to drift away on the whiff of smoke.

      Maybe a good night of sleep would clear my mind.
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      I was mad. Crazy. Bonkers. Out of my mind. Was I really doing this?

      Instead of turning towards Valkyrie territory, I let my feet carry me away from the main building, into the forest on the school grounds. I didn’t come here often, but the silence was a welcome change.

      With the setting sun on my back, I followed the winding gravel paths away from the main building and across the grass fields. Closer and closer to the looming forest casting long shadows on the earth. I made sure to stay far out of reach from the trees and green maze. The forest wasn’t very big, but according to rumours, it wouldn’t be the first time someone got lost and was never found again. The Elves called it a place of Illusions, and while I didn’t necessarily believe their superstitions, it was better not to take any risks.

      I kept steadily on the path, enjoying the solitude. The Elves liked to keep to themselves and didn’t really engage with anyone except those they had shared class with.

      “Brynhild.” A soft voice sounded from behind me, startling me.

      Quick as lightning, I turned around, only to find the guy I was looking for standing right there.

      “Riel. Do you always have to sneak up on me?” I scolded.

      “It’s fun,” he replied. He pulled the hood of his dark cloak over his head and swung his scythe as he gestured ahead. “What brings you into Reaper territory?”

      “I need a favour,” I admitted.

      He nodded, a sly smile curling around his lips. “What do you need?”

      “I…” I checked over my shoulder that we were definitely alone. “I need information about Banshees. Particularly their sign language.”

      “Banshees? You?” His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “My reasons are my own. Can you help or not?”

      He tapped his chin as we strolled along the winding path. “Perhaps. I know someone, but it’ll cost you. The Fae don’t like sharing.”

      I let out a long breath. “I figured.”

      Riel turned to me, his orange eyes flickering. “What have you brought as payment?”

      “Mercenary as always,” I noted, not daunted by his request. He knew his worth and I knew his prices.

      I reached inside the inner pocket of my blazer and pulled a small watch from it. I brushed my thumb across the cap, hesitant to part ways with it. It had been an heirloom for as long as I remembered and worth much more than what I was buying. And yet…

      “Here.” I placed the watch in Riel’s hand, the object heavy as I let go.

      “What is it?” he asked, inspecting the small marvel.

      “A blood watch.”

      He clicked the pocket watch open and tapped the glass. “It’s broken.”

      “It’s not. It just tells something else than time,” I said, checking over my shoulder to make sure nobody was eavesdropping. “It requires the blood of a dying person to activate.”

      Riel’s eyes narrowed. “What’ll happen then?”

      “I can’t tell you, I’m already breaking many rules by showing you. But I can promise it’ll come in handy. It’s a family heirloom.”

      “Colour me intrigued enough. Is this your payment?”

      I sighed. If Grandmamma ever learned I bartered her blood watch away, she’d disown me and the entire branch of my family. Then again… How much could this trinket be worth anyway?

      “Do we have a deal?” I asked before I lost my nerve.

      Riel held the watch up, the metal glinting as it dangled and caught the sunlight. “It’ll take some time, but consider it done.”

      “Great.”

      He shot me a crooked smile. “It’s always a pleasure doing business with you, Brynhild.”

      “Don’t keep me waiting too long.”

      He chuckled darkly before tightening his cloak and disappearing into the shadows of the forest. “Never.”

      A little lighter than when I came, I left the Reaper’s territory. With the forest far behind me, I travelled along the paths, back to Valkyrie territory. I’d done something really strange today, but I felt good. More than good. Excellent. I made a decision that was my own and solely my own and nobody could have prepared me for the rush of excitement. I should do this more often.
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      The next days passed like my detention never happened. It hadn’t tarnished my reputation and none of my friends were any wiser about my newfound fascination. I’d done a great job at hiding it, but with our next Afterlife Etiquette class coming up, that would prove difficult.

      “I still don’t understand why they assigned a Banshee teacher to a general subject,” Stina moaned. She gave her fingernails a fresh lick of paint and admired them carefully. “What do you think?”

      “Me?” I pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “I think it’s an opportunity to learn about other Afterlife cultures.”

      “No, not that. What do you think about my nails?”

      “Oh.” I stared at the pink blobs. “Pretty.”

      Not that I cared. With one eye on the door, I kept waiting for the teacher to enter. What kind of person wanted to teach people that couldn’t understand them? She could wave her hands all she wanted, it meant nothing to us.

      There was caged anticipation in my heart, a nervousness that I couldn’t explain. Why did I care so much? Why had this woman captured my attention like that?

      The door swung open and just as late as the last time, Professor MacKinnon entered the classroom. The chatter died out and sixteen curious heads, including my own, turned towards the front.

      She waved at us, a universal gesture, and handed another stack of papers to a girl in front. Another lesson, written out in more details than necessary. She wouldn’t have to do that if she were teaching people that understood her sign language.

      The girl ahead handed me one of the sheets and with a quick scan, it confirmed my suspicion and explained the light in her room at night. She had to have stayed up extra late to write all this out. All this extra trouble, just for us.

      Stina leaned closer to me. “What’s the point of a teacher if she’s not going to teach us anything?”

      I stared at the sheet in my hand. “She’s just teaching us in a different way.”

      “She’s giving us material to read. I could’ve done that in my room.”

      “I guess…” I looked up at Professor MacKinnon, my feelings conflicted. What did she hope to gain from teaching a class of Valkyrie students?
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      There weren’t many times I was on my own, but after the sun had set, my friends usually returned back to their own rooms. None of them were as nice as mine, but the head room was reserved for the most important Wind Child. It just happened to be me.

      A soft knock disturbed me from my thoughts and tore me away from the window. It was unusually late for company. Who could it be?

      Maybe Professor MacKinnon?

      No, that was absurd. Why would she be here? What would she even have to say? Or not say.

      I pulled my door open, disappointment sinking in as it was only Heike. Not who I’d hoped to see.

      Panting, Heike halted in front of me and held up an elegant envelope.  “I’ve got a letter for you. The headmaster said it was important.”

      “Important? Okay...” I accepted the letter, immediately recognising the crest. Stamped and sealed with the shiniest wax available, there was no doubt who it came from. Why did Mamma have to use our family crest for everything? It was just tacky and it wasn’t like people needed to be reminded who we were.

      With a sigh, I ripped the envelope open and unfolded the parchment.

      “What does it say?” my friend asked.

      “How am I, blablabla, if I’m behaving, blablabla.” I scanned the letter for the important news.

      “Nothing interesting?”

      “Oh, my aunt gave birth! It’s a baby girl. They named her Flavia, just like her.”

      Heike gasped. “Awww, that’s amazing!”

      “It is,” I agreed, a smile breaking through. I liked my aunt. She was more of a mother to me than my own and this was certainly great news. I’d have to make sure to write to her and express my joy with the newest addition to our family.

      “Are you excited to have a new cousin?” my friend asked, looking up at me with her big doe-eyes.

      “Yes, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t have any cousins or nieces,” Heike voiced, sounding a little sad.

      “Then you better make sure to have lots of kids,” I reasoned. “You can’t ever have enough blood Heirs.”

      Another fatal flaw Mamma made. She should’ve ensured I had brothers and sisters to grow up with, to protect our name. If something happened to me, that would be the end of our line. Unless I specifically appointed someone from my extended family as my blood Heir, they would lose their claim to the Matriarchy too. The Wind Children of the East would be forced to hold an election to determine the next Matriarch and that could end in war.

      I wouldn’t let that happen.

      “Heike, I need a favour.”

      “Anything,” my friend quickly answered.

      “Send word to my grandmamma and request a meeting. I have important matters to discuss with her.”

      “Certainly.”

      I closed the door and returned to the window, back to stare at the two lit windows on the third floor. My fascination was quickly turning into an obsession. I just didn’t understand why.
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      I thought my favourite class would be enough to get my mind off of Professor MacKinnon, but I was wrong. Despite the adorable dusk wolves, I couldn’t stop thinking about the way they moved their hands and interacted with each other. I’d seen it in the hallways before, but I’d never paid attention to it. Not like I was doing now.

      There was Banshee conversation going on everywhere around me. The dining hall, in the corridors, near the lava fountain. Those Fae could’ve been talking about anything, but nobody would ever know about what.

      Were they gossiping about us? Did they make jokes? How did they use each other’s names? So many mysteries and no way to get answers.

      The more I thought about the new language, the more it consumed me. I wanted to learn it, but how? It wasn’t like I could just walk up to a Banshee teacher and demand they teach me.

      No, I couldn’t waste my time at the Academy for something like that. I came here to become a Valkyrie and serve Odin. Not to learn a language that nobody back home would know.

      I forced myself to pay attention to the class at hand.

      “Dusk wolves are not pets.” Professor Hilde paced up and down in front of the Barn, her lips pursed into her signature sour look.

      “I wonder if her face always looks like that,” Stina whispered to me, earning a giggle from the two other girls behind me.

      “Madam,” the teacher tutted, waving her bony finger dismissively. “If you’re opening your mouth, you’re flapping about.”

      “I won’t do it again,” my best friend said. Not that she sounded very sincere, but that didn’t matter to Professor Hilde. She just liked reprimanding students and she made sure to take every opportunity she got.

      “Petulant,” Professor Hilde scolded, before returning to her boring speech about wolves and all that nonsense. I knew all this already, we all did. Every single student in my class came from a long line of Valkyrie families. We’d known this stuff from the moment we could walk. Everyone, except for Alija, grew up with a dusk wolf protecting us, guarding us, and playing with us.

      They weren’t nearly as violent or aggressive as Professor Hilde was trying to make out. That didn’t stop her from spouting the same warnings every week for the past years.

      I rolled my eyes and hid a yawn behind my hand. Lectures on Monday mornings were the worst. I just wanted to see Grey and give her a good scratch behind her ears. I didn’t need all this preachy nonsense.

      Bored out of my mind, I raised my hand. “Can we just see our wolves?”

      Professor Hilde shot me an annoyed look, but refrained from arguing.

      From what I heard, she knew my mother well, even though she’d never once said a word about that in the previous two years. Still, she knew who I was and never dared treat me with the same dismissal as my classmates.

      “Certainly. If you insist, My Heir.” She gave me a strange, crooked grin that vaguely resembled a smile and turned around to open the heavy lock that kept the dusk wolves in the Barn and the students out.

      An unnecessary precaution, if anyone asked me. The wolves were all loyal to their masters and none of us would allow them to attack another student. In fact, it would be fantastic if we could have our wolves with us all the time. Now that would look badass and it would even the playing field against the Reapers. They all got to carry their scythe in the school, but we didn’t get to parade our wolves.

      Unfair.

      The heavy barn door shrieked open and a storm of grey fluff barrelled past the teacher. Sharp teeth flickered and strong paws thudded into the dusty ground. Anyone that wasn’t a Wind Child would probably shit their pants at the terrifying sight of the charging dusk wolves, but not us.

      I crouched down and a big dusk wolf flew into my arms. Her red eyes sparkled with excitement and adoration as she attacked my face with licks and wolf kisses.

      Her tongue tickled and brought a rare joy to my heart. I loved Grey. She was the best thing about the Academy and if it were up to me, I’d let her sleep in my dorm room. Heck, she’d even get to sleep on my bed.

      “Good girl.” I patted her head and scratched her under her chin, just how she always liked it.

      Grey growled happily, her leathery wings flapping as enthusiastically as her wagging tail. She was always so excited to see me and it pained me that she had to be locked up when class was over.

      Poor thing.

      At least she could escape into the Veil and have her freedom there. But still, that wasn’t what I wanted.

      “How’ve you been? How’ve you been?”

      “Awrooo!”

      Of all of the wolves, Grey was the biggest and strongest of the group. She was the true alpha of the pack and it suited her just fine. She had power in her veins and determination in her eyes. Without a doubt, with one glance, anyone could look at Grey and understand the inherent dominance that was her birthright.

      My family said it was the same for me, but I wasn’t too sure about that.

      “Good girl.” I buried my face into her fur, breathing in the scent of hay and wolf. She was magnificent and even with my friends, she was the only one I considered my equal. We were partners, a team. We’d travel through the Veil together, venture into Valhalla to greet Odin, and stand together until it was my time. We had some adventures ahead of us and I couldn’t wait to get out of the Academy and get to the real world. Where we’d find the fallen warriors, brought their souls to Valhalla, and earned a place in the Golden Hall.

      According to Grandmamma, carrying favour with Odin would certainly solidify my place as the Matriarch and earn the respect she commanded. Anything less wouldn’t do for her, something she never failed to tell me. I had to live up to her and our family name.

      “Students, students!” Professor Hilde’s high voice shrieked over the excitable chatter. “Listen to me, students!”

      No matter how loud she shouted, everyone’s attention seemed fixed on their own wolf, just like mine. We hadn’t seen them for an entire week, what did she expect?

      If we were allowed to travel into the Veil without a guide, then we could visit our familiars there. But that was strictly forbidden and could lead to expulsion.

      I knew some students didn’t comply and I was always tempted to facilitate my own trip but I couldn’t risk being caught. If I was expelled, Grandmamma would disown me and my future would be ruined.

      No matter how much I loved Grey, I couldn’t risk that.

      Professor Hilde clapped her hands, another attempt to get everyone’s attention, and bellowed over my classmates. “For the love of Odin, get in line or I will whoop your asses!”

      “That’s our cue,” I muttered to Grey, giving her a last scratch on her head. “Heel.”

      My cheeky dusk wolf shot me a playful look instead of obeying. With a happy yip, she darted around me, nudging against the back of my legs to get me to play.

      “No, Grey. It’s not playtime.” I gave her a stern look, but she just rolled on her back and exposed her belly to me. While she was extremely well trained and smart, she also had a mind of her own. She was young, enthusiastic, and she knew how to get her way. But not now, not in front of the others.

      I snapped my fingers, the signal it was time to work. Immediately, her ears flicked back and the happy look disappeared. From one moment to the other, she went from a young wolf to a focused dusk. Just like we practised.

      “Good girl.” I tapped my thigh, another signal we practised. “Heel.”

      Grey shot towards me, pausing just a beat behind me. With her ears forward and her tail up, I had her full attention and nobody around me would ever dare insinuate my dusk didn’t listen to me.

      Professor Hilde shot me a dismissive look, but smiled anyway. “Well done. I suppose.”

      Stupid old crow. Why was she even a teacher if she didn’t like students? Or dusk wolves?

      I wasn’t even sure whether she had a familiar of her own. I’d certainly never seen her with a wolf of her own. Maybe she didn’t have one, which would’ve brought shame upon her family and her name. That would turn someone sour, for sure.

      With everyone silent, I could clearly hear the wind brushing through the field and whistling around the heavy barn. It was a familiar sound, a comforting one at that. I grew up with those sounds as they’d carried me as the grass tickled my knees and the wind tangled my hair. It was a moment of rest, a moment of home. A breath of respite before everything exploded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A high tone rang in my ears, chirping together with the low rumble of earth shattering and wood breaking. Panic thudded through my head, following the rhythm of my quickened heartbeat.

      Danger. Danger. Danger.

      The world shook, my vision blurred, the colours reduced to blurry shapes and spots. The magic within me shrieked, shielding me against the sudden assault. It brought the dark wings from my shoulders, which had wrapped around me in a desperate attempt to protect me from the tornado.

      I didn’t know where it had come from or how nobody had felt it coming. We were children of the Wind, this was our nature, our mother. Why was it attacking us? Why was it hurting me?

      My wings pushed back against the relentless, invisible barrage. This wasn’t a normal storm, it reeked of magic. Someone had conjured up this tornado, someone that wanted to destroy and sow despair.

      I called on the magic in my veins, but I knew it wouldn’t make a difference. A single person couldn’t conjure a storm, it had to be a group of Wind Children. And even I couldn’t withstand this.

      There was only one way out of this that didn’t involve me dying.

      “Grey!?” I shouted out, trying to find my wolf. If I could get my hands on her, she could take me to the Veil. As a student, I wasn’t allowed, but I had plenty of other things on my mind than school rules.

      “Grey? Where are you!?” My voice couldn’t stand up against the deafening howl of the wind, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try.

      I had a connection with my dusk and that meant she’d always return to me. Even in a time as dire as this, I could count on her.

      Blindly, I felt around, searching for that handful of fur that would take me to safety. I just needed to follow my instinct, crawling towards the faint pull and trust it would bring me to her.

      “Grey!” My hand balled into a fistful of grey hair. Red eyes peered into mine, a most welcome sight. This was my chance to escape, even if that meant leaving everyone behind. After all, I was the most important person here.

      “Veil,” I commanded, tightening my grip on my dusk wolf. We’d never travelled to the Veil unsupervised, but right now was as good a time as any.

      The wind carved and slashed into my wings, encouraging my departure. Black spots danced in front of me, but I couldn’t tell if those were inflicted by the storm or the signature welcome from the Veil. They could be either and I’d just have to hope it was the latter.

      “Come on, Grey.” I buried my face into her side, wishing for a little bit of luck.

      My wolf braved the storm, the low growl betraying how much it hurt. But she didn’t give up, she didn’t relent. With pure determination, she stretched her wings and phased out of this world.

      Immediate silence befell us as everything dematerialised and the grey smoke appeared. Caught in the Veil between life and death, a place of departure and grief, Grey and I were safe.

      Surprised it actually worked, I patted my wolf between her ears. “Thank you for getting us here, girl. Are you hurt?”

      She blinked slowly as I ran my hands through her fur, searching for any wounds or gashes. Whoever conjured up this storm would be in serious trouble if it turned out they hurt my dusk wolf. I’d go to the ends of the world to inflict justice upon them.

      “Awrrrroo.” Grey’s happy yip reassured me she was alright.

      My muscles relaxed and my chest unclenched. That was a relief.

      “Good girl.” With another quick scratch under her chin, I dusted myself off and rose from my crouched position. My muscles twitched in pain, but I didn’t have time to pay attention to it. Now that everything had calmed down a little, the reality of the situation set in.

      This was the first time I’d travelled into the Veil without a teacher as my guide. I hadn’t even thought it would work, but here I was. On my own, no idea how to navigate the smoke or find anything in this shapeless world. But that wasn’t the worst part. I had no idea how to leave.
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      For as long as I could remember, the Veil had fascinated me. It was this mysterious strip of nothing that separated the land of the living and the dead. It was like a thief’s highway for Afterlife Assistants. Nobody really knew what it was, how it worked, why only certain types and species could access it. Certain individuals had stronger affinities with the Veil than others and those determined who was and wasn’t suited for this career.

      Growing up, I heard so many stories about it and yet, even since my first visit, I didn’t really understand it. And now, due to a moment of panic, I was stuck here.

      “What do we do now?” I asked, looking down at my familiar.

      She was happily wagging her tail and bobbing along as we ventured into the nothingness. She didn’t seem distressed, but then, she was a shadow animal. This was her second home. For her, this was nothing special.

      That wasn’t the case for me.

      “Grey?”

      “Awr?” She gave me a curious look, her red eyes flickering reassuringly. If anything, I wasn’t here on my own. I had my familiar and she’d protect me. In this world, she was my guide.

      “How long do you think I need to stay here?” I asked, patting her between her ears.

      “Awwrr.”

      “You don’t know how time works here either, huh?” I ran a hand through my hair. “I wish I knew what to do. Well, I wish I’d paid more attention in class.”

      Aimlessly, I took another couple of steps. I’d wandered back and forth for a good while now, although that didn’t really matter. There was only one place to exit from the Veil and that was where I entered. But if I tried to leave now, I could just end up back in the midst of the tornado.

      The entire point of escaping into the Veil was to be away from that. So I needed to stall. But how? By just walking around? Sitting down and talking to Grey? Or…

      I reached inside the inner pocket of my vest, my fingers bumping against familiar metal. Carefully, I palmed the intricate key, surprised by the weight of something so small. If anyone told me keys were heavier in the Veil, I would have no trouble believing them.

      Strange how such a silly piece of steel held the promise of Valhalla. And after Professor Rada made me try mine, I knew my key opened the Gates. Which meant Odin welcomed me in his fields… That was practically an invitation, was it not?

      “I mean… I’m here. I might as well… Right? ” I exchanged a look with Grey, who didn’t seem phased at all. In fact, I took her wagging tail as a sign of approval.

      I tightened my grip on the key, determination filling my heart.

      Right now, I didn’t have any answers about the storm. I didn’t know who conjured it or why. It was an inconvenience that I could turn into an opportunity.

      After all, there had to be a first time for everything. This was my first time that  I travelled in the Veil on my own and I was doing alright. I hadn’t broken anything or lost my dusk wolf. If that wasn’t a small victory...

      “So… How do I find the Gates?” I mused, half-expecting Grey to answer. “Do I need to have a soul with me to find them? No, that can’t be right. Professor Rada takes us without a human soul. But how does she find it... It’s not like there are any directions around. What do you think?”

      Grey tipped her head to the side, her ears flopping down. Many described dusk wolves as ferocious and dangerous beasts, and with their venomous bite and eerie red eyes, I understood why they had a bad reputation. But to me, they were just the cutest things ever.

      “You don’t know either? Come on, you’re the one living here. Bring me to the Gates of Valhalla.”

      “Awrrr.” Grey made a determined sound before she walked off. Expectantly, she looked back at me and shot me a confused look.

      “Oh, wow. You’re actually going to bring me to the Gates?”

      “Awroo.”

      “Oh, okay. Did not expect that.” Pleasantly surprised, I followed my wolf through the thick smoke. Whenever I took a step forward, a little more of the path would clear and the path behind me would be swallowed again. If I didn’t hurry, perhaps the Veil would swallow me too.

      Worried, I caught up with Grey and threaded my fingers through her fur. “Stay close, girl.”

      I knew she’d never put me in danger, but I was well aware of the temperamental state of the Veil. Nothing was ever as it seemed and that meant I couldn’t lower my guard for a second. Not now, not here. Anything could happen. There were many other elementals that had access to the Veil. Even if it seemed unlikely, I could run into anything or anyone.

      The thought hadn’t properly left my mind before it came true.

      Through the thick smoke, vague shapes contoured in the blurriness. Thick staves of metal rose into the air, clearing an opening in the grey.

      My breath hitched in my throat, the anticipation caging me. There was nothing like arriving at the Gates of Valhalla.

      The smoke cleared and I frowned. Something wasn’t right… Instead of the signature golden doors, I was faced with dark metal bars. These were not the Gates leading to Valhalla.
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      I didn’t even know it was possible to find a gate that wasn’t my own.

      A strong sense of intrusion fell over me and while I knew I shouldn’t be here, I couldn’t help myself. I’d probably never find this gate again and this was my only chance to get a peek into a different afterlife.

      It was like stumbling upon a secret...

      I curled my hands around the metal, surprised by how cold they were. Things here in the Veil didn’t really have sensations, which was great to get some temporary pain relief. But this gate, it was ice cold. Freezing beyond anything I ever felt.

      What kind of human soul liked this? Who would choose this as their eternal playground?

      “Can I help you, my child?”

      I jumped, startled by voice and the thin hand falling on my shoulder. I hadn’t expected to meet anyone in the Veil or at the gate of this wasteland.

      Slowly, I turned to face whoever greeted me. White robes clad a tall man, hiding his actual physique. He looked slender and thin, but that could’ve just been an illusion. His hood hid his face and without seeing his eyes, it was hard to tell what his intentions were.

      The figure stepped closer. “Don’t be frightened.”

      Easier said than done when he was holding a massive scythe that looked like it could cut right through me. At least that partially explained who he was. There was only one Afterlife type that used scythes.

      Reapers...

      I stared up at him. “Who are you?”

      “I’m the Keeper of the Dead, but they call me Father Grim.”

      “Can you not wave that thing in my face?” I asked, gesturing to the sharp blade. As much as they insisted their scythes weren’t weapons, I’d seen enough Reaper students wave it around and cause accidents.

      “Oh, pardon me.” Father Grim thudded the scythe down and lowered his hood. A nondescript, but nonetheless friendly face appeared from the light cloth, with two pointy ears rising from his long hair. “It’s been a while since I’ve greeted a non-Elf.”

      That erased any doubt about his heritage, if I somehow still had doubts after seeing his ears.

      “I’ve never been called a non-Elf before,” I noted, a little surprised by his greeting.

      “Then you must not have met many of my people."

      I reached down to stroke Grey, finding comfort in her touch. “I guess not.”

      “What brings you here, my child?”

      A frown wrinkled on my forehead. “Why do you call me that if you know I’m not an Elf?”

      Father Grim walked a thoughtful circle around me, his keen eyes never leaving me. “You’re a servant of the Dead, are you not?”

      “I serve Valhalla.” My chest puffed up in pride. It wasn’t just the dead, it was those chosen by Odin. It was the highest of honours and I wouldn’t let anyone tell me different.

      “So you do.” The Keeper nodded, a faint smile playing around his lips. “Then what brings you to my Gate instead?”

      “I didn’t come here by choice.”

      “Ah, but you must have.” His light voice held a certain mockery that didn’t match his calm and ethereal demeanour. “In the Veil, only the mind matters.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Something brought you here.” He heaved his scythe over his shoulder and looked at me expectantly, as if staring intensely would somehow conjure an answer in my brain.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, annoyance straining against my chest. “I don’t know what brought me here. I don’t even know what ‘here’ is.”

      “Ah, this is Hall of Time.”

      “That literally means nothing to me.”

      Father Grim rose his eyebrows, his expression revealing his surprise. “It doesn’t?”

      “No. Should it?”

      His ears waggled in what could have either been amusement or annoyance. I hoped it was the former and he didn’t strike me down with his scythe. That thing had no business being this obscenely big.

      “Would you like a look?” The Keeper proposed, his voice light.

      Definitely amusement then.

      I probably shouldn’t… But then, I was trying to pass time before returning to the land of the living. And if I wasn’t going to sneak into Valhalla, I might as well get a peak at whatever he was hiding behind these gates. But before I agreed...

      “Is it dangerous?” I asked.

      Father Grim smiled cryptically. “Not for us.”

      Suspicious answer.

      I glared at him. “But it is for certain people?”

      “Follow me. I’ll show you.” He waved me along, his dark cape dragging through the smoke.

      From behind, he just looked like all the Reaper students running around in the Academy, except for the different colour of his cloak. I could sense a different energy coming from him, something deep and profound. Something that didn’t exist in the land of the living.

      “Are you coming?” Father Grim called, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “Yeah!”

      I joined him at the Gates, admiring the ornate staves. There were small, floral decorations curled around the metal bars, a detail that couldn’t be seen from afar. Some people probably missed it even when they were standing close to it.

      “So, do you all have your own keys?” I asked, trying to see how he was opening the gate.

      “No, anyone can open them,” Father Grim replied noncommittally while pushing against the bars.

      Sure enough, they swung back with a signature metal shriek. The grey fog lifted and made way for a thin, white mist. It wasn’t nearly as heavy, but just as obstructive.

      I could barely decipher the array of shapes scattered through the smoke.

      “Are those…” I narrowed my eyes, making sure they weren’t deceiving me. “Humans?”
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      The Hall of Time delivered on its name, but not in the way I expected. Countless human shapes filled the mist for as far as the eye reached. Each standing more still than the other. Frozen in time, just like humans when they died and formed a protective cocoon around their soul.

      They were supposed to regain consciousness and personalities when they reached the Veil, so they could walk freely and willingly into the afterlife.

      Not these people though.

      I walked through the endless rows of humans, brushing my fingers through the webby smoke surrounding them. They were breathing, but they didn’t react to my presence. It was like they weren’t even here.

      “What happened to them?” I asked, looking at Father Grim for answers.

      “They’re waiting.”

      “Waiting?” I looked around. “For what? There’s nothing here.”

      He raised his arm and some of the mist lifted, revealing a second gate. In every way, it resembled the one I just came through, and yet, this one was entirely different. It was surrounded with a third type of smoke, almost alluring and beckoning. Hypnotising.

      It was calling for me… I wanted to see what was behind it. I wanted to touch it.

      Grey whimpered behind me, but I barely registered it. I wasn’t paying attention to her, I just wanted to get closer to the Gate. There was something enchanting, magical about this place and I couldn’t stay away. Even if it was just a brief moment, a little stroke. Just—

      “Don’t.” The cloaked man caught my wrist. “It’ll enchant you.”

      “Huh?” Snapped out of my daze, my thoughts cleared up and that demanding urge to be near the Gate backtrailed.

      A chill ran down my spine and I shuddered. “What was that?”

      “The Final Gate. Nobody knows what lies beyond it.”

      “Has nobody ever explored it?”

      Father Grim pulled me further away from the metal staves. “Plenty of humans have entered. None ever return.”

      “What about elementals?” I asked, still unable to take my eyes off of it.

      “We can’t pass.”

      Determination welled up within me. “I could.”

      “Everyone always says that.” Father Grim patted my cheeks and dragged me away from the gate. “But it’s not meant for us.”

      The remaining hold broke, releasing me from its grip. The strange sensation ebbed away, leaving me empty and flooded at the same time.

      “Wow, that was freaky.” I hugged myself, surprised by how cold my arms had gotten. All that from a brief moment near the Final Gate, whatever it was. “I’m freezing.”

      “It happens,” the Keeper replied. “It’ll pass.”

      “Is this why all the souls are frozen?” I gestured to the endless mass of people. “Are they cold?”

      “In a way. Some believed in nothing. Others believed, but nobody came. While they waited, their souls withered away and now, this is all that’s left of them.” He swung his scythe up and cut through some of the smoke. “They’re still waiting, for their time to pass through the Final Gate, but for many, this is their afterlife.”

      A lump formed in my throat. “Why did nobody come for them?”

      Father Grim turned to look at me, his dark eyes piercing into me. “We play a very important role in the rise and fall of humanity. When we take the Afterlife oath, we vow to carry part of the burden.” His gaze intensified. “But sometimes, people shirk their responsibilities.”

      Was he talking about me fleeing from the tornado and hiding in the Veil? But then, how could he have known? I just wanted to be safe. How could that be wrong?

      And yet, this damning feeling welled up from within me. It twisted and turned my stomach as it tainted my thoughts. The darkness crept through my, until it reached my heart and filled me with doubt.

      Should I have stayed? I could’ve died.

      But what about the others? They were my kin and didn’t they deserve my protection? After all, wasn’t that the sole responsibility of the Matriarch and Heir? To protect our people. And I… hadn’t.

      My entire life, I’d been lectured about my duties as the Heir. I’d prepared for my fate, and yet, at the first sign of danger, I fled. I ran with my tail between my legs, eager to get myself to safety without any regard for my friends or classmates. A coward’s escape.

      Did that sound like someone deserving to lead an entire clan?
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      The new realisation hit me all so suddenly, like lightning striking a tree. I had to go now and return to the land of the living, to save whatever was left to save. I should never have come here in the first place.

      I turned to Father Grim. “I need to leave, but I don’t know how. Can you help me?”

      “I don’t need to help you,” he replied while bringing his hood back up and covering his pointy ears.

      “Now, wait a minute—”

      “What I meant is, you don’t need help. If you can think it, you can do it.” After his cryptic words, he turned and walked away. The white smoke swallowed him and from one moment to the other, he was no longer there. Gone up in smoke, without a single trace. Almost like he’d never been here.

      “What do you think, Grey?” I reached down to give her a little scratch. With everything going on, I’d almost forgotten she was here with me. Such a good girl. She even tried to warn me.

      “Awrrrr…” Her red eyes flickered as she nudged against my legs, away from the frozen people and the Final Gate.

      “You’re right, you’re right.” With a last, longing look, I tore myself away from the beckoning staves and walked away from the Hall of Time. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t stay. Not when I had something important to do.

      Regardless of how much time had passed on the land of the living or what had happened, I needed to go back. Now. And face whatever consequences were waiting for me. Even if it was…

      No, I couldn’t think like that. I just had to hope my cowardice hadn’t cost me everything. But the only way to find out, was by going back. And I didn’t know how.

      “Well? What now?” I looked down at my dusk wolf, finding the same question in her eyes.

      “Awrroo?”

      I scratched her between her ears. “You’re amazing, Grey, but you brought me here in the first place. This is not Valhalla.”

      “Awwrrr…” she whined, her tail curling between her legs.

      “Ahhh, no. I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I just meant…. We’re both a bit clueless when it comes to navigating the Veil. Father Grim’s advice wasn’t exactly great either. If I can think it, I can do it? What does that even mean?”

      Grey shrugged as she tipped her head to the side. “Awrrr.”

      “I want to go back to the Academy, but I don’t know how. Now, if I follow Father Grim’s theory, if I think it, I can do it. So… I just think about it?”

      Heavy buildings, thick walls, scattered fields of grass. The sound of student chatter, the laughter of girls, the appreciative nods of boys. Teachers with long capes and Wind Children with wings. The Barn of dusk wolves, the sharp voice of Professor Hilde, the dry smell of hay. It was one of my favourite places on campus and not just because I got to see Grey.

      A stray tendril of smoke curled around my leg and a strange sensation came over me. I wasn’t familiar, but still, I recognised it.

      This was how it felt to travel through the Veil.

      I was doing it. I just needed to keep visualising the Barn and everything to do with it.

      More tendrils of smoke emerged and one by one, they carefully wrapped around me. Hesitantly. As if the Veil wanted to make sure I knew she was letting me leave. Maybe that was just my imagination, but it seemed awfully deliberate.

      Slowly, but surely, the smoke consumed me. That same sensation overwhelmed me, and in this moment, I knew. I was leaving the Veil.

      “Grey, heel,” I commanded, making sure she didn’t stay behind. Or that I didn’t arrive on my own. After all, I had no idea what was waiting for me.

      The grey smoke lifted and revealed blurry surroundings. The smell of grass and metal wafted up, forcing itself onto me. The strong scent added to my spinning head and before I could stop myself, I doubled down and puked all over my shoes.

      “Fuck!” I cursed, while emptying the contents of my stomach into the trampled grass.  My first puke, just like the others.

      I forced the dizziness and got my eyes to focus, quickly wishing I hadn’t. My breath hitched, my heart overcome with sorrow.

      The landscape was unrecognisable. The Barn was reduced to rubble, no longer capable of housing anything. The tornado had slashed through the landscape, leaving a scar in the earth. And amidst the destruction, the most painful sight. My fellow Wind Children, crouching in fear, others crawling towards shelter. Professor Hilde stood in the middle of it all, the shock clear on her face. She was frozen, not unlike the souls I saw at the Hall of Time.

      I sought out the faces of my friends, worry beating in my chest. I had to make sure they were okay, even if I’d just left them. Especially after that.

      I found Alija sitting on a broken tree stump, forlorn and lost.

      If only I stayed to protect her. Them. Maybe things would’ve looked differently.

      Despite the guilt, I rushed towards her. “Alija! Are you okay?”

      She looked up at me, her pale skin stained with dirt. “Bryn?”

      “Yes, it’s me. Are you alright?”

      It took her a moment or two to respond, but then she nodded. “I’m alright.”

      “Where are Stina and Heike?” I asked, but my question just passed through her. “Alija! Where are they?”

      “Oh, mmmm… I don’t know. Is it time for coffee?”

      “Coffee? What are you talking about? No, I’m trying to find our friends.”

      “Friends.”

      “Yes, where are they? I don’t see them.”

      She scratched her head, her braids frazzled and undone. “I saw Stina over there.”

      “Okay. You stay here. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

      Alija nodded slowly. “Right back.”

      I followed the direction she pointed in, crossing over a couple of fallen trees and jumping over a heap of rubble. There were other students sitting in clusters, some looking worse than others.

      I briefly paused, assessing the condition of my classmates. “You guys alright?”

      One of the girls looked up, her eyebrows knitted together in a frown. “Screw you.”

      So they definitely noticed I disappeared. But I didn’t have time to ponder and wonder. As much as I sympathised, I’d known these girls for almost three years and I barely knew them. They were all from other districts and we didn’t like to mingle. My priorities had to be my friends, the ones I’d known my entire life.

      I jogged away from the group of West Wind girls, following the trail of destruction. Crumbled bricks, stray hay everywhere, and splintered wood led me towards the open field where I saw two figures. That had to be Stina and Heike. Nobody else was missing.

      Consumed with worry, I charged towards them, only to find what I so feared.

      Even from here, I recognised the defeated stance from Stina’s shivering body. Her entire frame shook and shuddered as she held Heike on her lap. The younger girl looked so peaceful, almost as if she was asleep. I could’ve almost believed she hadn’t been touched by the tornado, if it hadn’t been for the blood staining her previously white shirt.

      “Is she…” I paused, not daring to speak the words.

      “She’s alive.” Stina looked up, her eyes stained red, but dry.  Her tears had long dried up and left silver streaks on her cheeks.

      Temporary relief washed over me. “What happened?”

      “She got caught in the vortex of the storm and it lifted her into the air. She tried to fly with her wings, but…” My friend rolled Heike onto her stomach, revealing the severity of her wounds. “They were ripped right off.”

      “Oh no...”

      I stared at the gaping wounds slashed across Heike’s back, my own shoulders aching just from looking at it.

      “With these injuries, her career is over. She’ll never be a Valkyrie.” Stina’s voice lowered as she glared up at me. “And it’s all your fault.”
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      While none of the other students had any lasting effects or wounds from the assault, Heike’s predicament was easily the worst.

      For the next five days, I visited her, waiting for her to regain consciousness. Doctor Wagner had tried everything in his arsenal, but to no avail. Yet.

      And so, that brought Stina and I here, again.

      “How is she today?” my friend asked while giving Heike’s hand a little squeeze.

      I wished I could comfort her in the same way, but my guilt wouldn’t let me. Not until she woke up and I could properly apologise.

      Doctor Wagner flattened his coat and checked his clipboard. “Well, she’s not dead yet.”

      That was certainly a mood. And not a very professional answer.

      I studied the tall man, from his strange pleated pants to his white coat. He had an entire assortment of pens sticking from his breast pocket and scruffy hair that desperately needed a good comb through. If anything, he didn’t look like he knew what he was doing.

      With my hands on my hips, I cocked my head to the side. “Are you a real doctor? How long have you been doing this?”

      Wagner glared at me, his dark eyes vacant of any warmth. “I’ve been here since they laid the first brick and I’ll be here until the school is nothing but dust.”

      Right… That wasn’t exactly what I asked for, but at least he had some emotions. And it wasn’t like there were any other doctors available at the school. Just him and the weird music that always came from this floor. But it wasn’t his taste in music that I was questioning, it was his skill and the care he gave to my friend.

      I gestured to Heike. “Will she regain her wings?”

      “No,” Wagner replied as he scribbled some notes down. “She’ll be one of the Wingless.”

      “No!” Stina shrieked, slamming her fist down. “She needs her wings. We have the Courting after graduation. How is she going to find a partner if she doesn’t have wings?”

      “At this stage, worrying about her wings is like worrying about your beard when you’re losing your head,” the doctor said. “She might never wake up.”

      “And why is that?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. He really didn’t seem too worried about her health and, as her doctor, he really should.

      He shrugged. “Oh, multiple potential reasons.”

      “Like…?”

      “Shock. Pain. The desire for death, who knows.”

      Despite myself, I glared at him. “The desire for death?”

      A strange smile curled around his mouth. “It’s a thing. Often, we find ourselves wondering about the end after the end.”

      “You maybe,” Stina interjected, rolling her eyes demonstratively. “But she doesn’t have a desire for death. Something else must be holding her back. Do you have any more information you can give us?”

      Wagner hummed for a second. “I could give you an estimated time of potential consciousness. Would that be helpful?”

      My friend clapped her hands. “Yes! Thank you!”

      “Estimated time of awakening could be between two days and two-hundred years.”

      “Two-hundred years?” I repeated.

      He shrugged. “Give or take.”

      “That’s not an estimate, that’s a bloody guess!”

      Damn him and his shoddy answers. I could just pull the hair out of my head in frustration. None of this was bringing Heike back.

      I exchanged a frustrated look with Stina, not blind to the accusation in her eyes. She’d been right. This was my fault.

      If I hadn’t been so selfish and just thought about my own safety, I could’ve stayed. I could’ve saved her and she wouldn’t have to live her life as a cripple. If she even survived. Now that would be a tragedy.

      With a sigh, I gestured to the poor girl. “Has her family been notified?”

      Wagner blinked slowly. “Notified about what?”

      “This?”

      “Actually.” Stina tapped me on the shoulder. “As the Heir of the East, it’s you who should inform her mother.”

      “Oh… Right…” Another responsibility I failed to fulfil. “I’ll go do that now. I’ll write her a letter with my sincerest apologies. And then… Umm…”

      I paused, unsure how to get in contact with her. It was the end of my third year at the Academy and I’d never once sent my own post. I always got Heike to do it for me, but that wasn’t possible right now.

      “The headmaster,” Stina helpfully supplied. “He takes care of the post.”

      “Right, of course. I’ll do that right away.”

      She nodded. “I’ll stay here, in case Heike wakes up.”

      “That’s kind. Thank you.” I gave them both an awkward smile and hurried out of the infirmary. I owed Heike’s mother a proper explanation and if I put it off, I feared I might never find the courage to tell her what happened. What I’d done.

      I’d just have to hope the information stayed contained. If the news reached my grandmamma, it would not be received on kind ears. Protecting our kin was one of our most important duties and my failure to do so would certainly enrage her. She’d disown me within a heartbeat. Then again… Maybe I deserved that.

      With my head full of dark thoughts, I climbed the hidden staircase that led to the fourth floor. The regular stairwell only went up to the third floor, but it was a public secret on how to get up higher. Most students just never did. They were all too happy to go without hearing from their family, a luxury I couldn’t afford.

      I followed the marbled tiles towards a heavy door made from a dark wood. A big dragon’s head dominated the middle and it took me a moment to realise it was a door knocker.

      Did I have to use it? Would it be rude just to knock? Probably.

      Carefully, I took hold of the metal tendrils and banged it down, each knock louder than the previous. The thuds echoed into the empty hallway, the sound strangely intimidating.

      I came here on my own accord and yet it felt like I’d been summoned for bad behaviour. Maybe that was just the guilt talking.

      A part of me really wanted to run away, but I knew I couldn’t. Not again. I had to see this through. And so, I knocked again. The eyes of the dragon stared into mine, almost challengingly.

      If this was meant to unsettle people, it worked. With every passing second, more dread filled me.

      Just as I was about to turn away, a voice spoke.

      “Come in.”
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      I hovered the pen above the empty sheet of paper, a million thoughts racing through my mind. I couldn’t remember the last time I wrote a letter, nevermind one as important as this one.

      How was I supposed to explain to Heike’s mother that her studies had been a waste of time? That she’d lost her wings, an integral part of what made us Valkyries. What words could I use to delicately phrase that she might never wake up again?

      “Ahem.” The headmaster’s little cough pulled me out of my thoughts. “Maybe you should come back when you’ve actually figured what you’re going to write.”

      My fist tightened around the pen. He was such an insufferable man and for some reason, he really hated my guts. If only I knew what I did to find myself without favour from him.

      “Just another moment,” I replied through clenched teeth.

      Hurried by time and his impatience, I scribbled the barest of note down for Heike’s mother. It wasn’t the most elegant of letters, but it held the truth.

      “Here.” I held out the sealed envelope, ignoring the headmaster’s sneer.

      With his stupid hairpiece and his little eyes, he was a deplorable looking man. He had fat sausages for fingers and a second chin to go with his second face.

      “You done?” he asked, the disapproval never leaving his voice.

      I refrained from rolling my eyes. “Clearly.”

      “Took you long enough.”

      “This is a very important note. Can you send it right away?”

      He stood up, using his size to try and intimidate me. “I’ll send it when I have time.”

      If he thought I hadn’t dealt with bigger and uglier, he gravely underestimated me. Even in my vulnerable state, I wasn’t someone to mess with. Perhaps I wasn’t suited to be the Matriarch, but I was still a daughter of the Wind. I had magic in my veins and a storm in my heart. One that wouldn’t ever be silenced, certainly not by the likes of him.

      I rose from my own seat, anger boiling in the pit of my stomach. “This message is going to the head of one of the twelve noble Wind Child families. Certainly, you wouldn’t want to endanger the school’s reputation by it arriving late? That might invite questions about your competency. And we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

      The headmaster ground his teeth down, defeat written on his face as he reluctantly accepted the envelope. “I guess not. I’ll make it my priority.”

      “I thought so.” Under any other circumstances, the satisfying feeling of victory would’ve warmed me. But this was not the time to celebrate, not when one of my friends was gravely injured.

      That didn’t stop me from power-walking out of his office, before he could dismiss me, and letting the door slam shut as a statement. My guilt had manifested in anger and maybe he hadn’t deserved to be on the receiving end, but it felt good to release some steam. But even after standing up to him, I couldn’t feel good about myself. I was still the same coward that fled.
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      Reluctant to return to the Valkyrie dorms, I lingered in the main building. The school was enormous and only a small part of the Academy was actually used. There were many empty halls and abandoned corridors. Quiet places without curious eyes and gossiping lips.

      Flashes of the disaster plagued my mind and no matter where I turned, the images haunted me. The scarred landscape, the harrowing cries of my classmates, the blood dripping down Heike’s back. Valhalla would be eternally closed to her now.

      My poor friend…

      If I’d stayed, maybe I could’ve protected her. Maybe…

      I didn’t care where my feet were taking me, as long as it was away from everyone. I couldn’t face the others, not after what I’d done.

      I roamed the halls until I collapsed into a dark corner and cried. I’d never been allowed to cry, but I couldn’t stop myself. The feelings of guilt and shame were just too overwhelming and I didn’t know how to cope.

      As I sobbed in my arms, two feet appeared on the Bordeaux carpet in front of me. Sniffling, I wiped the tears away and looked up to find Professor MacKinnon.

      Of course, it had to be her.

      She gestured to me and held up her thumb.

      Was that her way of asking if I was okay?

      I snorted humourlessly and gave her a thumbs down. No, I wasn’t okay.

      She clicked her tongue and sat down next to me on the floor. Her hands danced and fluttered, her expression no doubt mimicking what she said. I just didn’t know what that was.

      I hid my face in my arms again. “I still don’t understand.”

      She tapped on my shoulder, regaining my attention.

      “What?”

      She placed a finger on her cheek and trailed it down towards pouty lips.

      “Are you mocking me?”

      Her expression immediately changed and she waved her hands. Her rounded mouth and shaking head made a word I did understand. <No.>

      “Then what do you want?”

      Two fingers pressed against my forehead and then returned to Thea MacKinnon’s face where they initiated a smile.

      I frowned. “You’re weird.”

      She shrugged, unbothered. Her hands fluttered like butterflies in an attempt to communicate with me, but it was all lost on me. As she realised I didn’t understand a word, she brought it down to basics.

      She pointed at me.

      “Me?”

      Her hand moved like a mouth, pretending to chat.

      “Talk?”

      She snapped her fingers, a triumphant smile curling around her lips and brightening her grey eyes. «You talk.»

      “I talk,” I repeated.

      Thea smiled and gestured to herself while cupping her hand behind her ear.

      “You… listen?”

      She nodded. «Yes.»

      It shouldn’t cheer me up that I finally understood something, but it did. Maybe this was sign language for toddlers, but she managed to get a message across to me.

      She zipped her lips, her smile contagious.

      “Of course, you’ll stay silent. What about your hands?”

      The professor zipped her hands demonstratively and cupped her ear again.

      Maybe it would be good for me to talk about this with someone that had nothing to do with Wind Children. She wouldn’t understand, but that was perfect.

      “Do you know what duty is?”

      «Yes.»

      “I, ummm…” I scratched my head, uncertain how to explain the situation I got myself in. “I was born into a powerful family. There’ve been expectations for as long as I can remember and I thought I was up to it. I’m bright, I get good grades, I, I… I really thought I was up for this.”

      Thea furrowed her brows. She didn’t need words for me to understand her confusion.

      “I’m the Heir of the East,” I said. Somehow, it didn’t sound nearly as good as it usually did. It actually sounded like a joke. “One day, I’m supposed to lead and protect my entire clan. Yet today, when danger arrived… I fled.”

      I buried my face in my arms again, hiding my burning cheeks. More than ever, I wished I could turn back time and redo what I did. If I’d stayed, I could’ve proven my worth and gained everyone’s loyalty beyond my title.

      But I hadn’t and my failure… The shame… It was unbearable.

      Thea placed a soft hand on my shoulder but didn’t try to say anything else. She just sat with me in the darkest corner of the Academy, where I relived the darkest moment of my life.
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      I sat down next to Heike’s bed, relieved to find the infirmary abandoned. Not even the strange Doctor Wagner was here to cast his judgement on me.

      “Hey, it’s me,” I said softly, but she didn’t reply.

      A week in a coma and she looked as pale as ever. The dark circles under her eyes were getting bigger with each passing day and as the time ticked by, it seemed less and less likely she’d ever wake up. If only I hadn’t bartered my blood watch away. It could’ve been seriously handy in a situation like this.

      I placed a careful hand on Heike’s wrist. “You need to wake up soon.”

      She never even stirred.

      The eerie silence combined with her laboured breathing would haunt my nightmares for years to come. I just knew it.

      “I…” I cast my eyes down in shame. Apologies were for the weak and yet, I had no other explanation for the way I felt. “I’m sorry.”

      Somehow, I expected her to wake up in shock. Her round face red again so she could tease the Heir for apologising to someone as unimportant as her.

      I sighed. She wasn’t unimportant to me. She was my friend and I did this to her. I hadn’t conjured the storm that ripped her wings off, but I might as well have.

      A shadow fell over the bed. “You’re back.”

      “Doctor Wagner. I…” I stared up at the old man. “How is she?”

      He pulled the clipboard from the end of her bed and ran a thin finger down her chart. “Not dead yet.”

      “When… When will she wake?”

      “When she is ready.”

      I sighed. “I thought so. Has… Has anyone else been to visit her?”

      “Yes, that loud girl and the quiet girl. Some teachers, but not all of them.” He smoothed his white gown, the buttons shining in the dim light. “It does not look good.”

      “I know… Poor Heike.”

      He chuckled dryly. “I meant you. They think I have no ears, but I do.”

      I gulped. Did I want to know what they said?

      No. I could guess. I didn’t need them or the doctor to voice them out loud. There was nothing they could say that was worse than what I thought about myself anyway.

      With a last look, I left the infirmary. I was quickly running out of places where I could get some peace and quiet. It didn’t help that I carried my shame and worries wherever I went.

      I was supposed to return to the Valkyrie dormitory, but it made me nauseous just thinking about seeing the other Wind Children again. Their accusing eyes and disappointed looks only made everything worse.

      With a heavy heart, I turned away and let my legs carry me to the safety of the forest, where nobody would judge me. The wind in my hair was slightly comforting and reassuring. It tugged on the wind magic sleeping in my stomach and reminded me who I was.

      I took a breath, allowing the magic to flicker up within me. As much as everything sucked, I couldn’t forget who I was. A daughter of the Wind.

      The breeze tickled my skin and I allowed the lightness to chase the darkness from my heart. It was a song nobody else knew but us, a song of old. The whistle, the whispers, a rhythm that was as familiar to me as my own heartbeat. For a moment, even if it was just this moment, I was unburdened and free.

      “You’re dancing,” a voice said.

      “Aah!” I jumped, startled by the sudden appearance. “Riel. You shouldn’t sneak up on people.”

      “I wondered when you’d be back.” Amusement flickered in Riel’s eyes as he held out a heavy binder. “I got what you asked for.”

      “Oh. That…”

      I forgot I even ordered it. It seemed like such a different time when I could afford to wonder and dream about these things.

      I accepted the binder, the weight returning to my heart. “It’s thick.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      I shot him a look. “Really?”

      “Sorry. It cost me a great deal to secure this guide. Can I count on your discretion?”

      “Trust me. No other soul will ever know it exists, let alone that I have it.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear.” He shot me a curious look. “Anything else?”

      “No.”

      He shrugged,  his dark cape rippling in the wind. “Alright.”

      “Wait.” The word rolled off my tongue before I could stop myself.

      The Reaper turned around, a triumphant smile playing on his face. “Yes?”

      “Father Grim… What do you know about him?”

      Riel’s ears wiggled. “Why are you asking about that?”

      Reluctant to admit what I’d seen, I decided to deflect the truth. “My reasons are my own.”

      The Reaper scratched his head. “I’ve never met a Wind Child interested in Reaper culture.”

      “Well, when you put it like that… But back to Father Grim?”

      “He’s one of our most popular myths. They say Keepers are guardians of the world, watching over humans and elementals alike.”

      “Myths?” I frowned. “He’s not real?”

      “Or is he?” A mischievous twinkle past through Riel’s eyes as he swung his cape back up. “Was there anything else, Brynhild?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Then I wish you a good day.” He stepped back into the shadow of the trees and vanished.

      Typical Riel. Never stuck around for long. At least he always delivered on his promises. I didn’t know how he managed to get the binder and I wasn’t going to ask questions. Some things were better left unanswered.

      I stared at the forest, wishing I could stay here on my own, but that wasn’t how it worked. I had to go back and face the music.

      With a last, longing look, I returned to the Valkyrie dorm.
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      The heavy doors of the dormitory swung open, only to reveal the familiar cliques of Wind Children scattered throughout the corridor. As soon as I entered, any regular chatter died down and the telling whispers of gossip flooded the hall. No doubt they all had some interesting things to say about me. And as much as I wanted to hide from all the disappointed and questioning eyes, I couldn’t allow them to paint a target on my back.

      After everything that happened, I was still the Heir. If I let them walk all over me, that would be the beginning of the end.

      “That’s enough!” I called. With a burst of anger and concentrated magic, I unfolded my dark wings. After Heike lost hers, it was untasteful to use mine as a sign of dominance, but I didn’t have another choice. The other Wind Children needed to be reminded it wasn’t me who lost my power. On the contrary.

      Slowly, I paraded through the hall, making sure to give everyone a good look of my set of wings. If anyone thought they could take me, this would make them think again.

      “If I catch anyone else gossiping or talking behind my back…” I left my threat hanging in the air as I strode through the groups. It felt all kinds of wrong to parade like this, but I had no choice.

      I reached the staircase with utter silence surrounding me. Just as expected. They all talked a big game but when it came down to it, their bark was worse than their bite.

      Without deeming them deserving of any more of my time, I left without any last words. I knew there would be more talk the moment I was gone anyway, but at least the conversation would be different now they knew I wasn’t going to be blown away like a tree.

      I arrived on the third floor and found it completely empty. Luckily. The others knew better than to piss off the other third-years. If they wanted to hang and socialise, they could do it on the ground floor.

      Relieved to be in my room, I did something I hadn’t done since my arrival at the Academy.

      I locked my door.

      The moment it clicked shut, I withdrew my wings and allowed myself to breathe again. I’d made it back in one piece.

      I threw the binder on my desk and fell into my couch. I could use a good cup of coffee, but I’d never actually made one myself. Alija always did that for me, but she wasn’t exactly speaking to me. She wasn’t speaking much to anyone, in fact.

      With a sigh, I decided to brave my kitchen and rummaged through the cupboards for the beans. They were dusty and full of all sorts of opened bags. Rice, pasta, some kind of sultanas.

      There was no rhyme or reason to the madness. Heike usually organised everything, but well…

      “Ah!” Triumphantly, I pulled a little tin from underneath a stack of others. A packet of flour tumbled down and exploded in the kitchen, covering everything under a thin layer of white dust.

      “Shit.”

      Angered, I threw the bag of coffee beans across the room. Why was everything falling apart like this?

      Had I been a coward?

      Yes.

      Did I shirk my responsibilities?

      Yes.

      Did I serve all this shit?

      No.

      It took me an angered breath before I allowed myself to answer truthfully.

      Yes…

      With a sigh, I crouched down to pick up the scattered coffee beans. They were strewn all over the kitchen. On the tiled floor, behind the coffee maker, in the cups. Every nook and cranny was littered with stray beans.

      Was I a bad person for wishing Heike was alive and well, just so she could help me clean up?

      I dropped some more beans in the trash and as I stood up, I caught my warped reflection in the metal of the toaster. My eyes were different than I’d ever seen them. Darker, harder. I almost didn’t recognise myself.

      What was happening to me?

      I grew up the golden child, the chosen one. I was the Heir, damn it. I’d been trained and groomed for this my entire life. I wanted this. I had to want this.

      This was my duty.

      And yet… The thought of being disowned, the promise of choice and freedom… It crawled through me like a parasite, consuming my sanity. I’d never allowed myself to entertain the idea of being something else than the Heir, but after this… I could be anything. A regular Valkyrie, a wife, a nobody.

      I shoved the bag of coffee beans in the trash, where my dreams belonged, and left the kitchen for what it was. Instead of coffee, I’d have a cigarette. I didn’t need anyone else for that.

      Back in the living area, the binder on my desk beckoned for me. It held a multitude of secrets, all that would lure me further away from my destiny. No Valkyrie ever studied the Banshee Sign Language. No Heir…

      I brushed my hand over the empty front.

      Then again, how long would I still be the Heir? How long until I was forgotten and my dreams were my own again?

      The wind within me raged, turning and twisting, twirling with indecision. Either I worked hard to prove to the world I was ready for the responsibilities or… I embraced what fate dealt me.

      Wasn’t it better to choose a different life before Grandmamma disowned me?

      The war waged on in my head, each side pulling and tugging for dominance. I was at the crossroads of my future, a position I never thought I’d be in.

      The binder called me again and I sat down at the desk. Before I was fully aware of what I was doing, I’d flipped to the first page and found myself immersed in a completely new world.

      I didn’t know how much time passed, but when someone knocked on the door, it startled me. I quickly slammed the BSL binder shut and checked my watch. It was late. Who would disturb me now?

      “Who is it?” I called.

      “It’s me.”

      I recognised the voice immediately. Stina.

      She hadn’t spoken to me for days except the mandatory pleasantries. What was she doing here? At this hour?

      I made sure to hide the binder under a stack of books and smoothed out my shirt. “Come in.”

      The doorknob wobbled, but the door didn’t budge.

      Of course, I locked it. I forgot.

      I quickly crossed the living room and let her in.

      “Since when do you lock your door?” Stina asked as she entered.

      “Hmm?” I pretended not to be any wiser. “Oh, must’ve been an accident. Come in.”

      She sat down on the couch of me and we sat in silence, the awkward tension of passed time plaguing us. We’d never gone this long without speaking since… I couldn’t even remember since when.

      I waited for her to speak, but the unbearable silence drove me to start the conversation. “Why are you here?”

      The girl across me looked startled. “I…”

      “Yes?”

      “I came… I don’t know... I guess, I’m sorry.”

      “You? You’re... sorry?” I stared at her in surprise. Was she for real?

      She nodded. “I’ve been too harsh on you. I know I blamed you for what happened to Heike, but that was wrong of me. I shouldn’t have questioned you or your actions. I shouldn’t have treated you like—”

      “Like I didn’t exist?” I interrupted. Regardless of what happened to Heike, she’d treated me like I was invisible. She ignored me and let me down. She was supposed to be my best friend.

      “That’s why I need to apologise. You’re my Heir and it’s not my place.”

      “You’re right, it’s not.”

      “Forgive me. I was out of line. I know you’re not to blame, for anything. Heike should’ve been more careful, we all should have. It’s not your fault you were the only one strong enough to escape the storm. I misjudged, I was jealous, I was hurt.” She shot me a begging look, one I’d never seen before. “Forgive me, My Heir.”

      “O...kay…” I replied, staring at her. Her words were right, but yet… It all seemed… ungenuine. Stina wasn’t the person to grovel. She didn’t need to either. She could’ve waltzed in here, told me we were fine, and it would’ve been exactly that. Fine.

      So why was she being like this?

      Something was off. I just didn’t know what.

      “So… Are we okay?” Stina stared at me, her big eyes widened.

      I nodded. If I was right and something was going on, I had to play along. “Sure.”

      “Ah, that’s a relief.” She rose from the couch and gestured to the kitchen. “Coffee?”

      “Actually…” I stretched out into a big, fake-yawn. “I’m rather tired. I was just heading to bed.”

      “Oh.” The disappointment flickered through her eyes, so fast, I almost didn’t catch it. “I thought you were still studying. Your desk light is on.”

      I gulped. “Oh, that. No, no studying. I don’t know why it’s on.”

      She drew a smile to her face. “You’re right, it’s a bit late for coffee.”

      “Maybe tomorrow?” I asked, rising from the couch to make it clear the conversation was over. If I opened the door, she’d have no choice but to leave.

      Stina seemed confused. “I… I guess?”

      “It was great that you stopped by. Night!” I chirped, ushering her out. With a relieved sigh, I slammed the door shut and clicked the lock in place.

      Oof.

      Alone again.

      I thought I’d be happy and relieved to have my friend back, but something wasn’t right. Stina might’ve acted harsh when everything went down, but she was right. Heike’s injuries were my fault and I deserved to be blamed for my cowardice.

      So why was she backtracking? Why did she pretend everything was fine?

      It wasn’t. I knew this now and nothing she could say would change my mind.

      If only I had someone to talk to about this, but who? There was nobody that would listen to me. Nobody, except…

      My eye was drawn to the stack of books where I’d hidden the Banshee binder.

      Except…
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      Even after practising some of the gestures in the mirror, it still felt completely foreign. I looked ridiculous, yet, I was buzzing with adrenaline. There was no thrill like learning something new. And there was only one way to test how much I’d learned in the past nights.

      Thea MacKinnon.

      I crossed the unspoken border into Triad territory. For some odd reason, Angels, Guardians, and Banshees all got along and didn’t need separate living areas or even buildings to peacefully coexist.

      Good for them. I supposed.

      It just wasn’t my thing. Wind Children liked their space and so did the Dragons and Elves. That was why all our dormitories were on different sides of the campus. So we could avoid each other as much as possible. And usually, I stuck to my side. Only occasional visits to Riel brought me into Reaper territory, but even those were sporadic at best. But now I was heading into the Triad’s territory, in search for one of their teachers.

      This had to be an Academy’s first.

      The Triad dormitory appeared in front of me, the last glints of the sun streaming from behind the building. It looked similar to ours, except for the different sigils hanging above the doors. A winged letter for the Guardians, a single white feather for the Angels, and a strange knot for the Banshees. Not as elegant as our emblem, but then again, not everyone could be as cool.

      For a moment, I hesitated. Was I really doing this?

      All the time I spent learning BSL, I could’ve used those to practice for the Valkyrie Games. If I won, all would be forgotten. I’d be as celebrated and adorned as ever and this incident would be forgotten.

      I could… But would I ever be at peace?

      No, I wouldn’t. That was not me. That was not the type of person I wanted to be.

      I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. I wasn’t even sure if Professor MacKinnon stayed at the dormitory, but this was my best bet. Surely, the other Banshees would know?

      Scared, but determined, I pushed into the Triad dormitory, ready to make a new future for myself.

      The moment I set foot in the dorm, all eyes turned on me. Fae, Fairies, Spirits, all types of elementals that didn’t particularly like my kind. The first row of whispers went around as a large guy waddled over to me, his shirt straining from all his muscles. I wouldn’t be surprised if he suddenly burst out of his uniform.

      I tensed, ready to fight my way out of here. I was gravely outnumbered, but that wouldn’t stop me.

      “This is Triad territory. Can I help you?” he asked, but it didn’t sound very genuine.

      “I’m looking for someone.” I took a step forward, just to make it clear I wasn’t intimidated. “The new Banshee teacher.”

      Another girl emerged from the crowd, one with winged shoes. Guardian. She looked me up and down, a frown knitted between her eyes. “What do you want with Professor MacKinnon?”

      “Homework question,” I bluffed. “Anyone got a problem with that?”

      A murmur passed through the student body and the heavy dude stepped back. “Right this way then. She’ll be in the teacher’s lounge.”

      There was a teacher’s lounge in the dorm? Odd. All our professors stayed in the main building, nice and far away. But then, different races, different norms.

      Half-expecting to be ambushed or jumped by the Triad students, I walked passed them. They all seemed to be on guard, but I didn’t get hostile vibes from them. Maybe they’d actually bring me to the teachers?

      “Here we are.” The big guy halted in front of a wooden door and knocked on the centred window. “Calling on…”

      “Professor MacKinnon,” I quickly supplied.

      “Professor MacKinnon,” he repeated, frowning as he studied me. Maybe not many people came looking for the new teacher?

      I probably wasn’t the usual student looking for her. But at least they were helping me. If it were the other way around, I wasn’t too sure what kind of directions we’d have given them.

      Damn. Wind Children were mean…

      Before I could ponder more, the door swung open and a scruffy man stared at me. “Who’s asking?”

      “Ummm… Bryn. Brynhild,” I corrected. “Brynhild Beryldóttir. I’m a Valkyrie student.”

      “One second.” He slammed the door shut and from behind the wall, I could hear him shout. “Theaaaa! Some pesky student for ya.”

      Wow, what a ray of sunshine. Good thing he wasn’t teaching any of my courses. I’d probably have ended up with another professor to apologise to.

      I waited patiently-impatiently for the door to open again, partially just so I could step out of the guy’s looming shadow. He was giving me the creeps and he wasn’t doing anything but breathing and smelling of sausages. Yum. Not.

      When I thought I could no longer take the smell, the door shrieked back open and the same man appeared. “She ain’t here. Ya gotta go to her room, yeah?”

      Before I could reply, the door smacked shut again and I was left with sausage-guy. He shrugged and gestured to the stairs. “Go to the Banshee floor. Teacher rooms are up there too.”

      “And how do I know—” Before I could finish my sentence, he waddled away and rejoined his group of Guardian friends. “Or not… Thanks anyway.”

      The dark stairwell was daunting in its own way, but I’d come this far. If I didn’t follow through, I’d make a coward’s return and I’d been enough of a coward already. Besides, what could go wrong?

      A little reassured by that thought, I climbed the flight of stairs. Damn the Academy and all its floors. I hadn’t even had a proper coffee to get me through it all. When I got back to my room, I’d brew myself a good cup. Or twenty, depending on how well this went.

      A little out of breath, I arrived at the next floor. White walls, dark colours, and wooden floors pulled through into the beams and doors, giving the entire thing a cottage feel. Certainly different from my dorm.

      A door slammed open and a naked guy raced through the hall, cheering and shouting as he waved a towel above his head. He made a lap around me, his butt cheeks clappering as he passed. Without a care in the world, he stuck out his tongue and raced back into the room he came from.

      Wow. Very different indeed.

      Frat Guardians were the worst. And this was certainly not the Banshee floor.

      Why was it so hard to find MacKinnon? Maybe I should’ve just waited until after class, but I couldn’t be caught talking to the Banshee teacher more than I had to.

      No, this was the best way.

      After some searching and double-checking, I found a door with Professor MacKinnon’s name. Unless there were multiple MacKinnons, this had to be my teacher’s.

      A little nervous, I prepared to knock, only to have the door swung open before I could do anything.

      “Hello?” I called, staring into the flat. The lights were on, but it looked empty. “Hello?”

      Curious… What to do now…

      Well, someone opened the door so that counted as an invitation. Carefully, I crossed the threshold, the wooden floor shrieking as I stepped into the room. The noise was jarring against the silence and the entire atmosphere had an ominous feel to it.

      A strange sensation prickled in the back of my neck, as if someone was watching me. But why would Professor MacKinnon do that?

      Paranoid, I turned around, only to be met with two vacant eyes.
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      “MEOW.” A big black catzel blocked my path between me and the exit. Its tail flicked angrily around, thudding loudly on the floor. “Hgggghhhhh.”

      Shit. That was one violent hiss.

      “There, there,” I tried, slowly backing away from this monster. It was the size of a big dusk wolf and it could probably do as much damage.

      “Meeeeooooow,” the catzel howled, its eyes hollow and white. Whether that was a good or bad sign, I didn’t know.

      “Don’t attack, don’t attack. I’m not here to hurt you.” I held up my hands, hoping it would recognise it as a sign of peace. “I’m here to see your master.”

      “Hghhhhhh!”

      “Eeep. Your friend? Your loyal subject?” Frazzled, I checked behind me, only to realise I was being driven in a corner. Soon, I’d run out of space to back into. If I couldn’t convince this catzel I didn’t mean any harm, I was in serious, serious trouble.

      “Come on, kitty, kitty. Can’t we work this out?” I racked my brain, trying to think of the best things to tell him.

      No, that wouldn’t work. This was Professor MacKinnon’s cat, which meant she communicated with him in BSL.

      If only my binder had come with catzel-taming terms.

      I wiped the sweat from my brow, trying to remember something. Anything. “School.”

      Unphased, the giant catzel kept approaching me, its teeth bared, its claws open.

      “Hello. Sun. Soup.” Why would the word ‘soup’ convince this catzel I was a friend? Idiot.

      I needed something better, something that would show I was a friend.

      Friend. That was it. What was the sign for that? Two crossed arms? A fist on the temple? If two people were friends, they… shook hands. That was it! I had to shake my own hand!

      “Friends.”

      The catzel stopped, its lips falling back over its teeth. It sat down, the tail no longer slashing through the air as a whip. “Meow?”

      Thank fuck. Friends worked.

      Just to make sure it didn’t misunderstand, I repeated myself. “Friends.”

      “Meow?”

      Despite the adrenaline and fear coursing through my veins, I slowly reached out to give the catzel a pat. “Good girl?”

      “Hggghhhh!”

      Perhaps not.

      “Good boy?” I corrected, watching his expression carefully.

      “Meowww.” With a satisfied smile, he licked his paw and rubbed it against his ear. “Mmmpprrrr...”

      “You’re actually kind of cute,” I noted, studying the animal. Now that he was no longer threatening me, he was just a cat. A massive cat, but a cat nonetheless. With his white tuxedo patch on his chest and his long whiskers, he looked very huggable. Would he let me pet him?

      “Can I…” I hovered my hand between us, inviting him in. Grey liked a good scratch between her ears, so why would a cat be any different?

      “Meow?” He glared at me, but didn’t cower back.

      So I kept approaching him, until his soft fur met the palm of my hand. An immediate rumble vibrated through his chest and his vacant eyes turned into halved moons.

      “Prrrrrrr…”

      “Aww, now who is a good boy?” Maybe that wasn’t exactly the right phrase for cats, but I didn’t care. He seemed to enjoy being scratched and I certainly liked his purring a whole lot better than the growling.

      Right… So the massive cat was satisfied and my life was no longer in danger. But where was my teacher? She’d better not be watching me almost be devoured by the catzel. If that was the case...

      The floor behind me cracked and as I turned towards the sound, my mouth fell open.

      Fresh from the shower, Professor MacKinnon walked into the living room. Instead of her usual tight bun, her hair was flowing freely down her shoulders, dripping all over the wooden floor. The green towel wrapped around her was only just big enough to cover everything, but it didn’t leave much to the imagination.

      As soon as she saw me, she jumped back, barely catching the towel from slipping down. She pointed at me, the surprise carved into her features.

      I quickly covered my eyes. “Shit. I was looking for you and your door was open. I tried to leave, but your catzel wouldn’t let me and oh, man… I didn’t mean to impose.”

      Hurried footsteps let me know she ran away, to what I assumed was the bathroom or bedroom so she could dress herself. Still, I kept my eyes closed to make sure I didn’t violate her privacy again.

      If only I’d just stayed in the hallway, but when the door cracked open, my curiosity drove me inside. And while my curiosity didn’t kill the cat, the cat almost killed me. Now that would’ve been a ridiculous way to die.

      With my eyes shut, I realised there was no way to know when I could open them again. It wasn’t like she could just tell me. I’d have to listen to her footsteps or wait for a gesture or something. As if communication wasn’t hard enough already.

      The urge to open my eyes was overwhelming, but I didn’t let myself. I was here to build a bridge and that meant meeting her on her terms. With silence and patience, and a respect for her culture.

      And so I waited. The longer I stood in the middle of the living room, the clearer the sounds around me became. The soft purring from the catzel, the low murmurs from the surrounding rooms, the sound of clothes being put on in a rush. The floor shrieked and soft footsteps grew louder. Even with my eyes closed, I could hear her movements. The various noises were accompanied with a soft tap on my shoulder, which I took as a sign I could look again.

      Slowly, I lowered my hands and looked up at Thea. Instead of the small towel, she wore a green dress with dark streaks that swirled and looped into intricate patterns. Her hair was still down, damp from her shower.

      I thought she looked young in class, but it was nothing compared to her appearance now. The sunlight illuminated soft features and her long hair gave a playful accent to her usual stern expression.

      For a moment, I captured her unguarded image until she frowned and her defences went up. Her gestures were articulated and clear, but I could only make out a couple of words.

      “You. What?”
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      I assumed she wanted to know what I was doing here. That would’ve been my first question if I found someone in my room.

      I held up my hands. “I didn’t mean to barge in. The door was open and then your catzel threatened me.”

      “What?” she signed.

      “Him. He growled at me.”

      MacKinnon shook her head demonstratively and repeated her gesture, her eyebrows raised.

      “What?” I repeated, earning another headshake. So maybe that wasn’t it then… “Oh, why! Does it mean why?”

      Her elated nod answered my question.

      “I came, umm… To talk.”

      Her eyebrows flew up in an cartoon-like quizzical expression. She was really good at putting emotion on her face, even though it looked a little weird. But then, it was me who wasn’t used to this way of communicating. According to the binder, it was an integral part of the Banshee Sign Language, or any sign language for that matter.

      “You. Why?”

      I only understood the bare basics, but it didn’t matter.

      “I… I wanted to thank you for sitting with me. A couple of days ago, when I … You know… Cried. So...” I placed a flat hand on my chin and extended it forward. “Thank you.”

      If possible, MacKinnon’s surprised face became even more stunned. Her hands fluttered like butterflies as she repeated my gesture. “Thank you?”

      “Did I not do it right?” I asked, repeating the motion.

      “No, no! Good, good!” With her hands pressed against her cheeks, the shock was clear in her eyes. Quickly, far too quickly, she signed more things that I didn’t understand.

      “Woah, slow down. I’ve only just learned a few words, I don’t know what all that means.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You, how?”

      “I…” I hesitated. I couldn’t tell her about Riel, but I also didn’t want to lie. “I’ve been watching you. Learning.”

      Her eyes widened. “Why?”

      “I’m in a bit of a situation and I needed to talk to someone. You were very kind to me and you listened.” I ran a hand through my short hair. “I guess… I was hoping to see if you’d have some advice for me.”

      Thea nodded and waved her finger in a circle. “Go on.”

      “A recent event has made me realise some things. Because of me, my friend has lost her wings. At first, my best friend blamed me but she came by recently and… She says it’s not my fault.”

      MacKinnon’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “Do you know how important wings are to us?”

      She shook her head, her hair dancing on her shoulders.

      “They’re our essence. Without them… My friend’s career as a Valkyrie is over. I should’ve protected her, it’s my duty as the Heir, but I didn’t… And now, I don’t know what to do.”

      A gentle smile tugged on the other woman’s lips and she made another gesture I didn’t understand.

      “I don’t know what that means,” I admitted.

      MacKinnon held up a finger and hurried across the room. She rummaged through the junk on her desk and quickly returned with a piece of paper and a pen. «What do you believe?»

      That was a good question.

      “I… I don’t know. Yes, I do. No, I…” I sat down on a random chair. “I’m so confused.”

      Thea placed a gentle hand on my shoulder and even without words, I understood what it meant.

      I brought a flat hand back to my chin. “Thanks.”

      “You feel how?”

      “Conflicted. I want to make things right, but I don’t know what right looks like anymore.”

      Thea looked at me, her gaze penetrating. She studied me thoroughly before she signed again. “Tea?”

      “Coffee, if you have it.”

      “Coffee,” she replied. “OK.”

      She walked away to what I assumed was her kitchen and left me lingering at the entrance with her massive catzel as company.

      His vacant eyes flickered. “Meoww...”

      “More scratches?”

      He flicked his tail across the floor, thudding it against my chair.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I brushed my hands through his fur, rubbing his ears and the back of his head. The deep purring rumble vibrated through him and his eyes became little, satisfied moons.

      “You’re a good boy.”

      He nuzzled his big head into me, demanding more rubs and scratches. When a massive animal like him asked for fuss, only a fool would refuse. His sharp teeth and heavy paws could inflict some serious damage and I really couldn’t afford someone else turning on me.

      He pulled me off the chair and lured me to the small seating area near the window. With a happy purr, he rolled onto his back and exposed his dark stomach to me. All black, except for a little patch of white on his throat, he was one with the shadows on the floor.

      He curled around my legs, begging for more attention.

      Not in a position to refuse, I rubbed his belly until Thea returned with two steaming mugs. She couldn’t speak until she placed them down on the glass table.

      “He likes you.”

      “He likes me? You think?”

      “Yes.”

      Expectantly, the big cat rolled away and scratched her leg. “Prrr?”

      Thea snapped her fingers at him. With fluid movements, she signed sternly at the animal. Her motions were like waves of water, flowing from one gesture into the other without a hitch.

      There was something beautiful about the way she used her entire body and face to convey a message. It brought an entirely different meaning to body language and being able to read someone like an open book.

      Absolutely fascinating.

      “MEOW,” the catzel protested, his ears flattening.

      MacKinnon raised one eyebrow, her entire demeanour changing.

      “Meow.” Reluctantly, the big cat gave me a last look before he trudged away. His tail swung low between his legs as he slumped down on a big cushion near the window. “Hmmfff.”

      “That was a very human-like sigh,” I said. “What’s his name?”

      She made some gestures with one hand, which I assumed were letters. I just didn’t know which ones.

      “Can you write it down?” I asked.

      She nodded and reached for a notebook near her. «Bàs»

      “Bas,” I repeated, hoping I was pronouncing it right. “What does it mean?”

      She smiled and gestured to me again. “You. Talk.”

      I was sure there were many other words in her sentence, but that was all I could decipher. Some of the gestures were really obvious and easy to understand, just like during a game of charades. I understood more than I initially thought.

      “I know you asked what I thought before… To be honest with you, I know what I feel. I feel guilty. I want to believe Stina, but I know she’s wrong. This was my fault. Is. I just don’t know where that leaves me. I’m supposed to be a protector, I thought I was. I fear my Grandmamma will disown me, but deep down, I wonder…. Maybe that’s exactly what I want.”

      She nodded, her hand curling into other signs. “Me? What?”

      “You... I don’t understand.”

      She tried again, slowly. “I. Do. What?”

      “Oh… I don’t know, I just… I didn’t have anyone else to talk to and...” I gathered a big breath, the worries and concerns swirling through me. My throat restricted with a lump, one that threatened to draw tears. Stubbornly, I swallowed those away. I couldn’t cry, not again. “I guess I just want to know… Am I a bad person?”

      Thea shrugged, her eyes flickering in the soft sunlight. She didn’t say anything, not with signed words, not with written ones either. She just sat opposite me, withholding judgement or blame, waiting for me to draw my own conclusions. My own answers.

      She was right. I needed to make up my own mind. It was my life, my future. I had to decide how I faced it.

      I wasn’t just a leaf in the wind, I was the storm.

      I smiled at Thea and she just shot me a knowing smile back. Clever...

      How could she convey all these things without speaking once?

      I studied the professor, overcome with a strange emotion. She was so different from me or anyone I knew, and while there was a discomfort when it came to the unknown, she awoke a different feeling in me. She was prepared to listen to me, to help me, even when she didn’t have to.

      She didn’t need more than a comfortable silence to put me at ease and I liked it. I could imagine coming here more often to talk to her. I wanted to.

      Now that was the seed of a dangerous idea.
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      “You. Talk?” Thea signed with careful hands.

      I shook my head. The thought of talking more, of thinking more… It was hurting my head. “I don’t want to talk more.”

      “OK.”

      “But…” I hugged my legs as I stared at the door. “Could I just sit here for a while? I… I don’t want to go back. Back there.”

      “OK,” she signed again. A simple gesture, one I could easily repeat. It wasn’t a word, just the two letters together. More eloquent than just a thumbs up, almost as someone decided that wasn’t good enough.

      I shot her a grateful smile and then averted my gaze. I wasn’t ready to return to the Valkyrie dormitory. Maybe it was foolish, but it was safe here. Nobody cared who I was or what was planned for me. I was just an ordinary girl. A foreign feeling, but one I’d have to get used to. It wouldn’t be long until word would reach Grandmamma and everything would be over.

      A hum escaped my lips. I still didn’t know if I was supposed to be sad about the whole ordeal. It didn’t really matter, did it? Grandmamma would decide and her decision would be final. What I wanted or how I felt, was moot.

      The couch across me shrieked and declining footsteps told me Thea had left. The typical sounds of spoons hitting porcelain sounded from the kitchen and not much later, she emerged with two new mugs.

      With her hands occupied, I dared look at her again. She couldn’t talk when she was busy and that suited me just fine. I watched her hands. Even when they were doing mundane things, they did it differently. More deliberate.

      She readjusted the coasters and straightened the mugs, always using only one hand at the same time. Her hands fluttered and danced, tagging each other. Her right would start a motion and her left would finish it. A ballet of gestures.

      She gestured to the cup of coffee and returned to her own seat, never saying anything else.

      I shot her another grateful nod and pulled the mug towards me, the hot porcelain a comforting heat.

      We sat in silence for… I didn’t even know how long, but the sun was setting. It was casting a warm glow on the wooden floors and brought out a deeper, coppery hue in her hair.

      Teased by the sun in her silent glory, she was striking.

      But she was more than that. She was kind and a good listener. She let me sit in her room, no questions asked. Just me, my coffee, and the soft purring of Bàs in the corner.

      I loosened my tie, only realising now how much tension I’d been carrying with me. The past weeks had been the most stressful of my life and it showed. I hadn’t been able to sleep properly and my body carried the markers of stress.

      Thea’s mug clacked softly as she placed it back on the table, her tea long gone. She rose from her couch and walked over to a set of shelves.

      I wanted to ask what she was doing, but decided against it. If I just watched, it would surely become clear.

      She returned with a wooden board and a bunch of pawns.

      “Chess?”

      She shook her head and presented me with the front of the game.

      “Afterlife Battle,” I read. “Never heard of it.”

      Thea smiled and placed it down on the glass table. Carefully, she unfolded the board to reveal multiple spaces and intricate illustrations. Dice and pawns came from a little pouch and joined colourful cards and little white disks.

      “Looks complicated.” I reached across to grab one of the pawns. It looked oddly familiar… “Is this a Valkyrie?”

      “Yes.” She took another pawn and held it up. She signed a new word, one I wouldn’t have guessed without the context.

      “Banshee.”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you do it again?” I held my hand out, trying to form the word.

      She nodded and repeated the gesture, slower and clearer. Her hand formed a B and moved backwards with a sharp cut. “Banshee.”

      I mimicked the gesture. “Banshee.”

      “Yes.”

      “What about Valkyrie?”

      “Valkyrie.”

      A fluttering V. How fitting.

      My fingers were clumsy and definitely not used to such nuanced maneuvers, but I repeated her sign with ease. “Valkyrie.”

      A faint smile curled around Thea’s lips and she nodded. She gestured to the board, her hands dancing with words I didn’t understand. She returned the four other tokens to the pouch and placed the white disk in the white circle in the middle.

      After I was confident she’d finished setting up, I placed my pawn on the start sign, next to Thea’s Banshee. Two players, just the two of us.

      She took the dice and rolled them across the glass table, the wood a reassuring and soothing sound. Her pawn thudded softly on the board as she moved it three steps where it landed on a coloured tile. The paper cards made a flicking sound and Thea’s grey eyes moved as they read the instructions. After she was done, she pushed the card to me so I could read it too.

      “You’re invited to the Underworld for a glass of wine.”

      Thea moved her token to one of the unknown gates and signed something else. I didn’t know what it was, but I assumed it was my turn now.

      I studied the entire board, finally putting the pieces together. Six Afterlifes, each illustrated by beautiful and intricate gates. With a smile, I brushed my fingers over the picture of Valhalla. Golden doors, just like in real life. Whoever drew them had to have seen them.

      Thea nodded. Her hands formed a new word, another I didn’t understand.

      It was frustrating, but challenging at the same time. It just made me want to learn more words, until hands became words and gestures earned meanings.

      I picked up the dice and rolled it across the board. Four.

      Without knowing the goal of the game, it didn’t matter what I did. I hopped the Valkyrie piece along the board, counting the stones out loud.

      “One, two, three, four. Now what?”

      Thea gestured to the colourful tile I ended up on and then to stack of cards. “Yes.”

      I paused for a moment. “I get to take a card?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay.” I reached for the stack, making sure to hide the underside until I could read it. “You were lucky and found a wandering soul. Place one soul on your token.”

      I picked up one of the white disks and held it out. “This one?”

      “Yes.” She signed something else and rolled the dice. Her pawn hopped five more steps, closer to what I assumed was the Afterlife she served. She picked another card and a wide smile lit up her face.

      “What?”

      She pushed the card across the table, her smile never dimming.

      “Afterlife negotiations successful. You’re granted one soul from a player of your choice. Hey!”

      With a shrug, Thea stole the white disk from me and placed it on her own pawn. She made the same gesture as before. “Your turn.”

      “I see…”

      Languages apart and yet, we were able to play a game without much trouble. A beautiful exercise in communication and a wonderful distraction. Where I was clunky and awkward, she was elegant and smooth. Our words mismatched and we made broken sentences, but we managed.

      We played the Afterlife Battle in relative silence, only trading cards and translating necessary words. With every new word I learned, a strange pride flowered in my chest.

      The wooden tokens clicked on the board as they moved around to collect souls and deliver them to our chosen Afterlives. Valhalla for me, the Otherworld for her. Some of the cards granted souls, but otherwise, they had to be collected from the human world. Some sent us straight to an Afterlife, while others paralysed us or removed souls. It was a game of strategy and chance, much like life.

      The stack of used cards grew and the pile of white souls dwindled as we scattered them across the board. Seven souls for me, nine for Thea.

      When the sun completely set, she flicked on the table-side lamps and made more coffee and tea. With the falling of the day, the noises in the dormitory settled and Bàs started snoring.

      A beautiful evening. The perfect escape from a perfect life.

      Almost perfect…

      I curled my hands tightly around the hot cup of coffee, more aware than ever that they couldn’t multitask. I couldn’t sign and do things at the same time, not without running into trouble.

      It was like my future. I couldn’t be me and the person Grandmamma wanted me to be. I had to choose. Hold the steaming mug or sign words. Be the Heir or…

      I placed the mug back on the table, the reality sinking back in. I’d done a great job avoiding it, but there was no escaping my future. I just didn’t know which one to choose.

      Thea’s mug joined mine on the table and her hands moved again. “You. OK?”

      I sighed. “I don’t know.”

      She made a fluttering V and something else I didn’t understand.

      “Valkyrie…” I watched her repeat herself. “I don’t… What’s that last gesture?”

      Her hands and fingers danced together in different shapes, but her guess was as good as mine.

      “I don’t understand.”

      It didn’t matter. I’d hoped that coming here would clear things up, but it hadn’t. I was as confused as ever. There was nothing she could say that would solve the conflict warring in my head.

      I hugged my legs and avoided her gaze. If I didn’t look at her, she couldn’t talk to me. I didn’t want to talk. She wouldn’t get what it was like to carry all those expectations and I didn’t have the words to make her understand. I didn’t even understand myself.

      The couch shrieked as Thea got up and her footsteps echoed through the space. They grew softer before they became louder again.

      A blanket was draped over my shoulders and she dropped a piece of paper in my lap.

      «Take your time. Close the door on your way out.»

      With a gentle pat on my shoulder, her footsteps moved away again and a door shut. I looked up and confirmed what I heard. Thea had retreated to her bedroom, but only to give me space.

      I sighed and wrapped my arms back around my legs, a strange feeling curling through me. People were always careful around me, making sure I had what I wanted, but not out of kindness or consideration. Not like this. Never like this.
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      I woke the next morning with the sun tickling my face. My back was stiff and my neck crooked. My muscles were strung from sleeping on my side and it took me a moment to realise I wasn’t in my own bed.

      I sat up, my eyes scanning the room, only to find it empty. I’d fallen asleep on Thea’s couch and she’d let me. How embarrassing.

      With a yawn, I stretched the strain out of my body. Was my teacher still here or had she gone to teach a class? What time was it even?

      A soft purr and a flash of black fur startled me for a second, before I remember the catzel. He pressed his black snout into my hand, angling for scratched.

      “Morning, Bàs.”

      “Prrrr…”

      “Good boy.” I patted him between the ears and after I made sure Thea was gone, I left. I’d very much overstayed my welcome.

      It wasn’t until I was walking back to the Valkyrie dorm I realised, that despite the slight twinge in my back, I’d slept deeper than any of the past nights. Everything seemed so much clearer now.

      I grew up expecting to become the Heir of the East, but I recently discovered I wasn’t fit for the role. Grandmamma would disown me and that was the end of it. I’d become a normal person and I was okay with that. There were so many other things out there for me to do, for me to explore.

      Someone better suited than me would lead our clan and that was best for everyone.

      The wind rustled through the trees as I followed the path back to the dorm. It was a quiet morning, much different from the usual chatter surrounding me. People were going out of my way instead of out of their way to please me. It didn’t bother me as much as I thought. The silence was nice. Calming.

      I could get used to a life outside of the limelight. I thought…
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      The absence of my friends was a blessing in disguise. It gave me the opportunity to immerse myself deeper into this secret language without being caught.

      The more I read, the more it all made sense.

      Letters became words when they were used in different gestures or were part of a motion. Sentences were reduced to the bare minimum, to the point they were barely sentences. It all seemed crude and raw, and yet, there was an elegance to all of it. The way everything strung together, how certain combinations of words became something else. It all made sense.

      The more I practiced in the mirror, the less awkward I felt about the excessive expressions and gestures. It was an honest language, one that didn’t have room for hidden meanings or ambiguous sentences. There were no flowery expressions or long-winded explanations. Just the truth and nothing but the truth.

      I liked that. Somehow, I felt more honest while practising, even if I was hiding this entire thing from everyone. They wouldn’t understand and I didn’t want to explain. I didn’t really get why I was doing it either, but there was a strange fire within me, one that kept fueling my desire to learn the language.

      Even during class, I caught myself forming words under the desk in secret. I visualised conversation during lunch and locked myself in my room to study. I didn’t even know why I was so possessed.

      An image of the beautiful Thea flashed through my mind, but I pushed that to the back.

      No, that was not why I was doing this.

      I flipped another page and reached for my mug. If I was going to get through this chapter, I needed caffeine. And buckets of it.

      “Awww…” Empty.

      Disappointed, I got up from the chair and stretched my stiffened muscles. I hadn’t done this much studying since... ever. It was giving me a terrible back ache and it was killing my posture.

      If education was this important, maybe schools should improve our seats and chairs. Who could keep a clear mind when everything was hurting?

      Ugh.

      With my mug in hand, I shuffled to the kitchen. I’d managed to figure out the coffee machine, but it didn’t look like it wanted to play ball today. It gurgled loudly and refused to pour me more coffee.

      “Come on. One more cup,” I begged, tapping the grinder and shaking the water canister. “Nooo. Don’t tell me I’m out of beans.”

      Desperate, I rummaged through all the cupboards and boxes on the counter, even if I knew the answer. I was out of beans and Heike, who was in charge of keeping my kitchen stocked, had still not woken up.

      “Damn it!” I couldn’t be out of coffee. I lived for coffee. I drank so much of it, I was pretty sure it ran through my veins. An existence without the roasted goodness coursing through my system was just not worth living. Even if that meant going down to the dining hall and getting some of their mediocre coffee. It was better than nothing.

      With a sigh, I slipped in some shoes and stepped out into the hallway, where an unusual commotion had formed.

      Valkyrie students from all three years were gathered around my door, some whispering, others only glaring. What were they doing here? The third floor was off-limits for the younger years. Not just that, they should know better than to flock around my room.

      What was happening?

      I peered into the crowd, hoping to find my friends.

      “Hey! Alija!” I shouted, finding her lurking somewhere in the back. “Come here!”

      She passed through the groups of students, her expression distressed.

      “What’s going on?” I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her to me. “Where’s Stina?”

      Her eyes darted around, never managing to make eye contact with me. She really hadn’t been the same since the tornado. Poor girl.

      But while I felt for her, that didn’t answer any of my questions. Why were all the students here? What was the commotion about? Why were they all—

      “You!” A shrill voice cut through the murmuring students and silenced the hall. Loud stomps preceded the arrival of a tall woman, one I recognised immediately. Heike’s mother.

      With eyes that spat fire and steam coming from her ears, she looked ready for a fight. And unfortunately for me, I seemed to be on the receiving end.

      “Ebba,” I greeted, trying to remain polite. If I didn’t keep my composure, this would blow up quickly and it wouldn’t either of our reputation any good. “Would you like to come—”

      Smack.

      I registered the sound before I realised what had happened. Taken aback, my hand flew to the rising pain in my cheek, in a futile attempt to soothe.

      Did she just slap me?

      Anger and guilt awoke in my stomach, each battling for dominance. Did I have the right to be mad at her or was this exactly what I deserved?

      “Brynhild Beryldóttir. You should be ashamed of yourself!” Fury blazed in her eyes and venom rolled from her tongue. “She looked up to you. She trusted you! And you didn’t protect her! You didn’t even have the guts to let me know what happened to my poor daughter.”

      “What? I sent you a letter—” I tried, but she interrupted me.

      “Liar! There was no letter. I had to hear it through the windchime! Can you imagine?”

      “Ebba. I promise I wrote to you. Maybe the message was delayed, but I wrote to you.”

      She scoffed. “Oh, really? After it happened, you immediately sent word?”

      “Well, not immediately, but—”

      “I thought so. You’re a disgrace. I spit on you.”

      Anger roared in my stomach, but I held it back. There were times to fight and times to surrender. This was the latter.

      “I’ll make sure everyone hears about this back home, Brynhild. I’ll make sure your grandmamma knows,” Ebba threatened, her face reddening with every word. “You’ll pay for this, I promise it.”

      As abruptly as she arrived, she turned around and left. All the curious students quickly moved out of the way and I didn’t blame them. When it came to stomping bulls, it was move or be trampled.

      Flabbergasted, I watched Heike’s mother barrel through the crowd. I did not expect that. If I’d known this would happen, I’d have suffered through no coffee and just kept the door locked.

      Her words echoed in my head, leaving a bitter taste. While she spoke in anger, it was also the truth. I did let her daughter down. She was right about that, but wrong about another. I did send word, or at least, I wrote the letter. If it hadn’t reached her, maybe it got lost. Or… the headmaster hadn’t send it. But why would he sabotage my mail?
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      There were multiple explanations why Heike’s mother hadn’t received my letter, but my gut was telling me it had something to do with the headmaster. It just had to. His reluctance to send it in the first place, his arrogance, and his overall attitude towards me. There had to be a reason for his cold behaviour towards me.

      Something was going on in the Afterlife Academy.

      Ready for a confrontation, I climbed the secret stairs to the fourth floor. If he thought I’d just let him walk over me and ruin my credibility, he was sorely mistaken.

      I’d give him a chance to explain and prove his innocence, but if I had a shred of doubt, there would be a steep price to pay. And he would be broke at the end.

      With the anger encouraging me, I reached the fourth floor and crossed the hallway. The headmaster probably wouldn’t be happy with my unannounced visit, but that wasn’t my problem. I needed answers.

      As I approached the wooden door with the dragon knocker, the sound of two people talking grew louder. A deep, manly bass that belonged to the headmaster and another female voice I couldn’t immediately identify. It sounded familiar though… That tone, the pitch, that lisp…

      Stina!

      Nice. She could back me up when I demanded answers from the headmaster. Then we could really get to the bottom of why my letter hadn’t been sent.

      But as I was about to knock, doubts crept into my mind. Why was Stina here in the first place? She hadn’t mentioned being summoned or expressed interest in talking to him. Why was she keeping this meeting a secret from me?

      Instead of imposing myself onto their conversation, I crouched down and pressed my ear to the door. A slight twang of shame ran through me. Eavesdropping on a private conversation was really frowned upon, but I had to know what was going on.

      “I did exactly as you asked,” a low voice said. That had to be the headmaster.

      Stina scoffed. “It’s not enough. Doctor Wagner must be getting suspicious.”

      “We just don’t have any more poison in stock. It’s really rare,” he protested.

      Poison? What were they talking about?

      “She can’t wake up, Gerard. It’ll get me and my family in trouble and you know what that means for you.”

      Who was Stina talking about? Waking up? Did she mean Heike?

      My gut clenched. Why wouldn’t she want our friend to wake up?

      The headmaster’s voice sounded again, the panic clear. “I’ve given you all I have. I’d need to order more.”

      “Then order more!”

      “It’ll take at least two weeks.”

      A loud thud sounded, like a fist slamming down or someone kicking something. “Then you should’ve ordered it two weeks ago!”

      Was that really Stina? I’d never heard her this angry or aggressive. Her tone of voice was really dominating and controlling. If she ever spoke to me like that, I’d have taken her down a peg or two.

      What was going on?

      “I’m sorry, Stina. I’m doing my best.” A whimper escaped from the headmaster, his voice shaking.

      “Save it. Just get me the poison. You know what’s at stake. Brynhild must be destroyed.”

      “I know, I know. And if your friend wakes up, she’ll tell everyone you ripped her wings off and it’ll all be for nothing.”

      WHAT!?

      I barely managed to keep myself from gasping out loud. What did he just say? Stina ripped off Heike’s wings?

      No, that couldn’t be. He had to be mistaken. Those two liked each other. What possible reason could Stina have for doing that to our friend?

      “Shhh. Don’t say it out loud. The walls have ears,” Stina reprimanded. “As far as everyone is concerned, the tornado was a coincidence and Heike’s state is a tragic accident.  It’s not the outcome we wanted, but we’ll make it work.”

      “I—” the headmaster hesitated.

      “If you ever want to see your daughter again, you’ll agree.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. I agree.”

      Stina cackled loudly. “Perfect.”

      “Is my daughter okay? When will you bring her back home?”

      “When we no longer have a need for you. But don’t worry, my mother is taking excellent care of her.”

      She was blackmailing the headmaster! That was why he was listening to her. But why? What possible reason could she have for crippling our friend?

      So many questions and no answers. And the longer I stayed, the higher the chance I got caught.

      Despite the overwhelming urge to stay and keep listening, I rose from my crouched position. As quickly and quietly as I could, I snuck away from the headmaster’s office.

      Thousands of questions were raging through my mind. The tornado wasn’t an accident? Stina kept saying ‘we’. Who else was involved? Why did she hurt Heike? And mostly… Why did my best friend want to destroy me?
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      “You lose.” Thea MacKinnon slapped a V down her palm, a rather eloquent sign I’d seen a couple of times too many. This was the third game I lost in a row.

      I pushed the Valkyrie token down on the Afterlife Battle board and ran my hands through my hair. “I guess that’s the end then.”

      “You. OK?”

      “Yeah, I’m... fine...” I said while signing. There was no reason for me to use sign language since Thea’s hearing was perfectly fine, but it helped me connect to the language. I formed another sentence with my hands. “Coffee?”

      My teacher smiled and gestured to me. Her hands moved slower than normal, just to I could catch up. “You. Talk. Coffee. Later.”

      “Really?” I glared at her. “You’re bribing me with coffee?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fine. What do you want to talk about?”

      She gestured to my face and then made a complicated gesture.

      I could’ve guessed what that meant, but I pleaded ignorance. “I don’t know what that means.”

      She rolled her eyes and brought a hand to her temple, a gesture she’d done many times around me. “Stubborn.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I muttered. I waited a moment, staring at my empty mug. I really did want some coffee and perhaps talking about my troubles would be a good thing. There wasn’t anyone else I could talk to anyway.

      I adjusted my posture, making sure not to disturb the sleeping catzel on the other end of the couch. Bàs had taken a shining to me, but I wasn’t about to wake this massive house panther.

      “A couple of days ago… I overheard my best friend talking to the headmaster. I say best friend, but… ” I flicked a little fleck of dust from my pants and smoothed the fabric. “She was talking about destroying me.”

      Thea frowned. “Sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure… It also sounded like she was blackmailing him. Something about his daughter? And on top of that, she admitted it wasn’t the tornado that hurt Heike, it was her.” I paused, letting everything sink in. “I don’t understand, Professor.”

      “Thea,” she signed.

      “Right.” It was strange to use her name out loud, but she insisted. “Thea.”

      Names were funny in the Banshee language. According to the binder I received from Riel, the elf merchant, names had to be given by someone else. They were easy gestures were about the person, not their name.

      I signed a T and pressed it against my lips. “Thea.”

      She gestured to me again. “You talk.”

      That seemed to be all we did. I talked and she listened. The natural state of our dynamic.

      “I’m… I don’t know what to do. Do I confront Stina? Do I just pretend I didn’t hear any of it? I still haven’t received a letter from Grandmamma, even though Heike’s mother left days ago. News must’ve reached the clan by now. Word about my…” I paused to find the right sign. “Failure.”

      Thea repeated my sign. “Failure?”

      “Yes, I told you about this before. When I fled into the Veil instead of protecting my classmates. What’s the sign for Veil?”

      She made a V with her fingers and moved it through the air, imitating the signature smoke. “Veil.”

      “Veil,” I repeated. An easy gesture. “Veil.”

      “Yes.”

      “I just don’t know what to do. What should I do? Should I just write to Grandmamma myself? And what about the Valkyrie Games? There’s only a week left to sign-up. I was going to, but after all this… Should I still do it?”

      Thea shrugged as she pulled her lips down into an apologetic grimace. “I don’t know.”

      A long sigh escaped me. “I don’t know either.”

      She signed a string of gestures, but I didn’t understand any of them. She seemed to realise halfway through and stopped. Instead of writing them down, she gestured to me and then tapped on her heart.

      “Follow my heart?” I asked, barely containing my scoff. “That’s never been an option for me.”

      “Is now.”

      “I don’t feel like it is.”

      Thea signed more things, but they were too advanced for my limited vocabulary. Her hands fluttered through the air but ended up in her lap, silenced as the meaning of her words got lost.

      We sat in more silence again, something that seemed to happen as I ran out of words I understood. Even though I was picking up the Banshee language faster than anything else I’d ever done before, I still lacked so much. Even the most basic of conversations was a battle, but there was something relaxing about Thea’s presence.

      Maybe it was the silence, but I didn’t think so. It was her attentiveness, her focus. I was used to being the centre of attention, but I always hated it. Yet, there was something about the way she did it. It was… different. I’d never met anyone like her and I couldn’t shake my fascination.

      I watched as she got up from the couch and reached for the two mugs on the glass table. The catzel opened one eye from the noise, but quickly returned to his slumber. He wasn’t interested in Thea boiling water and making tea and coffee, but I was.

      I just couldn’t take my eyes off of her.

      She crossed the wooden floor to the small kitchen in the back of her apartment and from there, I only heard the sounds of her actions. The running water from the tap, the flick of the kettle, the cutlery drawer being pulled open.

      Before I met her, I’d never considered those sounds as more than they were. Sounds. But now that I was learning sign language, I was starting to give different meanings to different things.

      Sentences became words and an entire word could be compressed in a simple hand gesture. A sound encompassed an action, revealing so much more than the mere noise.

      The kettle whistled and I knew she would go on to pour water in the mugs. There would be a wooden thud from the cupboard closing and metal clinking when she stirred the spoons.

      Simple things, mundane things, but made beautiful by her silence.

      She returned from the kitchen with the two mugs, the steam rising to cloud her face. If she had more hands, she could’ve wafted it away. She didn’t have that luxury until she placed the cups down and pushed one in my direction.

      “Thanks,” I signed, the first gesture I learned.

      Thea smiled back, her grey eyes contoured by the sun. She started a new sentence, but a knock on the door interrupted us.
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