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It was a warm summer night. The clock in the town square had just struck two in the morning, and moments later, even the last lit window in the town went dark. Now, complete darkness reigned everywhere. And utter silence. The kind of silence that filled the streets at this hour every night.

But this time, the silence didn’t last long. It was soon broken by the sound of powerful wings flapping. An uninvited guest was flying into the small town nestled among the hills. Had anyone been awake to see this visitor, they would surely have had plenty to talk about for a long time and no shortage of curious listeners. Such a majestic bird had never been seen here—or anywhere in the surrounding area. 

But no one saw it this time either. The streetlamps had been out for hours, and heavy clouds blocked even the faintest beams of moonlight from reaching the ground. Even if someone unable to sleep had looked skyward, they wouldn’t have had a chance of spotting the nocturnal visitor. The bird, aware of the safety the darkness afforded, flew steadily toward its destination: a cluster of small houses at the edge of town.

Moments later, the houses came into view. The bird circled above them before perching on a tree branch directly across from one. From its vantage point, it sniffed the air with its keen sense of smell. Its head—crowned with tufts of long, ruffled feathers—turned slowly from side to side, surveying the darkness. Then, with a satisfied nod, it spread its enormous wings and flew toward an open window.

A moment later, it landed on the windowsill. And waited.

Its arrival had been quiet, but not entirely silent. Someone in the room stirred.

The bed creaked once. And then again. 

Silence returned.

The large bird inhaled deeply, analyzing the scents in the air. Then it tapped lightly on the glass of the open window with its beak.

And again.

Tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

There was a rustling of blankets, followed by another creak of the bed. A new scent joined the mix in the room—a faint trace of protective magic.

Now the bird was certain. The one it sought was here tonight.

It was time to leave.
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I. Reform School for Witches
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Alice had never been good at getting up in the morning, and today was no exception. At least now she was in high school, where the first class started an hour later, she thought to herself. Still, she dragged herself out of bed with great reluctance.

She shuffled to the bathroom, performing her morning routine in a half-asleep haze before returning to her room. When she noticed the open window, she hesitated. A vague memory surfaced—a dream of someone tapping on the glass during the night.

Tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

Weird.

She quickly slipped out of her nightgown, put on underwear, and took only a little longer to pick out the right T-shirt and shorts for the day—her wardrobe didn’t exactly offer a lot of options.

Hunger soon asserted itself, so she headed downstairs to the kitchen, feeling a bit more awake.

Breakfast, as usual, was already on the table. Her grandmother, who had taken care of Alice ever since her mother had disappeared without a trace, was sitting at the table, absentmindedly stirring a spoon in her mug.

Alice greeted her with a "Good morning," sat down across from her, and took a sip from her own mug. She sighed softly when she realized it contained only warm water. She stood, grabbed two tea bags from the cupboard, dropped them into her grandmother’s mug and her own, and hoped the water was still warm enough to extract something resembling tea.

Her grandmother had been forgetting things more and more often lately, and Alice was starting to worry about her. Forgetting the tea bag wasn’t a big deal, but unlocked doors, groceries ending up in the trash instead of the pantry, and last week’s burnt tomato sauce—left simmering on the stove for hours—were much more troubling.

Alice sensed that soon, their roles would reverse: her grandmother had taken care of her all these years, but soon, it would be Alice’s turn to take care of her grandmother.

Lost in these thoughts, Alice finished her breakfast, grabbed her school backpack, said goodbye, and stepped outside, heading for school as she did every weekday.

This time, though, she didn’t get far.

She had barely taken a few steps when she heard someone’s labored breathing behind her. Before she could turn around to see who it was, an older woman emerged from behind a nearby bush and blocked her path.

“Good morning, Alice,” the woman greeted her. Alice quickly took in her appearance from head to toe. She looked like a teacher, but Alice was certain she’d never seen her before.

No, definitely not one of her teachers. But how did this stranger know her name?

“Good morning, Alice,” said another voice, this time from behind her. Alice startled, spinning around to face a second woman, who looked remarkably similar to the first: same plump figure, same round face, same awful curly hair—only her cardigan was red, while the first woman’s was pink.

Yes, a ridiculous, faded pink cardigan.

“We need to talk to you,” said Pink Cardigan, and Alice turned back to her.

“About what?” Alice blurted out.

“Not here,” hissed Red Cardigan from behind her.

“But I’m late for school,” she protested.

“You’re excused today,” said Red Cardigan.

“Today? The whole day?”

“Just for the first class,” Pink Cardigan clarified, and as Alice turned toward her, she thought she caught a subtle gesture between the two women.

“Let’s go,” Pink Cardigan added firmly, starting to walk.

Hesitantly, Alice followed.

When she was little, her grandmother always warned her never to go anywhere with strangers—a wise piece of advice Alice had never found use for because no one had ever asked her to go anywhere. And now, when she was no longer little, it suddenly happened.

What could those two strange teachers possibly want from her?

“Where are we going, exactly?” she asked after a moment. “And why?”

“Because we need to tell you something,” said Mrs. Red. “Something you’ll want to know.”

“Then tell me here.” Alice stopped halfway down the hill where she and her grandmother lived.

“What do you know about your parents?” asked Mrs. Pink.

Alice froze, then shrugged. About her parents? Well... actually, not much at all... Her mother left when Alice was still very little, and her father? For some reason, her grandmother never wanted to talk about him. Never. Alice couldn’t remember either of them and had never even seen a picture.

“And yet,” Mrs. Pink continued, “you inherited something interesting from your parents.”

“Or,” Mrs. Red added, “at least from one of them.”

The two women exchanged meaningful glances.

“But we can’t discuss it here,” Mrs. Red said. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”

Alice hesitated. Then, after a moment, she followed the two women down the hill—toward the town square.

It was fairly busy in the morning: clusters of customers swarmed around a few vegetable stalls, and the bakeries weren’t lacking business either. The trio paid them no mind—and no one paid any attention to them. Together, they crossed the square and headed up the hill beyond it.

Where are they taking me? Alice wondered. This side of town only had a few abandoned houses and an old cemetery.

Moments later, the three climbed to the top of the hill and, after a few more minutes, stood before the high metal fence of the cemetery. Mrs. Red stepped up to the locked, half-overgrown gate, produced a ring of keys from somewhere, and unlocked it.

Alice hesitated.

“Come on, Alice, we’re here.”

“At a cemetery?”

“Come along, you’ll see.”

Alice began to feel afraid.

But what was there to fear, really? These two women didn’t look like they’d harm her. Could it be that they wanted to show her her parents’ graves? Surely not...

Curiosity ultimately won out over fear. She took a few steps forward, and the characteristic scent of the cemetery enveloped her.

What makes that smell so distinct? And where does it come from? she wondered. Perhaps it came from some peculiar plants that only grew in cemeteries. Or maybe it was the scent of cemetery candles...

While she stood there thinking, the two women walked ahead—to the door of a ruined cemetery chapel. Something in Alice’s mind warned her that now was the time to run, but when she turned around, she saw that the gate they’d just come through was now shut again. So she cautiously walked toward the women.

Why are they standing by that door? Alice curiously inspected the remnants of the chapel. Of its stone walls, barely anything remained. Most only reached up to her knees, some to her waist. Inside, where rows of pews for worshippers likely once stood, she saw only piles of stones and pieces of wood, all overgrown with greenery.

The only part of the chapel that remained nearly intact was the massive wooden entrance door and the frame surrounding it.

Alice stopped about five steps away. The door was richly carved and looked ancient. But what captured her attention even more was something else: perched on the branch of a dead tree that seemed to have grown from the chapel’s ruins was a large black bird staring intently at her.

She had never seen such a creature before.

When she returned its gaze, it lowered its head and began tapping its beak on the branch below: Tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.

It reminded her of her dream.

“Come on,” Mrs. Red urged her, and Alice took the final steps toward the closed door.

Doors to nowhere, she thought.

If she were a little girl, she might have enjoyed opening such doors and stepping through them. She could imagine that the chapel still stood and that she could walk inside. Then, she would go around them, step over the remnants of the ruined stone wall, and imagine she could walk through walls. Then she would enter through the doors again. And walk through the walls once more.

But she wasn’t a little girl anymore.

Mrs. Red still held the ring of keys, and when Alice reached the door, she inserted one of them into the lock. By now, Alice found all of this very strange, so she peeked around the crumbled wall directly behind the door—just to be sure.

All she saw were the chapel’s ruins.

Of course. What else?

The lock clicked twice, and the door creaked open.

Mrs. Red squeezed through and disappeared inside. Alice felt Mrs. Pink’s hand push her forward, so she stepped through as well. Then she took another step.

She was surprised by complete darkness.

Mrs. Pink’s hands gave her one more push, and behind her, she heard the door slam shut.

The lock clicked twice.

Then—quite differently—the sound of a light switch flipping.

In the glow surrounding her, she saw a hallway with several doors. It looked like something from inside the chapel, yet it couldn’t possibly be—because the chapel...

...was a ruin!

“This way, young lady,” Mrs. Red gestured ahead, and Alice noticed her tone had changed. It no longer sounded friendly in the least. A thought flashed through Alice’s mind: she really shouldn’t have come here with these strangers.

“Let me out,” she blurted.

“Oh, come now,” Mrs. Red said, walking to the nearest door. She picked another key from her ring and unlocked it. “We’ve arrived.”

Mrs. Pink gave her another nudge from behind.

Mrs. Red then grabbed Alice’s hand and practically dragged her into a small room with two beds, a small table, and a narrow barred window. On one of the beds sat a girl staring blankly ahead. She paid no attention to Alice or her companions.

“Sit down,” commanded the woman in the pink sweater, pointing to the empty bed.

“Why?”

“Just sit down,” the woman repeated more firmly.

What now?

Alice slowly walked over to the bed and sat down.

"Alice Dorner," Mrs. Pink addressed her by her full name now, her tone suddenly dry and official, "you have been observed exhibiting witchcraft abilities. Since you live in the human world, where witchcraft is prohibited, you are, under paragraph 477, subsection 3 of the Witchcraft Act, enrolled in the reeducation program of the Reform School for Witches. You will be released from the school once your witchcraft abilities are completely eradicated."

"That's what you inherited from your parents, in case you were wondering," Mrs. Red added.

"Well, probably not from your mother," Mrs. Pink chimed in. "More likely from your charming father."

Alice stared at them with wide eyes. Before she could muster any response, the women left the room and closed the door behind them. Then the lock clicked twice.

A few minutes passed.

Alice was still sitting on the bed, still staring at the door in disbelief. Everything around her now seemed as though it was shrouded in a faint white mist.

But then, the mist began to dissipate, and she finally managed to focus a little.

What did those women say? That she had witchcraft abilities?

What kind of witchcraft abilities?

Alice immediately remembered going to a magic show a few years ago. When she got home, she begged her grandmother to make her a magician's hat and wand out of paper. And then she tried to perform magic.

She couldn't do it.

She didn’t pull a dove from the hat like the magician on stage had done—not even a dove's egg. Not even a feather. And she really tried!

When her grandmother told her it was all just tricks, that magic wasn't real, she had been deeply disappointed. But even then, she didn’t give up. She tried to conjure a snail—or maybe a beetle. But no, no, no, it really didn’t work. So, in the end, she just hid a beetle up her sleeve to "conjure" it as a trick. But the beetle crawled up her sleeve and onto her back, tickling her terribly.

Eventually, she gave up trying to perform magic.

So what kind of witchcraft abilities?

Surely, they didn’t mean those few accidents? Like when Alice got angry, and glasses around her started to crack? Or the time she was furious about not being allowed outside, and one of her schoolbooks suddenly floated into the air—only to slam back down onto the table moments later?

Her grandmother had scolded her for throwing the book. It hadn’t even occurred to Alice to explain that it wasn’t her fault, that the book had moved on its own.

But when you’re upset, things like that happen! Don’t they?

She also remembered the strange sensation she’d felt when her teacher had falsely accused her of cheating. Out of nowhere, a large glass vase filled with flowers on the teacher's desk had shattered into what seemed like a thousand pieces. The teacher had looked around oddly, then stared at the shards in silence. For the rest of the class, she was unusually quiet, as if she had never seen anything like it before.

But... even if these things didn’t happen to everyone, cracked bottles or a floating book weren’t magic!

Were they?

Of course not!

As Alice thought about it, she became increasingly frustrated.

See? she thought. I’m upset now, and nothing strange is happening!

That observation calmed her a little.

Finally, she emerged from her thoughts and began to take in her surroundings. Once again, she noticed the girl on the other bed.

"Hi," she said.

She had to admit it was a bit late.

The girl didn’t respond.

Maybe she’s mad I didn’t greet her earlier.

"Hey, hi! I’m Alice!"

Still no response.

Alice stood up from the bed and took a step toward her roommate. It was only then that she noticed how strangely the girl was staring. She squatted down to look into her eyes.

There was nothing there. Absolutely nothing.

Cautiously, Alice placed her hand on the girl’s shoulder. Through the thin shirt, she could feel the warmth of her body.

The girl didn’t react.

What happened to her?

Alice tried to rouse her a little longer, but when that failed, she gave up. She stood up and began to inspect the room more closely.

The beds were unremarkable. Just two beds. The small, empty desk wasn’t any more interesting.

Then her attention shifted to the small barred window. Through it, she could see the top of a leafy tree and a patch of sky. That left only the door. Next to it hung a large framed paper with some text and the bold title Rules of the Reform School.

Alice remembered hearing the lock click when Mrs. Red and Mrs. Pink left, but she couldn’t resist the temptation to try the handle. It was locked, as expected. With nothing better to do, she read the Rules of the Reform School.

"The Reform School for Witches uses modern therapeutic and educational methods to rid girls of their unhealthy witchcraft abilities," it said.

"Clients of the Reform School are forbidden to..."

So now I’m a client of the reform school? Alice smirked.

And what is forbidden? Eating outside designated times, leaving the room without an escort, bringing personal belongings into the room, taking anything out of the room...

"In the entire Reform School, witchcraft is prohibited. The Reform School is equipped with a magic-suppressing device that prevents witchcraft. Any tampering with this device is forbidden," the rules continued.

Alice glanced around the room to see if she could spot anything that looked like a magic-suppressing device but she had no luck. Then she carefully checked every nook and cranny of the room, even looking under the beds. Just as she bent down to look under her bed, she heard footsteps outside the door, followed by the sound of a key turning in the lock. She quickly stood up and sat down on her bed. Moments later, the door opened, and there stood the woman in the pink sweater again.

"Come on, Missy," she said with a wave of her hand.

Alice hesitated. She didn’t like the tone or the address. A moment ago, she had been Alice Dorner; now she was just Missy.

Then she decided that stepping out of the room wouldn’t likely be worse than staying here, so she got up and reluctantly followed Mrs. Pink out into the hallway. And through another door.

The woman closed it behind them.

They were now standing in a small room with an old metal wheeled cot, a rusty chair, a few shabby wooden shelves on the wall, and something that most closely resembled a large tiled shower stall, except the showerhead was missing.

"Strip down," Mrs. Pink ordered.

"Why?"

"Don't ask questions. Just strip! The sooner you finish your treatment, the sooner you’ll go home."

"But why do I have to strip?"

"Because we’re starting with hydrotherapy now."

"No..."

"Don’t make a fuss!"

"No!"

"Are you sure?"

Alice stood stubbornly in place, refusing to move.

"Fine. If you want to have wet clothes..." the woman shrugged and abruptly shoved her into the shower stall.

"You wouldn't dare..." Alice began, but before she could finish, Mrs. Pink firmly gripped a thick rubber hose she had been hiding behind her back and turned a valve. A powerful stream of ice-cold water hit Alice.

She wanted to fight back, but she couldn’t. The water pressure was so strong that if she hadn’t been leaning against the wall, it would have knocked her to the floor.

Am I crazy? she thought. Ice-cold water jets are used on crazy people! But even they don’t get sprayed while wearing clothes!

Alice was furious, freezing, and, worst of all, completely helpless. She wanted nothing more than to snatch the hose from the woman’s hand and push her into the stall instead, but at that moment, she couldn’t take even a single step forward. And the freezing water was sapping her strength.

In moments of pure despair like this, strange things used to happen to her. But here, nothing was happening.

Maybe it really was some kind of magic.

The icy spray went on for what felt like an eternity. Just when Alice thought she wouldn’t even be able to stand and would collapse, the stream finally stopped.

"Dry yourself off," the woman ordered, tossing a towel toward her. "If you hadn’t been so stubborn, you could be putting on dry clothes now." With that, she left the room, closing the door behind her.

Alice didn’t even have the energy to respond. With her last bit of strength, she peeled off her soaked clothes and dried herself with the towel, which was oddly damp and smelled unpleasant. Then she wrapped it around herself to avoid being completely naked and sat down on the horrid rusty chair.

She was freezing.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait long. Mrs. Pink returned shortly, accompanied by Mrs. Red—and a pile of rags.

"Put these on," she said, throwing them at Alice.

They turned out to be old, tattered gray pants and a faded, once-white blouse.

Alice struggled to pull them on. Completely frozen, she could barely manage it. Once dressed, the women tied her to the peculiar wheeled cot, and one of them injected something into her shoulder.

"Drink this," the other commanded, pressing a large plastic cup filled with a greenish liquid to Alice’s lips.

Alice clenched her teeth.

"You know stubbornness doesn’t pay off here," the woman warned. "Open your mouth!"

Alice decided to resist. This time, she would win!

"Have it your way!" Mrs. Red said, turning to a shelf behind her. When she turned back, she held a large metal funnel.

Alice gave up. She opened her mouth.

The green liquid tasted unbearably bitter.

Moments later, a strange gray mist clouded everything around her, and she only dimly perceived that she was being wheeled away on the cot.

Then she stopped perceiving anything at all.
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II. The Diary
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Alice was awakened by the cold. She opened her eyes and realized she was back in her room. She tried moving her arms and was relieved to find she was no longer tied to anything. Slowly—and as quickly as she could manage—she slid off the cot, cautiously made her way to her bed, lay down, and wrapped herself in the blanket.

But she still shivered with cold. And she felt strange. Unpleasantly strange.

How long can I endure this? How long before I end up like the girl in the next bed? She wondered.

After what felt like endless minutes, the cold began to recede, and finally, warmth seeped into her body beneath the blanket. At some point, she must have drifted off to sleep for a few moments because when she opened her eyes again—though it felt like only a moment—Mrs. Red was sitting on the neighboring bed, feeding her roommate some porridge from a bowl.

She wasn’t being gentle about it. The porridge dribbled down the girl’s chin and neck, and Alice wondered if the girl was swallowing any of it at all.

It wasn’t a pleasant sight.

“Where are my clothes?” Alice asked after a moment of hesitation.

“Where you left them,” the woman replied curtly.

So, they’re lying somewhere, soaking wet, Alice thought bitterly.

“Can I get something to eat?” she asked again after a while, as her stomach growled at the sight of food—even though the porridge looked rather unappetizing.

“Food needs to be earned, little girl.”

Alice felt like crying. And that hadn’t happened to her in a long time. She clenched her fists under the blanket, but that was all she could do at the moment.

Why me? Why does this have to happen to me?

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched the feeding on the next bed. It was getting worse and worse, and finally, Mrs. Red gave up trying. “So you don’t say I’m mean, you can finish what’s left of Sarah’s food,” she said as though she were doing Alice a great favor. Then she stood up, noisily placed the bowl and spoon on the table, and left.

Oh, so the girl in the next bed is named Sarah. Alice sulked for a while, then got out of bed to see how much was left in the bowl.

Not much.

And it didn’t look appetizing.

But hunger was stronger than her, stronger than the image of the drooling Sarah. So—with only a slight hesitation—she grabbed the spoon and wolfed down the rest of something that looked and tasted like mashed potatoes made from very old ones.

Then, after another moment of hesitation, she even licked the bowl clean.

Like a dog, she thought.

She still felt weak, but anger was beginning to simmer inside her again.

Why am I here? I haven’t done anything wrong! So why are they treating me like this?

Frustrated, she paced the small room, back and forth, furiously thinking. All the while, she fiddled with the tin spoon from dinner.

Her anger grew stronger, and she needed to let it out somehow. If she were home, something would surely have happened by now: a jar of marmalade would shatter, a flowerpot would fall from the windowsill, or a door would slam shut with a loud bang. Maybe even books would tumble from the bookshelf, or dishes in the sink would start clattering.

But nothing like that could happen here.

So Alice began bending the spoon back and forth in frustration, and when that didn’t help, she started scraping it wildly against the stone wall. Normally, the screeching of metal on stone would have irritated her, but now it calmed her instead.

Then she stopped. I must look like a lunatic!

She glanced at her roommate, but the girl still paid her no attention. She looked just as absent as she had a minute ago, an hour ago, two hours ago.

So Alice walked back over and scraped the spoon against the wall again—back and forth. And down. And back and forth. Back...

At one spot, the spoon kept catching on a stone that jutted out slightly more than the others. After a moment, Alice became intrigued and began inspecting it. In the dim light of the room, she couldn’t see much, so she tried chipping away the dried mortar around it instead.

It came away surprisingly easily. Finally, the stone loosened, and she pulled it out.

Well, look at that!

Pleased with her success, she tried removing the stone next to it, but it was much larger, and the mortar around it was stronger.

What about the stone on the other side?

After some effort, she found she couldn’t move that one either. No, this wasn’t a way out. But why had that first stone come out so easily?

Then it hit her—maybe she wasn’t the first person to remove it. Had someone before her tried to dig their way out through here?

Curiously, she stuck her hand into the hole. It didn't seem to lead anywhere. Groping around, she felt a piece of paper—just a small scrap.

She pulled it out. In the dim room, it didn’t look particularly interesting—except for the fact that it had been hidden in the wall. But why had someone put it there? And who had put it there? Was this some sort of secret stash?

If it had been, there wasn’t much left of it now.

Alice searched the hole in the wall a little longer but didn’t find anything else. So she sat back down on her bed and thought.

After a while, a deep weariness settled over her. That’s enough for one day, she thought. Time to go to sleep. But first, she should cover her tracks!

She slid the stone back into the wall, spat into the fallen sand, and mixed it into a paste to patch up the cracks. Then she considered where to hide the spoon, reluctant to part with it now.

She finally decided to keep it with her and began tucking it under her clothes.

“Ow!” she yelped.

In the dim light, she could barely see, but she thought she might have cut herself on the spoon. Scraping it against the stones must have sharpened the edge.

She would have to be more careful.

So she pulled it out again and hid it between the bed frame and the mattress.

That’s better!

And with that final thought, she quickly fell asleep.

She hadn’t slept long. She had no idea what woke her, but when she turned her head, even in the dim light, she could see that Sara was still sitting on the bed.

This isn’t good, she thought, forcing herself to get up despite her reluctance.

She shuffled over to the girl, put her arm around her shoulders, and tried to gently lay her down. Sara’s body resisted at first, but eventually, it yielded.

Alice felt a wave of pity. Pity for this strange girl, whom she only knew by name—Sara—but who might have been completely normal just days ago. Now she was... what? A shell of her former self?

Or maybe she pitied herself, sensing that if a miracle didn’t happen, she’d soon end up like Sara—a victim of the treatment here.

Gently, she covered the girl with a blanket and smoothed out her pillow.

Wait...

When her hand brushed across the pillow, it felt like there was something inside. She smoothed it again, more carefully.

No, she wasn’t imagining it. There was something in the pillow. Something that didn’t belong there. A pillow should be completely soft—yet beneath the layers of stuffing was something hard.

This time, she carefully probed the pillow. There was no doubt about it: someone had hidden something inside—a notebook, or perhaps a thin book.

She felt around the edges of the pillow, but it seemed stitched shut on all sides; there was no way to open it in the dark, but she resolved to examine it more closely in the morning.

With this resolution in mind, she finally went to sleep.

Morning came quickly—sooner than Alice would have liked. Outside, the sky was just beginning to lighten when a key rattled in the lock, and the door creaked open.

“Up, quickly, quickly! Wash up and be ready for work in five minutes!”

Alice turned onto her side and saw Mrs. Pink—once again wearing that awful pink sweater—carrying a large metal basin and some rags. She set them on the table.

At first, Alice thought it might be breakfast, but when she got up and approached the table, she saw that the basin only contained water.

Ice-cold water.

Next to the basin lay two rags that, with a bit of imagination, could be called towels.

Alice scooped water into her hands, but before she could splash her face, she remembered Sara and turned around. The girl was once again sitting on the bed, her stare just as vacant as yesterday.

She won’t wash herself, Alice concluded. Quickly, she dampened both rags, wiping her own face with one and gently cleaning Sara’s with the other. Then she ran her wet hands through her hair...

...just as the door opened again.

“Come on,” Mrs. Pink beckoned, and this time, Alice obediently followed her.

They walked down the gray corridor, past the door where she’d been given the freezing shower yesterday, and into another room. It was a large space, at least half-filled with piles of old boxes. Some were sealed with tape, others tied with thick ropes, but Alice also noticed a few open ones.

The woman led her to a long, narrow table by the wall, where a large bowl full of colorful glass baubles sat. When Alice looked closer, she realized they were actually tiny glass beads.

To the left of the beads stood several tin containers.

“You’ll sort the beads into the tins by color,” Mrs. Pink instructed. “Once you’re done, you’ll get breakfast.”

Alice thought it would be closer to dinner by the time she finished sorting all the beads, but after yesterday, she knew better than to argue.

Mrs. Pink moved further into the room but stayed within earshot. Alice could hear her behind her: the sound of a chair scraping across the floor, followed by a creak as the woman sat down. Then came a soft clink and a jingle—probably her setting down a bunch of keys—followed by the rustle of papers.

Soon after, there was a smacking sound. Mrs. Pink was apparently eating breakfast.

Alice envied her. With each smack, her own hunger became more and more pronounced.

On any other day, she would have resisted, gotten angry, argued, and fought back against such injustice. But here, she was meek as a lamb. She wondered whether it was the place itself, the humiliation of the previous day, the injection those women had given her, or perhaps the bitter liquid she had been forced to drink.

Whatever the cause, a gnawing certainty inside her told her she couldn’t give up so easily. She had to do something. She had to get out of here. And she had to do it before it was too late. Before she ended up like Sara.

For now, though, there seemed to be no choice but to comply. She needed to sort the beads, or she wouldn’t get any food.

So, she set up five tin bowls and began dividing the beads into red, green, yellow, blue, and orange piles. As she worked, she noticed that the room must have once had two windows: the larger one on the wall to her right was now bricked up, while the smaller one—low, wide, and barred—was directly above her.

Like a prison, she thought.

Lost in thought, she worked mechanically—green bead, yellow bead, red bead... One by one, they found their way into the proper bowls.

Time passed.

Finally, only a small handful of beads remained, then just ten, then two, and—done! Alice turned around to see Mrs. Pink dozing on the chair by the door.

Was this her chance to escape?

Before she could fully form the thought, though, the woman opened her eyes. “Finished already?”

“Yes,” Alice murmured.

“Let’s have a look.” Mrs. Pink pushed herself up from the chair with a groan, walked over to the table, and scooped some beads into her hand. She poked at them with the finger of her other hand, inspecting their colors closely. Then she looked up, surprised. “It seems to be in order. Maybe you won’t be as much trouble as you seemed yesterday.”

Alice just nodded.

"Wait here!" The woman said, returning to her desk for the keys before leaving.

Alice was left alone in the room. Finally, she had the chance to take a closer look around.

Above the narrow table where she had been sorting beads until now, an old, dusty piece of paper hung beneath the barred window. Along the wall near the door lay numerous boxes, and next to them stood an old desk and Mrs. Pink's chair. Boxes were scattered near the other walls as well, and above one of them hung a grimy sink. Then there was the bricked-up window she had noticed earlier, and in one corner, a newer wall—probably sealing off an alcove.

Just as Alice was about to open one of the nearby boxes, the lock clicked and Mrs. Pink reappeared, holding a small bowl and a roll.

"Here you go," she said, handing Alice the food and returning to her desk. She bent down behind one of the boxes and tossed a small round cushion in Alice's direction. "You can sit on the floor if you want."

Alice hesitated but then sat down.

The bowl held something that tasted like sour rice pudding, and the roll was stale, but she was too hungry to care. She tried to eat slowly, but the meal vanished faster than ever.

The woman watched her intently the entire time. As soon as Alice swallowed the last bite...

"Bring it here and..."

"And the cushion, too," she added as Alice began heading to the desk with just the empty bowl.

"Now go to the box with the green stripe," the woman instructed, pointing to one of the boxes. "Take the strings from it and bring them to the table."

Alice opened the box to find bundles of thin strings cut into short lengths. She obediently took one.

"Thread beads onto each string according to the diagram on that paper above the table. And don't forget to alternate: the first string follows the first row, the second string follows the second row, and so on. Then start over from the first row after the last one."

It was only now that Alice realized the old paper, which she had thought was illegible text, was actually a diagram showing several strings with beads in various colors.

"Like..." she began to ask.

"Thread the beads as shown in the diagram—first string, first row, and so on. What's not clear?!"

Alice clenched her fists and took a deep breath.

Then she relaxed, pulled out the first string, and began threading the beads: four yellow, four red, six yellow, and six red, just as the diagram indicated. One end of each string was knotted, so the beads stayed in place, but what about the other?

"Thread one of these clasps onto the end of each string," the woman said, appearing beside her just as Alice was puzzling over how to secure the beads.

"And place the finished strings here," she added, putting two boxes on the table—one smaller, filled with strange metal clasps, and the other larger for the finished strings.

Alice took one clasp and hesitated, unsure what to do. But just as the woman opened her mouth to bark at her—she was clearly on the verge—Alice figured it out and slid the clasp onto the string's end. With a small click, the clasp held firm. She placed the finished string in the box.

The woman snorted loudly and shuffled back to her chair.

Bead by bead, string by string, Alice threaded, lost in the rhythm, aware only of the beads, the strings, and the strangely slow passage of time.

At first, it seemed like the strings would never run out, but suddenly, half of them were gone, then three-quarters... And as their number dwindled, her stomach began to rumble again.

Then she heard footsteps behind her. They paused briefly, then retreated, and finally, the door slammed shut.

For a moment, Alice considered trying something, but in the end, she just kept threading.

I’m obedient now, she thought to herself.

Moments later, the door opened again.

"Come eat," Mrs. Pink called out.

This time, Alice received a larger bowl—lentils and a piece of bread. Once again, she sat on the old cushion and devoured the food. She was unbearably and painfully hungry.

"Bring it here, take more strings, and keep threading," came the command immediately after she finished. And once again—though her former self would never have done this—Alice obeyed without protest.

Even though the task had seemed impossible at first, Alice managed to thread all the beads onto the strings well before sunset.

"See how well you're doing," Mrs. Pink praised her, her tone smug. It was as if she was saying, "See how quickly we’ve tamed you. One cold shower, one injection, one magic potion, and a bit of hunger—that’s all it took."

"Put the strings in the box with the blue stripe," she ordered, and Alice dutifully carried out the task.

The box she placed them in was already half-filled with other strings of beads.

Who had threaded those? Alice wondered. Sarah?

"Come on," Mrs. Pink said as she was already waiting at the door.

They walked out into the hallway together, but instead of returning to her room, Mrs. Pink stopped in front of the shower room.

"No, no," Alice whimpered, but the woman ignored her protests and opened the door.

"Hurry, strip, and get under the water," she commanded.

After a day spent standing at the table threading bead after bead, Alice was too exhausted to resist. Hesitantly, as though expecting a blow, she stepped into the room and obediently took off the gray clothing. She braced her hands against the tiled wall in the shower and felt the icy water hit her. Moments later, she fainted.

When she woke up, she felt herself strapped back onto the wheeled cot. Another injection was being administered.

"This one will be cured of her witchcraft quickly," one of the women standing over her said after a moment. Alice perceived everything around her as though through a fog and couldn’t tell whether it was Mrs. Red or Mrs. Pink. And honestly, she didn’t care.

It didn’t matter.

"Open your mouth and swallow," ordered the second woman as Alice barely managed to open her eyes.

The bitter liquid again.

Disgusting.

As soon as she drank it, she blacked out.

When Alice regained consciousness, she was still lying on the wheeled cot, but now she was back in the room, and it was getting dark outside. Sarah was once again sitting on her bed, with the same blank expression as before—and Alice wondered whether she had spent the entire day like that. Was this what awaited her, too? Was this what "cured" witches looked like?

She felt cold, though not as terribly as yesterday. This time, she had only a thin sheet covering her.

Slowly, she sat up, causing the clothes draped over her to fall onto the floor. She was pleased to discover that they weren’t the gray rags from yesterday but her own shirt and shorts. They weren’t even damp anymore—just terribly wrinkled.

Carefully, she leaned over and dressed herself.

She was still cold. And still drowsy. More than anything, she wanted to crawl under a blanket and sleep and sleep and sleep.

But then she remembered Sarah’s pillow, and curiosity seized her again. What could be inside it?

Determined to fight off her weariness, she got up, walked over to Sarah’s bed, and examined the pillow again. There was no doubt: something was definitely inside. Perhaps a small book.

She inspected it from all angles but even in the fading light, she couldn’t see any opening or fastener through which she could access the interior. They obviously didn’t bother with pillowcases here.

How had it gotten in there?
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