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        When gods fall… humanity rises.
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      At first, Kenzie Okuda’s summer job at the Southern Blessings clothing store had taken his mind off of waiting to enter the magic university of his dreams.

      However, after two months, it was torture. What he really wanted to do was hide in his house and wear his late father’s old clothes, coveted treasures that helped him stay sane long enough to escape from the United Republic of America. He didn’t stand a chance as a transman unless he could get over the border into the United States. His skill with magic was his ticket out. That certainty burned in his veins.

      Even with an acceptance letter from Jefferson-Crowley University and a student visa, Kenzie faced the problem of being barred entry. Kenzie and his friend Moriah Goldstein both feared rejection from the U.S. customs agents, who stood between this hellhole and freedom.

      Tomorrow was it: August 21, 2095, the day he would either succeed or fail to flee the URA.

      By noon, Kenzie felt like he would die if one more customer called him “miss.” So, of course, the antique bell on the door jingled, and a mother and daughter came into the store with an air of anxious expectancy.

      By the time they looked his way, Kenzie had pasted on a toothpaste commercial smile. “Good afternoon! God be with you.” His Georgia accent gave the words a drawl. “Can I help you, Mother?” This job required his best manners. The store manager’s lecturing voice ran through his mind: All married women are “Mother,” not “Ma’am.” Assume a woman is married until she tells you she’s not. Don’t start with “Ma’am” and switch to “Mother.”

      “God be with ya.” The woman had an even thicker Georgia accent than he did. She was standard-issue URA: brown hair tucked into a bun and a gray dress down to her ankles. No makeup, no jewelry, no bright colors. “My daughter’s lookin’ for a Dedication Sunday dress. She’s turnin’ twelve at the end of this week.”

      The girl was a miniature replica of her mother, all the way down to the gray dress, except with acne. She stared at the floor, frowning.

      “Oh, how exciting,” Kenzie said with as much warmth as he could muster. Dressed as he was, he looked no different: black hair down to his knees and a brown dress that almost dragged the floor. It made his gender dysphoria crawl all over his skin like a million fire ants. “Yes, you have to wear something special for your Dedication Ceremony.”

      What followed was roughly equivalent to wandering for forty years in the desert. All the Dedication gowns were either “so last year” or too tight on her daughter’s body, and this year’s in-vogue color, hunter green, made her daughter look sallow. Finally, Kenzie hit on the mad notion of showing the woman the shop’s bridal gowns, and it worked. The mother latched onto a Victorian-style lace gown.

      “Praise Jesus!” The woman clasped her hands in front of her chest in prayer posture. “This is just what my daughter’s been lookin’ for. We’ve been to three stores, and none of them had this exact cut. I don’t know why the designers are makin’ girls’ clothes tighter. It’s ungodly. And this dress is even in her size!”

      “Praise the Lord.” Kenzie longed to trade conversations like these for lectures in courses like Magic Science I, Mind Magic I, and Strategic Magic I. I want to learn how to perfect my telekinesis, not talk about dresses being too form-fitting.

      “Ya look just like an angel,” the mother told her still-frowning daughter. Tears welled up in her eyes. She pulled a handkerchief out of her purse and wiped her eyes.

      “I am so proud of ya.” She looked to Kenzie. “My, they grow up so fast. Already twelve years old. And think, in two years’ time, my daughter will receive her first marriage proposal. It gives me chills.”

      “Me, too,” Kenzie said. But not for the same reason as you.

      Their most dominant religion, The Apostles’ Way, had petitioned for the legal marrying age to be lowered to fourteen and won. He rang them up as quickly as possible to get them out of his air. He didn’t want to breathe the crazy.

      “Ya’ll have a blessed day,” Kenzie chirped through his fake smile.

      “Have a blessed day, too, young lady.”

      Kenzie ground his teeth at the misgendering. The bell on the door jingled as the customers exited, announcing his deliverance from them.

      He slumped over the counter. I absolutely have to get out of here.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Kenzie sat in his mother’s car, 40 feet and two vehicles away from freedom. Now that he was here, he doubted everything. Horror stories about border crossings scrolled through his head: strip searches, rejected passports, detainments, property seizures, confiscated paperwork …

      The Tennessee-Kentucky border between the United Republic of America and the United States towered high above Kenzie, his mother, and their car. Hundreds of feet of concrete topped with barbed wire kept the URA citizens trapped in hell and the U.S. citizens free of the sight of their suffering. The eight lanes of Interstate 65 North paused at this customs checkpoint beside Elizabethtown, which had become the southern-most U.S. city in Kentucky after the Second Civil War.

      Kenzie’s fear snatched him and internally dumped him off a bridge with no bungee cord. He gasped as his lungs seized.

      “What if I don’t make it? They won’t care about you. You’re White. And you have a PhD and scholarly books published and tenure as a professor. And no one knows you can do magic. You’re everything they would want to accept, anyway. And you’re not even the one staying! But I look like Dad.”

      He pointed at his “forbidden” almond-shaped eyes and his lack of a double eyelid.

      “They’ll reject me. They’ll never take me. I’m only half White!” He ran his fingers into his long, black hair. Why am I even trying this? I’m crazy! Supposedly, the U.S. is less racist than the URA, but not by much.

      He still felt traumatized by the pastor of his church praying over him the previous Sunday. There had been a shooting at an Asian market in Louisville, Kentucky three weeks ago, and two victims were Japanese. The gunman had said he wanted to kill all the Chinese immigrants in Louisville, but he’d opened fire on the entire market. Hearing in detail what his pastor supposedly hadn’t wanted to happen to him left him wracked with terror, neck muscles so tight he’d had a nonstop headache.

      Turning back would be better than being stuck at the border in a detainment cell for three days because we broke a rule we didn’t even know existed—or one they make up because they see my face and pitch a racist fit. His mind raced over the list of contraband items again from the Homeland Security Administration website: no guns, no fruit, no cigars, no alcohol, no drugs...

      The truck in front passed through the gate, and the SUV ahead of them rolled forward. Kenzie’s mom eased forward as well, her knuckles white from gripping the steering wheel. Her blonde hair was bound in a tight French braid, and she wore a black dress down to her ankles with a black blazer. At least for the URA, it was pristine professional attire.

      “Moriah made it.” Alexandria Okuda’s voice was tight but calm. “She texted you that she didn’t have any problems. And everyone says they make exceptions for college students. It has to be true or Jefferson-Crowley University wouldn’t have accepted you.”

      “I’m not White.” Kenzie inhaled until his lungs expanded fully, pressing the seatbelt out. Of course, Moriah is part Jewish, he tried to reason with himself. But then again, she looks White. Okay, fine. Goldstein is an obvious Jewish name, but most people don’t keep track of that stuff anymore. And people claim the U.S. isn’t as bigoted against magicians. The customs agents probably didn’t even blink when Moriah came through.

      Logic was not comforting.

      The SUV pulled away, and the quick exit did not surprise Kenzie. It had New York plates. That lucky person was a U.S. citizen returning home. Who would come to the URA, even to visit family? Maybe it’s a journalist. But if the U.S. cares about what’s going on, why haven’t they done anything? He couldn’t understand the line of cars in the opposite, in-bound lane. You’re all crazy.

      Alexandria pulled forward. The sign said to roll open all windows, so she did, admitting a blast of August heat, the stench of exhaust, and the furious yelling of the customs agent one stall over. Kenzie tensed. Is someone being arrested? Am I next?

      A White man with a long, bored face and black hair stepped up to the driver’s door. On Kenzie’s side, a petite blonde woman with blue eyes stepped up, a vision of Aryan perfection. They wore identical uniforms: black button up shirts and pants, a belt with a digital walkie-talkie, a baton, and a gun. On their shoulders were the embroidered insignias of the U.S. Customs and Border Protection. Already this was a taste of the gender equality in the U.S.: women could wear pants and work in security jobs.

      “State the nature of your business,” the man drawled, his voice flat. “What is your purpose in visiting the U.S.?”

      “My daughter is a student at Jefferson-Crowley University.” Alexandria handed her passport to the man. “I’m taking her to get settled into the dorm.”

      The woman held out her hand to Kenzie. “Passport, please.”

      Kenzie handed over his green passport book with its computer chip, heart racing. Please don’t reject me. His passport said he was female, so there was no way around this part, not to mention the fact he wore a floor-length navy dress.

      “Acceptance letter.” The woman motioned with her hand.

      Kenzie handed over the paperwork the university had sent. Few paper products still existed in first world countries, but paperwork for customs was an exception. Both e-copies and paper copies were required.

      “Show me your e-copy,” the man said.

      Alexandria handed over her phone.

      The agents stepped back into their booths and scanned both copies’ official seals and codes at their stations, and the woman returned, clenching the paper copy. She scrutinized Kenzie, her blue eyes inspecting his brown ones, his black hair, and his East Asian appearance.

      “So. You’re a magician.” Her tone was curt. Her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “I am.” Kenzie’s voice wavered. And here it is: You’re too brown, and you’re a nasty little magician. Entry denied. He squeezed his seatbelt with his hands.

      Her eyes narrowed. “What’s your specialty?”

      “Telekinesis.” Why do you care? Or will my answer make a difference in whether you let me in? Kenzie’s breaths quickened until he panted. A sweat broke out on his upper lip.

      “Oh.” The woman’s expression relaxed. “We’ll need more of you when the Reunified Soviet Union invades both our countries.” She held out the paperwork. “I hope you can graduate before it happens.”

      “God, me, too.” Kenzie accepted the paper with a shaking hand.

      The man handed Alexandria’s cellphone back. “Take good care of that one, lady. We don’t have enough telekinetic soldiers.”

      “I absolutely will.” Alexandria’s tone was emphatic.

      So my specific ability won the day? Kenzie’s heart pounded in his ears until he felt half-deaf. If they’ll let me in, I can have a real life.

      “How long will your visit be?” The man’s voice remained flat and bored.

      “For me, just one day, sir,” Alexandria said. “Kenzie has a scholarship for the entire school year.”

      The man typed into his tablet and then held it out. “So noted. Thumb print here.”

      Alexandria pressed her thumb to the screen.

      The blonde woman held out her tablet. “I recorded your student visa as lasting a standard college academic year, as per your paperwork. Your legal permission to reside in the U.S. will expire on May 31, 2096. Record your thumb print here.” She pointed at a box on her screen.

      Kenzie stuck his hand out the window, glanced over the screen to make sure it really said May 31, and then pressed down his thumb, electronically recorded and tracked for the U.S. government.

      “Proceed,” the man drawled.

      “Good luck with college,” the woman said.

      “Thank you.” Kenzie trembled in his seat. What? They’re going to let me through because of my telekinesis? Really?

      The gate bar lifted, and Alexandria rolled the car forward, hitting the gas once she was clear. In front of them were eight lanes of U.S. highway, and now they were only 45 minutes from Jefferson-Crowley University in Louisville, Kentucky.

      Alexandria closed the windows as the wind shear picked up. “Okay, we’re in. Now we have options. We can stop here in Elizabethtown and pick out men’s clothes for you, and you can get a haircut, too. Or we can wait until Louisville to do those things.”

      “Now.” Kenzie’s shock at being admitted to the U.S. was offset by his burning need to get out of his dress and have his hair cut for the first time in his life. “And I want chest binders, too.”

      “You got it.” Alexandria took the first off ramp, where both she and Kenzie discovered the stunning fashions of the U.S.
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        * * *

      

      A rainbow had barfed all over the clothing store: impudent neon reds, greens, and oranges, bold purples and blues competing for which color was richer, and splashes of yellow here and there. Not only that, but also the sizing charts assumed everyone wanted their clothes to be form-fitting.

      Kenzie shot past the women’s clothing and buried himself in the men’s department, snatching up not only jeans but also shorts and t-shirts, preparing to bare his arms and legs.

      After that shopping spree, they located the nearest hair salon, and Kenzie had his hair bobbed up to his jaw and fixed in a sleek style the hairstylist called “boy band chic.”

      And so Kenzie Okuda arrived at Jefferson-Crowley University in men’s jean shorts, a black t-shirt, and short hair. Even though he was required to live in the women’s dorm because he was pre-gender affirming surgery, he was so thrilled with his haircut and shorts that he didn’t care. He’d been around girls and women his entire life. He knew how to get along with them. Having female dorm suitemates would be fine.

      Alexandria parked by the row of dorms, and Kenzie climbed out and glanced around. Red brick buildings surrounded him, all of them at least three stories high. The leaves of towering maple and oak trees rustled in the wind. Sidewalks crossed green, manicured lawns, and the sweet scent of freshly cut grass filled the air. So this is my new home. At least for the next four years. God, I hope I can get a job in the U.S. when I graduate.

      His mom climbed out and walked around the chair, pulling him into a hug.

      “You’re free. I’m so happy for you! No matter what, you’re fighting to stay here, regardless of what it takes. You hear me? Don’t worry about me. Fight. Fight with everything you have. Because your true self is always worth fighting for.”

      Tears burned Kenzie’s eyes, and he embraced her tightly. “Okay. I will.”

      Before he ended up sobbing, Kenzie released her and fished his two rolling suitcases out of the trunk. He extended the handles and pulled them behind him as he walked away.

      For all he knew, he had just ridden in his mom’s car for the last time. She might have become, with this life decision, a face on a laptop screen or a voice on a phone. His mom might remain trapped in the URA until her death, and never seeing her again might prove to be the price of his freedom from lifelong oppression.

      As crushing as that was, Kenzie cemented her words in his heart: I will fight with everything I have.

      And I cannot afford to fail.
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      Kenzie tugged his suitcases down the sidewalk, passing by a row of identical red brick dorm buildings. Like some apartment houses, two suites occupied each level with an outdoor stairwell centered between the suites.

      Spying suite 243-C, he turned down the walkway, the towering maple trees in the yard shading him from the summer sun, and then entered the stairwell, hauling his suitcases upstairs to the landing. Using the student ID bracelet that had arrived in the mail as part of his welcome pack, he presented his ID to the door scanner, and it unlocked and opened.

      Rolling the suitcases inside with him, Kenzie entered a short hallway and spied the living room at the end. As he exited the hallway, a second hallway led to four tiny bedrooms, and a bathroom stretched to the left. He bypassed it and walked into the living room, which extended into a full kitchen on the left.

      Kenzie scanned the suite that would be his home for the next four years, since he intended to stay enrolled year-round. It was a basic apartment with white walls, brown burlap carpet, and white Venetian blinds on the windows. Two brown chairs and a brown couch, which bore more resemblance to office furniture, filled the seating area, along with an oak end table and coffee table. The kitchen held an oak table, oak cabinets, and a stainless steel stove, microwave, and refrigerator.

      This setup looked no different in the U.S. than in the URA. Kenzie faced no real technological surprises, either. Everyone said the U.S. was more advanced than the URA, but the speed of technological advancements in both countries had slowed to a crawl thanks to the financial devastation of World War III and the Second Civil War.

      With the exception of magic science, their technological innovations lagged compared to countries like Japan, Australia, and Germany.

      Releasing the suitcase handles, Kenzie sighed. My first apartment. Sort of.

      Moriah Goldstein, his good friend from high school, rounded the corner from the bedroom hallway. She wore traditional URA clothing: a floor-length white prairie dress with a blue daisy print. It hugged her waist, revealing how tiny she was.

      “Kenzie!” Her brown eyes widened comically. “What did you do to your hair?”

      Kenzie gawked in return. Moriah had bleached her long black curls blonde and tied them into two pigtails on either side of her head. “You dyed your hair!”

      “You cut yours off!”

      They stared at each other.

      Kenzie laughed. “Well, I guess we both had the same reaction to getting our freedom. We changed our hair.” No way am I telling her I’m trans. I don’t know how she’ll react. I’ve never heard her even say the word “trans.”

      “Do you think it’s too sinful?” Moriah rubbed one hand over her bangs.

      Kenzie shot her a look. “People all over the world dye their hair. It’s no big deal.”

      “But our pastor would still say I’m sinning.” Moriah’s gaze traveled down Kenzie’s body, taking in the t-shirt and shorts. “You went all the way.”

      “Absolutely.” Kenzie vibrated inside, expecting Moriah to lecture him about morals and the Bible. I have to stand my ground.

      An East Asian woman swept out of the bedroom hallway and grinned at Kenzie. Like Moriah, she had bleached blonde hair and pigtails, but her hair only reached her jaw. She sported a summer tan and wore a hot pink, spaghetti strap tank top with a short white skirt covered in hot pink polka dots.

      “Hey! An Asie like me!”

      “Asie?” Kenzie echoed, lost. Wow! So much bare skin!

      “Oh, I mean someone of East Asian descent.” She held out her hand, revealing her electric blue fingernail polish. “I’m Zoe Wang. Nice to meet ’cha!”

      Kenzie shook her hand, preoccupied with the fingernail polish for a moment. He only saw polish in old movies; in the URA, women weren’t allowed to wear it. “Kenzie Okuda.”

      “Nice to see an Asie face on this campus.” Zoe released his hand and bopped into the kitchen, all sunshine and energy.

      “It’s so Aryan around here. I haven’t even seen one Black student. That’s creepy.” She yanked open the refrigerator, pulled out a Coke can, and popped it open. “We POCs have gotta stick together!”

      Kenzie smiled and relaxed. At least I’m not stuck with three White students who think I’m ruining their White party.

      “Zoe bleached my hair for me.” Moriah padded over to the worn brown couch and sat, arranging the folds of her prairie dress and staring at her lap, head bowed. “I just wanted to look different. You know, have a fresh start here at college.”

      “Well, sure.” Kenzie winced at the sheer level of fear in Moriah’s wobbling voice. “Everyone should want to break out of their box when they reach college. We’re adults now.”

      Moriah smiled at her lap.

      “I did great, right?” Zoe bounced over to one chair and plopped down sideways, her legs dangling over the arm. “I should have a side gig as a cosmetologist.”

      Kenzie smiled. I like your spirit.

      The door opened, and Kenzie turned to meet his final suitemate. A young woman with straight black hair down past her waist entered, carrying a red and blue Jefferson-Crowley University shopping bag. She wore a black Victorian gown with bell sleeves—the height of fashion in the URA. Her dark brown eyes were dull, and she had a straight, strong nose with no dip.

      “This is Kenzie Okuda,” Moriah said from the couch.

      “Rachel Abrams.” She held out her hand. Like Kenzie and Moriah, she wore no fingernail polish and no makeup.

      Kenzie shook her hand. “I’m from Georgia. You?”

      “Georgia. Atlanta, specifically.”

      “I’m from Seattle.” Zoe swung her legs back and forth, and her white patent flip-flops nearly fell off her feet. “Looks like I’m the only U.S. native in this suite.”

      “You’re in for quite the education, then,” Kenzie said.

      Zoe grinned. “I enjoy learning about other cultures.”

      Rachel held up the bag, which had JCU’s crest pictured in the middle. It featured a shield crossed by a sword and a wand. In the shield’s corners were sections, each displaying the symbol of an element: fire, water, earth, and air. A golden chalice sat in the center between the four quarters.

      “You might want to go buy your uniforms. The line at the store is short right now.”

      Kenzie tried to comprehend that a store could be open on Sundays.

      “You didn’t just order them through the internet?” Zoe asked.

      Kenzie shook his head. “The shipping cost to the URA is really high.” He grabbed his suitcase handles. “So which bedroom is mine?”

      “You got left with the first one,” Moriah said. “We kind of picked ours out already. I’m surprised you didn’t arrive sooner.”

      “I worked until the last possible moment,” Kenzie said. “And the first one is fine.”

      He rolled his suitcases around the corner and entered the first bedroom, which was on the left. A tiny room with an oak twin bed, nightstand, desk, and chest of drawers presented itself. It had an equally tiny window and closet. He shrugged and left his suitcases by the closet. It’ll do. Anything’s better than being trapped in the URA.

      Before heading to the store, Kenzie returned to the kitchen and fished a Coke out of the refrigerator. I’m not going back out into the 100-degree weather without a Coke. He popped open the can and swigged half of it down; the carbonation burned his throat.

      Rachel stood at the kitchen window, which made an L-shape with the long bank of windows filling the living room wall. She narrowed her eyes at whatever she stared at.

      “What’s up?” Kenzie crossed the white tile, his new men’s sneakers silencing his footsteps.

      He glanced out the window. At first, all he saw was the leafy canopy of an oak tree and the red brick side of their neighboring dorm.

      Then, below on the sidewalk, a tall man wearing a black top hat sauntered into view and stopped by a lamppost fashioned like an antique oil lamppost. He appeared perhaps seven feet tall, given how he measured against the post, and he wore a black suit with coattails. He swayed on his feet.

      “A top hat?” Kenzie took another sip of Coke, noting that it tasted only half as sweet as a Coke in the URA. Why such a huge difference? “No one in the U.S. wears top hats. Bowler hats have been in style for at least five years now.”

      “Then he’s not from the U.S.,” Rachel murmured. She turned and marched out of the kitchen. “Maybe it’s some kind of welcome week event.”

      The man blinked out of sight, and Kenzie jerked backward. “He just vanished!”

      “It was probably illusionary magic, then,” Zoe said from her chair. “Maybe someone’s having a contest to see who can cast an illusion the longest. There’s a big contest tonight to see who can summon fire the best. You have to light as many candles as possible in ten seconds. The winner gets a free JCU t-shirt.”

      Kenzie’s stomach tightened. He experienced the same dark feeling he had right before learning his dad’s cancer returned. You’re wrong. That was something else. Something not good.

      “Really? I’ll pull up the JCU webpage and see what else is on for tonight.” He strove to sound casual.

      “Pick something you’re great at,” Zoe said. “Otherwise, the seniors will just call you naff.”

      Naff? Oh, God. I’ve got to learn U.S. slang—and fast.

      “I believe you.” Kenzie gulped the rest of his Coke and dropped the can into the recycling machine, using the opening tagged aluminum. Then he pulled out his phone and left, using the campus map app to navigate to the supply store, which sold school uniforms and other items like JCU flags, scarves, mugs, and tumblers.

      When he returned to his room, Kenzie unpacked and then settled on his bed with his phone. He studied U.S. culture by streaming U.S. television programs. Now that he had unlimited, unrestricted access to U.S. media, he needed to find out what he was dealing with. Just hearing newscasters, game show hosts, and characters on sitcoms made him worry.

      He took notes on his phone: Don’t call anyone “bro” or “sis;” don’t say “God be with you” with every greeting; don’t pray over meals; don’t greet elders with “Mother” or “Father.” And there was a huge list of slang words people his age were using.

      Good words were “smoky,” “snazz,” “lish,” “mythical,” and “deranged,” but “bot,” “murk,” “feeder,” “woob,” and “naff” were bad. After a while, his brain went numb, and he felt overwhelmed. He pocketed his phone and headed to the Idoni Student Building for supper, hoping he educated himself well enough to survive his first day of classes.

      However, something worried him more than not knowing the local slang. He was plagued the rest of the night by the memory of the man wearing the top hat, and by the time he climbed into bed, he knew what he sensed:

      Twisted magic.
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      In the morning, Kenzie awakened at 8:28 AM, two minutes before his phone alarm went off, a stunning feat from such a dedicated night owl.

      Adrenaline crashed into his blood, shooting him into clear-headedness without coffee. My first day of college, my first course in magic. No more behind-the-scenes personal trainers. This is the real deal.

      He shot out of bed, galvanized, and pulled on the black university uniform, relishing in its pants. Men’s clothes! He barely registered the rest of his morning routine between his nervousness over his new classes and his joy over his gender-appropriate outfit.

      At 8:52, Kenzie zipped out of his dorm and down the stairs to the concrete sidewalk. With the morning heat and sun intensifying, his skin faced the threat of blistering.

      According to the forecast, it seemed like a typical August day in Kentucky, with a high of 102 degrees. The aggressive cheerfulness of the bright sun, chirping robins, and green grass glowing in the morning light only tightened Kenzie’s nerves. The entire world seemed to yell “Yay!” while he faced the rude awakening to whatever the U.S. called magical education.

      Passing by red brick buildings and towering oak trees, Kenzie reached Griffen Hall and sprinted up the porch steps. The automatic doors snapped open, admitting him into the air-conditioned lobby with its wooden floor and crystal chandeliers. Moriah awaited him, looking odd in the university’s elite uniform of a knee-length white skirt with a white women’s blazer.

      “I was afraid you’d be late,” Moriah said as they ran down the hallway to room 105.

      “You know me,” Kenzie drawled. “College won’t cure me of sleeping in.”

      As they entered, several students glanced up from their computer terminals, and their gazes landed on Moriah. Kenzie wasn’t surprised. Not only was Moriah beautiful with her long blonde hair curled into ringlets and bound into two pigtails, but she also was a Goldstein, the newest magician family to achieve the rank of magician nobility.

      Whispers erupted through the classroom. Kenzie caught snippets such as “Goldstein,” “healing magic,” “ranked second,” and “the United Republic of America.”

      Moriah blushed, averted her eyes, and peered around at the empty desks. Since all the terminals were full, except a few in the front row, Moriah pulled Kenzie to the side of the room and took the first desk by the wall. Kenzie dropped into the next desk over, feeling self-conscious.

      However, the feeling had nothing to do with his near lateness and everything to do with wearing pants. No matter how wild it was, he couldn’t help envisioning everyone realizing he didn’t have the right to wear pants, holding him down, and stripping them off. Seeing a few other female students in the pants uniform didn’t help. They were from the U.S. They’d been born with the right. He hadn’t.

      Once Moriah and he got settled, the whispers died. Then a male Asian student with light brown skin and black hair muttered to the man next to him, “Ten other people saw the guy in the top hat last night.”

      The man, a redhead with pale skin, shifted in his chair. “Disappearing spells, though?”

      The first man sighed. “I know. I need more data.”

      “It won’t happen again,” a third man said. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but not good-looking. “Seniors run experiments all the time around here. It was just a prank or someone’s pre-semester homework.”

      Kenzie cringed. They saw that man, too. And it wasn’t a welcome week event or a contest. I knew it! It’s twisted magic of some kind. But why?

      Unlike high school, no bell rang. Instead, the professor strolled into the room. She was a short, tiny, East Asian woman with long, wavy, black hair. She wore a deep purple pantsuit.

      “I’m Dr. Kitamori.” Her Japanese accent was noticeable, but not too thick.

      Kenzie sat up straighter at hearing the accent. His dad was the only Japanese person he ever knew. He never even met his paternal grandparents.

      “Welcome to Magic Application II,” Dr. Kitamori continued. “Take a good look at the students around you. You are the top 20 freshman we accepted this year.”

      Kenzie glanced around. Some students smiled, one looked bored, and the rest appeared nervous, their eyes wide and their lips pinched. Kenzie identified with the latter set. His heart raced.

      He still couldn’t believe his test scores qualified him for Magic Application II. What if I tested out of Magic Application I just to fall on my face? I don’t know what the first course covered. All I know is a computer put me here.

      “As evidenced by the fact you tested out of Mag App I, you represent the magicians we expect to become the leading edge in magic, not just in magical prowess, but also in magic research.” Dr. Kitamori walked toward the back of the room as she spoke.

      Just hearing those expectations crushed Kenzie. I did well to get here at all! Now I have to be the best of the best or else? He couldn’t imagine himself as a leader in anything.

      “Gone are the days of bearded hags with warts bent over cauldrons chanting ‘Double, double, toil, and trouble.’”

      Half the class chuckled. Kenzie smiled half-heartedly. Oh, that’s not what people in the URA think of you. They think you’re demon worshippers drinking baby blood and having orgies under the full moon.

      “This is science. This is engineering.” Dr. Kitamori stopped by the opaque doors set into the back wall. “And this is the future of warfare.”

      Whispers and scrapes filled the room as the students shifted, and Kenzie bounced his knee. Another war is the last thing I want. If World War IV breaks out, we’ll all be drafted, male and female, because we’re magicians.

      He thought of the customs agent and her comment about the Reunified Soviet Union. He imagined being ordered to use his telekinesis to rip someone to shreds and felt cold. Oh, yeah. I totally came here to learn how to be a murderer. What is the cost of escaping the URA?

      “This class is about building your skills in casting spells.” Dr. Kitamori punched a code into a numerical pad by the doors and then held her thumb against the fingerprint scanner. “We’ll focus on your casting speed, casting power, and casting accuracy, besides challenging you to expand your spell repertoire.”

      The doors slid open and revealed a second classroom, this one without desk terminals. It was three times the size of the current classroom and filled with spell casting stations. Each one had a platform with a computer. Four-foot-tall steel walls partitioned the stations. The white floor, ceiling, and walls mixed with the steel gave the room an institutional feel.

      Kenzie stared at the gleaming stations with their state-of-the-art computers. Jefferson-Crowley University held true to its reputation as an ivy league magic university: nothing but the best.

      Dr. Kitamori gestured at the room. “As you may know, each station is set up to make you practice a different skill or spell. The stations average your score. Then the main computer averages all your scores for the class period. You get a daily rating, but the weekly rating matters more. The rankings are posted on the wall. This is a hands-on class with few lectures. Go ahead and begin. Your goal is to familiarize yourself with each machine today. Your syllabus is in the class portal. You can read it online.”

      Kenzie sat still, silent and unsure of himself, and so did Moriah. Everyone else stood, leaving their backpacks or purses by their desks. Kenzie traded looks with Moriah, and they stood as well, following the other students into the lab.

      As the students fanned out, Moriah pointed at the farthest station. A White guy with spiky, brown hair walked up to its computer. To Kenzie’s surprise, one of his ears was pierced. He looked like a punk crammed into a stuffy black uniform. Seeing him helped Kenzie relax. So not all the students here are preppy.

      “This one?” Moriah asked.

      Kenzie nodded, and they joined the guy, clustering around the station and reading the instruction screen. The sign over the station read “Elemental Magic.”

      “This is pretty basic,” the guy said. “You just use whatever element you want to practice. You get up to three tries.”

      “That’s not bad.” Kenzie gazed up at him. He was kind of cute in an unconventional way, with brown eyes and a few pale freckles.

      “What’s your name?”

      He smiled. “Logan Steensen.”

      Kenzie suppressed a flinch, trying to avoid any outward reaction. The Steensen clan was one of the Noble Seven, the top magician clans of the United States.

      “I’m Kenzie Okuda, and this is Moriah Goldstein.” He gestured to his suitemate.

      “Hi.” Moriah tugged on her skirt hem, her shyness clearly taking over.

      Since the women’s skirt uniform was knee-length, she was uncomfortable. The only skin women in the URA were allowed to show was their face.

      “Goldstein,” Logan echoed. “So you’re the one who took second place on the entrance exam. I heard about your family getting into the Noble Three in the URA. Congrats. That’s stonking.”

      Moriah blushed, her tan skin turning a shade of dull rose. She stared at her feet. “Ah, well, yes. Thank you.”

      “The Goldsteins are amazing,” Kenzie said. “They deserved the ‘promotion’ to nobility.”

      He smothered a sigh. ‘Stonking.’ Yet another word to keep track of. At least it’s a compliment.

      “Second place is totally smoky,” Logan said. “You should be proud.”

      Moriah tugged at the hem of her uniform skirt again. All the ivy league universities switched to required uniforms, with Jefferson-Crowley offering both black and white versions. Moriah purchased only the white.

      “Is…is it normal to do everything on a computer?”

      “It’s just like my high school,” Logan said. “So, yeah. Is it different where you came from?”

      “We had personal trainers,” Moriah said. “It’s weird to be evaluated by a machine.”

      “People think the computers are more fair,” Logan said in a reassuring tone.

      Moriah’s brow furrowed. “Fairness is a godly concept. How can a machine understand fairness?”

      “Well, computers can be programmed to be unfair, but that’s unethical,” Logan said. “A person still has to design the programs on the computers, and those people are held to standards of impartiality. Unlike a human, computers can be programmed to be as fair as possible and never deviate. They’re never tempted or swayed by biases.”

      Moriah raised her head and smiled timidly at that. “So the computers are more like angels.”

      “I guess. Yeah.”

      Kenzie’s face burned with embarrassment. You must think we’re freaks. Everything goes back to religion for us.

      His skin prickled at standing so close to Moriah. It didn’t take a genius to see that hanging out with her was going to get him in trouble.

      Funny. In high school, Moriah was always the one protecting me from the popular kids by letting me into her circle. As long as I was in her study groups, no one would pick on me for having a Japanese dad.

      “You can go first.” Logan gestured at the terminal. “I don’t care if I have to wait in line.”

      Kenzie stepped up and let the computer scan the school ID bracelet. As soon as the computer displayed his name, he concentrated on the reservoir of his magic. He was past the point in his life when he needed to close his eyes. That was an amateur thing little kids did. Instead, he touched on the deep well inside his chest and relaxed. Tingling, vibrating pressure rose through his body.

      When the pressure wave reached his hands, he grabbed the air around him as if it were made of clear, thin ribbons of gossamer fabric. Pulling and gathering, he fought the air as it pushed back. Gathering air felt like trying to push enormous magnets together at the matching poles. The air struggled to escape his hold as it ionized.

      When he couldn’t hold on any longer, he aimed his hands at the station and unleashed a torrent of wind. Sensors all around the station flashed blue, and the metal walls contained the blast. As the wind gust hit, a loud whomp announced Kenzie’s level of force. The air pressure around him changed so drastically that his ears popped. He winced.

      I hate elemental magic. The sensors triggered vacuum pumps behind vents in the walls to suck up the air instead of blowing it back in Kenzie’s face.

      The monitor on the podium registered his score: 82%. Elemental magic was not Kenzie’s strong suit, so after two more blasts, he averaged an 83%. With a B that low, I don’t look like a top 20 student. Ugh.

      Since Moriah was next, Kenzie paused to watch her. Moriah braced her feet and spread her hands, then brought her hands together and bowed her head. She stayed in that repose of silent prayer for a few seconds. Then she flung out her hands and summoned a single blast of muddy water, perhaps from the nearby Ohio River. The sensors glowed, and a drain on the station’s floor siphoned away the water. Her score registered as a 99%.

      Kenzie smiled. “I see you didn’t lose any ground over the summer.”

      “I couldn’t afford to.” Moriah ducked her head. “Once my family became one of the Noble Three, my parents made me practice every day, even on Sunday, although working on Sunday is a sin.” She tugged on the end of one pigtail.

      “Our pastor prayed to God about it, and he said that this is my calling. But our pastor didn’t say anything about working Sundays.”

      Logan stepped up next, and five more students lined up behind him. “Hey, if your pastor said it’s your calling, you’re Gucci, right?”

      “I guess we better move on,” Kenzie said, uncomfortable with the implied question.

      He didn’t believe people went to hell just for working on Sundays. Or at all. Also, he didn’t know what “Gucci” meant, and he was sure Moriah didn’t either.

      Glancing around, he picked a station with a short line. Moriah and he ended up behind three White women with platinum blonde hair, all of whom wore the white women’s pants uniform. The tallest woman struck Kenzie as a natural blonde, but he could tell by their roots that the other two had bleached their hair.

      The tallest woman scanned her ID and held out her hand. There were five rubber blocks on the station floor, and when the woman’s hands glowed green, the blocks floated upward four feet into the air. Several sensors flashed blue around the station walls. Then the cubes slammed back onto the floor, and the sensors in the floor flashed blue as well. The computer scored the woman at 99%.

      With a sinking sensation, Kenzie realized the station measured gravity spells. Gravity magic was his worst weakness.

      Where’s the station for what I’m good at? This is a nightmare. All I need now is to have forgotten John 3:16 in front of a group of angry church deacons, and it’ll be complete.

      “Mythical, Iona!” said the woman with a pixie haircut. Her hair was cropped so short Kenzie thought she looked boyish.

      “You’re so mythical I’m dying,” said the last woman, whose hair hung straight to her jaw.

      Iona turned away from the station.

      “What can I say? I’m the snazz.” She had a thick accent that Kenzie thought was a New Jersey one, at least based on historical movies from the 1950s he saw.

      Now facing their way, Iona halted and stared at Moriah with wide eyes.

      Kenzie wanted to bolt, but he thought of the day three girls had surrounded him in a school bathroom and made supposedly “Chinese” noises at him, a kind of “ning, ying, wan” of faked Mandarin words. Moriah stormed in and called them out for un-Christian behavior.

      Iona scanned Moriah from head to foot. She grimaced and tilted her head, her blonde ponytail falling sideways.

      “Wow. I heard we accepted four people from the URA this year, but I didn’t believe it until now.” She pointed at Moriah’s hair, which reached her thighs. “Oh, honey. This is the United States. Cut that stuff off. You have three feet of dead ends.”

      The other two women snorted with laughter.

      Moriah pressed her hands to her hair and stared at her feet.

      Kenzie flushed. A chemical burn scorched him at witnessing Moriah get bullied for the first time. Since Moriah was Christian, none of the kids at school had cared about her Jewish heritage, no doubt because her skin wasn’t “too dark” for URA sensibilities.

      In his peripheral vision, Kenzie saw other students glance their way and then move on to other stations, choosing not to get involved. Typical.

      “It’s the least you can do,” said the woman with the pixie cut. “But more importantly, you two need to keep in mind this is magic science. Don’t be one of those people walking around saying you’re borrowing Jesus’ holy powers or whatever.”

      At that, Moriah raised her head and stared at the woman. “John 14:12 tells us how humans gained access to divine workings. I’m not borrowing anything. Divine power is the reward of faith.”

      Iona and the two other women burst into laughter.

      “What?” Iona asked through gasping breaths. Her friends giggled too hard to speak. “I expected you to be a woob, but you’re a murk. Oh my God.”

      “Taking the Lord’s name in vain is a sin!” Moriah snapped.

      “Right, right…but is that as bad as a fashion sin?” Iona asked.

      Her friends had regained their breath, but now they doubled over with breathless laughter.

      Tears welled up in Moriah’s brown eyes, and her chin trembled.

      Kenzie glared at the bullies. So meanness is the name of the game, huh? Then this isn’t so different from home after all. “Hey, Nazi Girl, you and your two hyenas are the fashion crime.”

      Moriah gasped.

      Iona and the two other women fell silent. Then Iona reddened, her fair skin showing her anger. “What did you call me?”

      “A Nazi or fashion crime? Because you’re both,” Kenzie said, deadpan and dropping into stone-cold stoicism. He’d chased off bullies when Moriah wasn’t around by being even ruder than they were.

      Iona crossed her arms. “Who are you, and why are you fanning this murk?”

      Kenzie was glad he’d watched TV last night so he could track the slang.

      “I’m not fanning her. I’m defending her from you, you girlbot. What makes you so mythical? You’re attacking Moriah because you’re threatened by her test scores.”

      “What? No!” Iona shrieked.

      Kenzie ran a hand through his short hair, lifting his chin and staring down his nose at her. “I don’t believe you.”

      “The way you’re white knighting so hard, you must be one of those Jesus freaks yourself,” Iona said.

      “Please. Not everyone from the URA believes in Jesus.” Kenzie already prepared for U.S. students to heap shame on him. He wasn’t going to accept being buried in hot coals. “I stopped being Christian when I was sixteen. I’m atheist.”

      “Sure you are,” Iona said. “I bet you think that’s the snazz thing to say.”

      “And you apparently think that the snazz thing to say when you’re afraid of someone beating you on the class scoreboard is that you don’t like their hair,” Kenzie said.

      “I’m not afraid of Moriah Goldstein, and I’m not afraid of you!” Iona dropped her arms and propped a hand on her hip.

      “Yeah,” the woman with the boyish haircut said. “She’s an Anderson.”

      Although he fought to keep a straight face, Kenzie wondered if he cringed.

      The Andersons were another of the Noble Seven clans, although there was no way for Kenzie to know if Iona was from the main family or a branch family. All he knew was that Iona looked the part of an Anderson clan princess: pale skin, slim figure, platinum blonde hair, baby blue eyes, a pert nose, and full and shapely lips. If Iona had been wearing modest clothes, she would’ve looked like a model in a URA women’s aspirational magazine. A “fashion” magazine was too shallow for the URA.

      Instead, they had colorful online magazines with videos of gorgeous women in fashionable head-to-toe outfits talking about their faith. Kenzie could only guess that Iona was attractive by U.S. standards.

      “And what’s your name? What’s your flex?” the woman with the hair down to her jaw asked Kenzie.

      Flex? He cursed that his knowledge of slang only went so far. “Kenzie Okuda.”

      Iona sneered. “Never heard of you or your clan.”

      Kenzie smirked. “Didn’t you hear Dr. Kitamori? This class comprises the top 20 incoming freshmen. Obviously, I’m one of them.”

      Iona’s brow furrowed, and she stared off at the corner of the room.

      “Oh, yeah. I remember seeing your name. You took 17th place. So you made it into our class. Barely.” She locked gazes with Kenzie and leaned in. “You know, at JCU, anything less than a B in a magic course is the same as failing.”

      “Of course I know,” Kenzie bit out. He was all too aware. His scholarship and therefore his visa were riding on his grades. “I also know talking doesn’t make scores on machines and we’re halfway through our lab period.”

      Iona looked at the clock on the wall, blanched, and ran across the room. Her two friends followed her.

      “Oh, I am not coming back here later to finish! I have a nail appointment.”

      “Ivy league, magic nobility, and rich,” Kenzie drawled. “Worst combination ever.”

      “Definitely.” Moriah sighed.

      At the end of class, everyone bunched around the computer display on the wall. Kenzie waited with Moriah until the crowd cleared, and then he stepped up to read the screen. The top 10 rankings were listed in bold, followed by the bottom 10 in regular font.

      Kenzie found himself in 19th place and wilted, his shoulders slouching.

      Moriah patted his arm. “You’ll get better as you go.”

      “But look at you.” Kenzie pointed to third place, trying to hide his horror at his own score. “You kicked ass today.”

      “Kenzie,” Moriah hissed. “Language!”

      Kenzie shrugged.

      “It’s just ‘ass.’ We’re in college now. Aren’t you going to enjoy some freedom?” He turned away from the computer. “The actual big deal is losing our student visas and, in my case, my scholarship.”

      “Right. You can’t afford this.” Moriah bit her lip.

      Kenzie stared at the leader board.

      Second to last place is not gonna cut it for me. This is my big chance to experience freedom, and if I don’t stay on the honor roll, I’m going to lose my scholarship, my visa, and my freedom. Then it’ll be back to living in hell.
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      By lunchtime, Kenzie had been through his Freshman Composition I class and emerged exhausted and hungry. He exited the Steensen Humanities Building and stumbled down the sidewalk toward the Idoni Student Building, which held the cafeteria and six restaurant chains.

      At this point, Kenzie didn’t care what he ate. He just wanted food and a nap. Moriah waited for him by the Anderson Science Building. She left the shade of the front porch and fell into step with Kenzie, but their half-hearted small talk about their classes was cut short by chanting and yelling near the red brick cafeteria.

      Kenzie and Moriah stopped and stared at the far side of the parking lot. Other students dodged them, streaming in and out of the Idoni Student Building, which suggested that this was a common disturbance.

      A mass of adults dressed in t-shirts and shorts lined the public sidewalk and street at the campus’ edge, holding signs that said STONE THE WITCHES or SUMMONING SATAN WILL SEND YOU TO HELL or JESUS HATES MAGICIANS.

      The closest two adults, a White woman and a Latino man, turned toward Kenzie and Moriah. They both waved their signs.

      “Stop using magic!” the blonde woman shouted. “Pray to Jesus for forgiveness!”

      The dark-skinned Latino man pointed at them. “You’ll go to hell if you don’t, witches!”

      “I’m so done.” Kenzie turned and marched toward the glass double doors of the ISB. “I’m tired. I don’t need The Apostle’s Way bullshit.”

      Moriah scrambled after Kenzie. “You know Jesus wouldn’t approve of what these people are doing.”

      Panicked shrieks erupted behind them. Kenzie whirled around, scanning the ocean of asphalt, shiny cars, and protesters for the problem.

      Then Kenzie spotted the man from the day before. The seven-foot-tall man wearing a black top hat wove drunkenly through the crowd. His face was painted white, and he wore a black suit with coattails and black and white spats. A smile drawn in red clown makeup stretched from ear to ear. A black and white swirl painted around each eye mimicked the look of an old cartoon character. His height and his disproportionately long legs made him look like a stilt-walker.

      Kenzie understood why the crowd had screamed. A menacing air vibrated around the man. His looming presence and blood red smile made the Kenzie’s skin tingle with fear. The bad vibes of a twisted or malfunctioning spell slammed into Kenzie’s face, like the stench of a rotting animal.

      Moriah grabbed Kenzie’s arm and tugged. “Let’s go.”

      The man burst into gibberish: “Goline adamia? Corporous noctunous!” Then a red pitchfork materialized in his hand. He ran the pitchfork through the nearest woman, picking her up with a single jab and holding her body high in the air as a macabre canapé, a bite of food on an enormous fork. She screamed and twitched, dropping her sign and kicking one of her shoes off.

      “Corporous noctunous!” The man hurled her to the ground. She bounced once against the pavement, blood flying from her wounds, and lay still.

      The crowd burst into more shrieks. People stampeded in all directions, squeezing between cars or fleeing across the street without looking. Some of them threw their signs down while others clung to them.

      Moriah bolted toward the Anderson Science Building.

      However, Kenzie couldn’t move his legs. His body seemed to turn to granite, having decided that staying perfectly still was his best chance of survival.

      Meanwhile, on the inside, his mind was screaming, Move! Do something!

      The man spun to face the street, revealing that he wore a long, red, pointed devil’s tail, curved as though a wire on the inside gave it structure.

      “Goline adamia?” he shouted at the crowd.

      “Goline adamia?” He gave chase, stabbing at a Black man.

      That broke Kenzie’s paralysis. He flipped over into fight mode, teeth baring in a snarl.

      “Stop it!” With both hands, he grabbed at the UV rays beating down from the sun. He packed them all into a dense ball of light that shifted from red all the way into green as he wove his spell. Then he threw it, and it slammed like a laser blast into the man’s back at the speed of light.

      The man squealed and snapped around. His huge, fake smile was grotesque, and his actual lips were turned upward in a smile as well.

      As Kenzie lowered his hands in shock, his body tensed at the violence the smile promised. How is he unharmed? That should have burnt his entire back.

      Then he jerked his hands back up, terrified the attacker would rush him. All around him, the deafening screams and yells of both students and protesters pierced the air.

      The man pointed his pitchfork at Kenzie.

      “Corporous noctunous!” Red lightning gathered on the tongs of the pitchfork. The smell of ozone filled Kenzie’s nose.

      Kenzie jumped sideways, tucking himself into a forward roll. A blinding flash of light erupted as the lightning hit nearby. The rush of electricity turned Kenzie’s hair into a puff on top of his head.

      Static electricity crackled in his uniform and delivered miniature shocks. Kenzie used his momentum to push back onto his feet, and he whirled toward the attacker. The man turned away from Kenzie and raced after the Latino man, raising his pitchfork.

      Finally, Kenzie’s magical practice kicked in and body memory took over. He held out his hand, engaged his telekinesis, and imagined he yanked the pitchfork out of the man’s hand. The pitchfork flew from the man’s grasp. When it hit the pavement, it vanished as if it had been illusion magic. The pitchfork hadn’t even made a sound upon impact.

      But illusions can’t stab people. This is breaking all the laws of magic!

      The man whirled toward Kenzie again.

      “Kotak hoc!” He pointed a finger. A cone of flames roared from his fingertip, aimed directly at Kenzie rather than spreading in all directions.

      A tsunami of water splashed in front of Kenzie and blocked the flames. The water burst into steam, and Kenzie yelped as it scalded his face and hands. A chlorinated smell stung his nose.

      That was summoned from someone’s swimming pool.

      Then an invisible force slammed the clownish man into the sidewalk as if a 10-ton boulder dropped on him. He howled and flailed his arms and legs, but he seemed pinned. Even with the force of the impact, his top hat stayed on.

      Gravity magic. Kenzie scanned the area. An East Asian man and a redheaded man raced toward him. He recognized them from Magic Application II as two of the highest ranking people in class: Shinrou Kitamori and Makari Idoni.

      Makari stopped at Kenzie’s side.

      “I’m sorry! I tried to intervene fast enough that you wouldn’t get hit by the steam, but it didn’t work.” He was a stunningly handsome redhead and struck a fine figure in the white men’s uniform, which had black piping on its pockets and cuffs.

      As the eldest son of the Idoni family, another of the Noble Seven clans, Makari was already famous as a magical genius. He won the United States’ National Magical Tournament in the high school battle division, and he was rumored to have tied for first place on the university’s entrance exam.

      Kenzie glanced at his burnt hands.

      “I don’t think it’s more than a first-degree burn, and it’s better than what would have happened if the flames had hit me.”

      By now he had the adrenaline shakes, his fingers trembling. How can I sound so calm?

      Shinrou stared at the pinned man as he continued to hold him down with the gravity spell.

      “Look. He’s wearing a top hat.” He had a faint Japanese accent.

      Kenzie looked from the top hat man to Shinrou. Compared to Makari, who was tall and had an athletic build, Shinrou was short and slender. He had shiny black hair that hung down to his cheekbones and brown eyes. He wore the black uniform, which had white piping on the pockets and cuffs. Despite the grim situation, Kenzie felt a surge of joy at meeting a second Japanese citizen in one day.

      “You were talking about this before class this morning.”

      “That’s right. A shadowy figure dressed like this was seen yesterday.”

      Kenzie took a deep breath and tried to compose himself. Between the heat, the shock, the pain of the burns, the hunger, and the dehydration, he felt unsteady.

      “Who are you?” Makari demanded, glaring down at the man. “Why did you attack the demonstrators?”

      The man squirmed and growled. “Kotak hoc!” Then he vanished.

      Kenzie stared, speechless. He could barely comprehend that the man wasn’t there anymore.

      “What?” Shinrou took several steps forward, paused, and then turned to face Kenzie and Makari. “He can’t have teleported. He just can’t have! We haven’t even figured out how to teleport a fly, much less a person.”

      With that, Kenzie’s understanding of the world, and especially of magic science, flipped upside down.

      I escaped to the U.S., and now the entire universe has changed.
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      For several minutes, no one spoke as Makari called 911 and asked for an ambulance. The injured female protester was in danger of dying from her wounds, and others could be injured.

      Kenzie sank onto the grass and sat, given how hot the sidewalk was to the touch. Already the sun’s heat leeched through his uniform. Meanwhile, a man was administering first aid to the unconscious woman lying on the sidewalk. Considering the man wore a t-shirt and jeans and not a university uniform, Kenzie thought he was a fellow protester who might have grabbed a first aid kit from his car, but he wasn’t sure.

      When Makari hung up, he said, “The dispatcher told me we need to wait here and give statements to an officer.”

      He glanced around at the crowd of students clustered around nearby buildings, staring at the scene from afar.

      “This is just like yesterday. He showed up. He disappeared. At least ten witnesses saw it.”

      Kenzie looked in all directions. Besides the students, a few protesters had clumped together at the end of the street. He didn’t see the man with the top hat, though.

      “Maybe he used a speed spell. A really, really fast one.”

      “No,” Shinrou said. “A speed spell that fast would cause a sonic boom. Also, a human can’t survive going that fast. I don’t care if they’re trained as an astronaut or a fighter jet pilot. The g-forces would tear them apart.”

      “He could have used more than one spell at once,” Makari said. “An air spell to manage the displacement. Motion spells to tolerate the g-forces.”

      “He’d have to. But I still think it’s not a speed spell. Speed spells produce blurred effects. You can see a smeared color streak.”

      “How do we know the top hat man is truly gone?” Kenzie asked.

      “I can sense the energy people naturally give off,” Shinrou said. “Our bodies generate electricity. Some people call it an aura, but I mean it scientifically, not supernaturally.”

      He sighed. “What I am saying is that I felt this man’s energy, and I can’t feel it now. This means he’s at least 500 feet away. Instantly. Without a speed spell. Somehow. Without it being teleportation.”

      A grumpy look crossed his face, lining his brow.

      Kenzie pulled his phone out of his back pocket, wincing at how sore his hand was.

      “Okay. Well, I’m texting Moriah. She can make sure the woman who got impaled is stable enough to survive until the ambulance arrives. That is, if anyone lets her use healing magic on the woman. Considering they hate magicians, they might not.” Either way, she can heal me.

      He unlocked his phone screen, tapped the message bubble icon, pressed the button for Moriah, and used smart-fill to press the phone as few times as possible with his burnt fingertip. With all the racket, speech-to-text was a bad idea.

      A white van with a miniature satellite on its roof turned the corner. Kenzie caught half the logo: VE 3 News.

      “Great response time,” Makari muttered. “They must have been on their way already.”

      Kenzie groaned as he pushed his phone back into his pocket.

      “That man who got away seems like he’s trying to get people to hate magicians. Think about it: There’s violence at a magic science university, and people were holding a protest against magic. Even worse, there’s a protester who was harmed by magic. But that man is a magician himself. Why would he want his own kind to be hated? I don’t get it.”

      “Me, neither. But if the police don’t find this guy, we’re all in trouble,” Makari said. “Non-magicians will think we’re protecting him.”

      Kenzie crossed his arms and curled his hands against his chest, protecting them. The backs of his hands suffered fewer burns compared to his palms and fingers.

      “But the police will get him, right?” Admittedly, he knew only a little about how police worked in the U.S. “The magic he used is incredibly flashy. Someone like that can’t hide from the police.”

      “I hope not,” Makari said.

      “I wish I had held him.” Shinrou held up his hands and stared at them. “I can’t understand it. And I need to. I need to know what went wrong.”

      Makari’s brow furrowed.

      “It’s not your fault, Mori. Campus security should’ve been keeping an eye on this rally. It’s their job to make sure things like this don’t get out of hand.”

      Shinrou lowered his hands and looked to Makari.

      “The magic I felt the instant before he disappeared wasn’t normal.”

      “When the police find him, we’ll discover what kind of magic he used,” Kenzie said with more confidence than he felt. Shinrou sensed the twisted spell, too.

      Moriah came running, long pigtails flying behind her. She turned ghastly pale at the sight of the fallen female protester. Then she approached and knelt by the man, who applied first aid to his compatriot.

      “Let me pray with you. Lord, please help your wayward sheep. She is still of your flock, no matter how far she has wandered. In Jesus’ name, I ask that…”

      Kenzie tuned out the rest of the prayer. All that mattered was that the golden glow now suffusing both Moriah and the woman meant Moriah was stabilizing the woman’s condition. Better yet, the man wasn’t screaming at Moriah to get away.

      The man watched Moriah as she worked.

      “That’s God’s power flowing through you. Why does a good Christian woman like you attend an ungodly place like this?”

      “To minister in the wilderness.” Moriah’s voice was sweet and soft.

      The ambulance arrived, wailing like a grieving widow wearing sackcloth and covered in ashes. EMTs jumped out, and as they moved the woman onto a stretcher, Moriah joined Kenzie, Makari, and Shinrou.

      Without speaking, Moriah took Kenzie’s hands in hers and healed them. The golden glow lapped at Kenzie’s burns, more cooling and soothing than aloe vera with lidocaine.

      Kenzie relaxed as his hands faded to their normal color, and Moriah worked on his tight, sore face. “Thanks.”

      “I ran to the nearest campus security emergency summons button, but I clearly didn’t reach it in time,” Moriah said. “Why did this happen? I don’t understand. No matter how hateful the demonstrators were, they weren’t armed. It didn’t have to escalate.”

      A campus security car pulled up on the opposite side of the street from the ambulance. Kenzie’s stomach clenched as a uniformed officer stepped out: White, buff, buzz-cut, frowning, and armed. Every cell in Kenzie’s body said: not safe.

      Then he reminded himself, I look like a man now. I’m in the U.S. Maybe, just maybe, that’s enough to balance out also looking Asian.

      Shocked, he watched as the security officer walked right past him and addressed Makari.

      “Mr. Idoni. Glad to see a Noble Seven scion here.” They shook hands.

      Makari explained everything so smoothly that all Shinrou, Kenzie, and Moriah had to do was nod. Kenzie was dazed. The power of being from one of these clans.

      Makari had as much clout here as Moriah did in the URA and then some. He was a man, and a handsome one at that. Plus he seemed to know how to interact with people in a charming but commanding way.

      This is my new world, Kenzie thought. If I’m lucky enough to get to stay here.
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