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Introduction

 


Welcome, my friends, to Schoolbooks &
Sorcery. This anthology has been in the works for a long time,
and I’m both thrilled and relieved that we’ve finally reached the
end.

In many traditions, the number seven is considered
lucky, or magical. It’s not uncommon to see seven years as a term
of service, or the duration of a spell or a curse. It’s can also be
seen as the length of an education; Harry Potter, after all, spent
seven years at Hogwarts. So it’s fitting, if entirely
unintentional, that this project will have taken somewhere around
seven years to reach fruition.

It all started when I saw a kerfluffle focused on a
YA anthology, where one story had been sent back for editing
because it featured “alternative sexuality.” Needless to say, dear
readers, there was indeed Outrage and there were Consequences
because we deserve and demand better than that. Meanwhile, I, in a
moment of hubris, decided we needed a YA anthology that encouraged,
embraced, and supported queerness and diversity and “alternative
sexualities.”

Friends, I was young and foolish at the time, and I
made a few mistakes. I miscalculated my own selling power as an
anthologist. I miscalculated publishers’ desire to invest in such a
project. I assembled a tentative lineup and proceeded to lose
almost all of the prospective authors by the time I finally found a
publisher and issued the official invitation for submissions. And
time marched on. I went looking for more authors, and more, until I
finally had an actual Table of Contents. And time marched on. We
ran a Kickstarter, and raised the funds for the anthology, and I
issued yet another call for submissions because I realized we
needed a few more stories to further flesh out our representation.
And time marched on.

But here we are. And if this introduction feels a
little self-indulgent, that’s because I feel like I owe everyone a
story worthy of the journey. And of course I owe a heck of a lot of
thanks and appreciation and gratitude to everyone who’s stuck with
us for the duration. The authors who never (openly) lost faith in
Schoolbooks & Sorcery or its humble editor. The readers
who backed us and trusted that we’d deliver our product. The
friends and family who talked me down from my cat tree on bad days.
Circlet Press, for giving us the chance we needed when no one else
wanted to take the risk.

It’s been seven years, give or take, since I started
shopping this idea around and approaching authors at conventions.
In that time, we’ve seen amazing progress in the field, with
anthologies and magazines and novels and movies and TV shows all
championing diversity. Representation is increasing at a steady,
encouraging rate. The #ownvoices movement is producing some of the
best material I’ve ever seen.

And Schoolbooks & Sorcery’s mission
statement remains the same as ever: to feature LGBTQ protagonists
in magical stories of their very own. To showcase queer teens in
stories where they can be the heroes, the love interests, the
champions. And, to quote my initial call for submissions from all
those years ago, “…to send the message that it’s not just
okay to be gay, it’s okay to be gay and to have the same crazy,
wicked, scary, seductive, exciting, magical, strange, funny,
romantic, dark adventures as everyone else. To be all-inclusive,
with the characters writers have been dying to write and readers
clearly want to see, diverse and interesting, with an underlying
current of tolerance and acceptance.”

Younger me clearly had the stars in his eyes, but
his heart was in the right place. I know now that no anthology, no
matter how many stories it might contain, can truly be all of those
things for all of its readers. In some ways, this may feel like a
time-lapsed reflection of the past seven years, the project
changing as the world changed and as my understanding of it
changed, and hopefully that’s okay as well.

So please, step inside. Come meet our protagonists
as they encounter magic, struggle with entrance tests and final
exams, first loves and bad roommates, identities and acceptance.
Join them as they cast spells and break curses, brew potions and
confront bullies. Find strength in their battles, and rejoice in
their victories. And thank you for being here.

—Michael M. Jones

September 2021


 



Finals

By Seanan McGuire

 


Four girls running down a city street, dressed in the
meticulously pressed uniforms of a private school: black skirts,
orange ties, white shirts. Polished black shoes and tights in
whatever color they choose, for the administration recognizes that
some individuality is essential to a healthy student body. One
wears striped black and orange, like something from a Halloween
store. One wears bright pink, knees already ripped up from
encounters with the pavement. Another wears staid gray, cool as
concrete. The fourth wears no tights at all: she runs bare-legged
and swifter than the others, reining herself in when she pulls too
far ahead, her heels beating a staccato rhythm on the sidewalk,
like she’s wearing tap shoes.

She is not wearing tap shoes.

See them run, beautiful children of a beautiful
age—for all ages, and all children, are beautiful if one looks
closely enough, overlooks the things which do not seem beautiful on
the surface, or better yet, learns to see those things as the most
beautiful of all. See them run, each with her own gait, her own
approach to the concrete, from our girl of the bare legs and
phantom tap shoes to her sister in patient gray, who runs smoothly
but with no hurry at all, at all, for her destination will wait
until she gets there. See them run, and know them for the miracle
they are. Now hurry, hurry. Class is about to start.

They run until they come to a rusty gate in a
crumbling wall, sandwiched between a convenience store that boasts
15 big jackpot lottery winners in the last six years and an
apartment building that has been thoroughly, utterly condemned,
masked over with plywood boards and orange caution tape. Someone
with canny eyes might see those girls slip through the gate,
disappearing from the street, only for flickers of motion to show
through the boarded-up windows, in the places where the light slips
through.

Always the light slips through.

 


* * *

 


The students of Mrs. Pennington’s School for Magical
Beings slid, skidded, and charged into the hall just as the final
bell was ringing. The echoes died, and their illusions went along
for the ride, leaving them exposed in a way that would have gotten
them substantially more than a detention, had it happened on the
street.

“You almost made us late again,” snapped their
leader, the girl with the previously bare legs. She had two more
legs than she had possessed a moment before, and they weren’t bare
anymore: they were covered with russet fur that matched the hair on
her head, as well as the hair of her tail, which had been twisted
into a multitude of tiny braids. She glared at the girl in the gray
tights, who still had the same number of legs, but whose skin had
taken on a pearlescent sheen. “We’re going to stop walking to
school with you if you don’t stop making us almost
late.”

“Let’s not fight in the hall,” said the girl
in the pink tights, her wings buzzing anxiously until her heels
lifted off the ground and she was suspended in the air. “You know
Mrs. Pennington hates it when she finds us fighting.”

“‘A good coterie is a happy coterie, and a
happy coterie doesn’t fight in front of others,’” chanted the
centaur girl, and stomped her right forehoof in protest. “We’re
allowed to fight when somebody almost makes all the rest of us
late! That’s simple logic!”

“Is it now, Clementine?” asked a sweet,
matronly voice from behind her. All four girls went still. It was
too late: they had been noticed. Mrs. Pennington stepped out of the
alcove that had been concealing her from the group, continuing, “It
seems to me like that sort of logic would lead to infighting being
perfectly reasonable if, say, someone should slip in the presence
of non-magical creatures, and reveal the location of the community.
It seems to me like that sort of logic would nullify the purpose of
the coterie, for how could you ever trust that someone would be
careful? Watch your words, my sweet girl, for speech is a form of
serpent. Allow it to slither free, and there’s no telling who it
may bite.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Pennington,” murmured Clementine,
pawing at the floor in shame as she looked down at her hooves. The
other three girls shifted in uneasy sympathy.

“My forgiveness does not absolve you.” Mrs.
Pennington looked to the other girls, fixing them with her cool
yellow gaze. “Well? Do you forgive her for her trespasses against
you?”

“Yes, Mrs. Pennington,” they chorused, in
long-practiced unison. They might fight amongst themselves, but
they were experts at the fine art of closing ranks against an
outside enemy. Even when that enemy was their beloved, terrifying
teacher.

Maybe especially when the enemy was their beloved,
terrifying teacher.

Mrs. Pennington looked from face to face, searching
for signs of weakness or dissent. She found none. Finally,
satisfied, she smiled a thin reptilian smile. “Get to class,” she
said. “You’re already late.”

The four girls ran for the safety of their classroom
faster than they had run to school. This time, the girl in the gray
tights was at the head of the pack.

 


* * *

 


“Magic is…?” asked their teacher, a pretty
dryad with birch-bark stripes on her skin and tent caterpillars
slowly weaving a crown atop her head. One of them had fallen when
she turned to face the class, and was now dangling, slowly
twisting, on a silken thread.

Clementine put her hand up. The teacher nodded to
her, and she recited, “Magic is the imposition of the will upon the
world.”

“Very good, Clementine. What is the centaur
philosophy of magic?”

Clementine cleared her throat, cheeks flushing pink,
and said, “That if it were easy, everyone would do it, and that
means it must be hard.”

“Excellent. Rosemary?”

“Ma’am?” The girl in the pink tights looked up
from her desk, her wings buzzing a brief, frightened staccato
against her back. A loop of rope held her to her seat, tied across
her lap like a belt. Without it, she would have been bobbing
against the ceiling, held aloft by her own constant, thoughtless
flapping.

“What is the piskie philosophy of
magic?”

“Um, ma’am, that it’s easier than breathing,
because some people don’t breathe, but they do magic anyway, so
that means everything is magic, and the hardest thing is not doing
magic. Ma’am.”

“Very good, Rosemary. Now, who can tell me how
we reconcile these two opposing schools of magical thought?
Anyone?”

Maura, in her orange and black tights, hunched down
a little further and tried to focus on her notes, which were a
jumbled mess not helped by the fact that her calligraphy was still
elementary at best, and a sloppy mess at worst. It was at worst a
lot more often than it was at best. She liked Magical Theory class
well enough—it was always interesting, and their teacher sometimes
gave extra credit for bringing in particularly attractive
caterpillars—but whenever it started down these paths of comparing
and contrasting, someone would bring the human system into the
conversation. The human system, which was twisty and confusing and
why did they keep pretending that there was a system, anyway?

The centaurs had 100 different schools of magic,
determined by which herd you were born into, whether it was wild or
domestic or like Clementine’s family, masquerading as human with
complicated illusions and even more complicated cover stories.
Piskies like Rosemary reached maturity in under a decade, and had
500 or so different schools of magical thought. The golems, like
Suzie, were long-lived and only sculpted offspring once every two
or three centuries, and even they had three distinct ways of
approaching the magical world. It was in all the books, and those
diverse ways of thinking inevitably came up in any deeper
discussion.

So why did people keep pretending that humans had
one school of magical thought, that there was one way of being a
magical human being, and that that way was based on gender, and
that there was no way around it? It was stupid. It was wrong. It
was—

“Maura?”

“Yes, ma’am?” Maura raised her head, hoping
against all common sense and prior experience that just this once,
their Magical Theory teacher (who had never told them her name,
believing, as all dryads did, that to share your name was to share
your soul, and thus would not speak that precious thing aloud in
the presence of anyone who was not already an important part of her
life) would be kind.

“What can you tell us about the human approach
to magical thought?”

“Um.” Stall, Maura, stall, she thought
frantically. But the whole class was looking at her, faces curious
and expectant, and there was no way out of the question. She sat up
a little straighter, cleared her throat, and said, “Humans have
many conflicting schools of magical thought. We have never found a
way to unify them into a single approach, which means that humans
will probably continue to have arguments about how magic works
until there aren’t humans anymore.” And arguments about whether
magic was real, and whether magic-users should be put to death for
the good of the species, and whether magic made perfectly normal
people into freaks, made their daddies leave and their mommies cry
at night when they thought no one was listening—

The nameless teacher sighed. It was a soft sound,
like leaves rustling, and it stopped the frantic flow of words from
Maura’s mouth. She gulped, feeling the air move down her throat
almost like a solid thing.

“Maura, you know that isn’t the purpose of
these discussions,” she said. “We’re here to talk about the
dominant schools of magical thought amongst our respective species,
so that we can have a better foundation of shared understanding as
we go into our next unit. You do want a foundation of shared
understanding, don’t you?”

Not when we have to build it with someone else’s
tools, Maura thought. She knew better than to say that out loud.
That sort of thing always led to a discussion she didn’t want to be
a part of. Not that her teacher meant her harm. Not that any of her
teachers meant her any harm. It was just that sometimes they didn’t
think.

Another of the human students put her hand up. The
teacher nodded toward her. The girl smiled brightly, directing it
squarely and venomously at Maura, before she said, “Humans believe
that there are two magical forces, male and female, and that all
power flows from either one or the other. So girls do girl magic,
and boys do boy magic, and even if someone from one force learns
how to fake the other, it won’t do them any good. Magic always
knows.”

“Very good, Jenny.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” said Jenny, but she wasn’t
looking at the teacher: she was looking at Maura, and still smiling
that cruel, venomous smile. “I was glad to answer.”

Maura hunched further down in her chair, and let the
class go on without her.

 


* * *

 


After the bell, and after the other students had
filed back out of the room—after their teacher had stepped back
into her tree, effectively shutting herself off from the world—the
rest of Maura’s coterie swarmed around her. Literally, in
Rosemary’s case: she had unfastened her anchor belt, and now
hovered with her feet easily three feet off of the floor.

“She’s wrong and she’s stupid and she probably
smells bad,” said Suzie, folding her arms like she had just
conclusively resolved the situation.

“You have no sense of smell,” said Clementine.
“How would you know?”

“Because people who do have a sense of smell
say that all the time, when people are wrong and stupid,” said
Suzie. “It stands to reason that it would apply to
Jenny.”

Maura laughed. She couldn’t help it: the sound just
came out. She clapped a hand over her mouth to prevent it from
happening again, but still she felt the color creeping up her
cheeks, along with her smile. But somewhere along the way, the
wires got crossed, and her smile became an anguished scowl. To her
shame, if not to her surprise, she began to sob, sliding her hand
up so that it covered her right eye before clapping her other hand
over her left eye.

“Aw, no,” said Rosemary. “No, Maura, no, don’t
cry. This isn’t crying time. This is getting ready for Alchemy
time. Crying time is later.”

Clementine glared at her as she moved to put her
hands on Maura’s shoulders. “She’s not worth it, Maura, and she’s
wrong about you. Just because she’s horrible, that doesn’t mean she
actually knows anything. If being horrible made you smarter, the
forces of evil would have wiped us all out generations ago.”

“Mom says the forces of evil are a stupid kind
of smart,” said Suzie. “Great at devising evil plans and wicked
spells, really lousy at resource management and remembering not to
install self-destruct clauses in everything. They invented golems,
you know.”

“I thought human mystics did that,” said
Rosemary, briefly distracted from fussing over Maura.

“Lots of people invented lots of kinds of
golems, but it took the forces of evil to think that we needed to
be self-aware and intelligent,” said Suzie. “They forgot that
self-aware, intelligent people sometimes ask ‘why?’ when you tell
them to raze a village. We sort of wandered away. Our creators got
defeated. And now we’re an accepted part of the magical community,
largely allied on the side of good. So see? I hate Jenny because
she reminds me of the forces of evil. And she smells
bad.”

“I give up,” said Clementine. “Maura, honey,
please. You know she’s wrong, and you know Suzie’s weird, so stop
crying, okay? It’s going to be okay. You wouldn’t be enrolled here
if it wasn’t going to be okay.”

“I wouldn’t be enrolled here at all if the
administration knew about human hospitals,” said Maura, uncovering
her eyes and glaring at her friends. “This was the fourth magical
school we tried. The first two were human-run, they took one look
at my birth certificate and threw us out. The third was co-ed, but
they wouldn’t let me be in the classes for girls. I was six. I
wasn’t going to do anything that could hurt anybody. I just wanted
to learn how to make my magic work, and I wanted to be in the right
class.”

“Wow,” said Rosemary, eyes wide. “You were
already a girl when you were six?”

Maura blinked at her, and then, in a very small
voice, said, “I’ve always been a girl. From as far back as I can
remember.”

“That’s amazing. I didn’t become a girl until
I was eleven.” Rosemary flapped her wings a little harder, lifting
her another foot above the ground. “We’re all born boys, and then
we have our second pupation right before puberty, and that’s when
we find out what we’re going to be. It must be amazing to always
know.”

“…I should’ve been a piskie,” said Maura. She
shook her head. “Jenny still doesn’t think I’m a girl, Rosemary,
even though I am, even though I always have been. Her mom was in my
mom’s coven when they were both pregnant. We used to play together
when we were really little. She was so mad when I started casting
spells before she could. She got even madder when she realized they
were the ‘wrong kind’ of spells. I don’t she’s ever going to
forgive me.”

“She can bite my hairy horse’s ass,” said
Clementine, causing Rosemary to erupt into giggles. “Come on. We’re
going to be late, again, and Jenny’s not worth that.”

“Okay,” said Maura, and rose, still drying her
cheeks with the backs of her hands, to follow her friends out of
the classroom.

 


* * *

 


Founded in 1821 by Mrs. Urania Pennington, of the
Hyde Park Penningtons, Mrs. Pennington’s School for Magical Beings
was intended to patch what Urania—thus far the school’s first and
only headmistress—saw as a growing gap in cooperative education.
The children of the wealthy and elite would always be schooled
among their own kind, learning ancient wisdoms and how to brew
wealth potions that required a pound of powdered diamonds to work
properly. But what of the poor, the working class, those who had no
peers among their own perishingly rare species? What of the
children who needed to learn how to live in this new and changing
modern world, rather than in the world of their ancestors? Urania
Pennington wished to change all that.

Nearly two centuries later, she was still struggling
to make the change stick.

She entered her Alchemy classroom one minute after
the bell, as was her wont. The pause gave her students time to
settle and reflect on the lessons to come. It also gave them time
to remember that when your teacher was also your headmistress, in
addition to being a manticore who had been cursed to live in a
demi-human form, it was best to have your pencil in your hand and
your mind ready to absorb as much knowledge as possible. Mrs.
Pennington had never actually eaten a student, but the possibility
was always there, lurking at the edges of their thoughts.

She liked to keep it that way.

“Good afternoon, class,” she said genially,
strolling over to the blackboard and picking up a stick of chalk.
She liked chalk. She wasn’t opposed to modern technology—Mrs.
Pennington’s had been the first magical school in North America to
offer Computer Science and Computer Conjuring classes—but she liked
the old, familiar feel of chalk against her fingers. She had it
flown in from Scotland twice a year, and damn the expense. “Who’s
ready for this week’s final exams? Anyone?”

Some hands went up. Not as many as she might have
liked, and not as many as she would have feared—too many hands
would mean that the class was overconfident; no hands at all would
mean that none of them felt prepared to handle the material—but a
decent number. Mrs. Pennington nodded. “Very good. Today, we’re
going to be isolating and purifying the humors. There will be a
quiz at the end of the hour, and anyone who fails will be donating
tears and urine for next week’s classwork. Unless you want your
fellow students knowing whether you’ve eaten asparagus recently,
you will pay attention. Now…”

And she was off, drawing beautiful alchemical models
across the board while her students hurried to keep up.

Each coterie had been designed according to the
strengths and weaknesses of the students involved. Someone like
Rosemary, whose attention span would never be more than a few
minutes long, worked best when paired with someone like Suzie, who
needed to be reminded that most people were made of meat, and were
thus in what would seem, to her, like an unbearable hurry. The
pairing of Clementine and Maura was similar. As a centaur,
Clementine believed that almost any problem could be solved by
kicking it until it went away, and was naturally inclined to see
humans as beneath her. Maura didn’t see anyone as beneath her, but
she needed a strong protector, and her sweetness was just the thing
to leaven some of Clementine’s acidity.

At least usually. At the moment, she was sitting in
the back of the class with her head bowed and her shoulders
slumped, looking like the fight had been beaten out of her bones.
Mrs. Pennington frowned, watching Maura out of the corner of her
eye. The girl was purifying her humors, as she had been instructed,
and there were no incidents involving Clementine’s tail and the
alembics this week, which should have seemed like a victory.
Instead, it felt like a holding pattern of sorts, a brief pause
before the truly difficult things began. It was wearying, and it
put the spines on Mrs. Pennington’s back up.

When the class period ended and the students
streamed for the door, Mrs. Pennington approached Maura’s desk. The
rest of the girl’s coterie stopped what they were doing and shifted
slightly toward their friend, as if to protect her from their
headmistress. It was a noble, if misguided gesture, and Mrs.
Pennington smiled, just a little, to show them that they weren’t in
trouble as she said, “I need to speak to Maura. If you would be so
kind as to wait in the hall, I promise the three of you that she
will not be eaten, bled, or sentenced to unfair detention simply
because you left her.”

“But Mrs. Pennington—” began Clementine,
before she was silenced with a mild glance and a raise of the
headmistress’s eyebrow. She gulped. “We’ll be right outside, Maura,
okay?”

“Okay,” mumbled Maura. She remained in her
desk as the rest of her coterie followed the other students
outside, waiting to hear the door close before she raised her head
and asked, in a perfectly calm tone, “Am I in trouble? Did Jenny’s
mother complain about me again?”

“No, child, and yes, every week. Like
clockwork. I’ve considered asking her to pick up my dry cleaning on
her way in, since I know I can count on her to be here for my
office hours without fail.” Mrs. Pennington sat gingerly on the
edge of a nearby desk. “What troubles you?”

“Everything. Jenny. Finals.”

“Ah.” So much was now clear. “You’re worried
that you won’t be able to complete your conjuring, aren’t
you?”

Maura nodded, very slightly. “Jenny says I’m not a
proper witch, and only a proper witch can conjure the Autumn.”

“And she says you’re not a proper witch
because…?”

Maura colored, her cheeks flaming red. “I’d rather
not say, ma’am.”

“Ah. You see, I thought it would have
something to do with Jenny’s mother and her remarkable fixation on
your genitalia. I swear, I have never heard someone talk about
something so irrelevant so much. It’s like playing a broken
record.” Mrs. Pennington reached out and gently placed her fingers
under Maura’s chin, tilting the girl’s head up until the two were
eye to eye. “This is a girls’ school, Maura. I opened it that way.
I oversaw your admission personally, and I know that you belong
here. I also know that you have never questioned who you are. Your
sense of self is something which I quite frankly envy. So why are
you letting her get to you now? What changed?”

“She brought a book to my house,” said Maura,
pulling back just a little, so that the headmistress’s fingers lost
contact with her skin. “It was about a man who was… like me. He’d
studied men’s magic his whole life, from the time he was a kid.
He’d put up with people making fun of him for binding his breasts
and refusing to pretend to be a woman. But when it came time to
conjure the Spring, like he was supposed to, he couldn’t. The
leaves all turned dead and dropped off the trees, and the corn
started growing. He conjured the Autumn. The whole thing. Because
the magic didn’t believe in who he really was.”

“Ah,” said Mrs. Pennington slowly. “And was
Jenny there when this book was written? Or was her mother? Did
either of them know this man, or know his heart, or witness this
supposed botched summoning? The past is half truth and half fiction
composed by people with a vested interest in keeping things as they
have always been. Jenny’s mother is a woman with a small mind and a
smaller grasp of what is possible. If there were any justice in
this world, she would have been born into a non-magical family, and
we wouldn’t have to deal with her. Sadly, we all have to pay our
debts to the universe before we can receive our blessings, and for
us, one of those debts seems to be the elder Ms.
Sylvan.”

“The book said it happened a long time ago,”
said Maura slowly. “Neither of them was there.”

“Then you see? Maybe it never happened at all.
Maybe the man was a woman who liked to wear men’s clothing, but
embraced her gender and was trying for the Autumn. Maybe he was one
of those rare individuals who can summon both. We’ll never know,
because it was a long time ago. But I can tell you this, without
hesitation: you are a gifted witch, Maura, and when the time comes
for you to summon the Autumn, you will. It will come to you.
Believe in yourself, the way all the rest of us believe in you,
and,” Mrs. Pennington paused dramatically, long enough for the
sound of the bell ringing to cut through the silence, “get to
class.”

Maura got.

 


* * *

 


The rest of the week passed in quizzes and in
questions and in increasingly dirty looks from Jenny and her
coterie, all of whom seemed to agree with her belief that Maura was
going to fail finals. They weren’t foolish enough to blatantly
attack her in front of her teachers, but they whispered and they
implied, and by the time Friday rolled around, Maura and her entire
coterie were nervous enough to chew nails.

“I still say we could entomb them in the
gardens for 100 years, and make them into somebody’s else’s
problem,” said Suzie. She had already passed her finals at midnight
the night before, when she had convinced the stones to rise up from
the ground and sing her the songs of the long, long dead. She had
been waiting for the rest of her coterie shaking and half blinded
when they arrived at school. Her eyesight was returning slowly.
When they did their senior projects, just before graduation, she
would give up her sight completely, and would see through all the
dust and gravel of the world. It was a fate she was almost looking
forward to: blindness justified the fashion sense of older golems,
after all.

“I wish,” murmured Maura. “Who’s testing
now?”

“Dryads until lunch, piskies and pucas after
lunch, leprechauns and luties during last period, and humans and
centaurs at dusk,” said Clementine. She pawed at the ground. “I
won’t be able to be there.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll tell you all about how she
failed,” said Jenny.

The coterie turned. The other witch was standing in
the doorway, with her own coterie—a wilted dryad, a faun, and a
piskie whose wings were a bright creamsickle orange, who offered
Rosemary a little wave—arrayed behind her. Jenny sneered.

“You shouldn’t have come to school today,” she
said. “You could have failed privately in a makeup exam. I’ll be
there when you summon Spring all over the auditorium. And I’m gonna
make sure everybody knows about it.”

“Go away, Jenny,” said Maura
wearily.

“No,” said Jenny. But she turned on her heel
anyway, and stalked away, her coterie following her.

Rosemary shook her head slowly. “She really hates
you. Why does she hate you so bad?”

“Do piskies do arranged marriages?” asked
Maura.

“No,” said Rosemary. “We don’t do one-on-one
the way you humans do. I mean, I know who probably laid my egg,
’cause I have wings just like our swarm-queen, but my nest-mother
chose me out of the nursery, and she has three wives.”

“Well, humans do,” said Maura, in a gloomy
tone. “Humans are really big into protecting magical lineages by
making sure that every good little girl has a good little boy to
marry, especially when they’re born on the same day.”

“Don’t you and Jenny share a birthday?” asked
Rosemary.

“Uh-huh.”

“And didn’t your parents think you
were…?”

“Yes.”

Rosemary fanned out her wings in sudden
understanding. “Oh. I guess it makes sense that she doesn’t like
you very much.”

“Yeah.” Maura sighed. “I’ve been ruining
everything since I was born.”

Clementine whacked her on the shoulder so hard she
nearly fell over.

“You haven’t ruined anything,” said the
centaur sternly. “Shut your mouth. If you weren’t you, we might’ve
gotten stuck with Jenny in our coterie. You’re the best thing
that’s ever happened to us.”

“I think I can see colors again,” announced
Suzie.

Maura blinked once, and then joined the rest of her
coterie in laughter.

 


* * *

 


Finals.

The gymnasium had been cleared for the human
students, with four summoning circles drawn in the quarters of the
room. Two were in use at any given time, at a diagonal from each
other, while the other two were being cleaned and reset. Jenny had
just finished summoning the Autumn into her circle, getting a few
long stalks of corn to sprout from the floor while her pumpkin seed
matured into a healthy fruit. She was in the bleachers, hugging her
pumpkin and shooting smug looks at Maura, who was stepping up to
her own circle.

“Begin when you are ready, Maura,” said Mrs.
Pennington.

“Yes, ma’am,” said Maura, and opened her hand,
revealing the pumpkin seed she had been clutching there for the
last hour. It had left an imprint in her palm, so deep that it felt
like it might never pop out again.

Boys got sunflower seeds. Boys got sharp little
wounds, not deep flat ones. Maura looked at the seed in her palm,
and bit her lip, and whispered, “Grow.” The language she spoke was
not English, or her grandmother’s Gaelic; it was the old, slow
language of witches, which has never been transcribed in this world
or any other.

The seed shook as the floor around her feet burst
into grass and violets. Springtime flowers. Maura looked down, her
eyes going wide with shock and filling with quick tears. The
violets continued to grow, becoming lush. Maura stood frozen, tears
beginning to run down her cheeks. In a moment, she would turn and
bolt; the motion was already beginning to manifest itself in little
tremors of her legs and shoulders. Mrs. Pennington pressed her
hands over her mouth, horrified.

Clementine kicked the gym door open, dragging
Jenny’s little brother, Jonathan, by the leg. His head knocked
against the floor as she trotted toward Mrs. Pennington. Clementine
either didn’t notice or didn’t care. She dropped the offending
warlock at the headmistress’s feet, pointed to Jenny, and declared,
“She had him outside the window, summoning Spring into Maura’s
circle!”

“I see,” said Mrs. Pennington. She turned to
look at Jenny, who was suddenly pale. The girl’s coterie inched
away from her. For once, Mrs. Pennington had no harsh words about a
coterie’s duty to support one another. “Jenny Sylvan, we shall
discuss this. At length. But first, finals must be finished.” She
turned back to Maura. The grass and violets were dying around the
young witch’s ankles. “Maura? You may begin again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” whispered Maura. Still crying,
she looked at the seed and whispered, “G-grow.”

It burst into life, the pumpkin taking shape with
such speed and ferocity that she almost dropped it in her effort to
keep it from breaking her hand. All around her, corn began to
sprout, maturing quickly into tall green stalks, which turned
golden and put forth healthy ears. Maura laughed, and her coterie
laughed with her, and the Autumn, the blessed Autumn, was incarnate
and alive around them.

 


* * *

 


Four girls running down a city street, their arms
laden with sacks of fresh-grown corn, heading home, heading home,
heading home at last. The air around them tastes of autumn, of
harvest and of loam, and the adults who watch them go can only
smile. Oh, when they were that young and the world seemed that
infinite; oh, when they believed in magic.

Four girls, running, bathed in light where it slips
between the buildings. The sun is going down, but still the light
finds them.

Always the light slips through.


 



The Delicate
Work of Bees

By Emily Horner

 


The first time I saw Rosemary Zhou she was standing
on my Aunt Violet’s back porch, propping up a bulky camera in her
hands, her nails glinting turquoise in the sun. She was wearing a
sundress and purple leggings and new sneakers, like she’d flown
straight from Brooklyn to my little corner of Ohio, and for a
second I thought all these terrible things about hipsters who think
they invented beekeeping and herb gardens. Then she put down the
camera and let it dangle from the neck strap, and I could see her
face, and even if she was a terrible hipster she was the most
beautiful girl I’d ever seen.

I spent a solid minute just looking at her, thinking
how beauty wasn’t some supermodel thing, it was the curious light
in this calm, almost plain face.

“Hey,” she said. “I’m Rosemary. I’m doing a
thing for the school paper and your aunt said I could take some
pictures. You’re Melinda, right? Do you go to Catholic school? I
haven’t seen you around here.”

“Home-schooled,” I said, and regretted it. It
always led to way too many questions about my religion and my
parents’ religion and just how weird my family was, precisely. I
suddenly felt awkward about the dirt under my fingernails, the mud
caked on my boots, the basket of herbs and berries and mushrooms I
was hauling back to Aunt Violet’s place. But as soon as I put the
basket down on the porch she took my hand and gave it a good shake
despite the grime.

She started clicking her shutter button—at me, at
the back yard, at the basket. “Did you bring back anything
good?”

“The blueberries are just getting to where
they’re perfectly ripe. What is it you’re here to photograph,
anyway?”

“I’ll take a bunch of pictures and see what
kind of story I’ve got when I’m done. That’s usually how it goes.
You know, to let the story develop organically. Your aunt said you
might be able to show me the beehives?”

“Sure,” I said, a little overwhelmed by her
enthusiasm, how she said 10 words to every one of mine. “Let me go
get a thing.”

Inside, Aunt Violet was measuring something into a
flask in the kitchen. I turned on the faucet and scoured my hands
with hot water. “That girl doesn’t know anything about us, does
she?”

“She knows that I know more about keeping bees
alive than anybody else in the county.”

In other words, keep quiet about the whole witch
thing.

It was a hard thing to measure out: you couldn’t be
so obscure that the people who needed you couldn’t find you, but
you didn’t want to be showing up on the Weekly World News
either.

I snagged a few pinches of herbs from the apothecary
cabinet in the kitchen and ground them into a paste. The bruised
leaves let out their oils, and the air filled with a sweet, green,
medicinal smell. Just a small magic, friend-to-bees magic, and it
didn’t look like magic unless you knew.

“Put this behind your ears,” I told Rosemary,
passing her the little jar. “Bees are sweethearts normally, and
there’s no reason for us to be getting them mad as long as you
don’t act a fool, but it’s better to be safe.”

“Don’t beekeepers have those smoke
things?”

I nodded. “We’ve got one. But I like to leave them
alone as much as I can.”

She gave me a half-scandalized look, like I was some
daring rebel.

We walked down into the meadow, past the rows of
carefully tended cooking herbs and witch-herbs, into the patches of
clover and alfalfa and locust trees.

“I’ve been studying Colony Collapse Disorder,”
Rosemary said. “You know? Hives suddenly all dying off, with no
explanation, or too many explanations—pesticides and mites and
fungi and everything else you can think of.”

“So you want to know what Aunt Violet’s doing
right?”

“I don’t really know anything about bees. But
I’m curious if you have a theory.”

“My theory is we worked hard and got lucky.” I
didn’t say anything about the nights Aunt Violet stayed up until
after midnight measuring one herb tincture or mushroom powder after
another, looking up lore in half a dozen different languages, and
once standing vigil while singing and cursing and gently lecturing
the bees. Also in half a dozen different languages. “But I also
think, if you insist on spraying everything with bug spray, don’t
be surprised when the bugs you like die too.”

Rosemary stopped where the locust branches were
hanging over us. For a second I thought she was going to take a
picture—but then she just stood, straight and tall, and listened.
To the hum of the bees, the chirp of the sparrow close by, the
clear whistle of a wren further away. The air felt like it was
wrapping you up in something gentle and fragrant, like it does at
the beginning of summer.

“You get lonely out here?” she asked. “I
mean—I know home-school kids aren’t automatically isolated. It just
doesn’t strike me that your family’s the type to spend all day
driving you around to softball and youth orchestra.”

I smiled at that, because they weren’t, but I wasn’t
the type to want to go, either. How weird would it sound if I
talked about being friends with the dogs and the bees and the
goats?

“I like it,” I said. “I don’t need all that.
But right about when I was 12, 13, all the neighbor kids decided I
was too weird to be friends with. I could’ve done with somebody my
age who had more sense than to tease me for being a dirty
hippie.”

She snapped a picture of me as I walked up to the
beehive, talking my soft patter: “Hi there bees, don’t mind us,
just taking a look around.” She snapped one as I used a hive tool
to jimmy off the cover of the hive, no gloves, like I was used to
doing. I took out the frames to show her the cells with the honey,
and the pollen, and the larva. Bees were buzzing around us,
squirming all around the frames, lighting on my hand and my face
and then taking off again. I’m showing off for her, I thought; I’m
showing off for her and it’s a silly thing, it’s nothing but pride.
All right, then, why shouldn’t I be proud of what I could do?

There was a yelp, and then, “Oh, crap!”—there was
the thunk of the camera falling from her hands and getting caught
by the neck strap. I looked up, and before I could even look over
to Rosemary, I noticed the bees. They had become cautious, and
focused, in the way they flew and circled. These weren’t swarming,
attacking bees. They were bees who had noticed a threat.

“Okay, babies. It’s all right. It’s all right,
babies.” Gently, slowly, I slid the frame I’d been holding back
into the hive, and put on the cover, and backed away.

I turned back to Rosemary, once the bees had started
to go back to their feeding and foraging. “You got stung?”

“Yeah. It’s not bad or anything. But—yeah.”
Her voice snapped with resentment.

“Come back to the house. I’ve got something
for it.”

“Maybe you should’ve used the
smoker.”

“Sorry,” I said, sulking. It felt reckless and
stupid, now, that I hadn’t. But my magics had betrayed me, too, and
that was the floor falling out from under me.

“I wasn’t acting a fool.”

“I know,” I said.

Back at the house we sat down across from each other
on the bar stools in the kitchen. I brought tweezers, alcohol,
home-made bee-sting paste—another small magic I’d learned from Aunt
Violet.

“I’m fine doing it myself,” she said, but she
let me take her hand and pluck out the stinger from the flesh at
the base of her thumb. It was a shockingly intimate moment, to be
hovering my face so close to her hand that my nose got the full
strength of her perfumed lotion. It made my heart freeze up. I
couldn’t even look her in the eye when I put on the bee-sting
paste.

“Sorry. I should’ve used the smoker. I was
being show-offy and... I thought we were safe, I really
did.”

“Well, art is pain,” Rosemary said with a
small smile. “This stuff is actually really good, though. You made
it yourself?”

“Yeah.”

“So what else have you solved, besides
bee-stings? Homework? Siblings? Plucking your eyebrows?”

I laughed, because it meant I was forgiven, and
because there wasn’t any way to tell the truth.

Rosemary stayed past supper. She took another crack
at photographing the bees, and later I took her to see the
workshop, with its mortars and pestles, scales, cabinets, oils,
notebooks. We had jars of apple butter, blackberry liqueur—and on
the higher shelves, with their mysterious labels, tinctures and
pastes for love and heartache, forgetting and remembering, salves
for the skin and the heart. I got vague when she asked about those,
and then she stopped asking.

“You’re not really home-schooled,” she said,
out of nowhere. We were out on the back porch again, under the
stars, under the smell of lilacs. “You’re apprenticing in your
folks’ line of work.”

“I do geometry. I do Latin. They make me do a
big portfolio every year to prove to the authorities my folks
aren’t just letting me run wild. But this is my work, it was always
going to be my work, and that’s how it ought to be.”

“I can’t decide whether that’s really sad or
not.” Rosemary rested her head on crossed arms and looked at me
doubtfully.

“Maybe it would be really sad for somebody who
isn’t me, and they should be lucky I got this gig instead of
them.”

“Don’t get me wrong, school’s horrible, but
there’s people to go to the diner with, and go to the movies with,
and—you’ve just got goats and bees and all these stars and nobody
to dance under them with.”

“Have you got somebody to dance under the
stars with?”

“Well, you know how it is. This is
Nowheresville and I’m pretty damn gay.”

“I’m pretty damn bisexual,” I said, giving her
a daring-myself look, a going-in-the-beehive-without-the-smoker
look. “Which should be easier, in theory.”

She grinned. “Twice as many options for a date on a
Saturday night doesn’t actually help when there’s nobody around but
bees, huh?”

I was formulating plans for hauling the laptop and
the Bluetooth speaker out to the front porch for dancing when a car
horn honked. “That’s my stepdad,” Rosemary said. She threaded her
way between the rows of plants to the front of the house. I caught
her by the hand, and she turned around, and for a moment we just
stared at each other, like we wanted to drink each other up with
our eyes.

She turned away first. “I can find you on social
networking places, right? So I can send you the pictures?”

“Yeah,” I said. My mouth was dry. I combed
through my brain to find the right spell to stretch this out just a
little longer—and already she was in the passenger seat, swinging
her legs in, tossing her camera down.

 


* * *

 


The first hint of real trouble came the next morning.
I started staring out the window in the middle of going over Titus
Andronicus; I forgot so many of my math tools that geometry class
turned into a house-wide hunt for the compass and ruler and
protractor; I stepped barefoot in the dog’s water dish and went
through the family room hopping on one foot and yelling all the
worst words I knew.

“This isn’t like you,” Dad said after I had
toweled off my foot and come back downstairs. “I’d hardly expect it
from one of my middle schoolers, on their worst days.”

Aunt Violet was only in charge of my witch
education. My mother apprenticed as a witch, but now she did less
of the day-to-day witching and more of the nitpicky money stuff the
family business needed to survive; Dad taught middle school
history, and I got the full dose of artificial school-like product
(he insisted on calling it “academics”) from him on weekends and
during the summer. It was Saturday—hence Titus Andronicus.

“I had a concentration spell,” I said. “And an
organization spell. And a clumsiness spell. I refreshed them in the
morning like always.”

“Did you smell them?”

“Yes, I smelled them,” I said, grouchily. Then
I went upstairs and actually smelled them.

Witchcraft is as much about learning to smell as it
is about learning to grow herbs and combine them in the right ways.
A spell that turns out right has a different smell from one that
turns out wrong—sometimes it’s the wrong ingredients, sometimes
it’s the weather, or the witch, or the technique, or a million
other things. Sometimes it’s a sweeter scent when you get it right,
and sometimes it’s harsher, or more bitter, or sometimes you get a
strange note out of nowhere, like the licorice smell from a
concentration charm that doesn’t use any fennel or anise in it.
Aunt Violet knew her spells so well that she could brush past my
shoulder and say, “Your concentration’s off, do it over,” but I
usually had to take a few deep sniffs to get anything.

So I stood there in the bathroom, sucking in air and
feeling ridiculous and trying to deny that I’d gotten everything
wrong this morning. Then I remembered the friend-to-bees spell. Did
I get that wrong, too? Was that why Rosemary got stung? I tried to
remember the smell, and all I could remember were the lilacs, and
her hand lotion.

“I need to go over to Aunt Violet’s house,” I
said.

“And so you will,” Dad said, “After we finish
this play. It shouldn’t be as boring as all that. It’s certainly
bloody enough.”

I didn’t argue, but I didn’t stop wondering, either.
I wondered about Shakespeare’s tragedies, where people who abuse
their power always die violently. People who are too weak to use
their power well die violently. It’s very medieval—it’s not quite a
sad ending. In a way it’s God doing the scut work of setting the
world to rights again.

One day I could work spells, and the next day I
couldn’t. And all that changed in between was me falling for
Rosemary.

When you think about it rationally it’s hard to
believe that the force of divine power that inhabits the earth and
the trees and the grass cares awfully much about whether a person
likes girls or boys or both or people who are neither girls nor
boys or whether they like nobody at all. And while somewhere out
there witches might exist who would go all Focus on the Family on
you, I had never met one in all my years of witch summer camp and
witch family potlucks. But when you read the old books, and you get
to the passages on raising children in a witch family and you read
“The daughters with an off-kilter balance of masculine and feminine
energy may never be destined to take up the family trade,” or
“Young ladies may well be skeptical of marriage, but to be
skeptical of boys altogether is a worrying sign”—how do you read
something like that without your heart skipping a beat? You laugh
about how silly folks were in the old days, and then your heart
clenches up around the idea that it could be true.

When I finally got to Aunt Violet’s, I hurried up
with my usual chores while she finished some potion she was working
on over the gas stove. After I was done I stood over her shoulder,
watching like I did sometimes, trying to find the right moment to
say anything.

“Melinda, Lavinia Taylor still needs 25
wedding charms. It’s a big task to handle by yourself, I know, but
it’s a rush job and I think you’re up to it.”

“Um,” I said, suddenly embarrassed to bring my
worries to my aunt who never had any patience for nonsense. “I
don’t know if I can.”

“It’s nothing you haven’t practiced a dozen
times before.”

“Yeah, but—I don’t know if I can. Something’s
going wrong with my spells.”

“Hmm.” Aunt Violet frowned. The potion turned
subtly from purple-gray to gray-purple—I ran to get the clean
flasks from the pantry, and we worked as a team, her pouring out
the liquid, me corking the flasks and wiping off any liquid that
poured down the edges. It was only when we were done, with the
saucepan soaking in the sink and all the flasks lined up in the
cupboard, that she spoke to me. “This isn’t a simple crisis of
confidence. You’re too fast, and too good, out there.”

I wanted to argue—that wasn’t magic, that was just
work. But Aunt Violet hated it when people argued with
compliments.

“Let me watch you,” she said. “On the wedding
charms.”

We sat down at the bench in the workshop. Aunt
Violet would take a small round stone and twist loops of wire
around it until it was held firm in the wire; and then I would
thread bits of leaves and stems and flowers through the wire. I
didn’t like Aunt Violet looking over me. It was hard, precise work,
choosing the right herbs, and choosing the right way to place them
into the design. Part of the magic is beauty, and part of it is the
complex formulas I spent years studying, balancing different kinds
of energy with each other. But I knew this so well. I finished the
charm, and to my eyes everything seemed right.

To my nose it was wrong.

“I see what you mean.” Aunt Violet held up my
eyelids and looked into my eyes, and she put her hand on my
forehead, and she sniffed my wrist. “Well,” she said at last.
“These things happen, especially when you’re young. Trade places
with me. You’ll do the wire bits, I’ll do the herbs.”

She was so practical with it, and so gentle, that I
got to work and didn’t say anything, but as the charms piled up on
the corner of the table, I felt sadder and sadder. More and more
like I was being punished for something that wasn’t my fault. There
were all these questions in my head that would sound foolish if I
said them out loud, questions I didn’t even want answers to.

When all of the charms were finally done, she sent
me back inside to watch cartoons. She brought me a potion mixed
with blueberry iced tea from the pitcher in the fridge. After
laying the

tray on the coffee table, she knelt by me and gave
me two taps on the forehead like she did when I used to work myself
in knots studying some little point of magic.

“Rest for a while. This doesn’t last, for
witches who are faithful to themselves and faithful to their
craft.”

How could I even know for sure if I could be
both?

I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t.

 


* * *

 


Sometime later, the doorbell rang, and Aunt Violet
called out without opening the door, “That’s Rosemary. She’s
looking for you, not me.”

I sat up, with a jolt of terror that she was going
to find me lounging in front of the TV watching Spongebob. “Tell
her I’m not here.”

And yet, God, for a second I was so happy that she
was here, here to see me.

“Don’t,” I said.

If I could fix this by giving her up, then—I would.
She was just a pretty girl. She wasn’t my family, my career, my
whole life’s work. But if I had to renounce her forever, I could do
it after I went to the door and saw what she wanted.

“Can we talk in private?” she said as soon as
I opened the door. She wasn’t put together like she was the day
before. No makeup, no jewelry, chipped nail polish and her mouth
set in a worried line. I still more or less wanted to just stare at
her.

I poured her an iced tea and took her up to the
guest room. We both sat on the bed, because there wasn’t anywhere
else to sit, and maybe she felt as awkward about it in the back of
her mind as I did, but it didn’t matter.

“Back in Sunset Park I used to know a witch.
Winnie Lang. She used to babysit for me,” she said. “I thought I
shouldn’t bring it up, because it’s none of my business, but—I know
what the deal is.”

“Okay.”

“I have this friend at school. Okay? It’s not
me, and it’s not a girl I’m into. Just for the record. She really
is a friend.”

She waited for me to nod that I understood before
she went on.

“She had this boyfriend, and he’s a major
creep, and she broke up with him once and he did all this
romantic-stalkery stuff until he convinced her to get back together
with him, and now they’re broken up again, and he’s putting her
through this wringer again. So I was thinking maybe you had
something that could make him leave her the hell alone.”

“You better go see my Aunt Violet about that.
I’m not really —”

Rosemary shook her head, with real fear in her eyes.
“If she thought she could trust adults with this, she would’ve
already gone to her parents, or the school counselor. They’re
just—but don’t you think it’s partly your fault? But don’t you feel
sorry for him? But he’s so sweet and harmless?”

I dropped my head, stared at my hands. I didn’t want
to say no to her. I didn’t want to try, and fail.

But God, if I tried it and it worked, and I didn’t
have to admit being scared and being a failure and having lost the
only thing that made me halfway interesting. Maybe there wasn’t one
chance in 100 that I’d succeed, but if the alternative was just to
say I couldn’t do it, I was in a gambling mood.

I went down to the kitchen. I measured herbs (and
Rosemary thought it was hilarious that I had to borrow my aunt’s
“drug-dealer scale.”) Half a dozen ingredients, dried herbs and
dried flowers and bark fresh-stripped from a tree in the back yard,
all went into the pot with a pint of goat milk, and I turned the
heat on as low as it would go and watched for it to start to
bubble.

Through it all, Rosemary had her head over my
shoulder, smelling when I smelled, swiping her finger through the
hot milk when I did.

“Hey, you better not accidentally have any
going-away spell,” I said.

She laughed. “Oh yeah? You trying to keep me
around?”

I didn’t mean it that way—really, any magic not
meant for you is sure to be a bad idea, accidentally ingested—but
having said it, I just said “Well,” and kept stirring.

She leaned her head, just barely, on my
shoulder.

Fifteen minutes. Nothing happened. I was thinking
about what it was to have her head on my shoulder like that, and it
felt like happening on a wild animal in the woods and knowing that
you’d only be able to keep watching it if you stayed totally still
and silent.

I was weirdly happy and almost able to ignore that
knot of fear in my head about what if this didn’t work.

“Is it done?” Rosemary asked after a while,
shifting away from me.

“Not yet,” I said.

“Did you do everything right?”

“You saw how carefully I measured all
that.”

“Once I made muffins with half a cup of salt
instead of half a cup of sugar.”

I turned and looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “You
want me to name every ingredient I put in there and how I know I
used the right one instead of something that just looks
similar?”

She shut up, and I shut up, afraid that I was scared
enough and mad enough to say something awful.

“Can you do me a favor though?”

She nodded.

“Down in the basement, there’s some racks of
wine bottles and things. Can you go look for a bottle of homemade
peach mead?”

“Mead?”

“Honey wine. It’s in a wine bottle but sort of
the color of apple juice.”

I felt bad for asking her to rummage around in
somebody else’s basement, but then she went off down the stairs. I
put my head against the wall and let out a long breath, then opened
the door to the workshop. “Can you fix this?”

Aunt Violet pushed the wooden spoon around the sides
of the pot and lifted the un-potion up to her nose. “I can’t.
Thought I told you to give this a rest for a while.”

“She asked me for help,” I said. “Anybody
else, I’d just have said no, I’d have told them to come ask you. I
don’t even know her that well and I’m trying to impress her, I
can’t figure out how to back down from anything, I can’t figure out
how to be nice, even. I don’t have any idea how I’m going to shake
this thing off, and if it’s not her, it’s just going to be somebody
else, and is this why the books say queer girls can’t be
witches?”

Aunt Violet’s eyes widened. She turned the heat off
and walked me away from the stove.

“Do you think it’s possible to be a good witch
while you’re fighting yourself? While you’re tied up in knots
between the person you are and the person you’re trying to be, or
trying to pretend to be?”

“It’s not really ideal,” I
admitted.

“Then consider, perhaps, how many girls over
the centuries have ended up locked in wars with themselves for one
reason or another.”

She smelled my goat’s milk mixture again. “You
haven’t gone wrong here,” she said, and she swept out of the room
and shut the door behind her.

I stood there a few moments, leaning on the kitchen
counter, feeling like the air had been blown out of my lungs. Only
when I heard footsteps on the stairs did I light the stove again
and start lazily stirring the pot.

Rosemary put the mead on the counter and inspected
what I was doing. “Was I being a jerk, before?”

“No,” I said. “Maybe I was. Maybe you’re just
scared for your friend and I’m just scared I’m not a good witch
like I thought.”

“I’m okay with you being an evil witch.” She
shrugged. “Was the mead just to get rid of me?”

“Half. Um—are you allowed to
drink?”

“A little. If there are adults around, and I
stay off the roads.”

“The truth is, I don’t know if I can do this.
I don’t even know if I can be a witch anymore. But I would like to
sit out on the porch with you and have some fresh blueberries and
some mead, because I think I like you.”

Even as I was saying that I felt like I was prying
the words out of my mouth, and I had to keep my eyes on the potion
and not look at her at all, but then I was done, and the inside of
my head felt like I’d put down something heavy.

“Sounds like a plan,” Rosemary said, and even
if I could tell she was disappointed that the go-away spell hadn’t
turned out she was back to being cheerfully sarcastic as she helped
me wash the blueberries and toss them with sugar, and pour out the
mead into plastic house-party cups.

And then, as I started for the door, she turned
back.

“Hey, we better not abandon this on the stove,
because it’s starting to smell weird. I don’t know if it’s burning
or something.”

I came over and I stuck my face in the pot because I
wanted to be sure, I wanted to breathe in the full smell of it, and
the heat and the fumes were almost enough to choke me but I was so
happy, I could hardly keep calm well enough to get the flasks out
of the pantry and pour out little servings of the potion. Rosemary
kept asking me, “Wait, really?” and “What happened?” and I didn’t
know what to say.

I just took her hand and squeezed it tight and kept
breathing in all the sweetness and all the bitterness of the
air.


 



All that
Matters
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Jason’s sneakers squeaked on the gym floor as he
fidgeted on the hard folding chair. He watched the current
competitor go through his spell sequence in fluid gestures. Inside
the protective dome, colors burst into being like fireworks. No
sound escaped.

“You’ll do fine,” Kevin said. His voice shook
a little.

Jason elbowed him gently. “Relax! You did great.
It’s over.”

“It’s not over until I find out if I’m in.
You’re lucky you’re going last.”

Jason grimaced. “Yeah, it gives me plenty of time to
imagine disasters.” Sure, he wouldn’t have to wait long to find out
if he’d been accepted to the Chicago College of Magic’s summer
program. Or to predict how angry his parents would be when he told
them he couldn’t help on the farm this summer. He shoved that
thought away and focused on the student in the dome.

The boy’s left foot skidded on the polished gym
floor, and his spell faltered. Fire slammed into the inside of the
dome. The boy dodged out of the way, and the audience in the
bleachers gasped. Jason dug his fingers into his legs until the
other boy scrambled up and calmed the flames, panting.

Someone snickered. It was a familiar snicker. Zeke
never missed a chance to laugh at someone else’s misfortune. Jason
reached out for Kevin’s hand and laced their fingers together.
Kevin’s shoulders drooped, but by unspoken agreement, they ignored
Zeke.

“You can’t do worse than I did,” Kevin said,
all the spirit gone out of his voice. “I couldn’t even hold a class
three illusion for 30 seconds. My dad’s going to be so
disappointed.”

They both looked up into the bleachers, packed with
the parents of the high school juniors and sophomores trying out
for a spot in the prestigious summer program. Some of them had
brought younger siblings to watch. Kevin’s dad sat halfway up the
left side. He’d come down from his job at one of the federal
research labs in Chicago to watch his son compete. Jason felt like
everyone’s parents were here, except for his.

“No, he won’t,” Jason said. “He’ll take you
out to dinner anyway. Besides, you did better than most of the
others.” Kevin had probably made it. That just made Jason more
nervous. If Kevin made it and he didn’t, they’d be apart for eight
weeks.

“I guess.” A smile flew across Kevin’s face.
“Don’t you wish you’d told your parents about this?”

Jason shrugged, keeping his face a mask that Kevin
could surely see straight through. His parents cared about his
education, that was obvious. His mom had moved to Urbana with Jason
and his little brother so Jason could attend the Magic Academy of
Central Illinois, while his dad stayed downstate on the organic
vegetable farm. He wasn’t sure they thought the split was worth it.
It was hard to explain to them how much he loved magic, how he
didn’t want to do anything else with his life except develop new
spells. Even if he got into the Chicago program, they might not let
him go. They wanted him to get a good education, but not at the
cost of losing him as a weekend laborer.

“They saw the announcement months ago,” he
said. “But the farmer’s market’s tomorrow, and my mom’s gone down
to help Dad harvest the greens.”

A teacher opened the protective dome to let the boy
out. He stopped, eyes wide. Kevin whispered, “It was weird, coming
out of the circle where there’s no sound or light except your own
magic. Suddenly you’re back to the gym, and it’s so bright and
loud.” He gave the boy a thumbs up, and he stumbled toward the
waiting students.

The head judge called the next candidate, a girl
from Springfield. She walked forward with her head high, but her
hands trembled at her sides. Zeke snickered again. Jason couldn’t
stop himself from shooting him a dirty look. The girl reminded him
of himself. Most of the students here were dressed to impress:
creased khakis, ironed dress shirts, polished shoes. Jason was
wearing his newest jeans and the sneakers he kept in Urbana for
school. The girl wore a new dress, but it didn’t fit quite right,
and her shoes were scuffed. He bet that like him, she didn’t have
the years of private tutoring and summer lessons most of the others
did. Even Kevin, who spent all his free time working at the bike
shop, took weekend lessons. Jason spent his Saturdays and Sundays
weeding gardens.

Kevin seemed to read his mind. “I bet she’s worked
hard,” he said as the teachers closed the dome around the girl.

“Must have,” Jason agreed. “I hope she makes
it.”

Zeke laughed, close by, and Jason looked up,
startled. Zeke loomed over him. “Hey, farm boy,” he said.
“Shouldn’t you be picking cabbages or something?”

“The judges aren’t scoring us on insults,”
Jason said. “Shouldn’t you be trying to learn a spell or
two?”

Zeke laughed again, and Jason felt his cheeks burn.
“If you were nicer I’d teach you one,” the other boy said. “Too bad
for you I don’t feel like it.” He strode back to his friends, who’d
been watching the conversation with smirks.

“Jerk,” Kevin muttered. “You all
right?”

“A-hole,” Jason agreed. “I just hope he screws
up.” He wanted Zeke to lose almost as badly as he wanted to win.
Losing and watching Zeke win... . He wrapped his arms around
himself.

“You’ll feel better when it’s over,” Kevin
said, patting his leg.

Jason wasn’t so sure. Zeke’s dig about teaching him
a spell had stung. Zeke was arrogant, but he really was good at
doing magic. Jason was better at the theory than at performing
spells. And Zeke’s parents didn’t need his help on a farm, so if he
got into the program, he’d get to go. Jason glanced at the
bleachers, wishing his parents were there to cheer him on. He’d
left the competition schedule sticking out of his backpack,
half-hoping his mom would see it. He hadn’t wanted to ask outright.
They might have told him there was no point to competing when they
needed him to work.
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